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CHAPTER ONE

The cold bit into me like a thousand gnawing ants claiming pieces of my soul, one tiny nip at a time, carrying it away to feast upon in the darkness and leaving me emptier with every torturous step.

Hours had passed since the women who had been my only family in this world had been brutally cut from me, their lives a broken bargaining piece that they’d bartered for my own.

A poor deal if ever I’d seen one.

I wasn’t worth one of them, let alone both. And yet the purity of their love for me had bought the continuation of my wretched life. With every ragged breath that passed between my lips and every wretched thump of my withered heart I yearned to toss it away, to take my blade and follow them into death. But I wouldn’t. Couldn’t. What kind of gratitude would that be? To repay their sacrifice with a selfish and all too easy release from this wicked existence?

With every step I took across the snow-covered landscape, my boots slipping on frozen stone, my wounds blazing in agony, I hissed their names into the night. For them, I would keep walking. For them, I wouldn’t submit.

Dalia.

Moraine.

Dalia.

Moraine.

Their blood still painted me like a horrific artwork. A piece which reflected all the pain of my soul out into the wilds of this war-torn world.

There was no justice in their deaths, no reasoning that I could give to such a cruel and sudden departure from life. They had been warriors worthy of their names spreading far and wide in legend and warning, not simply etched into the heart of a loveless creature like me, the world forgetting them too soon, every person in The Waning Lands leaving them behind just as all other fallen warriors were sacrificed to history. A number on a page of a book all too long and all too heavy.

This pain was carving me apart, this loss impossible to bear and still I pushed forwards, their names offering me some semblance of strength, refusing to let me give in.

Dalia.

Moraine.

Dalia.

Moraine.

Snow fell from the sky at a steady beat, fat flakes tumbling to the ground in a storm so thick that I could barely make out the lights of Wrathbane ahead of me through the blizzard.

Ice had formed in the blood that covered me, my pale pink hair frozen and whitened where the frigid wind tore through it.

I had no magic to protect me from it, not even a drop that might propel me into the sky and hurl me to my destination faster.

I couldn’t feel my feet, or my fingers, and every breath of the frozen air sliced its way into my lungs as if nature wanted to echo the agony of my soul and tattoo it into my flesh. I barely had the energy left to shiver and I knew in my soul that hypothermia had to be setting in. The frostbite may have already claimed my toes. But I had sworn an oath to Stormfell. On all I was and all I might once have dreamed of being, I had sworn to protect it and its people. I had sworn to serve my kingdom and my prince and I’d done so with my sisters at my side.

Cayde might have made a traitor of my flesh, but he would never be able to make a traitor of my heart. I lived and breathed for Stormfell. I would make it to the castle of Wrathbane and warn them of what he knew, of his plot, his false identity. Even if those words were the last to fall from my frozen lips, I would speak them. But I didn’t intend to let death have me yet. I planned on nothing more or less than delivering that lying, manipulative bastard to it first. Because he had manipulated me.

Every word from his lips had dripped a truth which I had been too fucking foolish to see. But now in the light of his betrayal they were all replaying through my mind, the taint of my own arrogance and foolishness torn from them so that I could see them for the plain truths they were. He had told me I was perfect. And I had been – the perfect tool for him to wield in his bid to get closer to the prince. For the love of the stars, I had found him alone in my room, he had asked me openly if he might read a letter Dragor had sent me and had then so conveniently knocked the entire contents of my desk flying to the floor. It had been done in a move disguised as lust but had so simply hidden any signs of his interference with my belongings too. Each moment with him could be cast in a far more sinister light, each word that had fallen from his poisonous tongue a clue to the reality I had been so hopelessly oblivious to.

Tears froze against my cheeks, the pain of them branding my flesh with the weight of my own stupidity. What it had cost me bore down on me immeasurably.

Dalia.

Moraine.

Dalia.

Moraine.

On and on I forced my broken body, the light of Wrathbane dancing and flickering endlessly out of reach. The moment my boot landed on the hard cobbles of the road outside the wall which ringed the city, I froze and stared down at it.

Wind wielders kept the roads of our kingdom clear of snow in the winter by imbuing rune-marked stones with air magic which blew the flakes aside whenever they attempted to settle. The dark river of stone which welcomed me now had never been something I’d offered much attention to but here, in this moment, it felt like the first real thing I had seen in years.

“You there!” a male voice barked, though all I seemed capable of doing was staring down at my boot in disbelief. “The roads are closed at this time of night. What business have you approaching the city walls at this hour?”

Still, I said nothing.

Another guard barked some kind of threat then heavy bootsteps pounded towards me.

The guard’s shadow fell over me, his desire to know who I was and what business I had here coiling from him, kindling the stunted fragments of my magic as I latched onto them without consciously meaning to.

As he reached for me, I snapped my head up, my grey gaze piercing his dark eyes and he sucked in a sharp breath.

“By the light of the moon,” he murmured. “Never have my eyes beheld a beauty such as-”

“Deliver me to Prince Dragor,” I snarled, my voice as brittle as a dead branch clinging to a fallen tree. “Now.”

His mouth opened and closed, his pupils dilating while he stared at me and he dropped to his knees before me.

“Let me give you my cloak, my shirt, my boots,” he urged, fumbling with the fastenings of his thick furs. “Let me be of assistance to you, my mistress, my goddess, my starstruck sky-”

I grunted in annoyance, taking hold of his desperate desire to help me and tugging on it hard, stealing his magic for my own. He cried out, ripping his clothes from his body and hurling them at me in desperation as his desire swelled beyond control and he stripped himself bare in the middle of the storm-swept road.

I ignored both him and the first guard who was babbling now as well as begging me to fuck him and offering me every gold coin in his family vault for the pleasure.

His lust fed my power too and I shoved past both of them, hammering my fist against the barred gates beyond them.

A female guard wrenched them wide, her magic ripping the air from my lungs as she did so. I bared my teeth menacingly and stalked straight for her, ignoring the vice which her power had banded around my chest.

“Are you…the Sky Witch?” she breathed as I stepped beneath the light of the torch bracketed against the wall, the pink in my hair showing up more clearly in the warm glow.

Her magic fell away, releasing me and she cringed back, not even bothering to draw her sword while she waved off a cluster of guards who were closing in on the gate too, no doubt roused to action by the arrival of a stranger in the night.

“Did Cayde Avior pass this way before me?” I barked.

“No other has entered the city since the gates closed six hours ago,” the guard assured me. “We have strict rules to never allow any-”

“Good,” I replied, some small relief finding me with the knowledge that he hadn’t beaten me here, but it was little comfort in the light of all else. “If he or any other Fae approach tonight you will not allow them entrance,” I snarled. “On pain of death, you keep that gate barred to all until further notice. And send word to every other gate on the wall too.”

“Yes ma’am,” she agreed, and I was glad she didn’t question my authority to make any such command because, in all truth, I had none. My reputation was great enough that most Fae forgot I was nothing but a heavily-bloodied Sinfair and my word only carried the weight Prince Dragor granted it. I held no true title.

I wasted no more time with them, hurling myself into the air without another word. A shield of air magic blocked entry to the city above the wall which ringed it but now that I was inside, I could use the power I had stolen from the guards to launch me to my destination.

The world blurred as I hurtled through the dark sky, snow buffeting my cheeks, my gaze fixed on the brightness of the castle of Wrathbane at the heart of the city.

I spotted the squat tower that held the prince’s private quarters and dropped from the sky as the last of my magic sputtered out.

I slammed onto the narrow balcony outside a span of wide windows, a cry of pain breaking from my lips as I hit the frozen stone harder than intended, my body carving a hole into the snow piled atop it.

I rolled onto my back, gasping through the pain which lanced up my spine, my fingers closing on snow as I found myself staring up into the storm. The flakes of snow appeared like a thousand stars all spinning in the sky above me, laughing at my demise. For the thousandth time in my cursed life, I wondered what I’d done to earn such disdain from the celestial beings who toyed so flippantly with my soul.

Doors flew open with a bang, magic coiling around me in a fist which threatened to crush my bones with its might. I was propelled into the darkened room, an indignant cry escaping a female throat as I was pinned to the rug before the low burning flames in the fireplace.

“Vesper?” Dragor hissed, his normally infallible composure slipping as he let his surprise show in his tone.

His magic released me and I pushed myself to my knees, dimly taking in the breadth of his bedchamber, the naked woman who scowled at me from the towering four-poster bed. Everything was chillingly white, from the stone walls to the furniture, to the rug I was now staining with the blood of my most beloved friends.

I blinked as Dragor came into focus before me, his pants hanging low on his hips, the laces undone, his chest and feet bare. His white hair was mussed from sleep or perhaps from fucking the woman who was now yelling a demand for me to be punished for my impertinence, for daring to arrive here in this manner, for-

I didn’t find out what else she desired me to be punished for as Dragor lifted a single, commanding finger in her direction and his prissy little wife fell silent.

“Moraine and Dalia are dead,” I choked out as he cut me a look, his desire to know why I was here slamming into me with enough force that I didn’t waste time waiting for him to ask. “Cayde…he was never even Cayde at all, he was here to assassinate you and I thought he might have come here ahead of me. He betrayed us. He’s from Avanis.”

Dragor strode for me, his fist grasping my throat as he heaved me to my feet and loomed over me, his nose practically touching mine as he stared into my grey eyes with his ice blues.

“Out,” he snarled and it took me a moment to realise he was commanding his wife from the room.

Perhaps she was smarter than I would have liked to believe because she stood and strode through the exit to his chambers without a word, naked as the dawn and only sparing one, hateful glance my way before the door snapped shut behind her and we were left alone.

“Speak,” Dragor hissed, relaxing his grip on my throat so I could do so, but staying well within my personal space as I fought to get the words to obey. “The worst of it first then every detail after. I’ll have it from your tongue then I’ll have it from your mind via Cyclops too so spare me none of it.”

My death echoed in that demand, the fullness of the truth spelling out my treason for him to see, but I wouldn’t balk from it. I had placed all of Stormfell at risk by taking Cayde into my confidence, my body, my trust. I wouldn’t attempt to spare myself a moment of the punishment I was owed in penance.

“At Never Keep,” I breathed, rooting myself in this moment and forcing the words to spill freely. “I discovered a room filled with archways. Archways which create paths between space itself, making traversing the continent as simple as stepping from one room to the next. I travelled from there to here and Cayde followed me. He knows and he killed-”

“He lives with this knowledge?” Dragor demanded, his cold eyes giving away nothing, making it unclear whether he had known of this or not. “You left him breathing.”

“I placed a curse on him,” I spat, hating that I hadn’t done more. “But yes…he escaped me.”

“What else?”

“Vampires attacked us,” I touched the jagged bite wound on my throat and Dragor’s eyes moved to look at it but before he could comment on it, I went on. “And there was a Dragon,” I whispered, still hardly believing it myself. “It escaped too.”

“How did this come to pass?” Dragor barked.

“I…” My gaze bounced between his pale eyes, searching his handsome features for some pity or even fury, anything to let me know what was happening within his dark mind. “He seduced me,” I admitted. “It’s my fault.”

Dragor’s pupils dilated at my words, his spine straightening as he looked me over slowly, his lip curling just enough to betray his rage at my admission.

“I see,” he growled in a low, dangerous tone which told me plainly that he was weighing my fate in his grasp, but I had no way of knowing what he might choose to do with it.

I had offered my allegiance to Stormfell and to him above even that so I parted my lips and in my bloodstained, frozen, grief-ridden state, I gave him the truth. Every, rotten, piece of it.
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CHAPTER TWO

“The Keep is secure – return to your Vaults!” the Grand Maester bellowed, his voice amplified with magic, and the walls trembled with its power.

My mind raced with what I’d seen beneath the Keep, the bodies strewn before the archways, Dalia, Moraine, the metallic scent of blood still lingering with me now. Kaiser Brimtheon had drawn me away from that pit of carnage before I’d had time to seek out any more of the dead, his hand still latched around mine. The likelihood was, the Sky Witch and Cayde had met an equally bloody end.

Of all their deaths, Vesper’s was the one that struck me like an anvil, the loss of her finding its way into my soul and tearing off a piece of it. She may not have been a friend, but I had respected what she was despite the lines drawn between us. She had deserved so much more than an end like that. She should have died in glory on a battlefield, not in the bowels of this forsaken place at the hands of a lawless monster.

The injustice of it made me mentally hurl a curse at Libra for allowing the unbalance to occur against its own elemental creature. Perhaps I should have laughed at the foolishness of the deities of Air, and hailed my own elemental creators as far superior, but the tight knot of loss in my chest only allowed for outrage.

The moment Kaiser guided me out of the Reapers’ Quarters into the chaos of the Heliacal Courtyard, his hand fell from mine and his power of possession withdrew a little, giving me back the ability to speak – though he still kept a firm hold on the movements of my body, ensuring I didn’t turn and race back in the direction I had left Harlon. Regardless, no words passed my lips, all of them silenced by the unfolding havoc before me.

The wounded were screaming, crying out for help where they lay in pools of blood while Reapers and conscripts alike worked to secure the Night Gate which was now shut tight. Snow was falling, creating a swirling tempest that carried those screams up towards the unforgiving sky.

The Grand Maester stood at the heart of the chaos with his gold cloak billowing out around him, shouting commands while he worked to restore order. “All who are not mortally wounded return to your Vaults and do not come out again until you are given the word to do so! Never Keep has been secured and our gifts as prophets of the stars shall now be focused on healing those who lay upon the cusp of death in this yard. If your injuries are not dire, retreat now. Praise to the stars!”

“Praise to those who tread their destined path!” some called out the natural answer, but many were still regaining their senses after the fight.

A rush of movement marked the retreat, and a mixture of excited chatter and horrified whispers reached me, helping me piece together what had happened here.

“Why did they leave?”

“They drank plenty of blood, perhaps that was all they wanted.”

“Do you think they could have killed everyone here?”

“Not even the Reapers seemed able to stop them. Did you see how many of them it took to kill just one Vampire?”

Kaiser willed me to move with a jolt of his possession, and I hurried aside as a group of Reapers raced into their quarters, ensuring there was no chance of me returning that way for Harlon. My chest crushed at the thought of abandoning him down there, all too close to that dark entity which had brutally murdered some of his fellow acolytes.

The words Harlon had spoken to me echoed in my head, making me fear for him with a deep kind of terror. “Run, Ever. Never stop running.”

He had spoken as if his fate was set, like there was no escape for him, and he only hoped there was still one for me. Whatever he had witnessed during his time under the Reapers’ instruction was perhaps even worse than the glimpse I’d stolen of their dealings. I could have sworn I still felt the aura of the beastly thing which lurked in that cavern with the acolytes.

Kaiser Brimtheon hadn’t witnessed its terrible power, but if he had, I was sure he wouldn’t have declared me the Void. He would know the truth as I did and he would see how preposterous his accusation was, but instead I was his captive for the sake of his mad claims.

My upper lip curled, my gaze fixed on Kaiser’s back as he strode away from me without a word, making a line for North and a group of Flamebringers who looked amped up from the fight.

North embraced Kaiser with a ferocity that proved his relief at finding his brother well, and Kaiser clapped him on the shoulder before they began speaking in low voices that I had no chance of hearing from my position.

My sneer grew. Wicked, unhinged thoughts of bloody murder flitted through my mind before I tore my gaze from the man who had tethered my soul to his. My expression softened when my eyes fell on a large figure who was being swept along with the retreating crowd.

“Galomp!” I called, wanting to run to him, but my limbs were still under Kaiser’s control and apparently, he had decided on me staying right fucking here.

“Miss Everest.” Galomp smiled as he made it to me, wrapping his arms around me and plucking me off the ground to squash me in a hug.

I winced from my injuries, the whip marks the Reaper had left on me searingly sharp, but kaské, it was good to know Galomp had survived the attack.

“Did you get bitten?” I asked, finding I cared far too much for the answer. My heart was meant to be closed to the world, not allowing Sky Witches and Galomps in. It would be a damn parade next if I wasn’t careful, the doors thrown open and a whole marching band tromping in.

“No bites.” Galomp placed me down, looking me over and frowning deeply. “Oh bother, I did not know you were hurt. You look very pale too. Are you well, Miss Everest? Shall I fetch a Reaper?”

“No,” I said quickly. “I’ll be fine.”

My eyes slid to a Stonebreaker on the ground with her neck slashed open as two Reapers worked together to heal her. I was certainty not in the category of ‘dire’ when it came to my injuries. There would be no healing touch for me tonight. Besides, between the shock I was in over everything that had happened and the burn of Kaiser’s Nightfire still simmering in my veins, I could hardly focus on the pain of the whip marks the Reaper had left on me.

I felt Kaiser’s eyes on me again and shot him a glare, finding him watching my interaction with Galomp. The Fury assessed us with a cold calculation, his silky black hair shifting in the wind, and his eyes glinting red. I glared back at him but was only served the gift of Kaiser’s possession flooding through me, binding my limbs to his will. I was forced to start walking away from my fellow Raincarvers and I grabbed Galomp’s arm, dragging him along to wherever Kaiser was sending me.

“Galomp, listen. I need you to do something for me,” I whispered hurriedly.

“Anything for a friend in need.” He nodded and my eyebrows raised at him calling me that.

“Right. Yeah. Friend. Are we friends? Anyway… I left a bag and a cloak under the statue of Taurus across the courtyard. Can you fetch it for me? And keep it hidden until I can come for it?” My legs took a sudden path to the right, away from the stream of Raincarvers and Galomp stumbled after me.

“Yes indeed, oh boy, a mission. But I cannot go back while you are leading me forwards, Miss Everest.”

I reluctantly released him, and he gave me a wide smile before turning abruptly, causing a bunch of Fae to curse as he ploughed his way through them, acting as though they weren’t even there. He was so large and strong that they had no choice but to get out of his way or be mowed down in his path.

“And yes, we are friends!” he bayed back to me, causing me to smile just a little. I flattened it firmly. This was hardly the thing I should have been focusing on, but Galomp had just saved my ass, and having someone on my side while Harlon was buried away under the Keep didn’t seem like the worst fate dealt to me by the stars, especially now I had a Fury puppeteering my every move.

Kaiser’s possession made me veer further away from the Raincarvers and I was jostled along among a sea of Flamebringers who were so caught up in talking about the Vampire attack that they didn’t notice me among their ranks.

My muscles tensed at the feeling of my enemies surrounding me and I tried to fight against Kaiser’s command over my legs, but there was no stopping it. I hardly stood out as a Raincarver at least, my black clothes plain and unassuming, making me blend into the background. Kaiser was clearly happy to risk my neck either way because he walked me straight down the passage into the Vault of Flames, the wooden doors wide and no guards currently manning them.

I gritted my teeth, wondering what the fuck Kaiser was playing at as he forced me to move into enemy territory alone, guiding me down a corridor where everflames danced in sconces on the walls and towering murals of burning trees flanked us on both sides.

Soon, I turned up a stairway, climbing a few floors before stepping into a passage I knew all too well.

No other Flamebringers were with me now and I fought fiercely against the possession that wracked my bones, trying to resist it only to receive a flash of Nightfire searing through my veins. The burn of it made me stagger, my breath falling heavily from my lungs and pain ratcheting through my bones.

There was no stopping his control. His dominion over me was absolute as he walked me to the door that led into his quarters. I pressed my hand to the wood and it opened, no magical lock in place to protect the precious Flamebringer’s space. Perhaps he was arrogant enough to believe no Fae would risk stepping into his private quarters.

With a stream of vile words pouring from my lips, I stepped into his room, the place speaking of wealth and power from every dark surface to the towering black walls. I approached the iron rail ringing the firepit at the centre of the room where the flames had died low, my gaze moving to the tall stained-glass windows beyond it that depicted Leo, Sagittarius and Aries. No light filtered through them now, the snowstorm outside hiding the moon in swathes of heavy clouds. It felt as though the stars had turned from me, Pisces, Scorpio and Cancer drawing the curtains on the scene of this night and heading off into a deep, unawakenable slumber.

At the will of Kaiser, my fingers curled around the railing and they fixed there, like a shackle locking into place.

Now the adrenaline was subsiding, I felt the hot lick of blood against my skin, the bite of pain from the whip marks the Reaper had left on me and the sting of the Vampire bite on my left arm. My thoughts turned to the Sky Witch again, my mind refuting the possibility of her death whilst considering the probability of it too.

Those Vampires had left a trail of horrors in their wake and the fact was, she’d been trapped down there with several of them and there had been no sign of her since. My limbs were leaden as I thought over every scenario, every choice painting out a fate I could never have predicted. If only I could go back, change what had been done-

The door opened at my back and the flood of cold in my veins was enough to tell me who had entered. A click came as the door shut behind him and then…silence.

The oppressive quiet sucked the oxygen from the air.

“Why did you bring me here?” I bit out, my sharp voice cleaving the atmosphere apart.

A silencing shield slipped over us, but he didn’t respond. The sound of his footfalls moved my way, but I was unable to turn from the position he’d put me in. I was a fly caught in a spider’s web, listening as my monster approached, unable to do anything but await the feel of his fangs. I controlled my fear, moulding it into something hard, but no doubt this Fury could taste it beneath the layers of my deception.

The sound of chair legs scraping across the floor made my teeth grind and he slammed the wooden seat down beside me with a bang that set my pulse racing.

“Fucking asshole,” I hissed, trying to turn my head to look at him, but I was still frozen in place.

“Turn,” he commanded.

His possession forced my limbs to do so without me willingly complying.

I found Kaiser standing all too close, his chest still bare, head tilted down and his soulless eyes fixed on mine. His gaze didn’t stay there long, moving lower to inspect me with a scrutiny that made my skin itch. Heat flared along my flesh, my breaths coming too hard to not be noticed. His muscles flexed while he continued his analysis of me, drawing my attention to the hard lines of his chest and the firm planes of his abs. He was evil wrapped up in a suit of temptation, but there wasn’t a single part of me that could desire a creature like him.

I had a thousand questions, all of them burning my tongue like acid, but the only one that made its way past my lips was the simplest of them all. “Why?”

“I thought I made myself clear, silka la vin,” he said in his deep baritone, his voice empty of the raw anger I’d witnessed from him down in that chamber. “You are the Void. And I will deliver you to Mirelle the moment we are free to leave Never Keep. This soul-tie forged between us will ensure you remain compliant in the meantime.”

I scoffed at him and his idiocy. “You wasted your precious Fury magic on a wild, unfounded assumption.”

He remained silent in answer to that and Blue – no, Calcifiend – crawled out from his trouser pocket, clicking his tongue and looking between us.

I pursed my lips as the traitorous lizard took off upon his scaly wings and flew up to perch on top of the four-poster bed.

“Arms up,” Kaiser instructed, and I gazed coolly at him as he used his possession to make me deliver on that command.

He took hold of the hem of my shirt and I cursed him in a stream of Cascalian as he dragged my tunic over my head. Some of the blood that had been drying over my injuries cracked and split my wounds apart once more. I inhaled sharply as he tossed my tunic to the floor without care, a true fear finding me.

“Stop,” I growled forcefully, but he ignored me, simply using his power to make me shed my shoes and pants instead. He was exposing me, one item after another, baring me to him. Perhaps the hollowness in his eyes should have warned me of the kind of monster he truly was. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised to find him forcing the clothes from my body. If my fear wasn’t enough for him yet, then maybe the most monstrous part of him knew exactly what would cleave real terror from my soul.

“Place one hand on me and I will kill you,” I warned. “I will break through this power on me and destroy you.”

Kaiser ignored my idle threats, making me kick my clothes aside on the floor along with my dagger and stand upright before him in my underwear.

He inspected the whip marks, the thin lacerations not too deep but a couple of them might scar. His gaze on them made them sting, like my body was rejecting the touch it could feel coming. And as my eyes slid to my dagger, all I wished for was the chance to wield it against him, slice his throat before he could lay a single finger on me.

Kaiser’s jaw ticked as he took in my wounds. I couldn’t guess at why he was hesitating or what he was thinking. Violence was coming and there was nothing I could do but wait for it to arrive. Abruptly, he turned and strode away across the room, disappearing through a door that gave a glimpse of a fine bathing chamber. I released a ragged breath, relieved by his absence, but no matter how hard I fought his control, it still didn’t lift.

He took his time in there and all the while, my mind painted violent pictures of his body pinning mine beneath it, taking anything and everything he wanted from me. Was this what Kaiser planned to use this soul-tie for before handing me to The Matriarch? Feeding on the most tainted brand of fear he could conjure in my body.

My muscles strained against his power as panic set in. Torture, I could face. But this?

My throat filled with bile, my breaths coming too fast as the walls closed in on either side of me.

“Pisces,” I breathed. “Release me from these binds. Swear you won’t let him have me. I will pay any price for the chance at his death this night.”

Kaiser returned with a bowl of water in the shape of a flame, laying it on the floor and wetting a cloth in it.

“What are you doing?” I hissed.

“I have a duty to you now whether either of us care for it or not,” he said blandly, moving toward me and dabbing the warm cloth against the whip mark that ran across my chest.

I bit down on my tongue at the bite of pain, not giving him the satisfaction of wincing.

“A duty?” I spat, my mind reeling. “Because of this putrid magic you’ve cast on me? What else will it demand of us?”

“It will demand much of you and little of me,” he answered simply and my wrath amplified - though there was no denying the relief that was settling beneath it. He didn’t want my body after all and thank the fucking stars for that.

“There is no use in fighting it,” he added.

I tried to raise a fist to him to counter his point, but his possession kept me still as he worked to clean my wounds. His gentle touches were at complete odds with what I’d expected from him. In fact, I would have preferred he was cutting more marks into my flesh, showing the truth of him instead of this farse.

Hatred simmered inside me as he cleansed each of the cuts across my body then, without a word, he willed me to stand on the chair so he could more easily access the cuts on my thighs. My throat thickened as I glared down at him, his hands moving the cloth deftly over my skin, painting trails of fire along the lines of my injuries. He had done this before, I had no doubt; this creature was well used to blood.

His muscles were painted gold within the firelight, his body sculpted by the dancing shadows. The scent of cinders and oak lay heavily on my tongue, making me draw in an involuntary breath, the taste of it alluring despite the source. His soulless eyes never left my skin, moving from one wound to the next as he worked methodically to cleanse them. I was too hot in his company, this room blisteringly warm, and every touch he laid upon me burned ever deeper.

“You said there were requirements to this soul-tie,” I said coldly, trying to ignore the sparks his fingers were triggering along my body. “You should know that I will fight you on anything you demand of me. I will fight until either I am destroyed by this magic, or I break free of it. Either way, I will ensure I take you with me if this path leads to death.”

Kaiser glanced up, all too close to me, his breath skating against my chest and making goosebumps dance there. “Fight all you like. Thrash and struggle and plead with the stars for your deliverance, it will do you little good, and you will burn in the process. Once you are done with your rebellion, you will come crawling back to my door begging to fulfil the demands of the soul-tie. There is no escaping that fate. But if you wish to do this the hard way, silka la vin, so be it.”

A flash of hot rage tore through me and I tried to move, to strike at him, but my limbs were leaden, clamped to my sides. The dark power that lived inside me stirred to life and a breath of surprise escaped me as my fingers curled into fists. I could do nothing more than that, but it was something. A glimmer of possibility.

Kaiser looked me in the eye and a sadistic power gleamed within those obsidian coins, a glint of red telling of his Fury Order, proving how close it was to the surface. But he was not the only beast in this room; I had teeth and claws of my own and I would use them against him as soon as I broke through his possession.

“I’ll never submit to this,” I told him plain and clear. “I will never give in.”

“Then you will burn from the inside out in a blaze of Nightfire,” he said darkly. “If you think you have felt the worst of it yet, I assure you, you are mistaken.”

I tried to summon more of the strange power I held that had made his Order recede in the chamber beneath the Keep. It had done things no magic should be capable of. But it was dormant inside me again, unable to be wielded, like it had whims of its own.

The words Kaiser had spoken about this soul-tie rattled through my skull. “You will suffer so that I might thrive.”

I set my jaw, determination setting my heart aflame. I would not give in to the wants of this asshole. If he thought I would bow to his Nightfire, then he would soon discover that I would rather burn for all eternity than play puppet for my enemy. I’d figure out how to control the power I possessed, then he would see what I was made of.

Kaiser finished cleaning my wounds and walked away into the bathroom with the bowl and bloodied cloth in hand. When he returned, he was holding a dark green jar and as he took the lid from it, a scent of lilac and honey reached me from the thick white substance inside. He dipped two fingers into it then ran them across the cut on my left thigh, making me gasp at the cool kiss of it.

His fingers grazed the edge of my underwear and a shiver ran through me that was followed by a wave of revulsion at how my body had reacted to the feel of his skin against mine. He repeated the process, marking me with that white substance which slowly but surely melted into my wounds and disappeared, taking the slice of pain with it. His fingers roamed my body, seeking out each injury and making me seethe at how assuredly he traced my skin, like I was his to touch and no one else’s.

He finished applying the poultice and my wounds tingled as a deep numbness settled in, the worst of the pain banished from them. But I would rather they burned eternally than feel an ounce of gratitude toward him.

“You will return to me if these injuries do not improve,” Kaiser’s voice cut through the quiet like a knife. “Now shift and use the rooftops to go to your quarters. Do not be seen. And do not come out again until dawn.”

At once, I had my body back within my control and I lunged at him with a hellish cry, my fist slamming into his face as I tried to knock him over. He caught me by the waist and tossed me to the floor with force, the impact only spurring me into action. I dove for my dagger with a surge of adrenaline, unsheathing it and springing upright like a wildcat.

His death was the only thing in this world I thirsted for like this, but as I swung my blade for his throat, the Nightfire flared, twisting through my veins and near-blinding me with the intensity of the pain.

Kaiser stood over me as I crashed to my knees, my dagger tight in my grip, but the agony of the fire immobilised me in an instant.

As I was forced to submit, the flames in my body fluttered out of existence and I pushed onto my knees. A ragged breath raked through my lungs and I glared up at my monster, vowing his end upon Pisces, Scorpio and Cancer. He would fall, come what fucking may, Kaiser Brimtheon would fall.

He beckoned me to my feet with two fingers, seeming entirely unaffected by what I’d done, his mouth pressed into a flat line as his possession snaked through my limbs and forced me to obey.

I rose before him, grip still tight on the hilt of my dagger, but there was no way to attempt another stab.

“Striking at me is pointless,” he stated. “I do not care how many times it takes you to learn that lesson, but a smart Fae would learn it quickly.”

He stepped nearer, devouring my personal space and making me tilt my head back to keep my eyes on his.

“Now go to your room like a good girl. The soul-tie will demand that you return to me soon.”

“I will never return,” I vowed in a hiss.

“You have no idea how deep this magic runs, silka la vin,” he said, a warning veiled between those words. “You are my Fearsire and the meaning of that name will soon spark a terror in you that you will never forget.”

A cold, thick dread sank deep into my chest, the promise in his eyes like a knife in my heart.

“Now go,” he commanded.

His possession made me leap away from him and shift into my white Leopard form. My paws hit the floorboards and I snatched my dagger between my teeth, running for the window and knocking it wide with a swipe of my claws before diving out onto the rooftop below.

The snow pelted my fur and blurred my vision as I ran, offering me the cover I needed to make it back to the Vault of Frost unseen.

Kaiser’s possession willed me on and the wind howled with a mournful wail as it witnessed what had become of me. Everest Arcadia. A prisoner of Pyros.
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CHAPTER THREE

Iblinked at the slow trickle of blood which rolled its way down my side, trailing over the bare skin where my tunic was torn before sinking into the waistband of my trousers to add to the stains that marked them.

Cold stone dug into my knees, my right arm chained to the roof above and keeping me from sinking any lower in my kneeling position. There had been a stool at first, but Dragor had kicked it out from under me in a fit of anger before summoning his pet mind reader, Merika, to join us.

My head ached with the aftermath of the Cyclops interrogation I had endured at her hands, her wicked claws having torn through my mind for every scrap of the truth. She’d found nothing more to my downfall than what I had willingly told my prince, but she had scraped the corners of my mind bare for every scarring detail.

Dragor had joined her for parts of it, taking her hand so he could view my memories via the bridge her magic created into my mind. He’d lingered in the whispered words of poison Cayde had offered me while he sneered at how easily I had been fooled.

Dragor had never even assigned Cayde to me. All of it had been a fabrication which I had bought into all too easily. It was far easier for me to believe that Dragor had doubted me and sent a spy to watch over me than it was for me to dare question my prince on the matter after all. So while I had let myself fester in the sting of being spied on by my prince, I had failed to realise that the spy wasn’t working for my kingdom at all.

Even Dragor had been surprised at how simply Cayde had snuck into our kingdom. How he’d taken the place of a little-known, second son who in truth he had murdered alongside every person who might have been able to recognise him for the fake he was. With one act of brutal violence, a spy had slipped into our midst and spent years working to wrap himself in the identity he had stolen until finally daring to move closer to his target. And I’d been the fool who had almost let him succeed in his task.

The bitterness of that reality burned my parched throat and only added salt to the sting of my tears which had finally ceased. Moraine and Dalia had no use for my tears now anyway. The only thing I could truly hope to offer them was vengeance.

I’d spilled every drop of the truth in every way I could and then I’d taken the beating I’d earned for my idiocy without so much as a gasp breaking from my lips.

I wasn’t shivering anymore, though the cold still clung to me, but either I had gone beyond feeling it or my limbs had lost the ability to complain about its presence.

Dragor stood over me, the Cyclops dismissed, her memory of our interaction erased with a potion the prince had instructed her to drink before leaving this dank cell in the bottom of the prison.

The secrets in this place were ours alone now, their whispers filling the dark corners of the dungeons below Wrathbane Castle just as so many had done before them. Dark walls surrounded us, dank and slowly dripping moisture to the ground where nothing but a small grate awaited it - though its true purpose was for the blood which so often wetted its floors. Prisons in Stormfell weren’t designed to hold captives for long. They were simply a place to contain Fae while their deaths were prolonged in punishment for their crimes.

“The guards you saw on your way into the city are dead.” Dragor spoke at last, though I kept my eyes on the slow trickle of blood from the wound I could hardly recall receiving.

I said nothing. I had no space in my soul to even question his words. I was empty. Void of all but the worst of what I was and the depths of loss I now lingered in.

“No one knows you are here but me,” he went on.

There it was. Harsh and bitter on his lips, teetering on the cusp of spilling from them. My death sentence. But I wasn’t ready to let death have me yet. That was a fate far too easy. One which I did not deserve the mercy of.

“Let me kill him first,” I rasped, my voice a cracked and broken thing, like a shard of glass piercing the air. “Let me hunt him and gut him and make him scream for mercy before you enact your vengeance on me. I’m not asking for mercy. I’m not asking to keep my life. I deserve every bit of your ire, your punishment, your torture. But he deserves worse. Let me give him what he is owed and I will lay myself before you and smile while you carve me apart in payment for my crimes. Just let me die with his blood on my hands and his death cries echoing in my ears.”

I lifted my gaze to Dragor’s at last, the icy blue piercing me to my core, but not my soul. That wretched scrap of nothing, the keeper of my most desperate, secret wants, which had seen so much abuse at my hands yet still sparked and flared with hope, had at last fled with the deaths of the women I loved. There was nothing of it left to me now and as Dragor looked at me, I got the feeling he could see that.

“There is a quote in the old Tome of the Stars which comes to mind while I look upon you now,” he mused, curling a finger beneath my chin to keep my gaze pinned on his. “‘When death beckons us into the embrace of the beyond, there are only four ways in which to greet it. Grief. Anger. Despair. Acceptance.’ None of those options seem fitting for you, Sky Witch. None of those paths hold the justice I seek from your destiny.”

I swallowed against the thick lump in my throat, holding his gaze, drinking in his disgust, his wrath and waiting for his judgement.

Dragor’s upper lip curled in a sneer, the back of his hand colliding with my cheek hard enough to break the skin.

I was knocked aside by the blow, my shoulder screaming in agony as my weight swung from the chain, my knees scraping across cold stone. Then suddenly I was falling, the shackle unclasping from my wrist and that unwelcoming floor racing up to greet my face.

The heavy thud of Dragor’s boots beat a path from the cell and I peered up between strands of matted pink hair to watch as he pulled the door wide and strode through it, leaving it open at his back.

I wasn’t fool enough to feel relief at the continuation of my pitiful life, but as my fingernails scraped against the bloodstained floor of my cell and I pushed myself to my feet, I did embrace the cold fury which settled into my bones.

My prince was granting my wish. And I wasn’t going to disappoint him again.

Pain bit at me as I limped after him, blood dripping to the dark flagstones as I crossed them and made it into the torchlit corridor beyond. A man was softly sobbing in a cell further down the passageway, another shrieking at monsters in the dark, but my focus was solely fixed on those retreating footsteps.

I pushed my body to move faster, ignoring the numbness in my frozen feet and the ringing in my skull as I hurried to catch up to Dragor. I passed more cells, iron doors locked tight so there was no way of knowing if they were occupied or not before I rounded a corner and spotted my prince as he strode for the stairs which led out of the dungeons.

No guards lingered to see us pass, no eyes trailed our movements as we ascended the twisting stairs.

Torches burned brightly in the passage at the top of our climb and Dragor paused by the iron gate that stood there, curling his long fingers into a fist around the top of it while waiting for me to pass.

I slipped beneath his outstretched arm as quiet as a shadow, though the soft drip of my blood onto the stone by our feet still marred the silence.

Dragor caught my arm before I could pass him, the space between us so slight that I could barely catch my breath in it as he leaned down, closing the distance between our heights.

“I am yet to decide whether or not you still exist, Vesper,” he growled, his hand twisting in the fabric of my sleeve before yanking sharply and tearing it. The motion jerked me forward, my body colliding with his before I could right my footing and press myself back against the doorway.

Dragor seemed entirely uninterested in my discomfort as he balled the shredded fabric of my sleeve and pressed it firmly against the wound on my side, staunching the blood.

“A creature which does not exist should leave no mark and go unseen at all times. Do you understand me?” he asked, his voice deadly calm, a mask upon his features which I had no intention of trying to lift.

“No one can know I still live?” I asked, placing my hand over the fabric so that he could release it. Clearly the gesture was no kindness, simply a way to stop my blood from marking the stone.

“No one,” he confirmed before pushing me aside and thrusting the gate closed.

I waited while he locked it before falling into step at his back once more, following him as he led me deeper into the palace. We didn’t head towards the royal chambers, nor the wing where my chamber lay empty. Instead, Dragor led me along deserted corridors and around forgotten passages, his pace sharp and unrelenting, forcing me to scramble along in his wake, pain biting at my every movement.

I’d never known the palace to be so abandoned. Even late at night like this there were usually servants running errands, preparing for the next day or guards on patrol. Clearly this silence was the prince’s doing and his promise to make a secret of me was not made lightly.

Finally, he led me through a door into a small courtyard, the snow only thin on the ground, presumably having been cleared recently.

With a flick of his fingers, Dragor pulled shadows from the world around us and wrapped us in a magical concealment, coating us in darkness and hiding us from any prying eyes.

I kept my silence as Dragor stepped closer, his arm banding around my waist as he yanked me to him. It was no embrace. More like a mark of restraint. I didn’t resist and within a heartbeat we were spearing into the air, shooting through the sky and away from Wrathborn Palace.

We shot across the sleeping city, the clouds thick above us, blotting out the stars and sending fat flakes of snow tumbling all around.

We headed for the mountains beyond the city limit, the closest peak one I knew well from my time training in the art of ether with my Sage, Moya. Though the last time I had visited the rocky outcrop, I had walked the treacherous mountain path to reach her quarters near the summit.

A patch of deeper darkness slowly revealed itself; a stone tower jutting from the mountainside like a defiant warrior making a final stand, alone on a barren battlefield.

We landed at the top of the tower within the ring of turrets and Dragor released me before letting the concealment spells fall from us too. Snow made the landscape clearer than it should have been so late at night, the glow of it offering me a view out over the sprawling valley and city below us with the palace at its heart like a Dragon crouching over a pile of precious jewels.

I followed Dragor through a wooden door and down a short stairway into a room which took up the entire top floor of the tower, its curved, grey brick walls illuminated by the flickering glow of a fire.

There was a bed, a desk and a copper tub filled with water before the flames.

“Clean yourself up and cover your hair with this.” Dragor took a bottle of shimmering potion from the desk, tossing it to me.

I caught it in one hand, my numb fingers almost fumbling it but my reflexes had been honed in battle and wouldn’t fail me so easily. I turned the bottle in my hand, eyeing the small label which simply read ‘Onyx Dream’.

I didn’t bother to tell my prince that this potion wouldn’t last on my hair. I doubted he wanted to hear the pathetic sob stories from my youth. Back when I had wanted to blend into the crowd and had stolen countless bottles of vanity potions such as this from the wealthy women of the court who transformed their hair colours from blonde to brunette to red to black for nothing more than petty vanity.

My hair had been almost as pale as Dragor’s once. But when my Order emerged, that had changed, the pale pink staining it from root to tip, marking me out and drawing attention at every turn. As if my face and figure weren’t more than capable of that alone. But despite the many and varied pathetic attempts I had made to cover the colour with potions such as this, they never lasted more than a week. The magic in me eventually forced them away, revealing the pink once more.

Still, if my prince commanded me to dye my hair, then I wouldn’t deny him.

To the left of the room, a wide bookshelf was stacked with countless supplies and provisions. I moved to it, taking a small glass vial from one of the shelves and lifting it to my chest where the blood of my sisters stained my skin the darkest. I wouldn’t simply wash their sacrifice away. There was power in what they had given for me. A dark and hellish power, far greater than any I had wielded before. All sacrifice was potent, but a life given out of love…

The burn in my eyes grew so fierce that I had to close them firmly to force it away.

Dalia.

Moraine.

I counted to ten, exhaling all the while before opening my eyes again and meticulously collecting the blood they had spilled for me into the little vial, whispering words laced with ether to urge it to do my bidding.

Dragor sat at the desk and watched me, silent in his fury, though the scent of his rage tainted the air. I could feel every desire in him as if it were weaving itself around my body and dressing me in a suit of it. He wanted to hurt me, to bend me to his will and make me suffer. He wanted to roar and rage and bellow and throw his fists into the wall, but he didn’t move. I drank in his anger and married it to my own, his magic trickling into me, filling my reserves.

I was no more willing to utter a word than he, so instead, I stoppered my bottle and placed it carefully back on the shelf before stripping out of the stained, tattered tunic and trousers which had seen me through my interrogation and torture in the bowels of Wrathbane.

I kept my back to Dragor as I moved to the tub. I didn’t care about my nakedness and the contempt with which he surveyed me made it clear that he held no interest in it either. The lust I had tasted on the air between us in his presence before was buried far beneath his desire to punish me - if it even still existed at all. Perhaps I might have cared about that before, but now the thought of any man laying his hands on my body again only filled me with the sickening memories of Cayde and what he had taken from me. What I had so stupidly given him.

The water was by no means hot, but the tepid warmth felt scalding to my frozen feet.

I bit back a hiss of pain, forcing myself to lower into the water fully, and the clear liquid fast turned red from both the stains on my flesh and the ever-bleeding wound to my side.

I took up the washcloth and scrubbed at my skin, ignoring the stings of pain which came from countless injuries. When I was as clean as I could manage in the now filthy water, I dumped the potion over my hair and worked it through the pink strands, staining them black – at least for now.

I rinsed my hair through with a pitcher of water and then stood, claiming the towel which had been left on the edge of the tub and wrapping it around myself.

Dragor still watched me, his eyes calculating as he leaned back in his chair, fingers stacked on the desk before him.

“Will stitching suffice or should I warm an iron to cauterise it?” he asked, and it took me a moment to realise he was referring to the cut along my side.

I finished drying myself, ignoring the stain which blossomed on the towel as I pressed it to the wound before pulling it back to inspect it.

“A stitch should hold it,” I discerned, though I could tell Dragor would gladly take the option of sealing it with fire given the chance.

He nodded, opening a drawer in the desk and taking a tin of salve from it alongside a needle and thread. He didn’t offer to stitch it for me and I didn’t ask.

Dragor flicked his fingers at the door and a cloak was whipped from the hook on the back of it with his air magic, the dark woollen fabric shooting towards me so fast that I only just managed to catch it before it could collide with my face.

I tugged it around my naked body, then moved to the bed, taking the medical supplies with me as I went. I touched my fingers to the Vampire bite on my neck, but the wound wasn’t bleeding, and though it was sore, it wasn’t deep enough to require stitching either.

I perched on the edge of the plush mattress, pushing the folds of the cloak aside before smearing the salve over my wound. The burning pain lessened instantly, the magical concoction working to numb the pain and slow the blood loss, making it possible for me to inspect the injury.

It wasn’t too deep – no sign of my guts spilling free or organs leaking blood. Simply a nasty cut through fat and muscle. The type of wound I had survived countless times before.

I started stitching, the numbness in my skin leaving little more than a dull tugging sensation to mark the passage of the needle and thread through my skin.

“You will set out at once,” Dragor said, and I could feel his gaze on me though I kept my own eyes on my work. “The trail may be fading but it is fresh enough. I want no others to know about this, do you understand? You are dead until I see fit to change my mind on the fact. And believe me, I’m far more inclined to bury you for good than return you to the ranks of my army.”

“I don’t want to keep my life,” I told him, my voice cold, hollow, vacant of all I’d once held dear. “I told you plainly, my only goal is vengeance. If I survive my task, then I’ll gladly slit my own throat while kneeling before you and every member of this kingdom in penance for my failings.”

Dragor scoffed dismissively and I looked up at him in surprise, the black strands of hair which divided us seeming strange in place of the pink.

“As you have already pointed out, my dear, death is too easy for you. Suffering is what you seek and it is what you shall receive but not on your terms. On mine. Are you clear on that? Or do you plan to betray your kingdom and element again?”

“I am yours,” I said, though the words tasted far more sour than the last time I had spoken them to him. Perhaps because I knew they had been a lie before, even if I hadn’t meant them as one, and now I couldn’t easily trust myself to pledge any kind of truth. My weak blood had been outed at last.

“Yes, you are. And you would be wise to never forget it again.”

I said nothing, instead focusing on stitching my wound. Not because I wanted to be healed but because I needed to be if I were to stand any hope of catching up to Cayde and reaping vengeance on him for what he had done. Nothing about the death I would offer him would be swift, no part of it merciful. I would cut him apart over days and weeks, months and years if I got the chance. I would burrow into the essence of him with my dark magic and bring every nightmare he had ever had into force against him while carving him apart in slow and precise measures.

“It would not be prudent to return him here in his current form. I want his existence to be a better secret than even yours. You will have to force him back into his Fae flesh and drag him home to me.”

“The last I saw of him, he hadn’t shifted,” I replied, tying off the thread and cutting the excess free before I raised my gaze to Dragor’s. “He escaped on foot, presumably headed south, taking the most direct route to Avanis. I had worried he’d attempt to enter Wrathbane and strike at you, but as he didn’t, I have to believe he’s chosen to run. With my magic replenished, I can hunt him through the sky. I’ll catch up to him before he makes the border and-”

“Why would he head to Avanis?” Dragor cut in, and I blinked in confusion as I looked at him.

“Where else would he go? He has to be headed there, taking news of the archways to whichever warlord he’s sworn fealty to– not that he will be able to speak a word of them while my curse holds him in its grasp.”

Dragor’s eyes narrowed and he sat up in his seat. “You aren’t hunting the Stonebreaker brute. I’m sending you to hunt the Dragon.”

“No,” I spat, shoving to my feet and glaring at him in defiance, his words barely registering with me before I was hurling them back at him like missiles. “I don’t give a fuck about the Dragon. Let it fly off to the stars themselves for all I care. I told you I need to hunt Cayde. I need to make him pay for what he did to-”

A blast of magic slammed into me so powerfully that I was hurled from my feet and thrown through the air, my back colliding with the wall so hard that all breath crashed from my lungs and I was left gasping as Dragor rushed at me.

His hand closed around my chin and he cracked my head back against the wall, his air magic still suspending me off of the ground, placing us eye to eye as he glowered at me.

“You are my creature, Vesper Crossborn!” he bellowed. “Your life and everything you do with it is mine to command. You will not question me and you will not defy me ever again. And if you do not care for the continuation of your miserable existence beyond your desire for revenge then know this: if you do not deliver that Dragon to me then not only will I make you pay in blood and ruin for your defiance but I will also place a protection around the man you thought to be Cayde Avior which will put him beyond the reach of all the warriors at my disposal. I shall see to it that he is left to roam freely and bask in the glory of his victory over you and those women you loved so dearly for the remainder of his days without consequence for his actions. Because despite my dear desire to see him gutted for not only secreting himself within our borders, spying upon my kingdom and for sullying your flesh with his touch, I am a Prince of Stormfell. And my priority is, and forever will be, the strength of our kingdom and securing our victory in this war. So I will not let a Dragon slip from our clutches and into the hands of our enemies. Do you understand?”

His chest rose and fell heavily, his grip on my chin bruising as fury burned between us and a fight for dominance took place. I wanted to tell him to go to hell, to chase after the fucking Dragon himself if he cared so greatly for it. But beyond the haze of my grief and rage, a small voice whispered that he was right. In the grand scheme of it all, he was right: the Dragon mattered more in this war as a whole. Cayde could wait. The Dragon could not.

“I’ll have your word that I can hunt Cayde down the moment I deliver your Dragon to you,” I hissed. “And that the might of Wrathbane will come crashing down upon him for what he has done whether I succeed in ending him or not.”

Dragor sneered, clearly in no mood to bargain with me or even look at me at all.

He released me, both with his hand and his magic so that I fell heavily to my feet, more than a foot distinguishing our heights again.

“Have it your way, Witch,” he growled, taking my hand in his. “But you’ll make an oath to me too.”

I bristled, magic tingling up my arm and along my spine as the stars leaned closer to listen to our words. I’d never done this before, in part because I hadn’t had my magic Awakened yet but also because everyone knew that only a fool made a star oath. Whatever we agreed to beneath the weight of the stars would be sealed with our magic and if either of us broke our bargain then we would suffer seven years of bad luck as payment. Which in a world torn asunder by war where battle was a constant companion, was akin to a death sentence.

“You will swear to hunt the Dragon down in secret and return it to me here at Wrathbane where I will take ownership of its fate for my own,” Dragor growled. “You will do this with haste and urgency and in turn, once I am satisfied that your loyalty to me is without question, I will grant you leave to hunt the traitor who pretended to be Cayde Avior while spying upon our kingdom. Do you agree to the terms of this oath?”

“I do,” I replied, my words a clip of my teeth as I was forced to accept this delay to the retribution Cayde was owed.

“Then so be it.” Magic sparked between our hands, drawing them together more tightly, light flaring in the breath of space which divided our palms before sinking into our flesh. I felt the weight of the oath settling into my veins, flowing through my blood, up my arm and into my chest where my heart pumped it out again into every piece of me.

I withdrew my hand, expelling a harsh breath and Dragor stepped away from me.

“I’ve had a bag prepared for you.” Dragor pointed to the dark pack that sat near a door which I could only assume led to the lower levels of the tower. “It contains everything you should need for your expedition including a dose of Order supressing power so that you can force the Dragon into its Fae form for the journey back. I don’t care what it takes for you to achieve this goal. I don’t care how long you are gone. You will not return here without your target, do you understand?” he asked as he strode towards the door we’d entered through, clearly done with me and I couldn’t say I felt any differently towards him.

I should have been consumed with shame for the betrayal I had so stupidly let happen right in front of me. I should have been on my knees begging for forgiveness from my prince for having put Stormfell at risk. But I was so lost in grief and rage that I didn’t have any space left in me for shame or desire for forgiveness. I wasn’t worthy of that anyway.

“I’ll be back within a few days,” I told him as he walked out on me. “You’ll have your Dragon and then I’ll have my vengeance.”

Dragor paused by the door, his cold gaze roaming me from head to toe as if he were deciding whether or not to believe me on that. “Let’s hope so, little witch. For your sake and mine.”

The door thumped shut behind him, a gust of winter air billowing through the room, sending snowflakes tumbling into the roaring fire where they withered into nothingness before they were able to kiss the flames.

I grabbed the pack and dumped its contents out on the desk, wanting to check my supplies before I left. Years of training didn’t fade so easily even with the weight of grief hanging around my neck and I knew well the importance of packing for a mission like this. The things I brought with me had to hold value worth the weight of carrying them.

The jar of Order supressing powder was filled to the brim – far more than I would have expected to need but I wasn’t fool enough to cut down the supply.

There were two sets of battle leathers, black and worn in. A quick inspection confirmed they were my own, likely taken from my room in the palace which was good because that meant they had been fitted to my size and I wouldn’t be battling overlong fabric while I hunted.

I discarded the cloak and dressed myself, locating undergarments in the pack’s contents too and collecting the boots which had been left by the door. Tightening the laces and straps on my clothes felt like stitching myself back together. With each buckle and tie, I felt more centred, more myself, more like the witch I had fashioned myself into to survive this cruel life.

I claimed daggers and strapped them to my belt, my wrist, my ankle. I slung my sword sheath on and positioned the lethal weapon in it upon my back.

I packed the spare leathers and undergarments in the bottom of my pack along with the thin bedroll and the stores of food. Nothing fancy but all long-lasting and high in calories to fuel me as I moved at speed.

The medical supplies came next, needle and thread plus a selection of potions and ointments to dull pain and aid recovery. Standard supplies for a mission which might cross beyond our borders and require me to stay out of sight. But there was nothing in the way of herbs or ingredients which I might want for casting ether.

I moved around the desk and tugged drawers open, hunting through the items which had been stored in them and finding little of interest. The touch of something cold against my fingertips made me tug a tin containing a deck of tarot cards from the back of the final drawer and I arched a brow as I inspected them.

The cards were finely made, hand painted with an edge of silver around each rim. They were decorative, gaudy – the kind of thing courtiers wasted their gold on and flashed around at tea parties. And yet, as I made to toss them back down, I hesitated. There was a weight to the cards as I shifted them between my fingers, the ethereal face of The Empress catching my gaze as I passed her card from one hand to the other.

I had never given much time to the study of tarot, though of course I understood the mechanics of it. But my education into forces beyond our control had long been more focused on ether and the bargains I could make with the darkness. Still, I knew better than to dismiss the pull of the deck when it called to me.

I flipped the cards over and shuffled them quickly, the design embedded within the deep purple which backed them drawing my attention. It was a skeletal hand, a single, crooked finger beckoning me closer.

I dealt a hand and flipped the cards, reading them quickly to see whether they might help point me in the direction which would most quickly see Cayde’s death at my hands come to pass.

The Hermit warned me of the path ahead, the cloaked figure ominous as he hunched over his glowing lantern. I placed Temperance down, reversed of course, as if I needed any warning that I was in danger of giving up on myself – it was already far too late for that. Then The Devil, also reversed, because I was clearly on a path of vengeance.

I blew out an irritable breath. The cards were stating the obvious.

Next came The Tower, its white walls burning and struck with lightning, a weighted sense of prophecy seeming to fall over me as I looked upon it, making my spine straighten and the air stir around me. Well, I supposed if my life was going to hell then it made no difference to me if the entire world was set to burn with me. Besides, there hadn’t been stability in The Waning Lands since the start of the war and I doubted there would be any in my wretched lifetime either.

The last card I turned over was Judgment, the bastard blowing his shiny gold horn on the face of it seeming to arch a brow at me like I should know exactly why he had been called from the deck. He could have been urging me to trust myself, but as it had been proven beyond all doubt that I should never again do that, I took it to be a reference to the souls I would likely be harvesting while on this fool’s errand.

I gave up on drawing cards and stuffed them all back into their tin, though for some reason I tossed them into my pack. Perhaps they’d help me on my journey, or perhaps the stars were urging me to bring them. More likely I was simply hoping they might offer me some comfort in the dark when despair would no doubt come calling my name. But whatever the reason, I left them nestled among the rest of my things.

There was a piece of twine in the drawer which was long enough to tie around my neck. I secured the vial holding the blood of my sisters to it and tucked it beneath my leathers so that I could keep their sacrifice next to my deplorable heart. I didn’t deserve the life they’d bought me with their own, but I would make good use of it in their names.

I took up the woollen cloak once more and wrapped it around myself before shouldering the pack.

I reached for my windrider automatically, my fingers flexing at my side before I let my arm fall limp as the whistle died on my lips.

Wherever it was, I doubted I’d see it again.

I headed back to the roof of the tower and looked out over the snow-strewn landscape beyond, strands of wet, black hair whipping against my cheeks, chilling me even more thoroughly than the frigid wind could manage alone.

I cast my eyes over the mountainside, knowing I needed to make another stop before heading off to hunt down the Dragon. I didn’t relish the prospect, but only a fool would set out without what I needed. And if there was one thing I’d sworn never to be in this lifetime again, it was a fool.

“Stay close to me, sisters,” I breathed to the wind which stirred at my words as if they truly were drawing nearer. “It’s only your strength which keeps me moving at all.”

And with that, I took a running jump from the top of the tower and called on the wind to snatch me into its grasp.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Never Keep was a grave and I was buried deep, just a pile of bones stirring to the rising dawn. The sun was up there somewhere, far beyond these frigid walls, but I was unable to reach its light. In the dark, I saw my mother’s eyes, I heard her scream, felt her fingers wrap around mine and I remembered what it was like to walk in the sun at her side.

I tried to will the shadows away and turn back the clock, demanding they let me step into that beautiful past of mine. I’d been scarred during my childhood, but I’d been loved too. By Mama, by Harlon. Perhaps I’d spent too many days dwelling on the bad, focusing on Ransom and his mutts nipping at my heels instead of all the offerings the stars had laid out for me.

In this world, everyone had to earn their good moments, but I’d never realised they might stop coming entirely. The glimmer of my past was quickly lost to my reality, shattering into too many pieces to catch like fragments of falling starlight.

No, those days were long gone and I was the result of them. This walking wound of a girl who sometimes felt all too close to falling into the oblivion inside her, never to find a way back. That darkness was ever deepening, calling me to it and offering freedom within its clutches. It was whispering a promise; if I surrendered to my pain, if I not only wore it but became it, I might just find the answer I’d long been searching for. I might just become a creature fierce enough to take down Kaiser Brimtheon, and perhaps far more than that.

If only I would give myself fully to that whispering space inside me, lurking beyond the fissure carved through my soul since my mother’s death, then I might evolve into my darkest truth. But becoming her meant unbecoming me. I wasn’t sure I was ready to let go of the girl who was loved by Harlon Brook, and who had once been loved so dearly by her mother.

I rose from my bed, lifting my tunic to discover my wounds scabbing over as a result of the poultice Kaiser had painted onto my skin. A frown creased my brow as I tracked my finger over them, finding just a faint pain left behind. Whatever that poultice was, it was nothing I’d witnessed in Cascada before, likely something only the rich and noble had been privy to. This was perhaps as close to healing magic as you could get without a Reaper’s touch.

Kaiser must have really believed his bullshit about me being the Void, because he was wasting his precious poultice on an enemy Raincarver, so more fool him. If he had seen the monster lurking down in that cavern which had been named Void by the Reapers themselves, he would have known the truth.

At the thought of the Fury, the Nightfire burned in my chest and urged me to go to him. I scowled at the foreign sensation. It didn’t belong to me. It was the magic of this soul-tie, and I would never answer its call. My so-called Void power had offered me a moment of defiance last night and it would damn well do so again. It might have been a small act, my fingers curling against his orders, but I’d seen the strength of it down in that underground chamber. I could make Kaiser’s Order form recede like turning ice back into water. I held that power in my blood and it bolstered the stubbornness inside me. I would break this soul-tie. Just fucking watch me.

I put on the black dress I’d handmade with golden wings stitched down my back, then took the path out of my quarters and climbed the endless stairs towards a new day. Where there had once been chatter in the halls, there were now hushed whispers. And I could have sworn the air was colder, the passages darker.

Never Keep was in mourning.

As I made it to the Great Stair where Fae were winding toward the Refectory in their factions, the scent of smoke carried to me, tinged with something putrid. Hesitating on my path, I turned in the direction of that scent.

Many Fae were returning from the Heliacal Courtyard with snow on their shoulders and tears staining their cheeks. Some looked hardened, angry, others entirely broken. My feet tracked along the stone, knowing whatever lay ahead was profoundly important, like the stars were awake and whispering, urging me toward it.

Beyond the courtyard, the iron Night Gate stood open, revealing a giant pyre that had been built upon the cliff’s edge. My throat thickened with the stench of the fire, my skin prickling over the certainty of what was burning.

Bodies.

Their forms took shape as I stepped through the imposing gates and the wind changed, drawing the smoke away toward the gunmetal sea.

No attempt had been made to conceal the dead Fae within those flames, arms and legs banded together, enemy upon enemy, none of them distinguishable as their skin gave way to bone under the intensity of the fire.

Reapers stood in a half-moon before the pyre, barring anyone from getting too close. The snow melted in the heated air around me, the white swirl framing the edges of the blazing inferno.

My feet drifted to a halt and shock dug its way into my chest. There was no division here. No fire, earth, water or air. There was only death.

My gaze travelled over every dead Fae within that fire until I realised what I was searching for. A glint of pink hair. Though of course her hair would have burned away first. If she was here, there would be nothing recognisable left. And the thought of that pierced something deep inside my chest, the wrongness of her loss not sitting right with me at all. How could someone so full of life and ferocity be erased from the world over the course of one night?

I had witnessed caskets returning home from war on occasion, but it was a rarity. Only those with medals and a name well-earned in combat or better yet, a family with plenty of funds, were worth bringing back to Cascada. But this? There had been no opportunity for mothers and fathers to come here and take their children home for a real goodbye. It was perhaps the most brutal act I had witnessed of the Reapers, yet the Fae around me only paid their respects and called out their thanks to our gold-cloaked prophets for offering their comrades a sacred funeral at their star-chosen hands.

It was in that moment, I realised I had lost my faith in the Reapers. After everything I had witnessed beneath the Keep, it was this that solidified it. There was no love for the four lands here, no attempt to respect the lines that had been drawn between us. Four fires wouldn’t have cost the Reapers any more energy with their magic, and there had been no invite to this send off. It was only curiosity that had brought me here, but many Fae hadn’t even risen from their beds yet, their chance of a goodbye stolen from them.

Those among the Reapers who possessed the element of fire were willing the bodies to burn quickly, the remains already charring before my eyes until there was little left to see besides ash.

With a sharp inhale, I touched my cheek, finding it wet with tears. What was I mourning? The Sky Witch? Or my lost faith in the prophets of the stars?

A quick swipe of my hand banished the tears and I let no more fall, my jaw tightening as the heat of that foul blaze washed over me.

One of the Reapers glanced back over his shoulder and my heart jolted, my gaze locking with the familiar copper eyes of my best friend. Harlon wore their cloak of gold, his hood pulled up and the blonde streak in his brown hair pushed back as part of a too-neat quaff. I took an abrupt step forward, relief and confusion jarring through me, but the slight shake of his head warned me off, the urgency in his gaze enough to stall me in my tracks. He was here, not just among them, but one of them. Fully fledged.

I didn’t know what to make of his sudden appearance only that there was no time for questions. So with that, I turned and walked fast back into the Keep.

My heart rioted, my thoughts scattering in a thousand directions, making it hard to pick one to follow. He was here. He was safe. But he was also out there assisting in that fire, wearing that cloak, standing among their ranks. It should have come as no surprise that he had joined them but seeing him so soon after I’d been forced to leave him under the Keep left me shaken.

It wasn’t like he could refuse their orders but witnessing him being a part of that fire…it unsettled me.

I headed to the Refectory, following the masses of conscripts while their hushed, subdued chatter swept around me and dragged my mood ever lower.

“This place should be the most secure fortress in the four lands, how the fuck did the Vampires get in?”

“The Reapers barely managed to turn them away.”

“What if they come back?”

“What if even more of them come next time?”

The breakfast buffet was not its usual bountiful display. This morning, there was only a simple selection of fruits and oats to pick from. I supposed whoever prepared our food was preoccupied with more important matters right now.

I filed along in the queue toward the food, my stomach quiet but I’d long ago learned to take a meal when it was available. You never knew for sure when the next one was coming.

My gaze tracked over the tables claimed by each element, studying air the hardest and working from face to face, searching, just in case…

No sign of her.

It wasn’t like we’d been friends for the stars’ sake. But perhaps I felt something akin to guilt for what had happened. I’d led her down there after all. I’d insisted she follow me. If she had stayed fighting above ground, perhaps she would still be here, that beautiful damn face continuing to make idiots fall over their feet to get close to her.

Kaské, it wasn’t long ago I would have done anything to have a hand in the Sky Witch’s death, now I felt like an asshole who had played a part in her mediocre end which no one had even lived to witness.

A shrieking laugh made me scowl and I spotted Alina joking with Ransom by the breakfast table along with Maria and Lucas. Unsurprisingly, no mere savage Vampire attack had dealt with those assholes. Of all the survivors, I was less than shocked to find them still breathing. They were cockroaches through and through.

“Take a seat!” a female Reaper bellowed as she stepped into the Refectory. “The Cardinal Reaper approaches!”

My head snapped around at the voice, stunned by the announcement.

The Cardinal Reaper? Surely not. He was above all of this. He was godlike in his position; he was practically a myth whispered between allies. His touch upon your skin was said to gift you with the light of the stars in your blood. He didn’t just stride into a random breakfast hall. He was only present on the most holy of occasions.

The quiet chatter finally exploded into excitement, terror and disbelief, and I was swept along with the hurrying crowd.

Someone gripped my arm and Galomp tugged me down onto an empty seat on a bench among the Raincarvers, his smile nothing short of perfectly serene.

“What fun, oh boy,” he said brightly. “Will his face shine like the bountiful underside of Uranus do you think, Miss Everest?”

I stared at him, dumbfounded by that question and saved from answering when a line of Reapers came filing into the Refectory, heads bowed and hoods up. I couldn’t distinguish one from the other. They moved in unison in front of the long breakfast table, lining up and keeping their faces concealed. My pulse quickened as I hunted their forms, my eyes settling on a tall figure with broad shoulders, the familiarity of him assuring me it was Harlon.

When all of them were in place, a hushed quiet fell over the room, some people standing to get a better look at the door as we waited for the Cardinal Reaper to appear. A heavy set of boots were walking this way, the thud of them speaking of a large man, his power evident before he even entered the refectory.

The quiet was so thick that my ears rang with it, and I swear no one took a breath as the magisterial aura of the Cardinal Reaper dominated every ounce of oxygen in the atmosphere. As if it belonged to him and we were mere mortals only allowed to breathe because he permitted it.

I was surprised to find he wore no gold cloak, but instead robes that were as deep blue as the night sky with a gold trim along the lapels and hems. My surprise only deepened at the sight of his face. He wasn’t the ancient, wise being I’d imagined, but perhaps only a few years older than my father, though his face was far less affected by war.

He was clean shaven, his black hair a perfect slick of ebony that swept over the crown of his head. His features weren’t the harsh lines I’d imagined but touched with softness. He was striking but not handsome, his skin as pale as dove feathers as if it rarely saw the sun. His mouth was tipped down at the corners and his olive-green eyes were shadowed by his furrowed brow. This man looked sombre, though he still commanded power with every stride he took, his heavy emotions puncturing the air and affecting all within its reach. Despite that, I was well aware he wasn’t a Siren who held such gifts, it was simply the effect of a Fae who had been touched by the stars themselves, a man so revered that his true name was rarely spoken aloud for fear that it might invoke the wrath of the sky. But I knew that name, as all Fae in the four lands knew it.

Solomon Imai.

He was a Griffin, a creature known for their intelligence but also their prowess in battle. I had heard he was the largest of his kind in shifted form, half lion, half eagle, with a beak that could pierce a Fae’s skull and claws that could tear you limb from limb. Not that he had ever fought in the war, his duty reaching far higher than that. It was said he could ascend into the stars themselves and take council with the likes of Pisces, Leo, Aquarius and the rest of our deities.

He held all four elements in his veins, air, fire, earth and water, making him perhaps the most powerful Fae in The Waning Lands. Or if not, at least one of the most blessed by the stars. He represented each of the lands as if he was the beating heart of us all – that was what we had been taught anyway. Now, I was beginning to question everything he stood for. Because in the light of what I’d witnessed beneath Never Keep, I didn’t know how to feel about this leader of the prophets anymore. Did he know what was going on here? Had he set them the task?

To doubt him was treason against the stars, and a heavy weight sat on my chest as I wondered if they were placing judgement upon my soul for my uncertainties. Maybe I should have been more accepting of what the Reapers were up to and trusted in whatever processes they deemed necessary. But I’d heard those acolytes being ripped apart by the vicious monster they were keeping beneath the Keep and I’d known it just as easily could have been Harlon who had met his death there. So there was no part of me that could justify it. To threaten him was an offence I would never let lie.

I thought of that Reaper held beneath me while I tortured answers from his lips. Kaiser might have been the one to land the killing blow, but I’d done enough to earn my death if they ever discovered my secret. The weight of that truth only sank in now as the Cardinal Reaper swept past the Raincarvers and moved to stand in front of the line of his prophets. If I was discovered, I would earn myself a traitor’s death. The bloodiest known to Fae kind.

“May the stars’ light gild your brows,” Solomon boomed. “May they guide your feet upon your fated path and bless you in moments of great need.”

“Praise to the stars!” many called out, a din of desperate cries hurled at the Cardinal Reaper.

Some Fae had tears on their cheeks, their eyes bright with awe at the sight of their holy leader and plenty stood up again to get a better look. Galomp was among them, flying to his feet and clapping enthusiastically, sparking a tumult of applause throughout the refectory. I rose to join them, certain I should act just as all those around me were in case I drew attention.

“Neophytes of the new generation,” Solomon continued, hushing the crowd with the mere act of speaking. A gesture of his hand made everyone drop back into their seats and wait attentively for him to say more. “My journey here was intended for the welcome ceremony of our new Reapers; those who are ascending into the divine gathering of the stars, but upon my arrival, grim tidings were bestowed upon me. I must offer a prayer to all those whose lives were lost in the odious and underhanded attack on our precious Never Keep by vagabonds and blasphemes who have taken to the wastelands to live in the shadows like the degenerates they are. I vow to the deities of our beloved sky that the defences here at Never Keep will be bolstered so that no further bloodshed shall occur between these sacred walls. Fate does not favour the wicked, pious ones. And it shall never favour those who turn against their hallowed followers.”

A cold pit opened up in my chest. Was I a traitor among my people for what I’d done?

My gaze slid to Harlon, but his head was still bowed and I felt acutely alone in the company of my sins. My head turned at the sensation of eyes upon me and I found Kaiser’s dark gaze boring into mine from the Flamebringers’ table, no emotion touching the harsh lines of his face.

It seemed as though he was considering me, weighing up the threat I posed. But if he thought I was stupid enough to expose his actions to the Reapers and bring myself down with him, then he was delusional. I supposed I wasn’t truly alone in this secret, but the one who kept it with me was a black-hearted beast who planned to deliver me to his twisted mother the moment he could.

The Cardinal Reaper was mid-prayer, and I tried to focus on the words passing his lips for the fallen, but my mind was awash with too many thoughts.

The walls of fate were closing in on me, but there was always a door, no matter how well hidden, and I’d be damned if I would walk willingly to my demise. I held a gift in my blood that had fought Kaiser’s possession off before and I’d spend every spare minute I had practising it now. If he thought he could keep me chained, he was going to be disappointed, especially when I stuck my dagger in his chest and smiled in his face while he died.

Only a fool cages a wild creature and expects it to remain trapped forever, Kaiser Brimtheon.

“-and the Vampire who was captured during the attack will be executed at midday in the Heliacal Courtyard in a ceremony that will promise retribution upon the souls of their Coven.”

My head lifted at those words, my pulse escalating with the oncoming death that awaited one of the vicious Fae who had attacked the Keep. Then another notion occurred to me: what if it was one of the Vampires who had followed us into those secret passages? What if the Reapers were interrogating them with a Cyclops right this moment, sifting through their memories and exposing me as the traitor I was?

Eské - fuck.

“Now to welcome our new Reapers into the fold and wish them many years of service to the great majesty of the stars above,” Solomon called, beckoning the line of new Reapers closer.

Harlon was among them, and as they lifted their heads to acknowledge the applause in the Refectory, his gaze met with mine, finding it magnetically as if he had sensed where I was sitting.

I clapped along with the rest of the room and Harlon’s jaw ticked as a thousand words begged to be spoken between us.

The Cardinal Reaper moved through the crowd, brushing his hands over the brows of the Fae who clamoured to get nearer to him, murmuring blessings from the stars upon them all, no matter their homeland. I didn’t move closer to receive the blessing of his touch for myself, instead watching from the safety of the crowd until he bid us farewell, promising to see us all once more at the execution, sweeping from the room with the other Reapers following after him in neat rows.

A murmur of chatter grew to a crescendo around me, the atmosphere in the Refectory snapping with electricity.

“Oh boy, do you believe it? We saw him with our own eyes,” Galomp gushed. “I do not wish to blink ever again.”

“Yeah, he was a damn delight,” I said, faking a smile.

“He was tall and fine. I did like him. Oh boy, oh boy, I must write home to my uncle and tell him of my adventure.” He leapt up and bustled off out the door. As my gaze tracked him, I found Kaiser exiting at a ferocious pace. I pursed my lips at his back, getting up and heading for the exit too, wondering if I could secure a moment alone with Harlon.

I strode out of the Refectory, the gold cloaks of the last Reapers in line disappearing through the doors that led to the Heliacal Courtyard. I slowed my pace, sure they would be making a path for the Reapers Quarters, and there was no chance of following them there.

Movement in my periphery made me glance to my left and I found Kaiser slipping out of sight behind a statue of Sagittarius, the great Centaur standing tall with his bow primed to shoot a silver-tipped arrow.

The sound of footsteps drawing closer from the Refectory told me I had about two seconds to make a reckless decision, and as those were my favourite kind, I threw caution to the wind and sprinted to the statue, quickly ducking behind it.

Kaiser was gone, but a hidden door in the wall was cracked open, slowly settling back into place. I shoved my weight against it, casting a silencing shield around myself and stepping into the dark passage that was concealed there. Another Reapers’ passage.

I was damn sure I was headed toward danger, but so be it. How Kaiser had opened it, I didn’t know but Vesper had told me about how she’d found her way into them on occasion so I supposed the Reapers didn’t always secure them. So I crept into the dark passage where peril surely awaited me and I asked the stars to watch my back.
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CHAPTER FIVE

There was no sign of Kaiser beyond the door, but there was only one way forward so I delved swiftly into the tunnel, the cool air skimming over me and making goosebumps skitter across my skin. Following him might have been a death wish on any other day - especially since I’d learned what happened when you were captured by the Fury - but Kaiser had made clear the importance I held to him now, and I couldn’t help but think of Mavus’s speech about holding value in the world.

It had likely saved the rogue trader’s neck more than once, and I was banking on it doing the same for me, because with this Nightfire in my veins, there was no guarantee I could conjure the power that had fought off Kaiser before. But I could take a beating if necessary; I wasn’t new to those.

The sound of my footsteps remained concealed within my silencing shield and the pressing quiet was an indicator that Kaiser had cast one too.

The floor abruptly fell away to a flight of stairs and I cursed as I lurched down the first one, my hand slapping to the wall to keep my balance. As I circled down the tightly packed stairway, a flicker of firelight finally called to me up ahead.

My mind ticked over ways I might hand Kaiser to the Reapers if I caught him doing bad deeds, but every way I looked at it, I would be implicated too. Perhaps if I dug up enough dirt on him and managed to feed that information anonymously to the Reapers, I could secure his execution. If it was iron clad, they wouldn’t even bother with Cyclops interrogation to confirm it. Then I would be free. It wasn’t as pretty a picture as my dagger in his chest, but I was down to few choices now that he had cast his wicked magic on me. So I needed some new sin of his, one that he had no idea I was a witness to, and it looked like he might be about to commit one.

The Nightfire shivered in my veins as if the nearness of Kaiser had awoken it, the flames no longer burning but warming me through. They urged me on as if they sensed Kaiser was close and wanted me to reunite with him for some cause I didn’t even want to guess at.

A sneer lifted my lips. I would never answer to that wretched call in my blood; this was a plot to rid myself of my captor for good.

A heavy clang of metal jolted me out of my murderous reverie, and I slowed my pace as I reached the bottom of the stairs. Firelight danced against the walls, the thick shadows cowering from the orange glow.

I chanced a look into the chamber beyond, my heart stalling at what I found there. Chained to a brutal throne of iron was a Fae I recognised from the attack on Never Keep. The Vampire had been a member of the coven of five who had followed us below ground. He was devastatingly beautiful, his long copper hair like strands of shining metal and his eyes a striking hazel colour that seemed bluish-green one moment then gold the next. There was a cold weight to those eyes which spoke of a grim emotion contained behind them and it set a chill deep in my skin. He wasn’t just furious, he was wrathful.

The Vampire wore heavy metal gauntlets over his hands that glinted with magic, seemingly subduing him and I had to be thankful of that. I’d witnessed the carnage his kind could reap, and I had no appetite for being subjected to it twice.

Kaiser stood over the captive, his arms folded as they spoke within his silencing shield. A growl of frustration left me but with a snap of power, that dark, writhing magic coiled from me, cracking through Kaiser’s shield and letting their words spill out for me to hear.

I tensed, expecting Kaiser to turn and find me there, but he didn’t seem to notice what I’d done though the magic I’d wielded ebbed away faster than I could hold onto it, fickle as always.

“-and why would Mirelle Brimtheon send her latest street urchin to me?” the Vampire demanded, his voice a forceful baritone that made the air quake. He definitely knew power in whatever life he lived, and I doubted many could tear it from him. Even in those chains with bloody gashes across his body and the mark of imminent death upon him, he seemed almost as calm as Kaiser was.

“She did not send me,” Kaiser drawled.

“So it has a mind of its own, does it?” the Vampire sneered. “I hear she cuts out those orphans’ free will the moment she takes them in her door to suckle on her teat.”

“You know nothing of her,” Kaiser said, an edge of warning to his tone. “And if you speak of her like that again, I will ensure you regret it.”

“Regrets are for far weaker Fae than I.” The Vampire leaned back in his seat, head tilting up and a dark confidence oozing from him. “The Matriarch may offer useful trades with my Coven, but if you think I will ally with a creature who stands at the helm of a sinking ship, throwing her children overboard so that she might breathe another ounce of air, then you-”

Kaiser punched him hard enough to crack bone and the Vampire’s head whipped sideways, a snarl tearing from his lips as the Fury slid his hand around his throat and squeezed. Kaiser’s power stirred the atmosphere and my hackles rose at the sense of his Order awakening.

So, The Matriarch was trading with Vampires? It didn’t entirely surprise me that the ruler of Pyros was that corrupt, but what could she possibly be offering them that appeased those bloodsucking creatures? I’d never heard of such trades, the Vampire Covens far too volatile to make safe deals with.

“Let’s find out what a parasite like you fears in the dead of night,” Kaiser growled and the Vampire began to jerk in his seat, limbs tensing and a breath of horror leaving him.

“No,” he gasped. “Stop!”

Whatever the Vampire could see under the will of the Fury’s power set his hazel eyes alight with a wild anger and an even wilder terror.

Kaiser stepped back, his head cocking to one side as he observed the man he was torturing inside his own mind, wielding his inner fears against him.

The Vampire thrashed against his chains, eyes roaming, seeing a reality outside of this one and I had to wonder what could possibly stoke terror in a beast like that. It made him appear far too Fae for my liking. Obviously I knew that was what the Vampires were, but their feral violence and the way they lived on the fringes of our lands made them seem entirely other. The brutality and sheer bloodlust I had witnessed from them last night didn’t marry with this all too feeling creature.

“Enough,” the Vampire rasped, a low plead to his voice and Kaiser’s power dissipated from the air.

“The Reapers plan to execute you this very day, Lazarus Astrophel, they may be coming for you already,” Kaiser said, and my brow furrowed as I tried to work out what he was angling at. “How long did the Cyclops interrogation last?”

“You think I’m not well versed in the invasion of those bastards?” Lazarus scoffed. “They stole from my mind what I allowed them to see and nothing else. If you’ve come here thinking you might get more from me than those fucking maggots with your disgusting power, then go ahead and try.”

“Big words from a Fae who was pleading with me just moments ago,” Kaiser taunted, although there was no true emotion to his tone. It was clear he knew how to play these games, but I doubted he ever cared about the ego trip he could have secured from his moves.

“I do not plead,” Lazarus seethed.

“All Fae plead eventually, I assure you. But I am not here to interrogate you,” Kaiser said, stepping closer.

The Vampire raised his chin and I held my breath as Kaiser drew a short blade from within his coat. I expected him to strike like a viper and kill the beast in his shadow, but he did something that shocked me even more when he jammed the blade into the lock on the Vampire’s chains and snapped it open.

The binds fell away and Lazarus rose to his feet, his broad shoulders rolling back and suspicion veiling his gaze as he stood eye to eye with the Fury before him.

“If you take the passage behind you, it will lead you to an underground river and a path to the sea,” Kaiser explained in a cool tone. “I suggest you do not stop to reap any more blood along your path. The Cardinal Reaper himself has arrived at Never Keep and if you value the breath in your lungs, you would be wise to flee swiftly.”

Lazarus stared at him in fascinated confusion while I stared at him in abject shock.

“Why?” the Vampire gritted out, asking the question that was haunting me too. Lazarus had refused Kaiser’s bargain; it made no sense to release this monster.

Kaiser said nothing and the Vampire released a breath between his teeth.

“Fool,” he spat, then he shot away in a blur of speed and disappeared down the passage Kaiser had directed him toward.

My throat thickened at the thought of that creature loose in the Never Keep passages once more, but I’d seen the flicker of trepidation in his eyes when Kaiser had mentioned the Cardinal Reaper. It was more likely that he’d take his chance at freedom than wage another attack.

Before the Fury could turn and find me lurking in his shadow, I ran, sprinting up the stairway and racing for the exit from these accursed tunnels. This memory was mine to keep and he would not sully it by finding me and condemning me too. I could leave a note for the Reapers to find that would ensure he was interrogated. Then the Cyclopses could pull the truth from his head and secure his bloody execution. An event I would be attending with a front row seat.

With a twisted glee, I made it to the hidden door, shoving it open and slipping out from behind the Centaur statue. I melded quickly into a crowd of Raincarvers who were filing out of the Refectory, their conversations clamouring in the air about the arrival of the Cardinal Reaper.

“He looked at me,” one girl gushed. “His eyes penetrated my soul and I felt the thrust of the stars’ power over and over.”

“That’s nothing,” a boy chimed in, puffing up his chest. “Our souls connected. Both our souls touched, rubbed together and opened wide to each other.”

“Did you say our souls, or arseholes?” Ransom’s deep voice cut in as he muscled through the crowd and nearly knocked the boy flying. His friends let out a riot of laughter and I turned from them, blocking out the chatter.

I had so many questions burning my tongue that I had half a mind to go back and demand answers from Kaiser Brimtheon. By the ocean, was he so damn broken that he carelessly released monsters from their chains for no purpose?

No. That wasn’t it. Kaiser was clever, not reckless. He had a purpose; perhaps one that had to do with The Matriarch’s underhanded trades with their kind. Just when I thought that this war couldn’t get any more twisted, I discovered a secret that reminded me I didn’t know half the depths the other lands would stoop to to secure an advantage. If The Matriarch managed to make an alliance with the Vampires, then we were all fucked. I’d seen what they could do and the thought of facing them on a battlefield was frightening to consider. Was that Kaiser’s angle? He had risked everything by releasing that Vampire, because if the bloodsucker was caught, a Cyclops would search his memories and see the Fae who had released him.

Although I itched to look back at the Centaur statue and check if Kaiser was on my heels, I kept my gaze forward and blended in with those around me.

It was only as I was taking the path toward the Vault of Frost and a hand slid around my wrist that I felt sure he had followed me.

With a sharp tug, he snatched me away from the back of a group of Raincarvers into an alcove where a fountain of Pisces was built into the wall.

I prepared for an attack as he pushed me into the shadow of the stone archway, his hand slamming to the wall beside my head and his face all too close to mine. But it wasn’t the harsh eyes of Kaiser Brimtheon I found staring into my soul, it was the copper warmth of Harlon’s. His golden hood had fallen down and without it, he lost that untouchable aura the Reapers carried so well.

“Kaské, Harl,” I exhaled in relief, pushing my silencing shield out to envelope him.

The tension in my shoulders dropped away as his scent of lime and sea air surrounded me. Home. That was what Harlon was to me. Castelorain would have felt just like any other town in Cascada without him in it, and that was far too apparent to me now that he’d been thrust back into my reality. Fuck, I’d missed him.

His jaw was tight and he seemed on edge, his eyes alight with urgency.

“What happened after-” I started, but he cut over me.

“The Reapers are searching for anyone who has information on the deaths that occurred beneath the Keep. Particularly that of the Reaper who was murdered. Because the only bodies that were found were from Air, they are focusing their attention on the Skyforgers and Cyclopsing all of them.”

“All of them?” I echoed in astonishment.

“Every last one. Methodically. So tell me, Ever, is there any chance one of them could lead them to you? Does a single Air conscript know that you were down there and still breathes?”

“No,” I said firmly, thinking of the Sky Witch and feeling that uncomfortable burn in my chest over her death. “The ones who did are dead.”

“Good,” Harlon said firmly, shooting a glance back toward the corridor. I knew the risk he was taking in being here and I could see the need in him to go already, but I wrapped my fingers around his arm to keep him close a second longer.

“What happened after we parted last night?”

“I woke up back in my chambers and was congratulated for passing my initiation,” he said darkly. “I’m one of them now.” He shot another furtive glance toward the hall and I reached up to cup his cheek and made him look back at me.

“What was that thing? That monster?”

He shook his head, mouth tight, clearly having no answer to give.

I dropped my hand but he caught it in his, his fingers curling around mine and squeezing tight.

“Are you well?” he asked, his intense gaze searching my own.

I wanted to tell him about Kaiser and the soul-tie he had cast on me, but as I tried to bring the truth to my lips, the Nightfire sizzled against my tongue and refused to let those words pass.

“Yes, fine,” I gritted out. “It’s you I’m concerned for.”

“I’m safe. For now.” He leaned in close, his breath skating against my mouth and the heat of his body radiating right to the core of me. It was as if he carried the sun in his chest, the warmth of our homeland burning brightly inside him.

I thought of the kiss we’d shared all those months ago, how it seemed like nothing but a dream now, a bright spark among a sea of black. But we were so much more than a kiss. We were each other’s safe place to land when a storm rolled in and tossed us from the unforgiving sky.

In truth, he had played the role of my security for so long it was painful to know he would soon part from me again. But I’d learned to be without him during these past months. I knew what it was to walk alone and perhaps I was stronger because of it. But oh how easy it would be to run away to anywhere with him if the stars would allow it.

Harlon leaned in, his mouth grazing mine and our bodies crushed together, this illicit touch setting my soul on fire. The Reapers of Never Keep took a vow never to cavort with the neophytes who trained here. We were crossing a line painted by the stars, but forbidden fruit always did taste the sweetest.

He didn’t quite kiss me, his promise still echoing between us that this wouldn’t happen until my duty was done. My place as a warrior secured and my revenge cast. Those two tasks were the monarchs of my soul, outweighing all else. But just for a moment, I caught a glimpse of a life where the sun warmed my back and Harlon’s easy smiles were all that mattered.

It was a pretty dream, one that I could see no simple path to because warriors didn’t live fairytale lives like that. I wasn’t born for simplicity; I was sculpted by the hands of Pisces, Scorpio and Cancer for the turmoil of war. It was more than duty, it was desire. The wildness of my soul hungered for a life of chaos, not peace.

Harlon inhaled, his powerful body pinning me to the hard stone, his copper eyes blazing with a keen and roaring desire. The energy between us was frantic, filled with everything we hadn’t been able to say to each other, but the moment was violently shattered by the sound of the bells chiming throughout the Keep.

“That’s a call for me to return to the Reapers, something must be wrong,” he muttered, stepping back.

I wanted to tell him I knew exactly what was wrong, but I couldn’t implicate him with the knowledge that the Vampire was on the loose.

“Go,” I urged and Harlon retreated further, giving me one last look before pulling up his hood, bowing his head and making a fast path away from me.

I sagged against the wall, my heart beating too hard and my lips still humming from the feather-light touch of his.

Barely a moment after he left, a shadow stepped into the alcove and I straightened, my hand slipping to the place where my dagger was concealed.

Kaiser Brimtheon closed in on me with a look of cold malice in his obsidian eyes, sending a rampant tremor through the centre of my being. “Follow me again and I will slit your throat, silka la vin.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I growled, trying to sell the lie.

“I saw you down there, running away like a scurrying rat,” he announced and my plan crumbled before my eyes, my chance of handing him to the Reapers lost just like that. Because he would implicate me too.

The blood drained from my face as he went on, “You may think yourself untouchable because of the soul-tie, but I will protect my own before I will ever protect you.”

“Your own? Like that Vampire?” I hissed, ignoring his bullshit intimidation act despite the hum of violence radiating from him.

“You know nothing of what you saw,” he said icily, hounding forward and dissolving the moment of sweetness I’d stolen with Harlon. “But I know what I saw. A Never Keep Reaper with his mouth on a conscript, breaking the sacred vows and sharing whispered words with his dirty little secret. What would the other Reapers do to him if they knew of his sins?”

Acidic anger sliced through me and I raised a hand, magic swirling at my fingertips. “Do anything to him and I’ll-”

“You’ll what?” he drawled, his possession snapping through me at once and forcing me to drop my hand. “You’re under my control. You’re my puppet on unbreakable strings, Everest Arcadia, and I will make you do whatever I need to to fulfil my duty to Pyros. You think your Reaper boyfriend can save you?”

A snarl built in my throat. “I don’t need saving, Flamebringer,” I said venomously. “If you think I am incapable of taking you down myself then I will be all the more satisfied when that time comes.”

“What kind of parents would instil such undeserved confidence in their little brat?”

“I am the daughter of Commander Rake of the Aquin Legion, the fiercest warrior of his generation and daughter of Kaylina Arcadia - who you murdered in cold blood,” I snarled, fighting furiously against his possession, but I still couldn’t move.

“I have heard of Abraham Rake and his arrogance,” he said, thinking on that, not acknowledging the other part of what I’d said. “I see that trait in you clearly enough. But why do you not claim his supposedly honourable name?”

I had no intention of telling him the inner details of my relationship with my father, so I just glared at him and waited for his bullshit lecture to be over. Inside, a hurricane was building and I could feel the force of it promising an outlet upon my enemy. The reminder of my mother’s death and the sight of Kaiser’s merciless face awoke the darkness in me. The second that power rose its head, I yanked on it, forcing it at him all at once.

He blinked then frowned, noticing that something had happened, but I was still under his control. My heart thundered with excitement as I realised I could move my fingers a little, just like before. The lash of power I’d used was gone and I didn’t know what the strike had done to him, if much at all, but it was certainly proving I could counter his possession. Perhaps, one fraction at a time, I could destroy it entirely.

“Why do you wear the name of The Matriarch when you are nothing but an unwanted orphan left in the street by his true parents?” I hissed, aiming to hurt, though nothing ever penetrated his unshakeable exterior.

Kaiser carved his fingers through his inky hair, the sheen of crimson to it catching the firelight of a sconce behind him. His eyes bored into mine, his gaze slipping to my lips and a world of rage twisted through his expression, that cold mask shattering at once.

He came at me in a blur, his hands gripping my arms and a stream of snarled words falling over me. His possession took a deeper root, keeping me vulnerable to his attack.

I got the sense he was going to beat me, just as Ransom had done so often with his friends whenever they caught me in their snare. But I had always had the ability to fight back in those circumstances; this was fucking cowardice.

“Perhaps you are more trouble than you’re worth, Raincarver,” Kaiser snapped, the bite to his tone sending a tremor through me. “Void or not.”

“Will the scary Fae snap my neck while I’m bound in his chains?” I scoffed. “You pathetic mama-eskar.” Motherfucker.

His possession made my chin lift, forcing my head back so my neck was exposed to him. An easy target. But what a spineless blow it would be.

The tension in my body was palpable and my pulse crashed against my eardrums in heavy waves. I could smell oak and cinders on his skin, the scent like a toxin veiled with sugar. It wasn’t the threat of death that made my adrenaline surge, it was the way my soul screamed for a finer death than this. A death fit for a goddess, not a runt.

“You lay your mouth upon a Reaper of the stars despite what you’ve seen of them. One thing I did not think you were was a fool, but here I stand corrected,” he hissed, his ire only rising by the second.

“He’s not like them,” I growled, unsure why I was even bothering to defend Harlon to this asshole. I owed Kaiser nothing and whatever he thought of Harlon bore no significance to me.

He released a dismissive breath through his nose. “They were all acolytes once. He will become another number in their ranks and whatever rebellious little thoughts he might share with you now will be the last thing you cling to when he no longer answers your summons. He’s a prophet of the stars, you fool, and there is no higher purpose to them but the heavens themselves. Cut your losses before the Reapers cut them for you.”

With that, he turned and marched away from me with anger lining his posture. My chance at handing his name to the Reapers vanished along with him, for it would only incriminate me too now.

It was a whole minute until his possession finally ebbed from my flesh and my body was mine once again. Only it wasn’t. Not truly. Not while the Fury still lived.
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CHAPTER SIX

My boots sank into deep snow as I dropped from the sky on the edge of the mountain where Moya resided in the Cavern of Lost Souls with the rest of the Sages who were well versed in the arts of ether.

I glanced up at the yawning mouth of the cave, taking in the runes which had been carved into the black rocks lining the entrance and the talismans hanging from the top of the archway. There were bones, both animal and Fae, hollow wooden tubes and slivers of ice and metal mixed among them so that each gust of the harsh wind sent a chorus of noise ringing out across the mountainside like a haunting call to the powers of the world.

I took a dagger from my belt as I strode towards the entrance, slicing into the pad of my thumb just enough to release a few drops of blood. I smeared it across the dark stone in offering for it to allow me passage.

A groan rippled up from the bowels of the mountain, the deep magic which had been bled into this place over hundreds of years of offerings such as mine awakening to greet me.

A surge of energy passed over my body as I stepped out of the snow and onto the dark stone of the cavern’s floor, my boots scuffing against the runes carved there.

Radio, shaped like a jagged letter R for travel, and Perth, which was shaped somewhat like a letter C with sharp edges curving back on themselves, for the things which were hidden within this sacred place.

No one greeted me as I moved deeper into the cavern, following the well-worn path across smooth stone until I reached a wooden bench which spanned at least ten meters in length. Along the simple wooden structure lay boots, cloaks, bags and most of all, weapons. No blade was permitted within the Cavern of Lost Souls barring one intended for use in the blood rites which took place here.

I repeated the process which was as familiar to me as my training exercises in the arena, stripping my sword and daggers from my body and leaving them on the bench beside my pack and cloak. I unlaced my boots last, removing my socks too so that I could tread the hallowed path in the proper manner, even if I wasn’t dressed in the correct attire in any other way.

The sound of the wind chimes followed me into the dark as I started the sloping descent into the heart of the mountain; wood, bone and metal clanking together in a mournful melody which replicated the ache in my heart.

All lingering light from the outside world was lost, the twisting path leading me away from both the glow of moonlight on snow and the rush of the wind.

I didn’t slow my pace nor hesitate in my steps, the familiarity of this route making it as simple as breathing to traverse in the pitch black.

In any other part of the kingdom, silence might have greeted me at this time of night, but the servants of the dark were well accustomed to practicing their arts throughout the smallest hours and beyond.

The faint flickering of firelight greeted me first, then the low murmur of voices, a soft groan of someone in pain.

The passage continued to turn, the walls closing in until they surrounded me tightly. My path was illuminated at last as I stepped out into the wide cavern which housed the central gathering place for the Sages who lived here.

The warmth of the cavern swept over me, a combination of the constantly burning fire and air magic which was used to seal the place off from the frigid temperatures outside meaning that I was far too hot in my battle leathers.

A few of the Sages glanced my way, one waving while another simply locked his eyes on me and stared without moving at all. Ether came at a cost, and those who wielded it as often as the Sages were altered by it in ways that made their presence disconcerting to many.

“Black as a raven but still sweet as a cherry,” a female voice hissed, and I almost flinched as the woman lunged at me, a pair of rusted scissors in her grasp. She caught a lock of my hair and snipped several inches from the end of it, grinning at me through crooked teeth while backing up with her prize.

“You object?” she asked, and I sighed, shaking my head.

“Have it,” I said, knowing it mattered little. The length of my hair, much like the colour, would return in a matter of days. “But buy me some mercy from the forces beyond while you work. Assuming they have any to spare.”

The Sage’s grin widened and then she was gone, the layers of green silk which clung to her thin frame whipping around her legs as she scurried away.

“Moya is waiting for you, child,” a rough voice called from the fire, and I moved over to greet the man who was as close to a ruler in this place as any might be.

“You’re looking well, Tifon,” I said, bowing my head to him respectfully. This was possibly the only place in the kingdom where I had never felt an inch of resentment for showing deference to its citizens. The Sages had traded and bled for their power and the respect it had earned them was well deserved. “I look like the slapped ball sack of a three-week dead bison, but I thank you for your pretty lies, Sky Witch,” he replied, reaching out with a draining dagger in hand and casually slicing into the forearm of the man who was suspended from a wooden stake behind him.

The prisoner groaned, his head lolling, his bare skin marked with countless cuts and runes which had been painted upon him with soot. He blinked at me through dazed eyes, seeming to realise I wasn’t like the others here who were all dressed in silks and gauzy fabric.

“Help me,” he pleaded, and my steely heart hardened.

“I take it this one didn’t volunteer?” I asked Tifon who was now collecting blood from the wound he had given the man in a stone bowl.

“No,” he grunted, spitting in the bowl before crumbling a twig of rosemary into it. “Deserter. He killed three of his own, stole a horse and fled the battlefield. Princess Laurena caught up to him and kindly delivered him to us instead of the executioners.”

“A kindness indeed,” I said, my eyes moving back to the murdering coward who was now begging me for mercy with tears staining his cheeks. I ignored him. The Sages would keep him here, making use of his blood in small rites and spells for a few days or weeks – he’d get his death soon enough when one of them required a bigger sacrifice for a more powerful magic. The darkness gives and the darkness takes.

“Is Moya in her chambers?” I asked, glancing over the fire towards the towering wall where around fifty openings marked the stone like holes in a giant beehive. Each was a window looking out from the chambers which belonged to the individual Sages. There was a hierarchy involved in the allocation of them, but I had never figured it out, and even an apprentice in the dark magic of ether wasn’t given knowledge of such things freely.

I may have been permitted to train in the use of ether for battle, but I was not gifted all the knowledge they had to offer, nor would I ever be unless I chose to follow the path of the Sages and submit myself to the darkness in hopes of being selected for their ranks. Most who chose to attempt that path were consumed by the magic, corrupted and devoured by it instead of gifted their place as a Sage - though there were many who elected to take the risk.

That path had never appealed to me. I wasn’t interested in losing myself to the dark and forever existing here within the mountain, a slave to its ecstasy-inducing power.

“She is,” Tifon agreed, though his focus was far from me already, his gaze fixed on the bowl he held before him and the magic he was calling on with its deadly concoction.

I inclined my head in thanks and paced away from him, my bare feet silent against the stone floor, the murderer’s pleas for my help falling on deaf ears.

A curving path sloped up towards the wall pockmarked with the Sages’ chambers, guiding me through a doorway which led into them. I took the stairs past flickering torches that were bracketed along the walls and weaved through narrow corridors until I made it to Moya’s home.

There was no door to keep me out, but runes marked the threshold, keyed to recognise those she wished to allow inside and bar those she didn’t from entry.

The familiar magic raked at my skin as I passed over it but only silence awaited me within.

I didn’t bother calling out. She knew I was here. Instead, I strode through her living quarters, knowing her well enough to bypass the round bedchamber and narrow dining area before slipping through the slim entrance which led to what she called her Close Space.

As expected, I found her sitting cross legged on the cold stone, a small fire burning purple and green to her right while she held a closed fist out above the six-inch hole in the ground which fell away endlessly beneath us. Moya had often told me that the hole allowed the whispers of the earth itself to echo up from the abyss so that she might be able to interpret them fully.

I wasn’t sure what to think of what lurked in the dark beneath her home. But I did know that the one time I had dared toss a stone down into it, I had not only failed to hear it hit the bottom but had also been consumed by the most intense sensation of dread taking hold of my being that I had ever experienced. Safe to say, I had never again toyed with whatever mysterious force lingered there.

“Sit,” she commanded, her voice a soft purr which suggested the action might lure me to my death.

I sat.

Moya’s hair was a mess of pale red curls and tangles which knotted around her face and trailed down her spine. I wasn’t certain I’d ever gotten a look at her face without a veil of twisted strands covering some part of it. Her eyes were a bright and almost alarming shade of blue, studded with silver specks which shifted in the light.

I watched in silence and she muttered words of power and providence beneath her breath, her fingers still clenched tightly above the dark opening that divided us.

Moya sucked in a breath which stole the oxygen from the room for several seconds, her free hand reaching out to claim a burning twig from the fire at her side before she thrust the flaming end into the back of her closed fist.

The scent of burning flesh filled the air before she withdrew the brand, twisting her fist over and opening it so that the bundle of herbs and what looked like a small bone could meet the fire next.

My eyes stayed glued to the little bundle as it caught alight, burning green and purple while it tumbled from her hand and fell into the hole at the heart of the Close Space.

I couldn’t help but lean forward so that I could watch it fall away into the dark, tumbling through blackness and growing smaller and smaller, becoming a pinprick of light in the distance before finally disappearing altogether.

The rock groaned beneath us and my heart skipped a beat as a prickle of dread crept across my skin.

“One foot in the traitor’s nest, another sunk in snow,” Moya breathed, snatching my hand and yanking it towards her so that I was forced to lean over that endless drop. The hole wasn’t big enough for me to fall through it but the dank air which rose up from the depths still set me on edge. “Yet neither leg will balance you when the wind begins to blow.”

“Are you whispering prophecies in the dark now, Moya?” I asked, fighting against the disquiet her words had struck in my bones.

“You know well the stars don’t speak to me, child,” she replied, grinning darkly.

“I wasn’t accusing you of gaining insight from the stars.” I arched a brow at her and her smile widened.

“You’re leaving,” she stated, ignoring my accusations as always and yet again proving that she had access to some form of knowledge beyond that which was freely offered. “And you came here to beg for supplies for your stores.”

“And you’re deflecting while repeatedly making predictions about things which you shouldn’t have any knowledge of.”

Moya scoffed dismissively, releasing my hand and springing to her feet. “It’s an educated guess: You always come begging when the prince sets you lose.”

I pushed myself upright and followed her as she slipped out of the Close Space and into the slightly more welcoming parts of her chambers. She moved to the wooden larder which stood against the wall of her main living area and I leaned my back against the stone wall of the cramped space to stay out of her way as she set to work gathering everything I might need and more.

The cavern roof above us was peppered with hooks where drying herbs hung, the flickering torch on the far side of the room making dancing spectres from their shadows. The scent of them surrounded me, the cloying warmth of this place making the air heavy and the weight of my exhaustion thicker.

I said nothing as the sound of jars clinking and wooden drawers scraping open and closed filled the silence, my soul heavy and heart thick with a sorrow which I knew would never leave.

“Are you going to tell me about it or am I dragging it free from the clutches of your reluctant soul?” Moya asked as she tossed a clump of dried lavender on the round, wooden table which divided us before turning back to the larder.

My gaze fixed on the tabletop, the wood scarred from years of use and countless cuts with the blades Moya used to prepare her potions and meals alike. I felt like that table, marked and disfigured by the years of use the kingdom of Stormfell had already claimed from me, though my scars lay on the inside of my skin for the most part. But I was just as used and punished as that table, still standing firm beneath the weight of all I’d endured but endlessly different from the child I must have once been. Not that I could claim any real memory of innocence. I’d been raised in the brutality of war to become a master of its creation. Perhaps there had never been a single innocent thing about me.

“A spy managed to secret himself within the ranks of our army. He took the identity of a dead boy from one of the outer households and worked his way into my trust without me ever realising what he really was. At least not until it was too late.”

Moya dumped an armful of jars onto the table before springing up onto it, her bare feet padding across the scarred wood until she was dropping down before me.

We stood eye to eye as she reached for the neck of my leathers and though my gut lurched as she slipped a finger beneath the fabric, I didn’t stop her from tugging on the cord which held the vial of my sisters’ blood.

She pulled it loose, those startlingly blue eyes drinking in the sight of it as she held it up between us, the light from the torch spilling through it and painting her face in red streaks.

Moya sucked in a sharp breath. “There is great power in this,” she breathed, her fingers tightening on the cord, pulling it taught as if she might rip it from my neck.

I tensed but she forced an exhale, dropping the vial so that it fell heavily against my chest.

“I see,” she said softly, taking my face between her rough hands and forcing my gaze to lock with hers. “I see,” she reiterated and I knew that she was looking directly into the heart of me, the twisted, endless hurt of all I’d lost and the blazing fury which kept me moving forwards.

She leaned closer, the wild strands of her red hair brushing against my cheeks and I nodded slowly, knowing what she wanted, a taste of my pain in payment for her help. She would offer up my grief in some spell or potion when it best suited her to do it or perhaps she’d hoard it away, keep it locked somewhere along with so many other pieces of me which I had offered her over the years in payment for her guidance.

Her lips brushed against my cheek and though I could feel her desire for the pain in my heart because of the power it held, I could feel how much she yearned to take it away from me entirely, to free me from its burden altogether.

Moya loved me. There was nothing romantic in it but rather a maternal kind of care, the likes of which I had never known from any other. She was strange and twisted by her devotion to ether and the blood magic she practiced all too often but she cared for me in a way no one else ever had. And though neither of us had ever spoken of it, it hung there between us plainly enough.

The kiss she gave me was soft and sweet, the turn of her fingers against my cheeks painting runes in my tears as they fell without my permission.

My eyes fluttered closed and for the briefest moment I could see them there, standing beyond The Veil, grinning at me like the she-devils they were, throwing insults my way because I was wasting time on tears for them when there was blood to be shed.

The sharpest edge of my grief slipped from me as I looked at them from within the confines of my mind, my love for them brightening while I basked in the memory of their company.

Moya drew back, swiping the tears from my cheeks and dropping them into a small vial which I hadn’t even seen her grab.

I sagged against the wall as she stoppered it, my heart just a little lighter.

“Thank you,” I murmured, biting my tongue against the words which ached to follow. Because I could ask her to take all of my grief from me. I could ask her to drain every drop and use it however she wished for her magic. But Moya had taught me well and I understood the true cost of such a sacrifice. If I gave up my grief for them I would lose far more than just that. I would lose all real sense of what they’d been to me and I would become a colder, harder creature for it. And I was already cold enough.

“Good,” Moya said once the silence had stretched long enough to make it clear I wouldn’t ask. She patted my hand then turned back to the table, grabbing rosemary, thyme, oregano and more herbs from their places hanging overhead.

I remained silent while she found a cloth and carefully folded the herbs within it for me. Once she was done she shoved them along with the gathered jars towards me. I didn’t bother checking them, simply took all she had offered and packed it carefully into a cloth bag she offered me.

“One last thing,” Moya called as I turned for the door. We’d long ago agreed against goodbyes.

I paused, shifting the pack over my shoulder as I looked to her.

“Ether is more than just the root of the land’s power,” she said slowly, pacing towards me with her fingers trailing across the rough lines of the table. “It is the current which sweeps us all along in its path. We may access the bounty of its river through rite and sacrifice but we cannot control its flow.”

“I know this, Moya,” I told her and she smiled, taking a slim dagger from the belt of her layered dress.

“You do and you don’t. The world is a wild place, Vesper. It has long been so and will remain as such, no matter the cages Fae might build to tame it. The stars might whisper our names and lend us their magic, but never forget it is only on loan. They take it back when death comes calling.”

“But all bargains with ether are final,” I recited, causing her smile to widen.

“There is something stirring beneath the Close Place. A leash to a wolf as it were.”

“You speak of ether as if it were some beast with thought and function,” I accused and she snorted dismissively, waving a hand.

“It is no creature and holds no consciousness beyond the wants and needs of all that is and all that ever will be,” she replied cryptically. “But that is not my point.”

“Then what is?” I asked, my tone a little sharp. I had no time for her riddles today, no space in my mind to spend puzzling over her words for weeks or months on end the way she had always commanded me to during my training with her.

“The point is the leash. The whip. The collar. The muzzle. The cage. The ways of old are stunted and I cannot tell what binds them. But the dark whispers your name, Vesper Crossborn. And it wants you to come for it.”

“I have no need of another mission,” I growled. “I’m already set on a hunt I have no desire to complete before I am able to exact the revenge which is owed to me. If the dark wants me then it will have to wait. I have enough claims on the tattered pieces of my soul and there isn’t room for another grasping hand to take hold of it.”

I made to turn away but she caught my wrist, pressing the dagger into my palm. “Blood runs downhill, my sweet,” she purred, closing my fingers around the hilt of the blade. “Best to position yourself at the top of a mountain lest you drown in all of it.”

“Perhaps the time is coming when I will gladly let myself drown,” I replied flatly.

“Death is a petty, pointless thing far too often,” Moya countered. “But if you are so willing to run to it, then do me one favour and make it matter.”

The truth sat there between us then, the reality that I had no real intention of surviving beyond my destruction of the man who had called himself Cayde Avior. My lips parted on a goodbye despite the fact that we never offered them to one another but she shook her head to quiet it.

“Run fast, fly swift and remember what I told you. When the darkness calls your name again, I would suggest you listen.”

I gave her a nod of agreement then sheathed the little blade she’d gifted me in my belt and strode from her chambers. I didn’t pause as I passed through the central cavern, the wails of the man trussed up and awaiting sacrifice falling against deaf ears. He was a fool to look for mercy from me after all. They didn’t call me a witch for nothing.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The world echoed violently around me, my skull pounding from the infusion of light, sound, scent and touch.

Endlessly I had been confined to the cold, dark embrace of stone, the fickle illumination offered by dim flames and the ever-present glow of the stone collar which was buried in the flesh of my neck, the pressing silence only found beneath the ground.

A roar built in my lungs as I lumbered across the baren landscape in my Dragon form, snow clumping in my claws, fire blazing in my chest. But I held it back. Even in my panic, the rush of adrenaline brought on by my sudden and unexpected freedom, I hadn’t lost all sense. I needed to hide. I needed to get out of this frozen tundra and find my way back to my homeland.

My steel grey scales were dulled from years of captivity but the moonlight still managed to glint off of them, marking me out plainly against the backdrop of endless white.

My lungs laboured for breath, my time as a prisoner having slowed me, weakened me, and yet I wasn’t broken.

The lights and towers of the city I had spied upon my escape from the cavern - which had been my only home for hundreds of years - had long since faded beyond sight, but I didn’t dare slow.

I knew I was the prey now, hunters baying for my blood in the shadows of my footsteps. I doubted I held much chance of escaping them entirely, but I refused to give up. Even the broken wing which dragged through the snow at my side wouldn’t shatter my determination for that.

Perhaps the best fate I could hope for now would be a warrior’s death. If all I could wish to gain was to end this night with my blood staining the snow red around me and my death cries piercing the sky, then so be it. Because I was free at last. And I would die free one way or another.

I tipped my head back, surveying the slice of sky which had become visible between the roiling snow clouds above, trying to discern my location from the position of the stars. I frowned at the few glimmering specks I could see, trying to remember their names, begging them to whisper words of wisdom or guidance to me. But they remained silent and my years beneath the ground had stolen much of my memory of the sky from me. Or perhaps the sky itself had changed in all this time, because little of what I could see beyond the moon held any meaning to me.

A growl rolled up my throat, threatening fire again though I managed to quell it. Fire could be seen from a great distance in these conditions and I hardly needed to make it any easier for my hunters to find me.

Smoke tumbled along my tongue in protest to the death of the flames I swallowed back and I let it seep through the gaps in my fangs as I bared them at the snow which covered the world in every direction.

The sky was already losing the inky black which marked the dead of night, dawn rushing closer, promising to sell my position to any who might wish to seek it.

I raised my snout into the air and inhaled deeply, closing my eyes as I focused on my sense of smell, trying to discern the best path to take.

From behind, the faint scent of smoke and packed bodies drifted on the wind, suggesting I was still headed away from that city I had spied. Nothing else of note caught my attention on the wind though I turned my head cautiously from one direction to the next.

The longer I stood still, the more the frigid wind nipped at my flesh like the gnawing of some starving beast on a bone.

I had no way to tell the direction but I did know that I wanted to stay as far from that city as possible. My captors almost certainly hailed from there and I had no desire to make their hunt for me any easier.

I set my gaze ahead again. The sun would rise soon enough and give me my bearings, though I intended to find somewhere to hide myself by then.

In the meantime, I sent a prayer to Taurus, begging him to send more snow so that my tracks might be covered, though perhaps Virgo would have been the more merciful deity to beg favours from.

My memory snagged on the man who had cut his way free of my cavern, the reek of blood clinging to him as he had fled. I hadn’t seen any sign of him out here in the snow, nor of the woman whose pink hair had clung to her cheeks, a fire in her eyes hot enough to rival that growing in my chest.

Whoever they were wasn’t my concern. Yet fate had chosen to put them in my path and release me from that hell.

Perhaps I owed them my thanks. Then again, the stars always had found amusement in my suffering. So I likely owed them my wrath instead.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

“Animal bonding magic may seem futile in the face of war,” Reaper Lily called out to us across the vast plain of snow where the Raincarvers had been led at dawn, her golden cloak whipping around her in a flurry of motion. “But Familiarising can create advantages in all walks of life, be it battle or farming the land.”

Rows of war horses were lined up beyond her, the beasts every shade from inky black to purest white. They stamped their hooves in the snow and streams of fog puffed from their nostrils, the heavily-built animals fit for cavalry.

Anticipation rolled through me at the prospect of this magic, bonding myself to a horse bred for war. I had learned to ride at a young age on the back of my mama’s work pony, and I’d eagerly awaited the day I would claim my own steed. I’d ride into battle with the wind in my hair, sword raised and a cry of death upon my lips while my enemies shouted my name in terror when they saw me. Because they knew me. The legendary, valiant, dauntless Everest Ar-

A scurrying of tiny feet on my neck made me flinch and I swore as Calcifiend crawled out from the folds of my hood and nestled within my hair upon my shoulder. The little bastard must have snuck into my room during the night again. The Nightfire had been growing day by day, building within me and pressuring me to go to Kaiser, but I had refused time and again. Perhaps Calcifiend had come to encourage me himself, but I’d be damned if I gave in to the wants of a deceitful little lizard.

“Oh good, the traitor’s here,” I whispered to the Sayer Dragon. “Go back to your piece of shit master, nordkreshing elizar.” Backstabbing lizard.

“Look Ran, she’s talking to herself,” Alina Seaman’s voice came to my left and I glanced her way against my better judgement, finding her elbowing Ransom.

He sniggered at me then lowered his voice to speak into Alina’s ear, making my skin itch with the certainty that they were plotting something. The smile that slid across her face made my hackles rise and magic crackled at the fingertips of my right hand in preparation of what they might do. Come for me, and I will destroy you.

I forced my focus back onto Reaper Lily who was explaining how to Familiarise with an animal. “Establish a connection with your steed by petting, coddling and speaking with it to earn the animal’s trust. If you achieve a true connection, the horse may offer you their star-chosen name through the voice of the heavens – though this is a mighty feat and only true warriors will manage it.”

Excitement poured through me at the prospect. It was not every day Fae like us were offered a whisper from the stars so I was going to ensure I achieved a close bond with my destined steed.

The Reapers ushered us toward the horses to select one for practice and I ran to ensure I claimed one of the finest animals. My gaze caught on a brindle mare who had a spark in her eyes, her hooves stamping the ground in anticipation as if she was disappointed not to be running into war already. She was perfect.

Before I made it to her, a hand came down on my shoulder and I turned sharply, my right palm raising defensively but I quickly curled my fingers.

“Reaper Lily,” I gasped and she pressed her thin lips tightly together so they were barely visible at all.

Calcifiend slipped away into the mass of curls that fell over my neck, his tiny feet tickling me before falling still.

I remained eye to eye with Reaper Lily for a lingering moment and when a frown creased her brow, I realised I hadn’t acted formerly. I should have been dropping my head in deference to her, but instead I’d forgotten the ritual of respect. Because honestly, I didn’t respect her anymore. She had likely had a hand in leading that monster to Harlon and the other Reaper acolytes and that truth lined my throat with vitriol. My list of enemies was growing too long to remember, especially if I was going to add every Reaper’s name to it.

I feigned a bow. Inspiring a Reaper’s attention for the wrong reasons in Never Keep often equalled a gory death and I rather liked my head where it was.

“You are Commander Rake’s daughter, yes?” she questioned briskly and I nodded, disguising any confusion that might have slipped across my face over that question. “Follow me,” she clipped, turning and treading a path through the snow around the rows of horses where Ransom was standing with Reaper Pavros.

“Your father has sent two steeds all the way from Cascada and has decided that if you can bond and claim their star name from them, they will belong to you both. He has already organised their transport back to your homeland if you succeed. Then they will await you in Cascada upon your graduation,” Reaper Lily explained.

Ransom patted the nose of the fine white stallion beside him, the beautiful creature perhaps even as large as my father’s horse Karkinos.

“Kaské, which one is mine then?” I asked eagerly, wondering if Father was testing me at last, allowing me to show my true worth.

Ransom smiled at me in a way that turned my blood to ice and he led his white stallion aside by the reins, revealing a donkey hidden in its wake.

My cheeks scorched and a screeching laugh behind me told of Alina watching on.

“Father chose a steed fit for each of us, sister,” Ransom boomed, his smugness clouding the air.

A snarl built in my throat and I lunged at him, feral in my rage as my fist snapped out and I punched him straight in the nose. He staggered back into his stallion and the beast reared up in fright, his hoof slamming into Ransom’s shoulder and sending him crashing to the snow.

The Reapers walked away, seeming to have no care for our fight and I snatched the reins of Ransom’s horse, stepping on my brother’s ass to give myself a boost as I swung myself onto the animal’s back.

“Runt!” Ransom bellowed, lunging from the ground in a spray of snow and grabbing for my ankle. I kicked out, my boot connecting with his chin and his eyes flashed silver with a glint of his Merrow Order.

“I could outride you on a donkey or a dolphin, Ransom,” I spat. “But I will not be made to look a fool.”

I kicked the stallion’s sides, urging him into a trot but a tether of water lashed around my waist, nearly yanking me off the horse.

I willed my own magic into Ransom’s, severing it with a surge of power, but he only sent more whips out to grab me. I yelled in anger as his friends ran to help, Alina sprinting over with Lucas and Maria behind her. They cast power out to join Ransom’s, strengthening the whips holding me and I was torn off of the stallion, thrown into the snow at their feet with a cry of anger.

My brother’s asshole friends dropped their hands and raced forward, their fists pummelling me while Ransom kept the magic in place to hold me still, my limbs bunching as boots and knuckles hammered my stomach, my hips, my ribs. My gaze met Ransom’s amid the beating and I cursed his name upon Pisces, swearing I would be strong enough to destroy him one day soon. That day would come. I swore it on everything I held dear.

An untold power, dark and full of promises leapt to answer the call of my destructive vow and that beautiful magic spilled from me in a potent flash.

Ransom’s magic stuttered out and his brow creased, his pig brain slowly catching up with the fact that he was suddenly disarmed. And that gave me the opportunity to throw myself to my feet with a burst of water propelling me skyward.

I grabbed Alina by the hair, my fist cracking once against her jaw then twice against her tits, making her shriek and stumble away, while Maria and Lucas exchanged a glance then backed up. My goal was Ransom, a fiery, unbridled hatred for him coiling through my flesh as water twisted between my fingertips.

I shot it at him in a torrent, making it tighten around his throat while I held the other end like a leash, yanking him into a slight bow that made him look at me eye to eye.

“The clock is ticking, brother of mine. Eshina lavon va kerind, eshina racind va kerinder,” I spewed those words from my lips like a curse, certain he knew the meaning of them as well as I did. The famous phrase of the legendary warrior Mayanda Oceanfall. She had spoken it to the Fae who had killed her child and vowed a bloody vengeance upon him in return. May life be cruel, may death be crueller.

Something flickered in Ransom’s eyes as if he was seeing me for the first time, and there was nothing like the rush of adrenaline I gained from that flash of uncertainty dancing a merry path across his face. Oh yes, brother, this is what I truly am.

“One day you will kneel and proclaim my glory whilst begging for my forgiveness,” I hissed. A step too far apparently because his fist flew up as he finally recovered and his ice-coated knuckles slammed into my gut.

I staggered back, the bite of pain causing my focus to falter. He gained control over my cast, slicing through the whip of water around his neck and banishing it to nothing. With a growl, he strode past me, his shoulder slamming into mine then he grabbed the reins of the stallion and marched away.

The Reapers called for focus and Alina wailed about her sore tits as she hurried into the throng of horses, her hands slapped tight to her chest.

The time it had taken to face that fight had meant nearly everyone around me had mounted a horse, answering the call of the Reapers who were currently announcing a race.

I ran back through the throng of beasts, seeking out the brindle mare I had originally chosen, but everyone was already trotting on, making me duck and weave to avoid the mass of horses flooding away across the plain.

The crowd cleared a little and I spotted Alina charging off on the back of my brindle mare. A cattish hiss escaped me at the injustice of it.

I turned, seeking out another horse who was just as fine, or at least ample for a race. But all I found was the donkey whose eyes looked in two different directions, one to the sky and one to the ground.

Calcifiend crawled out of my hair with a cluck of his tongue as if he was as disappointed in my steed as I was.

With every other horse now on the move, I tossed a prayer to Delphinus for luck and ran over to the donkey, starting the process to bond with it. I petted him, cooed and stroked him, wanting to at least secure a whisper from the stars today.

“Look, this is nothing against you or anything, but you’re not a war horse. You’re a donkey. As donkeys go, you look like a great ass. But I really, really need you to be a war horse right now, okay?”

The donkey stared at me, well, actually he was still staring in two opposing directions, but he seemed to be listening. I patted his head and he let out a an ee-or that was pretty encouraging, all things considered. A strange warmth settled my chest and I felt his soul connecting to mine in a touch of gentle power that alighted upon my veins like a landing feather.

His name came to me in a whisper spoken inside my mind, placed there by the stars themselves. Goddrick.

A real smile pulled at my lips. I’d done it. If nothing else, I’d managed to Familiarise.

“Of course. Great name. Perfect. Regal actually. So, Goddrick, how fast can you move?” I swung my leg over his back, settling myself onto the saddle and taking the reins. Ransom was only just mounting his stallion and I despised how damn warrior-like and fucking majestic he looked as he went charging after the rear line.

I urged Goddrick into a canter that was more of a fast lollop but we were definitely going places and I quickly steered him after Ransom’s horse, keeping my gaze fixed on the white swish of his tail.

“I could outride you on a donkey or a dolphin,” I muttered to myself, echoing my former declaration to Ransom and seething at how I seemed to have manifested that test for myself. “Very funny, Cancer.” I shot a glance at the heavens, almost hearing her clacking her claws in amusement at my predicament. She would be behind this for sure, her games of trickery written in songs and stories for all Raincarvers to recite.

Father would be smugly thinking of me riding his gifted steed right now, chuckling to himself or guffawing among his unbearable friends at my expense. The thought spurred me on and I urged Goddrick faster, finding the newfound bond between us meant I could do so with little more than a thought.

Calcifiend clicked his tongue and went scurrying down my back. I shot a glance at him as he leapt onto the donkey’s ass and he gave me a mischievous look then sank his teeth into Goddrick’s butt.

The donkey let out an almighty ee-or and charged forward at an alarming speed, but his hooves began to sink into the snow, slowing him down. I threw out my hand, hardening it beneath him and Goddrick’s pace increased again until we were gaining on Ransom’s stallion. A thought occurred to me that ignited hope in my chest. I didn’t have to beat every Raincarver in this race to feel victorious, I just had to beat him.

My teeth clenched hard together and I focused on the snow beneath Goddrick’s hooves, sending my magic deep into it and latching it to his legs. He let out a surprised honk as I helped his legs move faster and faster, wielding the snow to take the load off his body and allow him to move as fast as the wind.

Ransom glanced back over his shoulder and I sent a snowball at him, pelting him in the face and nearly unseating him as he lurched sideways with a yell.

Goddrick practically flew across the land, soon running flank to flank with Ransom’s stallion. The white beast gave my donkey a confused side-eye as we began to outpace him, and I shot Ransom a taunting grin.

Ransom reached down with a snarl, grabbing a fistful of my hair and trying to hurl me off of my steed. With my focus on wielding the snow around Goddrick’s legs, it was difficult to fight him off. My ass began to lift from the saddle and my stomach lurched with the coming fall.

A blur of blue in my periphery marked the flying form of Calcifiend whipping past my head and landing on Ransom before sinking his fangs into my brother’s hand.

Ransom yelped, shaking Calcifiend off and the lizard circled back to nestle in my hair.

With my full focus returned, Goddrick sailed past the stallion, letting out an excited ee-or.

I could almost taste Ransom’s anger on the air and I cast a shield of ice at my back on instinct, feeling the hard thump of something heavy slamming into it half a breath later.

A riotous laugh fell from my lungs as a glowing blue finish line came into view, the powdery white spray of snow causing a fog behind the charging horses ahead. I might not have been first, but I sure as shit wouldn’t be last. And so long as I crossed before Ransom did, I was calling it a win.

With a surge of speed, Goddrick galloped over the line behind the final row of horses and Galomp cheered to me from the saddle of a large black mare. Ransom bolted in after me, but he was last and it couldn’t have been clearer.

“She cheated!” he bellowed, beckoning the Reapers over and pointing at me. “She cast magic to increase the speed of her ass.”

“My girlfriend did that last night. Bouncy Brenda I called her,” a boy in a blue coat yelled and a few laughs rippled through the crowd.

“There were no rules against using magic, Mr Rake,” Reaper Lily announced. “Perhaps you should take notes from your sister’s innovativeness.” She turned away from Ransom and directed everyone back to the Keep, leaving me with a smug fucking grin on my face and Ransom directing a fiery glare at my head.

I patted Goddrick’s shoulder, not breaking eye contact with my brother as he considered me, probably deciding whether he wanted to start another fight. But he pursed his lips and nudged his stallion back in the direction of the Keep, leaving me with Galomp drawing closer on his mare and my chest swelling with pride.

“He is a very nice ass,” Galomp commented, reaching down to tickle Goddrick’s ears. “My uncle collects them, you know?”

“What, asses?” I sniggered.

“Yes indeed. The finest asses around. Aw, his eyes look hither and tither, oh boy. How rare. He would like him very much.”

“Perhaps Goddrick would like to go and live with him then?” I suggested as we turned to head back toward the hulking walls of Never Keep. I set my gaze on Ransom’s horse and my heart thundered with an idea. “Because my war horse is right there.”

“But that is your brother’s horse, Miss Everest,” Galomp said in confusion.

I smiled. “For now.”
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CHAPTER NINE

Iresisted. With all the power of Pisces, I fucking resisted. But the itch in my skin had grown to a burn, then a star-damned inferno. The Nightfire was summoning me to Kaiser, demanding I go to him and sate this rioting need in my flesh. I had no idea exactly what the desire was, only that if it wasn’t pulled from my body soon, my mind was going to crack from the weight of this oppressive magic.

I breathed heavily, releasing a cry of anguish as I tried to focus on the forge in my quarters, heating my newly-crafted blade in its fiery belly.

“Scorpio,” I gritted out. “Take this Nightfire from me. Rip it out and douse it in the icy lakes of your corner of the sky. Release me from its clutches.”

Scorpio was quiet, but a chill ran up the back of my neck that made me feel like the stars were displeased. Were they unquieted by this soul-tie? Surely they had to know I didn’t want this heinous curse on me? That I would commit any sin to release myself from it.

My hand shook as I gripped the hilt of the new sword, desperately trying to ignore the Nightfire slithering through my veins like a viper and spitting poison as it went. It had become a potent torture, rising to a pain that was drenched in Kaiser’s possession and it was only growing more intense with every passing minute. I could almost hear whispers on the air that commanded me to go to him and answer the demands of the soul-tie.

The blade fell from my grip and I buckled forward, my hands raking against the cold stone floor as if it could quench this fire inside me. But nothing fought it. The dark power that I could sometimes summon wouldn’t stir. It had fought off Ransom’s magic once before, but since then, it had failed me time and again, never answering my call.

Go to him! The Nightfire roared and I screamed with it, refusing with every fibre of my being.

“I will not go,” I snarled, but those words felt useless as the Nightfire wrapped around my beating heart and the pain was like a hot knife scoring through it.

I found myself on my feet, unwillingly walking to the door and there on the wall beside it, two bright eyes peered at me. Calcifiend chirruped in greeting, slipping away through a crack in the door and a click sounded as it swung open for me.

“You little rat,” I muttered, but still, I followed, the Nightfire taking over my body and guiding me along the path toward my abhorrent master.

I concentrated on trying to drag my dark power up to the surface, demanding it come and free me from these shackles. But it was as fickle as ever, as if it had a mind of its own. Sometimes offering me aid, and other times denying it. If only I could figure out how to wield it fully and gain total control, I might have a chance at severing this tie to my mother’s killer.

I climbed through the tower until I was high enough to find a window, stepping out onto the snow-caked roof. The soft glow of Calcifiend’s tail hung ahead of me as he hovered on his little wings, guiding me onward through the dark.

Across the rooftops I went, cursing between my teeth and straining my muscles in an attempt to resist every movement, but far too soon, I arrived outside one of the tall windows of Kaiser’s quarters.

It swung open to reveal the Fury standing beyond it, staring blandly at me in nothing but a low-riding pair of trousers, revealing the firm muscles of his broad chest and the scar that ran from shoulder to hip bone. The one that I’d placed there.

“I told you; you cannot resist the Nightfire,” he said, his voice a hollow space that chilled me to the bone.

I climbed inside, looking up at him as Calcifiend landed lightly on his shoulder, my fingers twitching for my blade. It was strapped to my thigh beneath the thin black slip I often wore when forging, but the mere thought of his death made the Nightfire flare inside me, refusing to let me strike.

With the power of water in my veins, I didn’t need a veil of leather to protect me from the spitting fire of the forge anymore. A layer of ice against my skin was enough for that and it served to keep me cool too, but as Kaiser’s black eyes dragged over my exposed skin, I wished I’d clad myself in layers of armour.

His hand gripped my shoulder, his hot thumb raking over a bruise there and I bared my teeth at the reminder of Ransom and his friends’ beating. Kaiser’s fingers slid to another bruise, then another, his expression never changing, ever-empty.

“Take your hands off of me,” I demanded, but he ignored me, continuing his overt inspection as if my skin was his to touch. The Nightfire was still blazing inside me, demanding I give it something, but I had no clue what. I’d thought coming to Kaiser would quiet it, but clearly it wasn’t done with me yet.

“These are not marks of training. Who placed these on you?” he asked, so low I nearly didn’t catch it.

I answered with a glare and nothing more. He was guessing. There was no clue that these weren’t placed on me during combat sessions.

“Answer me.” His fingers moved to grip my chin, his eyes flashing red as his possession curled around my tongue.

Horror built in the base of my throat as the truth rose to my lips. I bit down, refusing to let it out but the Nightfire flared in response, carving its way through my mouth.

Ransom’s name slid to the edge of my lips, but the thought of admitting to my half-brother’s power over me was like handing my enemy my weakness. I bit down harder on my tongue until I drew blood and Kaiser’s possession sharply withdrew as he turned away from me.

“No matter,” he clipped. “Come. We have much to do before dawn.”

I released a breath, unable to resist following him as the Nightfire took root again and I was forced to follow Kaiser up a tightly-winding iron staircase to the balcony above his bedroom. Black bookshelves ringed the back wall and a suite of grey furniture sat in front of it, casting long shadows beneath the burning sconces.

“There’s only one way to satisfy the power of the soul-tie this night,” Kaiser said, turning to me and rolling his shoulders back.

The glimmer of the firelight caught in the rings of teeth mark scars on his body. The flock of magpies curling up his left arm was on full display, their eyes so lifelike as they glinted in the firelight that it seemed they might take flight. The edge of their wings and tails were alight, embers leaving a trail behind them in a swirl of flames. It was masterful, that art. The mark of The Matriarch, like a shrine to her and her gangster following, the Ember Wing.

“The Nightfire will burn deeper than you imagine if you resist this. But if you give it what it asks of you – what I ask of you – then this will be over all the sooner. So, silka la vin, will you resist it and spend hours in my company tonight, or will you be a smart girl and play along?”

I gritted my teeth, deliberating his words. I needed this fire to stop burning me up inside, and it was surely only going to get worse if I refused now. “What are you going to make me do?”

“You will share your fears with me. You will allow my Fury to feast on the darkest nightmares your soul possesses, and you will re-live them with me here and now until I am sated.”

I could have sworn the night grew thicker at those words, shadows drawing in around this monstrous creature before me. For all the world, I didn’t want to be afraid. But those dreadful eyes were cutting into me and I knew I was about to face a torment like no other. In the face of it though, I decided not to resist. Because Kaiser Brimtheon had long ago dismissed me as a weak Fae and if he was going to hurt me anyway, then let me walk to the altar of my torturer and show him no fear.

I strode toward him, fixing my face into an expression that was tempered with strength.

“Do your worst,” I said lightly, opening my arms in an offering as I came to a halt before him.

Between the bulk of his muscles and the strength of his Order, I may have appeared small to him, but he was about to see what I was made of. Inner strength far outweighed exterior when it came to games like these.

He cocked his head to one side, a slight frown creasing his brow as if he was confused by me, but then his eyes gleamed darkest red, blazing as his Order awakened. Horns curled up from his head as he partially shifted then he reached out, taking both of my hands and laying them flat against the firm plane of his chest where his heart drummed to a slow and intoxicating beat. The Nightfire spilled between us, pulsing through my body into his and taking me over entirely. His hands wrapped around my wrists, keeping me there as his red eyes bored into mine and swallowed me whole.

In a flash, I was gone and the burn of the Nightfire simmered away at once, finally given what it wanted. I was drowned in the past as I slammed into darkest memories that were so real, I forgot where I had been before this very moment.

Ransom had me on the ground, fists driving into my skin while I curled up in a pile of dry leaves. Then I was at the Eventide Carnival in a dress made from silk with golden seashells stitched onto its shoulders. Alina ripped the bottom of it with a slash of her fingers, exposing my underwear and laughter brought a burning heat to my cheeks. I tried to slap her but hands caught my arms, then there was pain again. Fists and bites and more laughter. Ransom’s loudest of all.

Again and again, I was forced to relive the worst of my childhood, but for a fleeting moment, I remembered where I was and why I was here, catching sight of those blood-red eyes. I could feel Kaiser pushing towards the worst memory of my life and started to resist, my body tensing against the intrusion.

No. Not there. You can’t see her.

“Never rest, Everest.”

“No!” I screamed, panic jarring through me as my mother’s face brightened before my eyes. The sweetness of seeing her after so long was fractured into a thousand pieces as blood pooled from her lips and the life shuddered out of her body.

Kaiser’s possession pushed against me more ferociously, his Order form soaking in my fear and feeding the well of his magic as a low growl of satisfaction left him. I could feel the closeness of him, sense his breath upon my face and all the while he trapped me in this nightmare, feeding on my despair.

That mysterious power I possessed rose like an ocean, stirring in offering and I drowned myself in its strength, somehow pulling it forward and directing it right at my enemy.

At once, the tide changed. Kaiser tried to rip his possession from my head, but in the process, he somehow turned it upon himself. I glimpsed a flash of snarling teeth and the echo of a bloodcurdling scream. I was thrown into a well of terror that was fuelled by death.

Ice. Teeth. Screams. Blood.

Kaiser worked to force me out as his fear clouded my thoughts, and I tried to see more, reaching for those snippets of memory that were being passed from my mind to his, wanting to hurt him as he had hurt me.

The snarling of dogs.

The scream of a child.

A mental barrier slammed shut between us and my eyes flew open to find I was no longer standing before Kaiser but cradled in his arms on the grey couch. His hand was hooked around my bare knees while his other fisted in the material at my back. He was staring down at me, his lips a hair’s breadth from mine and his eyes ablaze with something I never would have thought he could feel. Pure, wild terror.

I was left reeling from the mental attack, my body exhausted by what his Order form had put me through and for all the world, I wanted to reach for the blade on my thigh and slice his throat while he looked so vulnerable. But I couldn’t tear my eyes from his, the burning pit of them scoring through me as magic crackled between us, the power of the Fearsire trying to reel our souls together.

“I had forgotten how it felt…” he rasped, a crease forming on his brow. “How is it possible to forget such fear? Such pain? Such loss?”

I tried to get up, needing to escape the burning hot cage of his body but his hands hardened on me, his muscles tensing in warning.

“Do not leave,” he growled, the command weakened by the quiet desperation lacing those words. “Without you, I will return to that vacant place, that hellish nothing.”

I fought my way free of him, standing up and taking a measured step back. He stared at me, confused, broken, and I tried to smile, to find joy in his misery, but my lips wouldn’t rise.

The anguish in his eyes flickered out like a snuffed candle, and my fingers flexed for the dagger on my thigh, but the Nightfire made short work of stopping me.

Kaiser blinked, frowned, then carved a hand over his face, appearing hollow once more.

He was right. Something about me, or more likely that unusual power I possessed, affected him. But what specifically it was doing to the Fury, I wasn’t sure.

“I’m going back to my room,” I said firmly.

He nodded vaguely, then waved his hand at me in dismissal, lost in thought.

I glanced back at my enemy on that couch, his expression calculated now, like he was weighing up each part of what had happened and deliberating its meaning.

I jerked my head back to face the window, then shoved it wide, stiffening as Calcifiend landed lightly on my shoulder with a welcoming chirrup.

“Scram, traitor,” I hissed at him.

He nuzzled my cheek, clicking his tongue, and I pursed my lips at the small lizard.

“You may accompany her, Calcifiend,” Kaiser muttered and the Sayer Dragon chirruped excitedly.

“I don’t want his company,” I clipped, reaching for the creature on my shoulder, but he took flight and landed on my other one instead. “Fast little beastie, aren’t you?”

I grabbed for him again, but this time he hovered above me out of reach and I gave up, climbing out the window and heading for freedom. Although, there was little of that to be secured while this Fury magic chained me to Kaiser Brimtheon. Still, I had found something of a weakness in him tonight, and though I wasn’t sure how to play it to my advantage, I had time yet.

As it turned out, even monsters had demons. I just had to unleash them and maybe they would devour him for me.
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Just when I thought the screams in the night were no longer my bane to bear, they started again. It must have been close to dawn when they woke me and I was certain the dark power I possessed was awake too. Perhaps it was linked to why I could hear them and no one else ever seemed to. If only I could unlock it fully, maybe I’d understand it more.

I rubbed the sleep from eyes, my back aching from another uncomfortable slumber on my thin mattress. If there was an easy way to carry an entire bed from Wandershire to here, I’d be extremely tempted to make that my next purchase when Mavus returned to shore.

Another bone-chilling scream echoed around me through the pipes in this dank chamber and a shiver rolled down my spine. It sounded like a man. The poor bastard was down there in the pits of this Keep with no one to hear his screams but me. For all the good I could do him.

Calcifiend rolled over on my pillow, his wings splayed out beneath him and his little feet kicking as he continued to dream, clearly undisturbed by the screams. He’d kept close to me ever since Kaiser had allowed him to follow me, and despite his traitorous qualities, I was starting to grow used to his company again and the assurance that I wasn’t alone down in the dank underworld of the Keep. I had him, if no one else, and there was something comforting about his soft snores at night. Though I’d never admit it out loud, he even kept some of my nightmares at bay.

For all I knew, Calcifiend was a prisoner of Kaiser himself – but I was pretty sure I only told myself that to excuse how easily I found myself forgiving him.

“You’re lucky you’re cute, dragon thing.” I stroked my finger over his forehead, and he let out a trilling purr in his sleep.

I shook my head at him and moved to stoke the embers of the fire, opening the heavy iron grate to do so. Beside the fireplace, my new weapons were lined up ready and waiting to be seized by Mavus in return for all the wares my heart could desire, along with the items of clothing I had been working on to surprise him.

Between my training, my forging, my clothes-making and the oppressive weight of the soul-tie, sleep was rare and time to think was even rarer. I was pushing myself hard, perhaps too hard. But graduation was only a couple more months away, and though I was starting to show my prowess during my instructed sessions, there were always areas where I failed.

No matter how much I practised, any magic that required two hands to cast proficiently was hardly improving. A thick, stubborn lump in my throat told me I was never going to give up, and that one day I would damn well be as good as any other Fae at those casts. But the knot in my gut was starting to grow bigger, the truth always there, hovering at the edges of my mind.

For all the will of the stars, I might never be able to master certain spells. But my pride refused to acknowledge that because if I wrote myself off, then I would validate every star-damned Fae in this world who had written me off too. And fuck them. Fuck all of them.

I thought of Kaiser and how he had caused this injury of mine. This scarred hand that weakened me. My hate for him was ingrained because of the murder of my mother, but I rarely gave weight to how much he had damaged me too. Probably because I desperately wanted to refuse the trouble my hand caused me. I had planned to overcome this injury during my time here, and in ways, I had, in others, I really fucking hadn’t.

A well of concern rose in my chest as I considered the possibility of not passing my graduation trials. I’d have to return to Cascada as a failure. My father would force me to take up a role as a Provider, and he’d be a smug asshole about it too.

I clenched my teeth, refusing that fate.

No, I just had to keep practising. Put in more hours. Whittle myself down to the bone if I had to.

But right now…five more minutes.

I went back to bed and laid my head on the pillow, Calcifiend’s steady breaths lulling me quickly toward sleep. Four hours of rest wasn’t nearly enough. But four hours and five minutes would definitely make a difference.

My eyes had barely fluttered shut when a deep growl sounded beyond my door. I bolted upright, a dagger pulled from under my pillow and magic crackling in my right hand.

Another growl. Softer this time, then the sound of padding paws.

I shoved to my feet, silent as I approached the door, pressing my ear to it and listening.

Quiet as a mouse, I took hold of the handle with my right hand while keeping my blade aloft in my left. Whatever or whoever was out there was not going to catch me unawares.

Slowly, I twisted it, then pushed, springing out into the corridor beyond.

A swish of a blood-red tail disappeared up the stairway and I glared after it in confusion.

Kaiser’s hound. The Fury had been here. But why?

I took for the stairs, my bare feet absorbing the icy chill of the stone floor as I prepared to confront him.

I took chase up the steps, making it up one flight then a second, but there was no sign of Kaiser or his beasts. I considered turning back when tense voices carried to me from the right and I whirled toward them with my blade raised. There was nothing but a stone wall in front of me, but as those voices elevated, I stepped closer to it, hearing them speak beyond the grey bricks.

“-he will not rest until he finds who is responsible for unleashing his prized creature.” A female voice. Reaper Lily, I was fairly sure.

“The culprit was likely among the dead,” Reaper Pavros answered sharply. “His search will reap no reward.”

“It doesn’t add up,” Lily hissed. “There’s more to this as he says. I’m sure of it.”

A grinding of stone sounded right in front of me and a door began to open in the wall. I leapt away from it, turning to run, sure I couldn’t make it out of sight before those Reapers appeared and caught me eavesdropping on them.

A hand closed around my mouth and I was yanked backwards into a shadowy space at the top of the stairs where concealment spells washed over me, cloaking me in darkness while a silencing shield spilled over me too.

My hand flew to grip the muscular arm that was banded around me to try and pull the large palm from my mouth, but he only held on tighter.

The Reapers stepped out of the concealed passage and headed away along the corridor, leaving us there without a backwards glance.

“You’re being hunted,” Harlon’s voice made the tension run out of my body.

He released me so I could turn to him and I met his blazing eyes through the gloom.

“They have no leads to me,” I whispered, overjoyed to find him there.

“I’m not talking about the Reapers, Ever,” he said in warning. “Though they are a threat we cannot ignore.” He glanced over my shoulder to the place where they’d been, his jaw flexing before he looked back at me.

“Who then?” I demanded.

“The Fury,” he said darkly, hatred coating his words. “The one you seek to kill. Every night, I come down here and keep watch outside your quarters, hidden in the shadows. But every night…he comes here too.”

Confusion left me quiet, but then it shifted to anger. “I don’t need you watching over me.”

“I’m well aware you can look after yourself, Ever,” he said firmly. “But I can’t sleep thinking that the Reapers may find some clue that leads them to you. If they were to strike at you, you would not be alone in the fight.”

“Dammit, Harl,” I cursed. “Why didn’t you say something? Why not come to my quarters instead of slinking around in the dark?”

“Because, as you have just proved, you are far too prideful to let me watch over you,” he said, a smirk to his voice.

“I don’t need babysitting,” I agreed.

“True. But you do need a friend,” he sighed, reaching up and prodding me under the chin. “Now, this Fury…”

“I can handle him,” I growled, my fingers tightening on my blade.

“His intentions are unclear,” Harlon said thoughtfully. “He could have struck at you if that was what he planned, but instead he sits and waits and watches with the same patience I do. Tell me, Ever, what would Kaiser Brimtheon gain from watching over his enemy?”

The words burned against my tongue, the truth of what Kaiser had done to me and all he believed I was. But the Nightfire sizzled against my lips and refused to let the words pass.

“I don’t know,” I said eventually, though I could make a damn good guess. His precious ‘Void’ wasn’t going to be snatched away from him before he could take me to The Matriarch. Kaiser was keeping an eye on his cargo, making sure I neither made a run for it nor got snatched away by another trince o kaské – piece of shit. “What’s going on with the Reapers? Have they found any more clues? Anything that could lead them to me?”

Harlon glanced down the corridor, seeming on edge. Despite the silencing shield around us, he lowered his voice to answer. “The Cardinal Reaper interrogated all of the Reaper acolytes. I told him what I knew.”

“You did what?” I gasped.

“Nothing about you,” he said quickly. “But I told him of the Reapers’ dealings. What they had been doing here. Of the monster they have trapped beneath the Keep.”

“And what did he say?” I asked, my pulse thudding erratically.

“He knew nothing of it. He had me swear allegiance to him, so I made a vow of secrecy not to breathe a word of this to the other Reapers. I’m helping him, Ever. He seeks justice, but he cannot dole it out without enough evidence of their dark dealings. So I thought, perhaps…if you went to him-”

“Are you mad?” I blurted. “If I tell him what I know, he’ll have me killed for treason.”

“He would pardon you for your service, I’m certain of it. Do you think I would risk asking this of you if I had any doubts at all?” He gripped my hand, but I snatched it away.

“You can’t trust him.”

“He’s the Cardinal Reaper,” he said in astonishment. “He was chosen by the stars. His soul is as pure as the waters of Pisces, he-”

“I thought that about all of the Reapers at Never Keep before I saw their truth,” I said bitterly.

“I know. Things weren’t as they seemed. But I believe there’s corruption here, it’s not all of them. It can’t be. Besides, what would the Cardinal Reaper have to gain by lying?” Harlon pressed. “I’ve thought of all the angles, but I can’t see any reason for him to ask this of me if he was involved with the other Reapers’ twisted magic. He would hardly ask me to seek out more of their crimes, would he? What purpose would it serve?”

I had no answer, but I was still resolute in my decision. “Don’t speak my name to him.”

“I wouldn’t,” he said fiercely.

“And watch your damn back, Harl. I don’t want anything to happen to you. I don’t trust any of them anymore.”

“I know. I get it, I do.” He sighed. “But Ever…the Reapers are hunting for who was down there. I’ve heard whispers of some precious asset that had been discovered down there. I thought they were referring to the monster at first, but I’m not sure it was that.”

“I know what it is,” I whispered in realisation, inching closer. “But this stays between you and me, okay?”

He remained quiet for a moment then nodded.

“Promise?” I pressed.

“I swear.”

“They have a beast chained up down there,” I said, tension rising in my chest at the memory. “We saw it beyond one of those strange archways.”

“What kind of beast? And who’s we?”

“Me and – a friend,” I said quickly.

“What friend? Ever, if there’s someone else involved in this-”

“There’s not,” I said firmly. “She’s dead. And the only other person who went down there with me was Galomp, and that wasn’t the same night anyway. He didn’t see anything.”

Harlon considered my words, pushing a hand into his hair. “So this beast?”

“It’s more than just a beast actually. This is going to sound insane, but you have to believe me.”

“Of course I’ll believe you,” he swore.

“They have a Dragon,” I said on a breath, relief at finally being able to talk to someone about this crashing through me. “It’s chained up and fuck knows how long it’s been there, but it looked beaten and cut and it had these odd green crystals shoved into its skin.” I knew how insane it sounded but Harlon didn’t laugh or scoff at me. He deliberated my words, shock cresting on his face, then he slowly nodded.

“A Dragon. Fuck,” he exhaled. “That’s one hell of a star-damned secret to keep. They clearly don’t want word of it spreading. And the fact that they know someone was down in the chamber with the acolytes means they’re on high alert. They’re afraid of what someone might have seen.” Concern flickered at the edges of his gaze, giving away his fear.

“What do you know about the monster that was in that chamber with us? The thing that descended from nowhere and sifted through my mind. It saw me, Harlon. And not with its eyes, it saw my fucking soul and decided to let me live.”

“It’s a dark and dreadful thing,” he rasped, terror creeping into every corner of his features. He shifted closer still, glancing around us, and I sensed that whatever he was about to tell me was something he might be killed for. “They believe it’s the Void mentioned in the Elysium Prophecy. The Reapers think it can be wielded as a weapon. But it’s volatile. It needs to be kept fed, and the way it chooses its meals is to judge those it’s offered and select its prey. The Reapers believe it leaves the worthy alive.”

My pulse elevated. “What does that mean? ‘The worthy?’ What is that thing, Harl? How did they bring it here?”

“I heard Reaper Jaspin speak about the power of bloodshed once. A whisper only, a snippet of a conversation. But it has something to do with that monster, I’m sure of it.”

“The power of bloodshed?” I murmured. “As in, blood magic?”

“Maybe,” he said, shrugging. “I’ll keep hunting for more information.”

“Be careful,” I impressed.

“You too. Stay away from the Reapers’ passages. And for the love of Scorpio, stay out of trouble. Don’t invoke their ire. They bring transgressors below the Keep and I don’t think you would survive the trip twice.”

“I know,” I said thickly.

“If they find any clue that leads them in your direction, they’ll come for you. They will kill you before you expose what you know. They’ll do so with such efficiency that you won’t have a chance to breathe a word of what you know to their leader. So if you told the Cardinal Reaper now-”

“No,” I cut him off. “I told you already, I don’t trust any of them. Least of all their leader.”

“I’m just trying to protect you,” he growled, his jaw ticking in frustration. “Don’t be stubborn for the sake of stubbornness. At least think on what I’ve said.”

I ground my teeth. No one else in the world would have the power to make me listen to another point of view when my mind was set on something.

I nodded stiffly, promising with that small gesture that I’d consider his words.

“I need to return to the Reapers’ Quarters for the dawn ceremony before they realise I’m missing,” Harlon murmured, stepping out of the shadows and releasing the concealment spells that were hiding us. He gave me a look that lingered on my flesh and made me long for a moment among the waves with him, where nothing could touch us but the blazing sun.

“Kill the Fury sooner rather than later,” he said in a dark tone. “It’s time to prove you’re the warrior you always told me you would be.”

I watched him go, my heart sinking over the fact that I couldn’t fulfil that task while the Nightfire lived inside me.

If only I could, Harl. If I only fucking could.
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CHAPTER TEN

Having feeling in my fingers was a distant memory. Having a stomach full of hot food a dream I once had. Civilisation a myth I’d heard of long ago.

An entire moon cycle had passed, thirty nights of sleeping in the wilderness and scouting for a trail which was near impossible to find and I still hadn’t found the Dragon. But I was finally starting to believe that I was closing in on it.

I crouched behind a looming stone pinnacle that jutted towards the sky like an accusing finger pointing blame at the stars. I wasn’t certain of what for, but there were plenty of reasons I could think up for myself. Like the time I’d lost to this endless hunt, the fact that I was now so far from any town or village that I hadn’t been able to steal food or magic for a week and a half.

The snow had hardened as I’d made my way further west, the powder becoming firmer, icier. It made for an unpleasant journey, but it meant that I had finally been able to locate proper tracks across its vast expanse.

I’d lost at least a week following a trail which had turned out to be a Polar Bear shifter hiding out in the wilderness, avoiding the call of war. The fight I’d fallen into with him had been brutal and bloody. I still had scabs on my thigh from his claws taking a swipe at me. It had hurt like a bitch but the strike had let me get close enough to decapitate him.

The only good thing to come from my distraction with him had been the magic I’d syphoned while his desire to kill me had been burning bright alongside his rage. It had given me enough of a boost to send me skyward and return me to the point where I’d lost the Dragon’s trail. Though now I was running far too low on magic to take to the sky again.

It didn’t matter. Late last night, I’d heard the low bellow of a beast, alongside an explosion which I was just figuring out the root of. It could only be my quarry. The darkness of the night had pressed too close to allow me to see the Dragon, but I’d been able to discern the fact that it was somewhere within the valley that now spread out before me.

I remained shielded in the shadow of the rock spire as I looked out over the landscape in the dawn light. The ice glinted beneath the rising sun, pillars of red rock capped in frozen snow that spread across a world so barren I had to wonder when it had last felt the feet of Fae upon it.

In the distance, growing more visible as light filled the sky, was the great barrier which scarred the land between the Air Kingdom of Stormfell and the Fire lands of Pyros, separating our people and keeping enemy armies from passing across the borders.

I’d crossed it before on multiple occasions, but that was when my magic hadn’t been Awakened and the magical barrier couldn’t recognise me and vaporise my body while passing through it. This time would be different. And I had good reason to believe that my Dragon had passed this way already. That reason being the huge, scorched patch of rock where all snow had melted away from the edge of the barrier for at least thirty feet on both sides of it. That would be the explosion I’d heard.

I chewed on my bottom lip, wondering if my hunt was going to end in lumps of charred Dragon meat, because I was willing to bet that Dragor would not count the return of bits of corpse to Stormfell as a satisfactory completion of my mission.

I glanced around the open landscape which parted me from the barrier, wondering how many eyes might be trained on it, also come to seek the source of the explosion from the night before. My magic was running thin again and I was already rationing it, but I decided that I was going to have to make use of some of it regardless.

I twisted my fingers at my side, following the instructions the Reapers had given me in Never Keep on enhancing my sense of sight and hearing.

The scurrying of a small creature filled my ears alongside the low rush of the wind between the rocks but I didn’t detect anything larger hiding nearby. My gaze focused on that charred patch of rock, void of snow and surrounded by a faintly crackling blue light which arched above it through the otherwise empty air. That looked a whole lot like a tear in the magical barrier if I wasn’t mistaken.

I gazed beyond the crackling blue sparks to the wastelands which filled the empty divide between nations, the corners of my lips rising when I spotted huge tracks leading away across the snow.

A mournful howl made me flinch, the sound piercing and hungry and far too loud for my enhanced hearing. I released my hold on the magic and snatched a dagger from my belt but as my hearing returned to normal, I realised the howl was distant enough to be of no concern to me.

Still, it echoed from within the wilds where the magically-altered beasts roamed in hunt of anyone senseless enough to set foot in their territory.

I cursed beneath my breath, sheathing my dagger before stepping out from my hiding place and making my way down the long hill toward the barrier.

This was a fool’s errand if ever there had been one. Even if I could find the Dragon, I still had no idea how I was supposed to truss it up and drag it back to Dragor unnoticed. Yes, he’d included a jar of Order supressing powder in the pack he’d filled for me, but dosing a Dragon with it was hardly going to be a simple task.

I pushed that thought from my mind and broke into a jog. First things first – I had to catch up to my prey.

The hill grew steeper in its approach to the barrier which marked the end of my kingdom’s lands, and I slowed to a halt when I made it there.

I threw a glance over my shoulder, certain someone must have been close enough to have heard that explosion and come looking, but all I found was the same empty landscape I’d crossed through alone. Perhaps I really was too far from civilisation to be noticed.

I gave my attention back to the barrier, eyeing the crackling blue archway which arced above my head as if something had been torn free beneath it. I tried to think on what I knew about Dragons but there were only legends and myths left of their existence and I’d never taken a particular interest in either. Maybe they were resistant to the kind of magic used here or maybe they were too powerful to be affected by it, but if that was the case I had to think my chances of overpowering the beast alone weren’t great.

I inspected the apparent gap in the barrier, the tracks which had crushed the mud and snow beyond it unmistakable.

Wind teased through my hair and I stilled. For the briefest moment, I thought I caught a whisper of my name upon it. I looked around again, frowning at that nonsensical thought. There was no one out here and the wind was only sighing, lamenting the ruined land it rushed over, passing judgement on our sins.

I took a dagger from my belt, wrapping it in the grip of my air magic before tossing it at the solid barrier to my right. There was a loud bang alongside a flash of blue light and I was forced to throw myself to the ground as my blade ricocheted back towards me at a ferocious speed.

Once I was certain I hadn’t been impaled upon my own weapon, I scooped it up in a fresh cocoon of air magic and this time hurled it at the supposed gap in the barrier.

I sucked in a sharp breath then released it on a huff of relief as the blade sailed through, magic and all.

“That’s about the best I can test it,” I told myself because the stars knew I’d had no one else to converse with the last few weeks. And with that, I stepped through the hole and placed my fate at the mercy of the stars.

Passing through the barrier was…anticlimactic. I glanced back at the crackling edges of the hole the Dragon had torn through it then readjusted my pack and strode on into the wilds, certain that this moment of peace would be sure to shatter soon.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

I’d always found the wilds to be a particularly cold place. It wasn’t just the temperature but something in the air itself. There was a loneliness that clung to the jagged rock clusters and crumbling stones beneath my feet, a heart-wrenching kind of emptiness which was only ever pierced by-

A distant howl set the hairs along the back of my neck on end and I stilled, my eyes scanning the vast expanse of dark grey rocks and sparkling ice which surrounded me in all directions.

That was the thing about the beasts which roamed these untamed places; they were never alone.

I’d crossed through the wilds unAwakened enough times to be familiar with the dangers that lurked here, but that didn’t mean I was dumb enough to think this place was anything besides deadly.

I unleashed a dagger from my belt, wondering if I’d been a fool to come here without a bow. Close combat had always been my preferred form of bloodshed but that didn’t mean it was the wisest choice in all scenarios. A bow was bulky to carry but its benefits of long range firepower often outweighed the inconvenience. I’d set out with haste in mind but a month on this endless hunt had proven that plan pointless by now and I was beginning to rethink some of the choices I’d made when selecting my equipment for this journey.

Another distant howl daggered through the silence, this time coming from my right and further away.

I snatched a blade into my grasp and broke into a run, adrenaline scoring a passage through my veins.

My boots pounded the ground, my breaths coming in long drags and whooshing out of me in clouds of swirling vapour.

A hacking bark sounded ahead of me from within a low cluster of rocks and I pivoted – not away from it but towards the sound.

Thundering hoofbeats filled the air and strands of pale pink hair swept across my eyes as I listened to the movements of the beast that was hunting me.

Five strides from the cluster of rocks, I turned, twisting on my heel and leaping to the left just as the beast crouching among them pounced.

The thing looked like it had once been part cat, though its size resembled that of a horse with a metallic helm covering its skull and plates of bronze armour coating its body like an armadillo shell.

My dagger flew from my fingers, piercing it in the eyes and causing it to shriek wildly as it spun on the icy ground, scrambling to realign itself with me.

I kicked off of a rock as I turned too, drawing my sword and gripping it tightly between both fists as I threw myself at the beast.

It swiped for me, claws tipped in iron barely missing my side as I twisted around them and swung my sword with all my strength, aiming for the thin gap between the armour which covered its neck.

Sparks flew as metal collided with metal, the shock of the impact jarring through my arms, and the beast shrieked in pain.

The monstrous creation bellowed as it fell back, my sword catching in bone and ripping from my grip as it crashed down onto its side. It wasn’t dead, the thing thrashing wildly as the howls of its beastly companions drew closer, the thundering of hooves making the ground tremble with their proximity.

I lunged for my sword, grasping the hilt and catching a savage kick from the beast’s back legs for my efforts. The blow caught me in the gut, launching me away from it, but I managed to keep hold of my sword, ripping it free as I went.

I landed hard and rolled on the rough ground, grit scraping against my leathers, scoring the side of my cheek before I managed to stop my roll and scramble upright again.

My eyes widened at the sight of the huge bull which was racing for me, silver-pointed horns lowered in my direction, its body size rivalling that of the Dragon I was hunting.

I glanced at the thrashing creature I’d half decapitated which was fighting to get to its feet, the scent of its blood staining the air, but the bull wasn’t going for it the way it should have done. This was the tactic we’d always employed in the wilds before now. Down one beast and run while the rest feasted on it.

“For the love of the stars,” I cursed, abandoning the dagger which was still lodged in the eye of the dying creature and turning to run.

The wilds were barren and lifeless but there were plenty of rocks filling them here, some bigger than houses, the gaps between them narrow and twisting.

I sprinted for the closest gap between two smaller stones; not big enough to stop the creature which pursued me but enough to slow it down.

My boots slipped on the crumbling gravel between them, making my path harder but I couldn’t waste time cursing them.

I turned right, racing for the closest range of stone monoliths that were big enough to stop the beast if only I could find a path between them.

Magic burned in my chest but I ignored it, knowing I needed to save what little I had left unless I had absolutely no choice but to make use of it.

Yet, unlike most Fae, I had more than one form of magic available to me.

I tossed a look over my shoulder, cursing as I found the bull closing the distance between us far too swiftly. I turned the sword in my grip, swiping my fingers through the sticky blood which was smeared along it and sucking in a sharp breath as I submitted to the call of ether.

The potency I needed wasn’t there though. The blood I’d spilled wasn’t worth much in the grand scheme of everything, the beast I’d wounded not alive in a real enough way to offer me much power and not dead enough to be considered a true sacrifice.

Still, it was better than nothing.

I focused on my link to the creature, tugging on it, urging it to take chase and fall to my command. Any normal beast would have succumbed to the wounds I’d inflicted upon it already, but I felt the lurch of motion as the wild cat succumbed to my control over its blood.

My head spun with the effort of the blood magic, my heart hammering wildly in my chest as I forced my body on.

I couldn’t maintain my hold on the blood magic for much longer, but I urged the creature to lurch after me, drawing it closer, pumping its blood through its limbs. As the big cat pounced, my connection to it shattered, the taste of blood coating my tongue for having pushed too far but it didn’t matter.

The bull bellowed as it was forced into battle with the other monstrous creation, and I wasted no time in racing on, putting more distance between myself and it.

The pillars of reddish stone which I’d been aiming for drew closer and I fixed my gaze on one of the smaller gaps between the biggest of the stones.

A howl sounded somewhere off to my right, movement pulling my attention to my periphery and I gritted my teeth as I found another beast closing in on me, this one a little smaller and more dog-like yet still lethal enough to make quick work of devouring me should it get the chance.

I couldn’t waste my energy on the creature, my time already running thin as I sprinted for cover. The scent of blood was thick in the air as the bull feasted on its kill. The other monsters would be drawn to it too. I just had to get out of sight. I only had to make it through that gap-

The bull bellowed, a braying moo breaking from it at a thunderous volume which set the air trembling around me. It wasn’t staying with the bait. And that meant I was fucked.

I threw a look over my shoulder as the sound of its pounding hoofbeats started up once more, the sight of its bloody jaw and horns sending a spike of dread through my flesh.

The beast which had been taking chase on my right turned sharply, its canine form retreating as it beat a path back to the corpse abandoned by the bull. But it didn’t matter if every monster in this stretch of the wilds took to feasting because the biggest bastard of them all had fixed its attention on me.

Magic burned in my chest but I continued to fight the urge to use it. My reserves were low and I was going to need them when I caught up to the Dragon. Assuming I ever made it out of this death valley of course.

The bull charged but I was faster…just. I threw myself into the gap between the stone monoliths a heartbeat before the bull collided with them, its horns driving into the rock and making the whole thing shudder.

Dust and debris rained down on me as I sprinted deeper into the tightening space, the light dimming as the rocks closed in overhead.

I glanced back at the bull, my gaze locking with its piercing red eye as it turned its head so that it could glare in at me, steam billowing from flaring nostrils while its metal-clad hoof pawed at the dirt.

The crevice I’d taken refuge in continued to narrow ahead of me, no light glimmering to signal any likelihood of the gap opening up again further on.

I sheathed my sword with a curse, tilting my head back to assess the rocks either side of me before taking a running jump to my left and grabbing a protruding handhold to heave myself up.

The bull bellowed again, the stench of its hot breath clogging the air in my narrow point of refuge before it slammed its horns into the stone another time, pawing at the ground furiously, its ravenous gaze still locked on me.

I ignored the beast with a force of will, pretending I didn’t notice the repeated vibrations tremoring through the stone while I climbed it, signalling every impact of the beast’s horns.

I scaled the rock fast, heaving myself up ten, twenty, thirty feet before finally hauling my body on top of it and emerging into the wan sunlight once more.

The bull slammed its horns into the rock again, bellowing furiously while I stole a moment to take in my surroundings.

The magical barrier which stood in place along the boundary of Pyros’s lands was ahead of me, though I could discern no glimmer of torn magic to suggest where my Dragon might have broken through it nor could I easily spot any footprints from my vantage point to be certain I was still on the right trail.

I focused instead on the maze of rocks and fragmented stone which stood between me and the way out of this forsaken place.

A feral shriek went up from somewhere within the labyrinth of stone followed by an enormous bellow which was punctuated by a blast of fire exploding from beyond a ridge of rocks around a hundred feet away from me.

The heat of the fire reached me through the icy wind and the scent of smoke and ash filled the air.

“Found you,” I purred, a smile catching the corner of my lips before the howls, cries and screeches of more salivating monsters than I could easily count came in reply to my Dragon’s roar. “Shit.”

The bull stopped slamming its horns into the rock I balanced upon and I turned at the sound of its pounding hoofbeats. It was circling to the left, charting a path around the largest of the stone structures while hunting for a way to pass between them.

More movement filled the gaps between the rocks, beastly creatures, their metallic armour glinting in the sunlight, all racing towards my quarry and looking to rob me of my prize.

My upper lip curled back, the thought of being denied my shot at Cayde for this failure flicking through my mind, then I banished it behind a snarl of refusal.

I broke into a run, racing for the edge of the huge boulder and leaping to the next one. Red rock crumbled beneath my boots as I landed, spilling into the ravine below me but I barely even glanced down, shoving away from the edge and racing on.

The air was thick with the sounds of beasts on the hunt, every narrow space between the huge rocks filling with movement as they appeared from lairs and crevices. This place was obviously some kind of den where they congregated and we’d strode straight into it like a walking buffet.

I leapt to the next stone then the next, my muscles burning with the effort of how fast I was moving. On the next jump I barely made the landing, throwing my weight forward so that I fell onto my front, gripping the rock and kicking my legs wildly to haul myself up again.

Fire flared once more, the Dragon bellowing as it fought against the monstrous beasts which had come to feast upon it.

I scrambled upright, looking for my next jump and fixing my attention on another monolith standing several feet away. But as I leapt from the edge of the rock, movement to my right made me snap my head to the side, a yell of alarm breaking from me moments before a beast - which looked to be part ape, part bird - collided with me and hauled me into its grasp.

Boney talons ringed in metal clamped around my right arm, wrenching me off course as the beast flapped ragged wings with pockmarked black and grey feathers tipped in iron.

I thrashed and kicked, my fist colliding with its face as it twisted in the air, lunging for me with sharp teeth bared.

It flapped its wings harder, trying to gain height but we were sinking towards the ground, the creature clearly more suited to gliding than flying and unable to hold my weight aloft alongside its own.

Jagged rocks and snarling monsters swum beneath us as we sped along, sinking with every strained beat of its wings.

I punched it in the face again as it snapped its jaws at me, looking to rip a bite of flesh from my bones before its competitors got close enough to steal its prize.

I swore at it, punching it twice more until it jerked its head backwards in fury, lurching aside and crashing into one of the towering spires of stone.

I kicked, my foot landing solidly against the rock and allowing me to twist in the beast’s grasp. It shrieked furiously as it slammed into the rock, losing its hold on my arm and dropping me ten feet to the ground.

My hand snapped out before I could collide with the dirt, precious drops of magic flaring from my fingers, catching me in a net of air before tossing me down on my feet.

An army of gnashing teeth and ravenous eyes met me, the beasts falling into fights between themselves as they fought to get to me first.

Fire blazed beyond the rocks to my right and I sprinted for it, pink hair tangling in the wind at my back as I circled a towering pillar of stone in the hunt for the beast I’d come all this way to capture.

Flames licked the stones all around me, cries of pain and rage carrying from the monstrous creatures who hunted us, and I was forced to throw a shield of air magic up to protect myself from the blaze.

I ran within the dome of magic, flames wrapping around me, obscuring my vision in every direction before finally dying away and revealing a creature of legend and myth in the full light of day.

My breath caught in my lungs as I took in the enormity of the Dragon before me, its steel grey scales catching the sunlight and glinting between patches of burnishes, stains and scars like a finely-crafted sword left to moulder in a fortress. Its beauty undeniable but edges dulled by misuse and neglect.

The Dragon’s wings were still hanging unevenly, the one closest to me drooping to the ground, the bones bent unnaturally.

Despite myself, I fell still, my focus moving from the enormity of the creature to the jagged green gemstones which still pulsed with jade light where they were embedded in the flesh at its throat. Two of them were missing now, the claw marks in his skin telling me the Dragon had ripped them free. But two more remained in place, though one held a jagged crack down its centre.

The Dragon twisted sharply, baring rows of vicious teeth at me before falling deadly still. The beast blinked as it took me in, recognition flaring in those steel grey eyes and for a moment which stretched beyond all sanity for our situation, I simply stared back.

“Hello,” I breathed, my hand inching towards the hilt of my sword.

The Dragon dipped its head by no more than an inch but in that infinitesimal gesture, I felt its reply. “It’s you.”

“It’s me,” I agreed as if the words I’d imagined in its gaze had been more than just my own interpretation of its movements.

Thunderous hoofbeats snapped me back into the present, my head whipping around as the bull rounded into the ravine and charged straight for us with a bellowing moo. Beyond it, at least eight more of the monstrous beasts raced for our blood too, and more howls and shrieks echoed from the stone passageways surrounding us.

The barrier was close but even if the Dragon could punch through it again that would do us no good with a pack of monsters taking chase. And though it would cause me no regret to set a pack of these beasts loose on Pyros, I had no intention of becoming their meal to pay for the luxury.

More creatures were closing in, our chances thinning with every moment we lost and I growled my irritation as I realised what I had to do.

“Don’t eat me,” I barked in warning, refusing to so much as balk as I ran at the Dragon who bared those teeth at me through a mouth big enough to devour me whole.

I threw my palms out either side of me and launched myself into the air, vaulting over the Dragon’s head and narrowly avoiding those teeth as it snapped at me in warning.

I dropped onto its back, making it bellow furiously, the heat of a furnace building beneath the scales below my boots as fire rose in its chest. But I didn’t have time to fear death at the hands of a Dragon.

I took hold of one of the huge spines which lined the back of its neck, gripping tightly, then threw my other hand out and released my magic in full force, hurling us up and into the sky at a tremendous pace just before the bull could collide with us.

The Dragon roared, fire streaming from its jaws, filling the sky as it bucked and thrashed beneath me. I ducked low, gritting my teeth and narrowly avoiding the strike of its flames as it whipped its head around to try and aim them at me.

The ground sped away beneath us and the Dragon’s wings snapped out on reflex, though the broken one barely extended half way. Ragged holes torn through the steely grey membrane let the wind whip through the mutilated appendage and a pang of horror scored through my chest at what had been done to this stranger.

The Dragon lunged for me again and I cursed as I was forced to throw myself backwards to avoid the snap of its teeth.

Higher and higher my magic launched us, the power of it burning through me even though I could feel the limits of it approaching.

I scrambled backwards, almost losing my footing as the Dragon roared and lunged for me again, flipping us in midair, only my magic keeping me on its back at all.

“Stop!” I yelled, drawing my sword and striking it against one of the huge spines which rose from its back, but the Dragon only spewed a torrent of fire at me in reply.

I threw myself aside once more, the world spinning beneath us, my magic burning out faster and faster. I was almost spent and we were at least a thousand feet in the air, fighting like a pair of alley cats while a pack of wolves lay waiting to tear us apart below.

“Stop!” I yelled again as the Dragon almost managed to catch me in its jaws, the roll I threw myself into nearly hurling me from its back altogether before I managed to wedge my fingers into its scales and clamber back to my feet.

I sprinted up its back, the web of air magic that connected us the only thing stopping me from falling. More fire blazed over my head and I swung my sword in a savage arc, striking it against the scales of its neck which achieved little more than to make the beast angrier.

It twisted its head around, jaws wide and I leapt forward, landing on its neck and wrapping my arms and legs around it tightly. Even its neck was bigger than a fucking tree and I struggled to keep my grip as it thrashed and bellowed beneath me.

My power was almost gone and though I tried to reach for the Dragon’s desires, not a single drop of magic lingered within its body for me to lay claim to either.

Clouds licked my skin before enveloping us, stealing the sight of the ground and the monsters that awaited our return.

The Dragon roared, the sound tumbling through every fibre of my body as I clung to it with all my might. Its wings were catching the wind but I knew it couldn’t fly us out of this.

I turned my head, hunting for some slice of land beneath us while fighting to hold onto a beast which was trying its hardest to buck me free. I’d lost my bearings, the world now stolen from sight by thick clouds and the power ripping from me was almost gone.

We couldn’t risk falling back into the wilds but I didn’t know where Stormfell lay either and I was out of time.

The sun was high overhead, giving me little help so I threw my hand out and blasted what remained of my power at us, launching us in the direction I hoped was east with all I had left.

The Dragon threw its weight to the side, rolling us in midair, trying to take advantage of my poor grip and almost succeeding in tossing me off of it.

My sword slipped and fell while I scrambled to hold on and I had no choice but to let it drop so that I could take hold of another spine and save myself from that fall. Except it wasn’t a spine I grasped, the thing I took hold of was cold and slick in place of the fiery heat of the Dragon’s scales.

I cried out as my grip threatened to fail, the Dragon’s roll leaving my legs dangling above that lethal drop before the beast was finally forced to roll upright once more.

Its wings snapped out, the wind catching in them again, though the broken one strained and flapped almost uselessly at its side.

An agonised sound broke from the Dragon’s lips as it fought to straighten it, but there was no denying that we were falling now.

The clouds tore away from us, revealing the ground rushing closer and closer with every passing second.

I heaved myself upright, tightening my grip and the thing in my hand shattered, green light flaring brightly then fading away entirely as I was left with the broken shards of the cracked crystal in my palm, leaving only one embedded in the Dragon’s flesh.

I dropped the fragments, my eyes on the ground which sped closer and closer, my hand smearing through hot blood as I hunted for another spine to take hold of, tightening my grip again.

It had been a long time since a fall had terrified me. Years on my windrider and touring on the floating isles of my kingdom followed by the Awakening of my air magic had banished that fear. Or so I’d believed.

The Dragon roared as the ground closed in, pain and determination echoing in the sound. With a tremendous effort, it forced its broken wing wide.

The effect was immediate, nearly hurling me off of the beast as the wind caught in its wing properly, jerking us level moments before we could hit the dirt.

But we were by no means flying.

I gritted my teeth, bracing as I dug my boots into the Dragon’s neck, my training for crash landings on Ironwraith kicking in as I waited for the moment of impact.

Dirt exploded all around us as the Dragon hit the ground, its claws gouging into the earth and cleaving it apart in a spray of mud and gravel.

I leapt free at the last second, throwing myself into a roll and covering my head as I tumbled across the ground, but something still struck me hard enough to steal the light of the world from around me and I fell into the darkness where nothingness greedily awaited my arrival.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

“Oh boy, are you off to the shire of Wander too, Miss Everest?” Galomp fell into step with me as I reached the black sand beach at the bottom of the Escalade.

“No, I was just off for a stroll into the ocean,” I said dryly.

My pack was fit to bursting with blades and items of clothing I’d made for Mavus and as I came to a halt with Galomp, it jangled loudly. I lowered it from my back to give my shoulders a rest while we waited, leaning it against an obsidian boulder behind us.

“Gosh golly, it will be cold in there,” Galomp said, gazing at the sea with a frown.

I looked up at him, a grin twisting the corner of my mouth. “It’s not so cold once the glug fish come and latch onto every part of my body.”

“E-every part?” He looked down at me uncertainly. “Like what happened to Ransom Rake? You want that to happen to you?”

“I’m joking, Galomp,” I said and he frowned for several seconds before releasing a booming laugh and smacking me on the back. My knees nearly buckled from his strength and his laughter carried out around us. I found my smile growing. It definitely wasn’t funny, but I was a sucker for the ego boost.

“Oh boy, you are funny, Miss Everest.”

“Just Everest,” I corrected as Calcifiend shifted on the back of my neck, his snores tickling my skin. “And it was a shit joke.”

“My uncle always taught me to say Miss and Mr and Mrs and Ma’am and Sir and Sargent and Master and all of the titles,” Galomp said with a serious nod, straightening his spine. “Politeness grants keys to kingdoms, Miss Everest.”

“Is your uncle a warrior?”

“Oh boy, he was once. A fine, fine warrior, yes. Best of the bunch, they say. But now he is an upstanding citizen in a very different way. He works for the Magistrine, he does. Yes, oh boy, I am most proud.” His chest swelled up.

“He must have hated giving up his swords for politics,” I muttered. “I couldn’t think of anything more dull.”

“After he lost an arm, I believe he could not swing his swords so well, Miss Everest.” He frowned. “Three toes and a kneecap, too. Oh boy, I do hope I lose a kneecap one day. What a tale that would be to tell.”

“Only if you kill the fucker who took it,” I pointed out with grim glee.

“I’d give him a bash and a right hook, I would,” he said seriously. “Or I would shift and chomp his head off if I was really cross.”

The casual way he said that brought another smile to my lips, but it flattened at the sound of Ransom’s laughter.

I glanced around, finding him and his friends sharing smirks. My brother’s eyes slid my way, his brown hair fluttering in the sea air. He offered me a wave and a friendly look that made me glower as Alina let out a high-pitched laugh.

I turned back to Galomp, resolutely ignoring them. “Hey, do you ever let anyone ride you in your Polar Bear form?” I asked curiously. Harlon had often let me ride around on his back and I imagined it would be exhilarating to explore the tundra north of Never Keep on a Polar Bear’s back.

“Oh boy, I have not tried. But I do wish to now you say it.”

“Would you let me sometime?” I asked keenly.

“I would most enjoy that, Miss Everest.” He took out a notebook and quill, and I noticed the fine feather and the magical nib that produced ink endlessly as he scrawled out a list of items he likely wanted to seek in the stores. That was a fancy damn thing, and maybe I’d secure myself one from Wandershire today in exchange for all my hard work.

The hulking form of the floating town appeared on the horizon and the crowd on the beach shuffled towards the water’s edge in preparation of its arrival.

“I’ll catch you later.” I grabbed my pack and raced off up the steps into Wandershire, preferring to keep my dealings with Mavus a secret.

The grey sky grumbled with an oncoming storm, framing the tall, narrow buildings of the town. The slate roof tiles sloped down from all angles as I wound toward the clock tower at the centre of Wandershire and something about the chatter between the streets and the bright window displays felt like a reminder of home.

It wasn’t long before I was stepping into Mavus’s bureau, smug as a cat who’d caught a fat mouse. I swung my bag from my shoulder and prepared to show him my wares, but the room was disappointingly empty.

I was about to take a seat to wait for him when a hidden door swung open in a bookcase to the right of the large windows and Mavus stepped out.

“Ah, if it isn’t me favourite feline,” he purred, swinging the door shut before I could get a look inside that room. His golden hair hung around his shoulders, brushing against the lapels of his cerulean blue jacket, the garment hanging open to reveal his muscular bare chest and the range of amulets dangling from his neck. He smiled like a rogue as he took a brass key from his pocket, sliding it into a keyhole that was hidden on the spine of a green leather book and locked the room up tight. At a flick of Mavus’s hand, I sensed a magical barrier going up across it too, then he smiled big at me. “That place is for storing my more delicate wares.”

“You mean illegal,” I sang and he shrugged innocently.

“What’s the use of laws in a lawless land, eh lass? Now come, I’ve been anticipating this meeting out on them cold, shivery open waters. But wait a minute...” He closed in on me, twirling his finger between us. “Do me a spin, will ya? Let me see this fine, fine new outfit of yours.”

My chin lifted at the attention he offered my clothes and I slowly turned, letting him study the blood-red coat I’d stitched with golden thread, the delicate embroidery spiralling down the sleeves of the water constellations, and the silk belt that clasped it at my waist with a black painted shell. It hung open just enough to show off the ebony corset I wore beneath it above lace-lined, fitted trousers.

“The material of the coat is fire resistant,” I said. “I’m working on perfecting the lacquer though. I think I’ll soon be able to create armour that is entirely fireproof once I refine it.”

“Marvellous,” he declared and my chest warmed from the compliment. “The stitching is immaculate too. I could claim a hefty price for fireproof armour.”

“I hope to test it on a certain Fury soon.”

Calcifiend’s small claws dug into the back of my neck, but I ignored the creature’s anger.

Mavus nodded, his green eyes drinking in my expression which warned him not to laugh at me. But he remembered not to. “How’s that particular endeavour treating ya, lass?”

I thought of the Fearsire magic that now tethered me to Kaiser and my lips pressed tight together. “Fine. Better than fine actually.”

“Mmhmm,” he hummed, not asking more and my skin itched at the sound, the simple response telling me he was hardly surprised I’d made no progress with seeking my revenge. “So let’s see them wares then.”

He grabbed his curved wooden pipe from a stand on his desk, taking a pouch of fogweed from his pocket and filling it up. I placed my bag among the haphazard chaos of his desk, settling it between the stacks of maps that charted unfamiliar places, one featuring a series of lines intersecting all across The Waning Lands with images of the constellations drawn beside them. On some of the maps, places had been circled and others crossed out as if whatever he had encountered in those locations hadn’t pleased him. If I wasn’t mistaken, it almost seemed like he was searching for something.

I tried to get a closer look, but the maps were partially hidden by a pile of books and a collection of brass navigation devices, cutting off my view.

“Do ya know much of astrocartography, lass?” Mavus asked and I shook my head. “It teaches ya about places of meaning selected for you by the divine choosings of the stars. And not just you, doll. Your enemies too, if ya study them well enough.”

“And how is that helpful in war?” I frowned.

“If ya know where a Fae was born, to the exact coordinates, and ya know the precise time they stepped into this world and all the placings of the planets at that very moment, ya can learn many a thing about which locations they might become extraordinarily lucky in life, or extraordinarily misfortunate.”

“And what do you use such coordinates for?” I glanced at the maps again and the places he’d marked on them. “What are you looking for?”

He grinned darkly, following my gaze then wetting his lips. “Something I lost a long time ago, lass, something I plan on returning to my care. Now, you’ve kept me in suspense far too long.” He gestured to my pack. “Show me.”

Glad to flaunt my wares, I pulled out the first sheath of leather that completely concealed the iron axe I had forged with the essence of a gelwick horn, making it unbreakable.

I rolled out the sheath, ready to unveil the beautiful axe, but only black sand tumbled out of it, spilling across Mavus’s desk.

“Holy mother of Aries,” Mavus cursed.

“What the fuck?” I gasped, sifting through the sand, but finding no hint of my axe. Panic reared in my chest and I grabbed the next sheath from my pack, unrolling it and causing a tide of ebony sand to pour across Mavus’s floor.

“Watch it, will ya?” Mavus barked, but I only grabbed another sheath in panic, unfurling it and finding no crystal hilt as I expected, but more sand. I reached frantically into the bottom of my pack where the arm guards I’d made should have been, but there was nothing there besides more of the beach.

I dropped to the floor, desperately sifting through the sand and Mavus’s leather boots crunched into it before me. I looked up at him from my knees, my pulse escalating as my mind fell on Ransom. His laugh. The way he’d smiled at me.

“I know who did this,” I snarled. “I’ll get the weapons back.”

“Oh you’d better, Everest Arcadia,” Mavus said, a dangerous edge to his tone. “Because if you don’t, our contract will be void. And you don’t want that contract broken, trust me on that, lass.”

“What happens if I break it?” I whispered, trying to remember the details of the small print. Nothing had stood out to me of concern. I’d read every detail. Every damn letter.

He yanked a drawer open in his desk, producing the contract in question, turning it over and pointing to a tiny, almost impossible-to-read line of text.

I leaned in close to inspect it, my hands curling into fists at the injustice of him hiding this line away.

Void the contract and you shall be magically bound to serve eighty-five years of unpaid labour to Mr Mavus Angelico.

“Eighty-five years?” I rounded on him in fury, my fist raising to strike him. The contract term had only been as long as my time at Never Keep. He couldn’t make me work for him for the rest of my life for free. It was insanity.

“You said you read it thoroughly, and I told ya to read it front to back, did ya only read it frontways?” he asked, his eyes widening in a show of innocence.

“This is bullshit. You’ve set me up,” I barked, swinging for him and Calcifiend growled where he was hidden in my hair.

Mavus dodged to avoid the blow then caught hold of my arms, shaking me. “Better you keep ya word than trouble yourself with the consequences of failing me, lass. Wandershire will be docked here for two more hours. Can you guarantee the return of my weapons within that time?”

“Of course I-” I hesitated, damn well hating myself for the crack in my confidence, but Ransom might have hidden my weapons, and I could have to take him on alongside the entirety of his cold-blooded friends to get them back too. The last fight we’d had, I’d secured a moment of victory, but could I guarantee it again? Could I risk breaching the contract on that possibility?

“Yes I can,” I spat out, smothering my whispering doubts.

“Hesitations are perilous parasites in this game of debts and deals, doll.” His green eyes darkened, like the light in them had crackled out.

“Can’t you just let me out of the contract? I’ll sign another one that doesn’t have that damn clause in it,” I demanded.

“It don’t work like that, girl,” he growled and I pushed to my feet, not liking the way he was towering over me. “I’m bound to them words as surely as you are. You’re contracted until you graduate so you’re best to wait for your get-out to arise if you want free of it, because the ways to break it before then ain’t pretty. No, the answer today is to fulfil the contract’s wishes, so you either supply me them weapons or you supply me with something of equal or greater value. And actually…now I think upon it…there might just be an item that would meet that description within your darling Never Keep.”

“What is it?” I asked, unblinking as I prepared to do whatever it took.

“A traitor’s skull,” he revealed and my lips parted in shock. I’d heard tales of the wielders of dark magic using pieces of the Fae they killed with their blood magic, blood and bone offered up in sacrifice to their deviant power. The skull of a traitor was rumoured to be able to tell the Fae wielding it if someone they were interrogating was lying, but I’d never wanted to believe that kind of twisted magic was used by many. I spat on the ground, offering an oath of loyalty to the stars and glancing up at the roof in their direction before giving my attention back to Mavus.

“Where would one of those be kept in Never Keep?” I asked sceptically because only the most skilled practitioners of blood magic were supposed to be able to wield such dark objects.

“I hear rumour that the Sky Witch is in training this season. And I happen to know she possesses such a thing. Secure it for me, lass, and our deal will be done this month.”

“You know she’s dead, right? She died during the Vampire attack,” I said, my face a mask against my conflicting feelings on that fact.

He frowned, rubbing the blonde stubble on his chin. “That so?”

“But her stuff might still be in her room,” I conceded.

“Better check then, eh?”

I nodded, backing up toward the door, torn between going after Ransom and heading straight for Vesper’s quarters.

“One way or another, I will return to pay off my debt,” I swore for my own sake. Not his.

“Make haste,” he called as I ran from his bureau. “Two hours, lass. Tick tock.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Icoughed as I woke, dirt clinging to me as heavily as the silence which followed in the wake of our impact with the ground.

I lifted my head, dizziness clouding my vision as I tried to take stock of where we’d landed and I fought to suppress a curse.

We weren’t in Stormfell anymore. I wasn’t sure if I imagined it but I had always sworn the air tasted different when crossing the borders into the other lands. And despite my best efforts to launch us back to my home kingdom, I was almost certain that we were now in the enemy territory of Pyros. Well, wasn’t that just fucking peachy.

I pushed to my feet, reaching for my sword before remembering that it was lost to the wilds and sending a silent prayer to Gemini that it had miraculously landed straight through the skull of that bull bastard.

I guessed I should be glad that my magic had launched us high enough to clear the magical barrier into Pyros but that didn’t help me with how I was supposed to drag a twenty-ton Dragon back across two kingdoms in secret.

Miraculously, my pack was still in place on my back and I slipped it from my shoulders as I eyed the still form of the Dragon fifty feet away at the end of the trail of dirt its fall had carved into the ground. Apparently I wasn’t the only one of us who had been knocked senseless by our fall. Maybe the stars were finally offering me a break.

I opened my pack as quietly as I could manage, my focus on the slow rise and fall of the Dragon’s breaths. Not dead. That was good. But no doubt it still wanted to kill me and that was not on my bucket list for today.

I took out the little jar of Order supressing powder which Dragor had given me to force the Dragon back into its Fae form then carefully lowered the pack to the ground.

My footfalls were silent as I crept forward, slowly circling the unconscious creature as I moved towards it from the side.

All I had to do was slip a little powder into the mouth of a beast big enough to devour me as an appetiser. What faith my prince had in me. Unless of course the plan had always been to see me dead on this impossible mission.

A green glow caught my attention as I closed in on the Dragon’s head, its eyes closed and breathing shallow. The final crystal still remained lodged in its neck, the sickly pulse of light emanating from it making me want to recoil, even though I didn’t understand its purpose.

I eyed the seemingly unconscious Dragon warily, its head alone almost twice my height. It really was something to behold, a thing of legend awoken in reality, staring me in the face as if daring me to challenge the truth of every tale I’d ever heard of forgotten beasts and mythical magic.

I un-screwed the jar and took a pinch of dust between my fingers then stepped closer, wondering how in the name of the stars I was supposed to open its mouth without ending up inside it.

A low growl escaped the beast and I stilled as its lips peeled back in a snarl. That was my opening. Fools plight or not, I was too deeply into this to turn back now. I pushed forward and released my hold on the powder, the little clump of black dust falling straight into the corner of its mouth. It landed on the Dragon’s gums, dissolving instantly and spilling through its wicked teeth.

I screwed the lid back onto the jar, shoving it into my pocket and backing up as a tremor rolled through the Dragon’s body, the powder taking effect.

I tensed, drawing a dagger from my dwindling supply of weapons as the Dragon released an enormous roar, pain mingling with fury in the sound and setting me on edge.

The Dragon’s eyes snapped open, a flash of silver irises dilating in the low light, its head swinging around as its flesh tremored and shivered. But instead of shifting back into its Fae form as the powder should have forced it to, all that came were more sounds of agony falling from its lips.

A flare of green light dazzled me and I raised my hand to shield my eyes as the crystal embedded in the Dragon’s skin blazed so bright that everything surrounding us - from the cracked ground encrusted in ice to the bare trees which pockmarked the barren landscape - was lit in shades of emerald.

The Dragon thrashed and roared louder, my heart skipping a beat at the thought of the Flamebringers who could be close enough to hear it.

I squinted at the crystal that blazed in its skin, the scent of burning flesh filling the air as whatever power it held flared with such intensity that I was surprised it didn’t crack in two. Whatever the problem was, it clearly originated from that thing.

The Dragon roared again, thrashing violently and forcing me to leap aside as it almost collided with me. Once more, my attention locked on the crystal and with a jolt of certainty, or more likely insanity, I lurched forward.

I had to duck as the Dragon’s head swung my way, the scales on its chin catching in the strands of my hair as it passed above me. Fire burst from its jaws, warming me through but I pushed on, scrambling closer to the beast instead of backing away.

Its front leg slammed into the ground mere inches from me and I took a running jump, landing on top of its foot and gripping its scales as I started to climb. The Dragon didn’t even appear to notice me, the tremors in its body rumbling through it so violently that I was almost thrown free of it.

My climb was only made harder as it thrashed and bellowed, the sound of its clawed feet tearing into the ground, drowning out all but its furious bellowing.

I tilted my head back, the bright glow of green above me still just out of reach but as the Dragon reared back, lifting its front legs from the ground, I managed to throw myself off of its leg and leap for its neck.

I collided with its metallic scales, my leathers taking the brunt of the impact though my bones still rattled like stones in a can. I scrambled to take hold of something as I began to slip free and a dark smile lit my lips as the feel of smooth crystal locked within my palm.

I tightened my grip on the crystal, heaving myself up until I could grasp it with both hands. I yanked on it, kicked it and twisted it without any success, the thing lodged so tightly between the steely scales that it refused to come free.

The Dragon roared again, nothing but agony in the sound and I gritted my teeth, taking a dagger from my belt. The enormous creature bucked beneath me, almost knocking me loose but I managed to keep my grip, my knuckles blanching and thighs burning with the effort of holding on.

The moment there was a brief pause in its movement, I turned the dagger in my grasp and dug it into the blistering flesh at the edge of the crystal. The thick skin of the beast was near impenetrable, but I managed to force my blade between its scales with a grunt of exertion, pushing it deeper to leverage the glowing green crystal out.

With a vicious jerk, the crystal was forced free, the bright glow dying in an instant, blood staining my hands and the Dragon shifting so suddenly that I yelled in alarm as I found myself falling once again.

I hit the ground hard on my back, the air whooshing from my lungs as my leathers failed to protect me from the full impact.

The air was thick with dust from the Dragon’s thrashing and I squinted into it as I shoved myself upright, bloody blade in hand.

Ragged breaths drew me towards the figure who had also fallen into the dirt, a clump of thorny bushes separating the two of us and hiding my view of the Dragon I’d spent so long hunting.

I stalked closer, my posture tense as I circled the scrubby brambles, the dust settling around us.

A man panted heavily on his hands and knees in the centre of the clearing that awaited me, his head bent low and broad shoulders rising with each deep inhale. His bare skin was a warm brown, marked with ink and so many scars that he could only be a warrior long since anointed in the way of battle.

The muscles across his back and shoulders tensed and shuddered as he remained there, breathing heavily, his fists knotted into the gravel beneath him while he took in his sudden shift back to his Fae form.

Clearly those crystals had been keeping him in his Dragon body somehow and though I didn’t understand the magic which had been used to trap him in his beastly form, I did know that any Fae who gave themselves over to their animal nature for too long was at risk of losing themselves to the monster they became.

I slowed my advance, circling just out of reach of those powerful arms while the man continued to stare down at the ground and appeared not to notice me at all. But I doubted a beast so clearly used to bloodshed would truly have let his guard drop.

Tangled coils of black hair fell forward to obscure his face, leaving the back of his neck bare, the bloody puncture wounds from the crystals still ringing his skin.

He appeared wholly lost to this place and time, an animal pushed to the brink, starving and exhausted yet wild and dangerous in all the ways which only the desperate desire for survival could summon.

I took a tentative step forward and froze as his head snapped up. Piercing eyes that were as silver as a winter storm glared out at me between the knotted strands of his hair and pinned me in place.

A sharp breath sliced into my lungs, my grip on my dagger tightening as I met his stoic gaze and my heart leapt to a beat which only ever signalled danger.

“Hello, little witch,” he growled, his voice a low timbre which crawled across my skin and sank into my veins, leaving every inch of me exposed to his scrutiny.

“Hello, monster of mine,” I replied in kind, my voice a purr dressed in silk, the darkness in me rising to the surface and offering up its own greeting.

This man may have been a creature of legend, born of tooth and claw, fire and ruin, but I was a different kind of dangerous and no less potent in my ability to strike.

The pause which followed stilled the wind in the trees, birdsong falling away and even the crickets silencing their cries while neither of us moved, each assessing the other, predators weighing our odds.

Demands stalled on my lips before they could coil themselves around my tongue. There was no point in telling this man that he had no choice but to come with me. There was no point in demanding he do as I bid. Everything in the ferocious gaze he kept me pinned within made it more than clear that the only way I would obtain his compliance was by force. Not that I was a stranger to such methods.

I reached out with my gifts, straining towards his desires, hoping to tug them into my grasp and use them against him, but I only caught a taste of his desperate longing for freedom before the tension between us snapped.

The Dragon shifter lunged for me, his huge body devouring the distance which divided us in one powerful move.

I twisted to the side, my boot swinging for the square line of his jaw as he threw his arms out to tackle me.

My blow landed, his head jerking aside from the impact but instead of falling back, he caught my ankle in his grasp and tugged.

I cursed as he yanked me off of my feet, my back hitting the gravel hard enough to strike the breath from my lungs before he was upon me far faster than any man his size should have been able to move.

I swung my dagger for his side, my hand twisting at the last moment to take the potency from the strike, my need to take him alive forcing me to pull the blow. My blade sliced across his ribs instead of sinking between them, but he didn’t so much as flinch at the pain.

He caught my wrist in his hand, his fingers banding around my flesh before slamming it into the grit above my head. I let him knock the dagger from my grip, his huge, naked body pinning me to the dirt beneath him.

I struck with my free hand, punching him in the throat and forcing a bellow of fury from his lungs which rivalled the roars of his Dragon form.

I kicked and bucked beneath him while he fought to immobilise me, using his size to keep me pinned under him and barely flinching beneath the barrage of my strikes despite the force of my attacks.

I jerked my knee up, aiming for his balls but he caught my knee with his free hand, forcing my leg aside and pressing his weight down between my thighs to stop me from doing it again.

I bared my teeth at him, locking my ankles behind his back and throwing my weight up to try and roll us over but he only pushed his weight down harder, snarling at me with smoke slipping between his teeth.

He fought to take hold of my free hand between my ferocious blows before finally closing his fist around mine and slamming it down into the ground with the other.

Adrenaline surged through me as I was immobilised, my breaths coming sharp and ragged, stands of pink hair fluttering across my eyes as I glared up at him before swinging my forehead for the bridge of his nose.

He reared back just in time to avoid the blow, those silver cut eyes boring into me while I glared right back at him in turn.

I wasn’t entirely sure of what I had been expecting the Dragon I’d been hunting to look like in its Fae form, but it certainly wasn’t this. He was…breathtaking.

The man who loomed over me wasn’t in his later years, despite the evidence I had seen in that cavern where he’d been held which had made me think he’d been there for a hell of a long time. His hair wasn’t greying and though his brow was furrowed in fury, his face wasn’t lined with the passage of time. He couldn’t have held more than ten years over me, though the darkness in his silver eyes suggested he’d been witness to far more than that.

His jaw was razor sharp, lined with a dark stubble which hid the beginnings of two scars that extended down to his throat and into the tattoos he had inked there like the talons of some beast had once ripped into his flesh. Just another stain upon his skin, marking the many trials he’d survived on his journey to this point in time.

“What now?” he asked, his voice low and deadly, the certainty of his victory over me clear in the way the tension was falling from his posture. He wasn’t fool enough to loosen his hold on me, but the way he expelled a harsh breath told me that he thought the battle between us was won.

I blew the tangles of pink hair from my face and let my eyes roam over his features before tracking the column of his neck which was painted in an intricate tattoo which blended into the ink on his chest and shoulders. I watched the rise and fall of his throat as he swallowed and eyed the still-bleeding wounds where the crystals had been lodged in his skin.

The corners of my lips twitched and his gaze tracked the movement, the faintest stirring of desire corrupting the air between us.

I parted my mouth so that my tongue could grace my bottom lip just as a drop of blood rolled from the wound on his neck, up the line of his throat and spilled from his chin.

The iron taste of his blood filled my mouth and I grinned as I took ownership of it, the dark power within me rising to the surface as I called out to the ether and placed cold shackles around his soul.

“Now, you’re going to help me up,” I told him in my most seductive voice and my smile only grew as I pushed my will against his and forced him to release his hold on my arms.

The Dragon snarled as he felt the tightness of my grip on his soul, that cocky arrogance which had been growing in his expression falling to pure hatred as he realised what I’d done.

He fought me, his fingers biting into my flesh as he resisted the weight of my power and my own smile faltered at the force it took to maintain my hold on him.

I’d only stolen a drop of blood. My grasp was limited and even as I fought to take hold of his body, I could feel my grip on his soul slipping.

I gritted my teeth as I pushed harder, darkness swimming on the edges of my vision as the power of the magic I was commanding demanded a price from me in turn. I gave it, knowing too well that I wouldn’t receive another chance, that his next move would be deadly if I slipped for so much as a moment.

His hold on my wrist slackened and I ripped it free, my hand flying to his throat where my fingers smeared through more of his blood and my grip on him tightened once more.

I released a shuddering breath as the heat of his flesh danced against my palm, the furnace inside of him blazing fiercely as he fought against my control. But I had what I needed now and even the venomous fury in his expression couldn’t stand against the might of ether.

He stood abruptly, taking my hand and hauling me up with him so that we stood mere inches apart, each of us glaring at the other though now it was my victory which danced between us.

He towered over me even more than most Fae did, probably closer to seven feet in height than six, the enormity of his body clearly in line with the sheer mass of the beast he became when shifted.

His body was stacked in muscle, endless ink and scars decorating his chest, arms, thighs, though I couldn’t spare the tattoos any real attention while I refused to look any lower than his eyes.

“Give me your name,” I hissed between my teeth, my focus on the magic I was wielding over him, my hold on it tested with every second as he fought body and soul to break free of it.

“Bastian Carderrin,” he ground out, though clearly he didn’t want to comply and the weight of his name fell over me as I stole it from his lips.

I backed up, my fingertips starting to tremble as I fought to keep hold of him with the ether. I didn’t have long and the look he was giving me made it all too clear that our next fight would end only in death. But I needed him alive if I was going to be set loose on the hunt for Cayde and I refused to let my sisters down again.

I crooked a finger, beckoning him to follow me as I retreated towards my pack, my eyes falling over his naked body despite myself as I moved though I refused to give my full attention to his cock. I had known all manner of men and warriors in my life. I’d taken lovers and lived in barracks and I’d seen more than enough naked bodies between life on deployment and watching countless Fae shift in and out of their Order forms, but Bastian Carderrin was in a league all of his own. He was the type of man who made all others appear as little more than boys, a man built for the ruin of virtue and destruction of morality in all the best ways. No doubt it was a pity I’d sworn off black hearted bastards because he looked like a ruin worth damning myself for.

My boot knocked against my pack and I dropped down beside it, tightening my grip on the ether which held Bastian and quickly tugging the straps open before dumping the contents on the ground.

I rifled between my belongings with my head spinning, hunting for the supplies Moya had given me before grabbing the jar of dill seeds and tearing a scrap of parchment free from the journal I’d brought too.

I hadn’t ever cast this magic before, the price of it never having seemed worth the results but I no longer cared about losing a few days from my lifespan. I had no intention of holding onto this paltry excuse for an existence for a single moment longer than it took to destroy Cayde anyway.

I slit the tip of my finger open with my dagger and painted Bastian’s name onto the parchment in my own blood followed by the runes Laguz for life force and Nauthiz for endurance before scattering the dill on top of it.

“What is that?” Bastian snarled, his muscles bunched with tension and the clear desire to tear my head from my body as I took my flint from the heap of my supplies and struck it against my blade.

Sparks flew then guttered out, forcing me to try again while my hands shook with the effort of keep my grip on the ether restraining my captive.

“A curse,” I gritted out, the darkness closing in around me even more as I fought to maintain my focus.

It took me four more attempts to spark a fire and I exhaled heavily as the parchment finally caught, burning it along with my blood and the seeds in a deep blue flame until only a smear of ash stained the gravel where they’d been.

“If I die, Bastian Carderrin, then an ill wind will haunt you through all of your days and nights bringing nothing but misery and pain to every moment you possess,” I panted through gritted teeth. “I will release you from this curse upon our entry to Stormfell and not a moment sooner. So let’s see if my death means more to you than that. And let us not forget that I can still take command of your blood if you force me to do so again. I’d rather not have to hog-tie and drag you along behind me but I’ll do what I must.”

Bastian narrowed his eyes at me, a deep growl rolling up the back of his throat which betrayed the monster in him but he said nothing.

I grabbed the coil of rope from my pack and stalked over to him, taking his wrists and swiftly binding them with my shaking hands before staggering back again as my hold on the ether and my control over him shattered.

Bastian released another low, violent growl, smoke spilling between his teeth but made no move towards me as I stumbled back to my pack, the end of the rope in my grasp.

“I see you aren’t as stupid as you look,” I panted while shoving my belongings away again, though I kept my eyes on him as I did it.

“But you’re clearly far more vicious than you appear,” he replied, his voice deadly cold.

“A mistake most men don’t get the luxury of recovering from making,” I agreed, tossing him the thin blanket from my pack so that he could at least attempt to cover himself.

Bastian caught it in his bound hands though clearly he couldn’t wrap it around himself with the way they were tied.

I grunted in frustration, hauling my pack onto my back before approaching him the way one might close in on a wild animal.

He made no move to attack me as I reached for the blanket and I made quick work of tying it around his waist.

“There,” I purred, regaining a little of my poise as my hands finally stopped shaking. “Now you almost look civilised.”

“No chance of that,” he countered, holding my gaze with an acidic kind of hatred which I couldn’t even blame him for. He’d gotten a taste of freedom and here I was stealing it from him before he’d so much as been able to swallow it.

I looked away from the molten silver in his eyes, my heart sinking as I took in the powerfully lethal barrier dividing us from the wastes and Stormfell beyond them. I had no magic to propel us over it and nowhere near enough supplies to see us through the journey back either.

With a heaviness in my chest, I turned my attention towards Pyros instead, a distant coil of smoke on the horizon catching my gaze. Where there was fire, there was Fae. And where there was Fae, there would be supplies, shelter, and hopefully some magic for me to steal before I was forced to dress myself in bloodshed once again.

“Come on,” I grunted, turning towards the distant smoke and tugging on the rope between us.

And whether it was because he was as hungry as he looked, or because he was biding his time in his plot to end me, or simply because he was as tired of this hunt as I was, Bastian didn’t argue as we began to walk into the heart of enemy lands.

I just wasn’t certain that was a good thing.


[image: ]


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The journey back to the Keep from Obsidian Cove felt longer than usual, despite the fact that I was running at full speed and my heart was thundering out a bellowing war cry. Calcifiend chirruped in encouragement from his perch on the back of my neck and for once, I really felt he was on my side.

When I reached the Heliacal Courtyard, I slowed my pace and bowed my head as I passed a group of Reapers, not wanting to draw attention.

I hesitated, warring with my decision while my pride urged me toward Ransom and my doubts urged me toward Vesper’s quarters. Two hours wasn’t a lot of time if this all went to shit, so I made a compromise. I’d gain the traitor’s skull now to ensure I could pay Mavus’s debt no matter what, then head after my brother. Because I was never going to risk becoming Mavus’s work dog.

With a spurt of speed, I headed for the Vault of Sky, slipping down the passage which led to it and slowing to a stop beside a window. There were some Skyforgers heading into their Vault and a few shot sneers my way, but there was no rule about me being in this passage. Beyond those guarded doors? Sure. Standing right here like a parrot among pigeons was definitely suspicious though.

There were far too many people around and it was going to look obvious that I wasn’t here to admire the Aquarius statue beyond the window any second now. Casting a ball of ice in my palm, I thickened it until it was a heavy weight, then with a quick look to check no one was watching me, I launched it in the direction of the Vault’s entrance. My magic amplified and I made the ice ball explode, sending tiny bits of ice spraying everywhere.

Cries of anger went up, but I was already through the window by the time anyone came looking for me, stripping out of my clothes and tossing them into the Aquarius water-pourer’s urn then shifting into my Leopard form.

I scaled the wall with ease, my claws finding the cracks between the dark bricks as I made for the roof. Up there, it was impossible not to admire the view, the tundra stretching away to the north, glistening under a rare glimmer of sunlight slipping through the clouds.

The day was so clear that I could see all the way to the towers of The Pinnacle at the far end of the island, the sharp points of them pricking the sky.

The snow shifted under my paws as I raced along the rooftop and the frigid air cut into my lungs like a knife. I’d done enough eavesdropping on the Skyforgers when I’d first arrived at Never Keep to know exactly where the Sky Witch’s room was located, so I turned toward the only tower in the Vault of Sky and prayed no one had touched her things yet.

If I secured this item for Mavus quickly, then I could go hunting Ransom, and a pretty little picture in my mind showed me securing both wins today. Offering Mavus the traitor’s skull this month would mean I could keep my weapons for next month’s payment and buy myself a hell of a lot more time for training. This whole disaster could turn in my favour, and I shot a prayer to Delphinus to secure myself a measure of luck.

It felt damn good to flex the strengths of my Order form, to pounce and leap across the rooftops then climb with a level of prowess that told me I had been born for this.

When I reached the highest window of the tower, I perched myself on the sill and peered through the glass.

Eské sisca – fuck yes.

The Sky Witch’s room looked untouched, her four-poster bed still made, awaiting her return from a day of training. A tug in my chest came at the thought of her never reaching that bed and I cursed myself for the soft spot I’d formed for my enemy. How many Raincarver deaths had she claimed? How could I see her in any other light than a wicked murderer of my people? But she was one of the few Fae I’d met who had seemed to really see me when she’d looked at me. Yeah she was rude and kind of a bitch but she was honest and fierce and real in a way that so few Fae were too.

I shifted back into my Fae form so I was left naked with an icy wind chilling my ass. Leaning closer, I pressed my nose to the glass, fogging it up as I tried to get a feel for the magical protections on this room. The echo of the Sky Witch’s power trickled over me. It was powerful, and likely a challenge to break, especially as there was a touch of darkness to it that told me she might have used more than normal magic to seal it. I had no idea how to unravel the intricacies of it, but maybe I didn’t have to…

I shut my eyes, feeling Calcifiend crawl out from under my thick curls and clicking his tongue in interest at where he found himself.

“Lucky you can’t talk or I bet you’d spill all my secrets to your asshole of a master,” I muttered, focusing again.

Calcifiend chirruped indignantly, but I blocked out his sassy chatter as I tried to draw upon that mysterious power I possessed. It stirred to attention, sluggish at first then more alert, like a beast rising from a deep slumber.

“Come on, you’re mine. You live in me. You’re part of me. Do as I tell you.” One moment it seemed I had control, the next it slipped from me again. I clenched my teeth in frustration, then remembered that the angrier I got in training, the more clumsy my magic became. I was pretty sure this power needed me to relax and open myself to it. I just had to think of something good and calm and-

My foot slipped from the sill and I gasped, my hands catching it as my chin impacted with the window.

That strange power exploded from me in a burst and I had no idea how I had cast it - or what the fuck smashing my chin into a windowsill had to do with unleashing it - but the sense of Vesper’s wards came crashing down all the same.

Before I could try and harness it, the mysterious magic fizzled away again. But kaské, I’d done it. And if I could do it once, I could do it again. Perhaps the next time Kaiser crossed me, he would find his possession over me crumbling to dust just before my dagger met with his hollow heart.

A smile curled my lips as I pushed the window open and climbed inside.

Calcifiend released a curious trill as he glanced around the room with a floor of flagstones, adorned only by a large red rug. It was a fine space, the large four poster big enough for five Fae to sleep comfortably in it but I doubted Vesper had shared it with many. Though perhaps she had spent nights curled up talking with her friends Dalia and Moraine, whispering of their faraway kingdom. I couldn’t imagine gossip leaving the lips of the Sky Witch though; I couldn’t imagine her attending the balls of her king’s court, rubbing shoulders with princesses dressed in silk. But I could imagine her scoffing at them all beside her closest companions. Friends who she had died alongside. Perhaps she was better for it.

I crept into the room, an echo of her presence sending a shiver down my spine. This was her domain.

I noticed a book on her nightstand with a feather sticking out of it as a bookmark.

“What did the Sky Witch read about?” I murmured, walking over and opening it up.

My eyebrows raised as I took in the sketched picture of a white leopard with a thick tail and bright eyes. My breath caught as I read the name above it.

The Aquina Leopard.

I quickly read the passage describing the Order form, my pulsing elevating at every word.

The Aquina Leopards were once a well-established Order, thriving mostly in the islands of Turqesca and the southern lands of Cascada that were previously called Faetaly, but they took a sharp decline in numbers after the Escalas Vampire Coven invaded the island. Over the course of a hundred years, the Vampires wiped out vast numbers of the Aquina Leopards. Though many details have been lost to the passage of time, there is one legend which has prevailed. That of the Divine Moment between one Vampire prince and the Aquina Leopard he kept in captivity. The stars summoned them together to unite them as Elysian Mates, but both Leopard and Vampire declined the stars’ offer, marking them as Star Crossed.

My brows lifted at that. It was well known that the stars could offer out bonds between Fae. The incredibly rare Elysian Mate bond between two Fae of the same element was considered a high gift from the stars, a love match crafted by their hands, marking them with silver rings in their eyes. Their tie to one another made for great warriors-in-arms, the strength of their love for one another a fearsome thing to face when brought to battle.

It was a rare thing indeed to receive such a gift, but rarer still, Fae from opposing lands had been summoned under the stars to be marked as Elysian Mates on occasion. It was thought that the stars were offering these Fae a test of loyalty to one’s own Elemental land. To deny it marked them with black rings in their eyes and star-crossed them eternally.

It was no easy task to deny a star gifted bond. The stars encouraged Elysian Mates to crave one another beyond all reason and would drive them together time and again until they accepted the bond. So to deny that call when they were made to crave their enemy was truly admirable. They would forever pine for one another but would live on in the knowledge that they had done their land a great service.

There was only one Fae I could recall in Cascadian history who had been star-crossed. Galina Kyrax who had refused the Elysian Mating to an Avanis warrior. Apparently there was a statue of her in the chambers of the Magistrine, and one day I hoped to be lucky enough to visit it.

There were other bonds of course, the most common of which was the Astral Adversary bond when the stars chose two enemies to clash again and again until one of them came out victorious by securing their bonded’s death.

The final bond was that of Nebular Allies, a tie of companionship and allegiance that ensured our ranks were strong for battle, that we would look out for one another above all else. I believed Harlon was my Nebular Ally, but there were few ways to know for sure. There was no mark that came with it, nor the Astral Adversary bond. They were no more than a feeling placed there by the stars, a tether that could not be denied.

I continued reading, a deeper hatred growing in me against the Vampires who had destroyed most of my kind, forcing us to the brink of extinction.

We were so uncommon now that we were hardly recognised, but at least I was finally getting the answers I’d been searching for.

At last, I found a section on my Order gifts and I drank in the information with a keen desperation, sure I was about to discover the key to that mysterious power I possessed.

The Aquina Leopards can swim for many miles without growing tired and are capable of holding their breath underwater for up to an hour. The Leopard’s spots contain bioluminescent magic that can be ignited to emit a turquoise glow, and it is thought this glow could create a reasonably effective shield against magical attacks. They are adept at climbing, their claws are fit for battle, their fur is water resistant and provides great protection from the cold. Celestial events pertaining to the water constellations are thought to affect them more deeply than other Fae due to their affinity with the ocean, which is why it is of no surprise that they recharge their magic by bathing in water.

I turned the page, needing to read more, but found only another Order staring back at me.

“No, wait,” I hissed, reading over the page again. “There must be more than that. What about this power that can dissolve magic?”

I scraped through every piece of information again, but that was it. My Order was glaringly normal. Rare, yes. But hardly special. I was devastatingly average.

To add another stab of frustration to the revelation, a footnote in Vesper’s hand read. No additional threat needs noting from this Order form or its attached gifts.

What a bitch. Why had I just been thinking she was honest and real – she was just a tool for desire with sex magic. Who wanted sex magic as a gift? What has she even done with it in a battle? Shake her ass to distract her enemies to death? That wasn’t impressive either. Fuck her.

Disappointment settled inside me, followed by confusion. If the power I possessed wasn’t a part of my Order, then what the hell was it?

The word Void echoed in my head and a knot of dread resounded inside me.

Could it be possible that Kaiser had seen the truth of me and I’d been ignorant all along? But it didn’t make sense. If I was the Void, then what did that make the monster underneath the Keep? The Reapers had named it themselves, and they knew far more of these matters than I did.

They had connections with the stars, they had Seers who could see the future. If Kaiser had experienced the horrors of that thing for himself, he wouldn’t have made the foolish mistake of naming me the Void. But then…where did that leave me? What did it make me?

A crash sounded and I glanced up in alarm, my hand raising defensively, but I only found Calcifiend beside a broken jar, eating what looked like dried worms off the carpet.

“Nice.” I got up and left him to his meal, taking in the rows of other jars on the shelves that contained plenty of weird shit. I guessed they were potion ingredients, likely useful in dark magic and none of them were what I was here for, so I started hunting through drawers instead.

I quickly discovered Vesper had been one wealthy bitch, from the fine armour she owned to the silk undergarments and braziers that must have been custom made.

When I discovered her weapons, I got lost in assessing their quality, examining each one and eyeing the craftmanship. They were well made, there was no denying it. But only one of them caused me to pause. A spear with the emblem of the Stormfell royals engraved on the hilt among a cluster of diamonds.

At first, the blade looked to be forged of steel, but it was the glimmer to it that made me realise what it truly was. Nearly a century ago, the Cascadians had stumbled across a mine full of ore that could create a metal so sharp, it could cut through bone with little more than a featherlight touch. They called it Casca, and the mine’s location was kept secret while they drew the ore from the ground. But a spy from Stormfell discovered the truth and the land of Air sent an army to retrieve it. They stole the mine from Cascada, ripping it into the sky and killing all who were left in its pits. This was the product of that bloody day.

I shoved the spear back onto its rack, turning my back on it. I didn’t want a tainted weapon like that with the blood of my people still deep in its core.

My gaze caught on a strange metal pole carved with runes propped up against the wall by the window I’d entered through. With a jolt, I realised it was Vesper’s windrider, the thing abandoned here, cursed to never fly again.

I walked over to it, kneeling down to examine the runes engraved on its surface. The craftswoman in me marvelled at the intricacy of the design. Ideas sparked in my mind at what I could do with magic like this. Imagine the weapons I could make...

I traced my fingers over one of the runes and a whir sounded as it sprang to life. I wasn’t quick enough to jump aside as it flew up two feet then spun around in fast circle, whacking me in the head. I staggered backwards with a curse and the damned thing dropped abruptly and sped between my legs. I tried to leap away, but it flew up again, ramming into my fucking vagina and making me cry out as it carried me toward the ceiling. I clung onto it with a gasp and something about the way I touched it sent it flying forward instead of upward, the end of it smashing into the bed and shattering one of the posts.

I held on for dear life as it crashed into a cabinet next, sending all kinds of bottles spilling out of it onto the floor. It flew toward the jars of potions and Calcifiend let out a shriek of alarm as I went zooming over his head.

“Kaské!” I cried, leaping off the thing as it went speeding toward a wall.

It slammed into the bricks as my knees hit the floor, then ricocheted back into a painting of Ironwraith, sending glass and chunks of gold frame tumbling everywhere.

It went flying toward the open window, destined to sail off into the sky and I threw out a hand to freeze the damn thing before it alerted every Skyforger in this Vault to my presence.

The ice stopped it in its tracks and it fell like a dead weight to the floor with a loud bang.

“Okay, that was the most unsubtle I’ve ever been,” I hissed and Calcifiend trilled his agreement.

A shadow in the window made me fly to my feet and I came eye to eye with North Brimtheon, his lips parting at the sight of me.

“Raincarver,” he spat, then leapt at me, shifting mid jump into an enormous grey Wolf with white splashes across its body.

I shifted into my Leopard form at the last second, narrowly avoiding the swipe of his paws and springing onto the shattered bed with a bolt of adrenaline in my blood. He lunged after me with a snarl and I swiped my claws across his shoulder, leaping away again as he snapped at my swishing tail.

I sprang up the wall, using the gaps in the bricks to assist me before I propelled myself off of it and landed on his back, digging my claws in deep and making him yelp like a pup.

He rolled to throw me off, crushing me beneath his bulk and Calcifiend flew at his ear, biting it savagely and making him howl.

I tried to scramble out from beneath North, but his paws slammed down heavily either side of me, caging me in as his snarling jaws lunged for my head, ready to crush my skull between his teeth.

“Stop!” Kaiser’s voice ripped through the air and North hesitated, turning to look over his shoulder. “Shift. Now.”

Kaiser’s possession claimed me with those words and perhaps he had possessed North too because his Wolf form dissolved at the same moment as my Leopard did, leaving his naked body crushing mine into the rug.

“Get the fuck off of me!” I screamed, casting a blast of ice at his head but he burned it away with a flame at the last minute.

I could feel his cock on my thigh and the thick muscles of his chest against my tits, and I was horrified at the heat of his flesh against my own.

“Hav yos jassick, lasito-trined kyde tross o min!” I spat.

“Oooh what did she say, Kai?” North asked keenly.

“She said to get your ashy, soot-filled cock off of her,” Kaiser deadpanned.

“My cock is a regal masterpiece, I’ll have you know,” North tossed at me.

“I’ll be sure to mount it on my wall when I cut it off then,” I growled.

He let out a bark of laughter. “Can you taste her fear, Kai?” he asked, his bright green eyes gleaming from the fight despite the bloody gashes I’d left on him. “I’ll hurt her good so you can recharge your power.” North’s hands closed around my throat and I grabbed a dagger from the floor that had been knocked off of its perch by Vesper’s windrider, swinging it around to stick in his kidney.

North was hauled off of me before I could drive it into him, his hands leaving my neck as Kaiser hurled him into the nearest wall.

“What the fuck?” North snapped, his chest heaving and teeth bared in a Wolf’s rage.

“Do not hurt her,” Kaiser said, deathly calm. “Her fear is mine to claim, not yours.”

“What are you talking about?” North moved to step past Kaiser and I got to my feet, my dagger raised as I crept closer.

“Put on some clothes,” Kaiser commanded me quietly, not even looking my way.

His possession ripped through me and I turned for Vesper’s armoire, but the dark power I owned suddenly flickered to life in offering. My heart rate elevated in hope and I managed to dig my heels, slowing my pace. But when I tried to urge more of that power into my veins, it stuttered out and Kaiser’s possession claimed me again, forcing me to walk up to the armoire.

Growling under my breath, I opened the doors and put on a white silk top and some fitted training trousers that were made for tiny little Succubus legs, not the curves of mine, but I managed to get them on.

My focus remained on that dark power as I willed it up from the depths of my being, demanding it answer to me. I exhaled heavily when it gave me nothing and my gaze settled on a glint of white bone stashed in the folds of a tunic I’d disturbed on a shelf in the armoire. I unfolded it and a twisted smile drew my mouth wide at the sight of the skull I found staring back at me, the word ‘traitor’ carved into the bone across its brow. I really hoped that had happened post-death but when it came to blood magic and Skyforgers I had to doubt it. Gross reality aside, I’d found what I was looking for. Thank you, Delphinus.

I pulled on a black jacket that was roomy enough to stow the skull in an inside pocket then I turned and found the two of them in a tense discussion, paying me no attention.

“You shouldn’t have done this,” North spoke to Kaiser in a mutter. “She’s the enemy. She shouldn’t be tied to you or any of our people.”

“Aw, didn’t he tell you about all that Fearsire magic shit? Guess you’re not that important to him after all,” I commented and North shot me a scowl.

“She’s useful to me,” Kaiser said, his dark eyes drifting my way and I noticed Calcifiend was on his shoulder, nuzzling his chin and showing his traitorous little heart.

“So she’ll do anything you say?” North asked, running his tongue across his teeth as darkness flickered in his eyes. “I guess I could see the appeal of that. You could make her dance on hot coals.” He grinned cruelly. “She’s like your very own little torture doll. You really are fucked in the head, aren’t you Kai?” He laughed, that sound dripping through me like molten wax as North looked to his brother. “Show me how you play with her.”

Kaiser’s possession crawled through my skin, forcing me to take Vesper’s dagger and raise it to my own throat. My breath caught, but my eyes hardened as I glared at my enemy, daring him to do it.

“You won’t,” I sneered.

“Oh he would,” North said eagerly. “He once made a man slit open his own stomach and watch his innards fall out. He’s a sick fuck, my brother is.”

“It’s clear how obsessed with him you are, but he doesn’t seem all that interested in you in return,” I goaded and North’s smile fell. “I bet he hasn’t even told you what he thinks I am, has he? Just like he didn’t tell you that he chose me as his Fearsire, and there are so many more secrets he’s keeping from you.”

North shot a glance at Kaiser, his brows lowering. “What’s she talking about?”

“Nothing you need a part in,” Kaiser answered and North’s face reddened at his dismissal in front of me.

“But some nobody Raincarver has a part in it?” North sniped, a growl rolling up his throat.

“We’ll discuss this later,” Kaiser said blandly.

“No, we’ll discuss it now,” North gritted out.

“Sorry, but what the actual fuck are you two doing here anyway?” I interjected.

They both looked at me again and I was surprised when Kaiser actually gave me an answer.

“We have been meaning to raid the Sky Witch’s room for some time,” he said blandly.

“And it just so happens that you chose the exact same moment that I did to come here?” I scoffed.

North eyed Kaiser like he was suddenly suspicious of the timing too, but Kaiser only nodded.

I wanted to question that bullshit response, but voices carried to us from lower down in the tower and my pulse quickened.

“There’s someone coming, assholes,” I hissed. “Let me go or slit my throat. I’m not staying here to be found and executed.” My fingers tightened around the hilt of the blade, the sharp edge just kissing my throat. I tried to summon my power to cut through Kaiser’s possession, but at the sound of footsteps beyond the door, he sent me behind a wooden screen that concealed a copper bathtub, stowing the dagger in my jacket as I went. A beat later, I was jammed between two muscular bodies as North and Kaiser squeezed in too, ducking low to remain hidden behind the screen.

There were small gaps in the wood, allowing me to peek out into Vesper’s room as an imposing man entered. He had ice-blue eyes that looked colder than the frozen tundra that encased Never Keep, and hair as white as that very snow. His features were angular, hardened by battle and the too-clean white battle leathers he wore made him stand out starkly in the gloom of Never Keep. I knew him from all I’d heard about him; a prince of Air. Dragor Aquila.

A sneer lifted my lips and it was only Kaiser’s possession that stopped me from reaching for Vesper’s blade in my pocket and taking a shot at this kill. But two Reapers, Pavros and Andol, swept into Vesper’s quarters after him, stalling any hopes of that. They were followed by a couple of Skyforgers in equally fine clothes, and as Dragor pointed at items in the room, they hurried to gather them into leather bags.

“Look at the state of this place,” Dragor muttered under his breath, his upper lip curling a little. “That slovenly creature.” He shook his head. “Please fetch the Cardinal Reaper,” Dragor instructed the two gold-cloaked Reapers. “I request an audience with him.”

“We cannot do that, Prince Dragor, the Cardinal Reaper is holding an audience with the stars in the Astral Sanctuary. He asked not to be disturbed,” Reaper Pavros said.

Dragor clucked his tongue, pointing sharply to Vesper’s windrider, and one of his men ran to grab it.

I could feel North tensing beside me like a coiled spring, his gaze fixed on Dragor through a gap in the wood, his breathing growing heavier. One glance up at Kaiser’s face told me he was assessing the threat, calculating the risk of striking at a prince of Stormfell. But both of them knew as well as I did that the Reapers would put us to death for it.

My lips parted as my gaze caught on Calcifiend’s small form crawling up Dragor’s leg and slipping into his pocket, his back legs kicking as he disappeared inside.

I glanced at Kaiser to check his reaction to that, but as usual, he had none. The proximity of two Flamebringers in this small space was oppressive to say the least. I tried to put a measure of space between us, but Kaiser’s possession rippled through me and drew me even closer to him.

My teeth ground together at the feel of his hand curling against my hip, his fingers digging into the bone. A vibration ran through my skin from the contact, the power emanating from him like a toxin entering my bloodstream.

Dragor looked through Vesper’s nightstand, thumbing through her things possessively as if they were his instead of hers. The sight made my disgust with him increase and I could almost picture the Sky Witch rebuking him for it. But I supposed, as a royal of Stormfell, these items were his now, and I wondered how much of it would end up sold or thrown away. Her life so easily discarded, reduced to nothing but the things she’d once loved. Did she have anyone to treasure them in her wake?

Dragor’s servants made quick work of packing up any items he deemed worth taking then the Reapers led Dragor and his cohort back into the tower stairwell, pushing the door shut as they went. I let out a breath the same moment North did and we shared a scowl.

“What’s the plan, Kai? How are we going to catch ourselves a prince for our next meal?” North looked to his brother, his eyes sparkling with the hunt.

Werewolves were notorious for their love of the chase, their packs able to take down Fae in ferocious attacks during battle, and it looked like that desire was awake in him now.

“We need to be ready. If he goes anywhere alone, Calcifiend will lead me to him,” Kaiser said.

“What? How?” I demanded, but Kaiser didn’t answer.

North released a low chuckle. “Kaiser and his pet Sayer Dragon have imprinted. Their bond gives him an advantage over turtle-brained cunts like you, Raincarver, or is your mind too full of seaweed to notice how powerful he is?”

“I’m sorry, did you say something?” I asked lightly. “I couldn’t hear you over the sound of you suckering your lips onto Kaiser’s asshole to blow smoke up there. Again.”

North lunged for me, but Kaiser shoved the closet door open and pushed me ahead of him before his brother could get hold of me.

“We need to move,” Kaiser growled. “North, go back to the Vault of Flames, I’ll handle this.”

“No fucking way,” North balked. “I’m a part of this. You’re not taking all the glory for carving up a prince of Air. Send your pet sea urchin back to her Vault and we’ll go.”

“I’m coming,” I announced, and they both looked at me in surprise. Well, surprise was stretching it when it came to Kaiser, but he was giving me a calculating look again.

“Go home, bathwater bitch.” North pointed to the window.

“Get fucked, scorch mark,” I bit back.

North bared his teeth at me. “You bottom-feeding, krill-fucking, dolphin-fiddling-”

“She’s coming,” Kaiser decided. “She’ll be useful if I need a magical recharge during the fight.”

“Hell no,” North hissed, rounding on his brother.

“I’m a damn warrior, not your magical hipflask, yon eskindo pishalé,” I hurled at Kaiser.

“Watch your mouth, silka la vin, or I’ll consider cutting out that troublesome tongue of yours.” The Fury turned from me and I was left with North’s anger giving way to a smirk.

Kaiser strode for the window and tugged me after him with his possession, but North’s foot shot out, sending me stumbling forward a step and nearly crashing into the bed.

I turned to him with a snarl, magic sparking in my good hand, but Kaiser’s possession guttered it.

North snatched my left wrist, lifting my hand under his nose to take in the scars on my palm with a cruel smile.

“Get your filthy paws off of me,” I warned.

“Look at that. The mark of a failed neophyte. You won’t pass the graduation trial, so you’re probably better off being Kaiser’s pet. At least you’ll be worth something in the war. Fuel to a rising legend.”

I raised my free hand to strike at him and was surprised when Kaiser’s possession let the slap land, my palm pinking North’s cheek, but the moment I tried to wield magic, he took hold of me again.

“That wasn’t nice,” North said in a dangerously low growl, glancing over at Kaiser. “You’d better keep a tighter hold of your little water weasel with your possession, Kai, or I’ll get hold of it myself and strangle the life out of it.” He shouldered past me, following Kaiser out the window onto the roof and I was drawn after them once more.

I must have lost close to an hour by now and my throat thickened at the thought of not making it back to Wandershire in time with the traitor’s skull – because all chances of getting my shit back from Ransom had to be put on hold now. But passing up the opportunity to kill one of the most fearsome princes of Air was a distraction I had to afford myself. For assisting Cascada, anything was worth the risk. Even eighty-five years in service to Mavus Angelico.

My gut sank at that thought, but I pushed the feeling away. I could do this. I wouldn’t doubt myself.

Kaiser led the way across the rooftops, cloaking us in concealment spells with a casual ease that ignited a wild envy in me. Those kinds of spells were so damn simple to him, but he was the one who had burned my hand and made it difficult for me to cast them. All the struggles and pain and loss he had caused me felt ripe in that moment, with the icy wind biting my cheeks and Kaiser’s back to mine.

He had done this to me. He had taken everything from me and weakened me in the process. And with every passing day that I vowed to secure his death, he was no more threatened by me. At least, not yet. That sliver of a possible fate drove me on now, the strength of Pisces gilding my heart as I walked in my enemy’s footsteps, assuring myself that one day I would be strong enough to deliver him death.

Eventually, Kaiser led us through a window in the Vault of Flames, guiding us down a narrow corridor then pulling on a sconce which opened a dark passage in the wall. We delved into the unknown, winding down a staircase that twisted away into the pits of the Keep.

The cold was so heavy, it delved into my bones, and my breath fogged before me in the frigid air.

Kaiser cast a silencing shield along with a dim Faelight to guide the way on, but only damp stone walls stared back at us.

“Why would Prince Dragor come down here?” I whispered into the dark, but neither of them answered me.

“What is this place?” North asked, but Kaiser didn’t answer him either. “Is this the secret you’ve been keeping?”

“Part of it, yes,” Kaiser said. “We’ll talk later, freyin. When this is done.”

Deeper and deeper we went until I could hear the splashing of the underground river that swept beneath Never Keep. At one point, we walked out onto a ledge that followed that black expanse of water until we were in narrow tunnels again. The tight-knit passageways were a claustrophobic labyrinth that never ended, constantly driving me closer to the Flamebringers and making my skin prickle with the nearness of my adversaries.

The air shivered with magic as we crept onward, walking so far that I felt sure we were growing closer to the passages Vesper and I had explored together.

A roaring explosion made the ground shudder at our feet and we all paused. Kaiser and North shared a look before they continued on without a word passing between them, in tune with each other.

We reached a sharp turn and Kaiser forced me to an abrupt stop, my nose mere inches from a shimmering veil of magic barring the way forward.

“By the fires of Leo,” North gasped. “She almost got incinerated. The Reapers cast that magic, how did Dragor get through it?”

“He’s one powerful trince o kaské,” I muttered, stepping back from the offending barrier.

Kaiser placed a hand against my spine and the sudden touch sent an unexpected tremor rolling through my body. I glanced back at him, realising what he wanted of me before he asked it.

“I know what you’re capable of, silka la vin,” he murmured just for me.

I looked to the barrier, my teeth gritting in determination to succeed at the task awaiting me. I shut my eyes, asking that dark power to come to my aid, willing it to help me. It awoke slowly and North started asking questions, irritating me with his chatter. I turned to tell him to shut his blabbering mouth when the power slipped from me unbidden, driving into the Reapers’ magical barrier and dissolving it just like that.

“Holy fuck,” North breathed.

“Come on,” Kaiser urged, taking the lead. “There is no more time to waste.”

North shot me a look that held a flicker of awe in it before he shoved past me and chased the heels of his brother.

I followed on, the power settling back inside me and offering me no more aid. My feet tracked after my enemies until we arrived at the edge of a passage, looking into the vast chamber full of archways which had led me to Harlon all those weeks ago. Where the Vampires had chased us and the Sky Witch and her friends had died in a pool of blood. But this cavern was in ruins now, the archways blasted apart and the beautiful urn of black glittering dust now missing from its heart.

My heart skipped a beat as I took in the recent destruction, dust still rising in plumes from the fallen archways. The final archway fell in a blast of air that was pouring from Prince Dragor’s hands, his element ripping it to pieces and shattering it for good. He had destroyed every one of the portals. But how had he known they were here? And why had he come to destroy them?

“Get hold of him with your possession, Kai,” North said eagerly, looking around the place with intrigue.

Kaiser tensed, his brow creasing as he attempted it, and I found myself on his side for once as I truly wanted his power to seize the prince. In this we were agreed; the prince of Stormfell was overdue a bloody death.

But Dragor swept out of the cavern at a fast pace before the possession could reach him, leaving us to race into the chamber and pick our way across the shattered rocks in his wake.

“Hurry,” North urged, flames flickering at his fingertips.

We made it across the chamber and chased after Dragor along the path he’d taken, still wrapped in a silencing shield that Kaiser had cast to quiet our pursuit. A glow came hurtling back along the tunnel toward us and Calcifiend appeared from the gloom with an excited click of his tongue.

He landed on Kaiser’s shoulder while we all sprinted down the winding tunnel, but we came to an abrupt stop as the path split in two.

“Dammit, which way?” I demanded, looking left then right, then to Calcifiend.

The Sayer Dragon chirruped guiltily and North cursed.

“You should have stayed with him, Fiend,” North huffed.

“I think it’s left.” I lunged that way but Kaiser forced me to stagger back with his possession.

“We cannot get this wrong,” Kaiser muttered.

“It’s fifty-fifty. I’m going right.” North ran that way.

“Then I’m going left.” I darted for it, but Kaiser followed North, forcing me to stumble sideways and race after them while I cursed him out.

The tunnel was long and winding, but eventually it sloped upward beneath our feet, turning into steep steps that carried us higher and higher until North pushed through a door and firelight spilled over us.

We hurried out of a secret door, pushing it firmly shut and winding through a line of stone statues. Leo, Aries, Sagittarius.

“We’re in the Astral Sanctuary,” I breathed in realisation.

North led us up another set of stairs up to the main worship area and as I hurried past Kaiser, a warm male voice greeted us.

“I was told I would not be disturbed.”

The Cardinal Reaper, Solomon Imai, rose from where he’d been kneeling on a zodiac wheel that was carved into the floor, with beautiful birth stones embedded at each point of the star signs. He wore a navy cloak that wrapped around his tall body, a glint of its gold trim catching the firelight.

I took a measured step away from the Flamebringers.

“Apologies, Cardinal Reaper,” North gushed, his head dropping in a bow.

“Yes, forgive us,” Kaiser said, no emotion touching those words. They sounded like rehearsed lines more than anything else.

I glanced back the way we’d come, internally cursing Kaiser and North for leading me in the wrong direction after I’d clearly chosen the right path. And it wasn’t like we could go back down there now. Our chance at killing Prince Dragor had vanished before our eyes because of these two fuckwits.

“The stars have many surprises for me as always,” Solomon said, a serene smile lifting the edges of his mouth. “They are quiet today, but I see now, perhaps you three are the sign I needed to accept that they are not in the mood to speak with me. Now, shouldn’t you be in training?”

“Yes, Cardinal Reaper. Praise to the stars.” North headed for the exit.

“Praise to those who tread their destined path,” said Solomon and I made a path for the door ahead of Kaiser, feeling his possession slip from my body.

I could feel the Fury’s eyes on the back of my head, but I didn’t turn to look at him, not giving him an opportunity to get hold of me again as I darted past North into the Heliacal Courtyard and didn’t glance back. An ornate clock embedded in the wall at the heart of a ring of constellations made my gut lurch.

I only had five minutes to get to Wandershire.

Eské.

I raced through the Heliacal Courtyard and out of the Night Gate, nearly slipping more than once as I descended the sheer steps of the Escalade, and panic slashed across my chest at the sight of Wandershire pulling out into the ocean.

“Wait!” I screamed as my boots hit the beach, my legs gathering momentum as the power of the contract crackled in the air. The magic that bound me to it was ripping, wrenching apart and I couldn’t let it happen. Shit, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know what the consequences would be if I didn’t make it.

Wielding the ocean, I stepped into it and the water carried me after Wandershire at a wild speed, then launched me up and over the fences around the floating town.

I cried out as I came crashing down toward the cobbled streets, throwing out my hand and casting another tide of water to slow my fall. I staggered as my boots met the ground, soaked to the bone as I raced for the clock tower. The bells were already ringing out the hour.

“Delphinus!” I cried to the dolphin constellation. “Grant me fortune in my endeavour!” I turned down the next street, finding the clock tower door open at its base.

I ran through it, taking the steps two at a time, then shoving open the door to Mavus’s bureau without knocking.

“For the love of the moon, lass,” Mavus barked, yanking his pants up with one hand, clearly having been naked moments before. “Can’t a fella have two seconds o’ peace after he’s finished fucking? It was a challenge and a half to convince her out of the snuggling part and now you show up the second she leaves to test my sanity.”

“Here.” I slammed the traitor’s skull on his desk, its empty eye sockets staring right at Mavus, my breaths coming heavily as I sank down in a chair opposite him and melted entirely.

Mavus picked it up with a grumble, but his eyes lit as he realised I’d actually brought him what he’d asked for. “Well now, ain’t that somethin’. I didn’t think ya could do it, if I’m entirely truthful with ya. It was somethin’ of a test.”

“A test?” I deadpanned.

“A test of ya prowess, ya might, of that grit ya been tellin’ me about. I see it now, but you sure cut it close, lass. Are you addicted to playin’ with fire, or do the stars enjoy setting your fate alight?”

“A bit of both, I think.” The whirring hum of the magic driving Wandershire across the water rumbled through me and I pushed to my feet. “I’d better go. Oh and Mavus? Don’t ever test me again.”

“Noted, lass.” He smirked.

A creak drew my eye to the secret door in the bookcase, finding it ajar, swinging slightly on its hinges. I drifted its way while Mavus continued to pull on clothes, tilting my head to try and get a look at his secrets. What dark, demonic things do you have in there, you crazy pirate man?

His hand slammed against the door and it snapped shut as he leaned closer, invading my personal space. “Curiosity killed the cat.”

“And satisfaction kept it coming back,” I finished the saying, raising my brows as I grinned.

He smiled back, but it was a feral thing. “You’ve been out there breaking rules and playing rebel, doll, and I can see how much anarchy calls to your chaotic soul. But beware the path of the dissenter, for only fool’s gold glints on that shining road.”

I backed away from him, the scent of fogweed mixing with a subtle and enticing fragrance on his skin. I got the feeling he was the most dangerous thing to roam the open seas, and no beast had ever come close to killing this Fae.

“See you next month, Mavus.” I made it to the door, still wearing a cat’s grin as I slipped outside and ran for the edge of Wandershire, ready to let the ocean carry me back to Never Keep, and all the twisted secrets it held.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The echoing boom of the outer gate lowering beyond the portcullis shattered my fragile sleep and I pushed myself up onto my elbows with a sense of certainty in my gut.

“He’s home,” I breathed, tossing the thick furs from my bed and scrambling to remove myself from the tangled sheets.

The door to my bedchamber was thrown wide and my handmaid, Getta, stumbled over her own feet as she hurried into the room, her dark hair twisted into a knot on the back of her head and eyes smudged with last night’s dark makeup.

“Is it him?” I barked, stripping out of my nightshirt and striding across the cold room towards her naked.

No matter the season, the Stone Castle never grew warm, and in the depths of winter, its grey walls seemed to suck the heat from the air itself. There was no denying the beauty and majesty of this place perched upon the great land bridge which connected Mount Tilor and its smaller sibling Mount Hevast, but something about the hulking building meant it had never felt much like home to me despite the years I’d now spent living within its walls.

My rooms were adorned with portraits and tapestries, wildflowers of every variety blooming along the brickwork in shades of yellow, orange and red among a carpet of green moss, yet it still had a sense of emptiness to it. Particularly in the years which had passed since my betrothed had set off to infiltrate the air kingdom stronghold of Ironwraith.

At first, the months had crawled along, then they had begun to drag. I was an unwed bride, caught in the limbo of waiting for my betrothed to return from war. It wasn’t an uncommon fate for those of us unsuited to join the warring armies, but most grooms returned to the homeland between battles at least long enough to complete their wedding vows and plant the seed of new life into the womb of the women left waiting for them.

I hadn’t even been able to follow my betrothed into war and earn my own esteem on the battlefield thanks to the condition which I had been born with, causing the degeneration in my bones which had already put a limp into my step despite me only being twenty-three in years.

So here I had festered in the cold and dank embrace of the Stone Castle in the heart of the Stonebreaker stronghold of Raglith – one of the five largest Earldoms in the land, and in my opinion, the greatest of them all. Not that I’d been idle throughout the long delay for my betrothed’s return. Though my scheming could wait its turn on the list of my priorities now.

“A single rider approaches from the north, Lady Septa,” Getta informed me while simultaneously hurrying to the chest which housed my best gowns. “Word is that it can be no other than your Lord, for he is the only lone Stonebreaker they are awaiting a report from at The Horned Table this week – all other expected parties are far larger.”

I nodded, shaking out my red hair and crossing to the bowl of water which had been left out for me to bathe with last night. It was frigid now, of course, but I had no time to wait on someone to heat it for me.

I bit down on my tongue as I washed myself, Getta ripping the cloth from me the moment I was done and dropping it on the floor so that she could hoist the dress over my head.

The material was emerald green and sheer, allowing more than a glimpse of my naked skin through it as she pulled it down over my body. Only two thin strips of velvet hid my hardened nipples from view, the lines of thicker fabric meeting at my navel to create a sliver of modesty down my centre too.

I’d schemed and traded countless secrets to earn the coin for such a gown, but it had been a long three years awaiting my betrothed’s return, and I aimed to take him to my marriage bed as soon as possible.

Word had reached us almost a month ago of his imminent return, but the path across the northern lands of our great nation were rough going and hard passed, meaning I had been left awaiting his return more eagerly than ever in the intervening time. Things had gone better than I’d hoped – rumours of his great accomplishments while spying on our enemies already having spread ahead of him. I was eager to be there when Earl Tarlord received him and heard the full account of his tales.

Luckily, my years in the Stone Castle had been spent gaining the favour of the Earl and those he held closest. I was certain to be allowed to attend The Horned Table for the return of my soon-to-be husband.

Getta shoved me down into a chair and began combing my red hair with such vigour that I was surprised great clumps of it didn’t fall around my feet. I made no complaint as she tugged and twisted, placing a circlet of antlers over my brow before braiding my hair around it.

She stained my eyes with dark liner and lips with winter berry juice before yanking me to my feet and practically hurling me through the door.

I called my thanks to her over my shoulder as I began to hurry towards the Earl’s hall where he would be waiting to receive my betrothed.

Pain splintered up my right hip as I pushed myself faster than my body liked, and I curled my fingernails into my palm to distract myself from the agony of it. I usually worked harder to hide my weaknesses but on this occasion, I cared more for my attendance than the whispers which might follow in my wake.

The curved corridors of the Stone Castle burrowed through the ground beneath the grand rooms above, no windows marking their grey walls, though plenty of greenery and flowing blossoms hung from the walls to add cheer to the gloom, thanks to the earth magic of our people.

I passed spiralling wooden stairwells which headed to the upper rooms but ignored them, my eyes fixed on the farthest of them all, the base of it marked by a pair of wooden stags who reared up to battle across the bottom step.

I winced from every step I took with my right leg but refused to slow my pace even a little.

The bells echoed out from the towers which lined the highest peaks of the castle, the tolls audible from miles around as they resonated through the valleys between the surrounding mountains.

A grin bit into my cheeks as I pushed myself harder. The ringing of the bells was a great accolade reserved for only the most honoured warriors and they were tolling for the man who would soon be my husband. Between his newly founded reputation and the connections and alliances I had been painstakingly forging for us in the Earl’s court, we were certain to be ranked among the most prestigious of families in the whole of Avanis.

I almost collapsed against the wooden stags as I reached them, my hand flying out to grasp the foreleg of the closest carved beast while I sucked a breath in through my teeth. I hadn’t taken my tincture in the rush to leave my chambers and I was already missing it desparately.

I dared a peek up at the twisting staircase which loomed ahead, the climb more daunting than I wished to admit. The great hall was on the seventh floor, and I was loitering below ground. Despite my best intentions, the climb to my destination seemed nigh on impossible now that I was facing it.

It wasn’t often I had to navigate my way to the highest floors of the castle, and when I did, I always planned for extra time, making certain to spend the day gradually moving between the upper floors one, or perhaps two, at a time so that I never had to embark upon a climb of more than a few storeys at once. I had feared his arrival would come with such short notice but I hadn’t let myself balk at the prospect until now.

“Are you climbing, Lady Septa?” a low voice asked from behind me, and I flinched at the sound of August’s barely-concealed sneer. The Earl’s advisor was among the few in residence at the castle whom I’d failed to win over in my political games, and he was the last person I wished to see now.

“Just admiring this craftsmanship,” I said, relaxing my grip on the stag’s leg and running my fingers over the carved wood instead.

“All this time in Stone Castle and you’re yet to have gotten used to the grandeur and intricacies of the magic which surrounds you here? What a simple life you must have led before joining us.”

I bristled at his less-than-subtle jibe but refused to show any outward reaction to it, instead offering him a beaming smile.

“All the time in the world wouldn’t ever be enough to get used to the wonder of our Earl’s stronghold. Perhaps you might benefit from spending a little more time appreciating its splendour.”

“Perhaps,” he agreed, his voice as oily slick as his dark hair which clung to his scalp as though afraid it might slide free at any given second. “But in this moment, I am more concerned with hastening to The Horned Table to greet our esteemed warrior upon his return. I shall leave you to your admirations and see you at the summit – assuming you are not…waylaid by fate along the climb.”

I bit my tongue on a reply as August strode away up the stairs, his burgundy cloak sweeping out behind him, shrouding his narrow frame. He was no warrior, but he was an acclaimed strategist as well as the Earl’s spymaster, always coming and going like smoke slipping between stones, appearing at a moment’s notice and then slipping away again just as fast. It was his plan which had seen my betrothed sent to Stormfell before I had manged to make it through my nuptials. I had him to thank for the years spent lurking in this place, awaiting the return of my only hope for greatness in this life.

I hated to admit that my fate was so deftly tied to the prospects of my future husband, but despite my knack for political games and alliances, the truth was that my family had little left to us beyond our name. Our fortune had run dry and we needed my marriage to return us to the position of power we’d once claimed.

Fury built in my gut as I watched August disappear up the spiralling stairs, his footsteps echoing back down to me as he left me far behind. I couldn’t let a staircase unravel this reunion, but I also couldn’t very well make it to my marriage bed if this climb saw me bedridden for the next week while I tried to recover from the agony it would leave me in.

More footsteps approached and I moved aside as several other high-ranking members of Earl Tarlord’s retinue hurried on up the stairs, some of them murmuring greetings to me while others seemed not to notice me at all.

I ground my jaw.

I’d worked too hard to get to this moment and I would not allow myself to go unnoticed in it.

I stepped around the carved stag to the left of me and moved into the centre of the curving stairwell, tilting my head back so that I could see through the circular space which led all the way to the topmost floor.

Magic tingled in my palms. I wasn’t terribly powerful, but I had worked hard on my skills so that I could make the most of my earth magic whenever I required it. And I required it now more than ever.

I only hesitated a moment before raising my hands and allowing my power to surge free of my grasp, twin vines shooting upwards through the centre of the stairwell, hurtling all the way to the very top floor before winding around the wooden beams which supported the roof there.

This was more than a little unorthodox and no doubt it could be seen as a frivolous waste of my magic, but I could pass it off as excitement to reunite with my betrothed. No one would question that. I might have to face the judgement of acting like a lovestruck fool but if it got me to The Horned Table in time for this meeting and without the agonising pain the climb would cause me, then I was willing to take that knock to my pride.

I guided the vines with my power, creating a swing for me to sit upon before placing my weight into them and holding on tightly.

Murmurs came from the stairs as people began to notice the vines and peer down over the balustrade to see who had cast them. My time for backing out of this had come and gone.

I raised my chin, aiming to look as poised as any woman might be able to while hurtling through the air at speed, then tugged on my magical connection to the vines and shot skyward.

I gasped as I sped past floor after floor, my gut swooping and the ground speeding away beneath me. I’d exerted too much force, expelled too much power, and as I shot past an affronted looking August on the sixth floor, I knew I was in danger of colliding with the roof if I didn’t regain control over my magic swiftly.

I threw my hand out in panic, my weight lurching sideways and almost toppling me from the swing I’d crafted before the vines wrapped around my waist and flung me out onto the top floor of the castle.

I landed heavily on my feet, a cry catching in my throat as I fought to choke it back down while pain exploded through my right hip.

Through some miracle, I managed to remain upright, my hand flying out to steady myself and landing upon a hard forearm.

“I apologise,” I gasped, my words falling away as I looked up into the deep green eyes of the man who had become my unwilling prop.

“Quite the entrance, Lady Septa,” Earl Tarlord deadpanned, his gaze roaming over me while I stumbled back, removing my hand from his arm and hastily righting my gown so that I could drop into a bow before him.

The Earl was tall and broad, his body not unlike the huge Manticore he shifted into on the battlefield. He was a handsome man, with dark hair which hung in loose waves to his nape, his gaze piercing with a strong jaw and a mouth I had always felt was suited to smiling, though I couldn’t say I’d ever seen him tempted into doing so. He was young for an Earl at only thirty-seven years, but his eyes always seemed so much older.

No doubt the grief he had endured in the events which led to the beginning of his reign ten years prior had left their mark heavily upon him. The Flamebringers had launched an attack on our people which had seen not only his parents dead but his sisters, brother, wife and two young children too.

The retribution he had rained down upon the warriors who had stolen so much from him had been something truly terrifying to behold. To this day, his throne room was still decorated with the skulls and bones of the legion he had killed in vengeance. All eighty-seven of them.

Our Earl had well and truly earned his reputation as a vicious, savage ruler, but in my time spent at Stone Castle, I had come to see something more than rage and bloodlust in his darkened eyes. I saw the endless pool of pain which lie there too.

Rather than diminishing my belief in him as our leader, it only made my dedication to him stronger. For only a truly powerful ruler could continue on in the name of their people under the weight of such grief.

“I apologise,” I stammered. “I only wished to be here to greet my betrothed, and I think perhaps the excitement of his return made me act a little foolishly…”

The Earl grunted, his eyes dipping to my right leg for the briefest fraction of a moment, and my gut plummeted. He knew. The weaknesses I had fought so hard to hide from him and the people closest to him for all this time were clearly no secret to him at all. I braced for some cruel comment or perhaps a dismissal from the room entirely but neither came.

“If only all of us were so lucky as to receive such a jubilant welcome upon our return from the field of war,” he said loudly before turning away to take his place at The Horned Table.

Tittering laughter and cheers of agreement quickly followed his words as the sycophantic members of the Earl’s inner circle all hurried to follow his lead and welcome me into their presence and offer teasing smiles and sweet encouragement for my excitement.

I responded in kind, commenting on the beautiful dress Lady Sharma was wearing and asking after Lord Corvet’s son who had lost a leg in a recent battle against the Cascadians.

None of us moved toward The Horned Table until our Earl took his place at the head of it, seating himself in the decorative throne which had been fashioned from countless stag antlers that had been gathered in the woodland over hundreds of years – signs of mother Virgo’s blessing left for our people to find.

The table itself was shaped like a horseshoe with the Earl at its turn and the two points branching out towards the huge windows which overlooked the sweeping view of Avanis beyond, where mountains and valleys ran away into the distance in every shade of green, interspersed by the glimmering blue of rivers and lakes and warmed by the sun which beamed down on all of it. The tips of the table were fashioned from marble in the shape of antlers, the grey stone stained with the blood of all those who had spoken at its head in the two hundred years of its use.

Earl Tarlord turned his head, that heavy gaze falling directly upon me and rooting me in place before he inclined his chin the smallest amount and gestured with a turn of his hand to the seat on his left.

My throat constricted at the invitation, my feet lurching into action before I could fully take in the reality of what was happening, and in my flustered state, I stepped too heavily onto my aching leg.

My knee turned, my ankle barking in protest and my hip wrenching painfully before the floor came rushing for my face.

Shock ricochetted up my arms, my elbows screaming as I collided with the stone floor, and an audible gasp sounded from every Fae in the room.

The backs of my eyes burned with shame, apologies stumbling over my lips as I fumbled to right myself, the long sleeves of my gown catching over my fingers and making me slip again.

The sound of the outer door banging open barely even registered to me until firm fingers coiled around my upper arm and someone heaved me back to my feet.

“Thank you,” I stammered, shame staining my cheeks pink as I fought to raise my eyes to meet those of my saviour.

“Can’t say I was expecting to get you on your back so early in the day, Septa, but at least I know you’re keen to make it there for me.”

I blinked furiously, every carefully laid plan, every notion I’d had of this moment swept away and replaced instead with an image of me scrambling on the floor while the man who I had waited too long to wed walked in to find me there like a lizard on its belly.

“I…I…”

“Your Earl awaits you, Alestro,” August sneered, and I looked around to find that he and every other person in the room had found their way to their seats and now all sat staring at the two of us. “Or is this performance more important than his time?”

Alestro released me, pushing his fingers into the strands of dark hair which had fallen into his eyes and sweeping them back as he strode around The Horned Table and took up position between the two stone prongs at its heart.

I scrambled around the other side of the table, claiming the seat the Earl had marked for me at his side while wishing he’d simply allowed me to take a place away from the focus of the room. My bones ached from my fall, fresh bruises no doubt blossoming already, and my cheeks only seemed capable of burning hotter with every passing moment.

“Swear to your truth,” Earl Tarlord commanded, and I looked up to watch as Alestro reached out for the sharpened prongs at the ends of the table and carefully sliced the skin on the backs of his hands open across them.

The deep red of his blood trickled down over the prongs, a heaviness settling into the air as the stone drank in his lifeforce and he repeated the words of ceremony which would bind him to the will of the stars.

“On the power of the earth magic which runs through my veins and in the name of Taurus, Virgo and Capricorn, I swear to offer up the full truth of all I know to my liege and ruler, Earl Tarlord, on any and all matters he so wishes to discuss with me.”

A deep rumble resonated through the stone table as his sacrifice was accepted, his words bound in magic and his oath made.

“Good,” Earl Tarlord said. “Then the first thing you can tell me is why Dragor Aquila and the rest of his family still draw breath? Your mission in Stormfell was made clear to you. You were not to return here without killing the prince, at the very least, unless the most exceptional of circumstances arose.”

I stiffened at the accusation in the Earl’s tone, news of what precisely Alestro’s mission had been washing over me, dread coiling in my gut. He’d been tasked to kill Prince Dragor? The fact that he stood before us at all was a miracle in itself, but to be here without having completed his task was even worse – how had there been whispers of his success when this was the news he bore upon his return? My ears began to ring, my throat thickening as Earl Tarlord’s disapproval stung the air, and all of my best laid plans threatened to topple around me like a tower of cards falling prey to an ill wind.

“I know, Earl Tarlord. And I am truly sorry to have failed in my mission. But I discovered a secret in Never Keep which I deemed far too important to slip into the hands of our enemies. I was forced to act.” Alestro paused, his hand moving to his chest briefly, a frown furrowing his brow.

“Go on,” August barked impatiently, and I fought a flinch at the sharpness of his tone.

“While disguising myself as the Skyforger, Cayde Avior, I managed to gain the trust of the Sky Witch,” Alestro said, and I sat up a little straighter at the mention of the notorious air kingdom warrior. How had he survived being sent straight into the heart of the most vicious and cutthroat group of our enemies imaginable? “She f-f-f-” His words cut off with a cry of pain, his hand flying to his chest, blood from his cut skin staining his shirt as the people surrounding The Horned Table tittered in surprise at his outburst.

“What is it?” I gasped, making a move to stand, but Earl Tarlord caught my wrist to stop me and I was forced to remain in my seat, the heat of my Earl’s fingers like a brand against my skin.

“Are you attempting to lie while under the thrall of The Horned Table?” August demanded, and Alestro shook his head violently while my horror only deepened.

“It isn’t lies which force me silent,” Alestro panted, sweat slickening his brow. “It’s the truth. That bitch…that bitch c-c-c-arghhh.” He fell to his knees, tearing at his shirt as he did so, and two guards rushed forward to restrain him.

My lips parted on some protest, some excuse, something, anything, but all I could see before me were my plans falling to ruin. The man I’d invested so much of my position here into had come back not regaling us of his war victories or bearing the honour of having killed Prince Dragor as he’d been tasked, or even the Sky Witch, but instead a blathering fool unable to string a full sentence together.

“What’s wrong with him?” I hissed beneath my breath, though not low enough because Earl Tarlord glanced at me before leaning forward, releasing my wrist and narrowing his eyes at Alestro as he placed his forearms on the cold stone table before him.

“Your tongue is snared in a curse?” he guessed, and Alestro sagged forward making a helpless noise which may or may not have been confirmation.

Relief was quickly followed by horror as I caught up to what was happening. At least there was a reason behind this madness, but a curse? What ill wind might be chasing the man who owned my destiny?

Earl Tarlord grunted irritably. “Tell us what you can then. Everything from the moment our forces left you to your false identity among the vanquished Avior household.”

Alestro nodded eagerly, managing to regain some of his composure, though his hair was now clinging to his damp brow and he made no move to regain his feet, instead remaining on his knees as he began his tale.

“Once I had ensured that no one who knew the face of Cayde Avior remained alive to question my identity, I headed to Stormfell as we’d planned,” he said. “I spent time mapping their k-k-k-”

“We received the maps of Stormfell and the castle of Wrathbane from the messengers you sent,” Earl Tarlord interrupted, waving a hand. “Don’t waste my time by reminding us of everything we already know. Tell me of what happened next. Of what you did to get closer to your target and of why it is you didn’t return here with Prince Dragor’s blood staining your hands.”

Alestro blinked several times, his handsome features somewhat diminished by the fear which had now painted them.

“The Sky Witch,” he said finally. “She had access to the prince which no other Sinfair held. I realised she was my way in, so I inserted myself into her life. I studied her weaknesses, expecting to need to assassinate her when the time came for me to strike at the prince, but instead I found a simpler path.”

“Which was?” August prompted, disdain in every syllable.

Alestro snorted, pride flashing in his eyes and returning much of the allure to his face in the process.

“The Sky Witch was lonely,” he sneered. “She was so desperate for love that she never even suspected me at all.”

Silence fell in the room, though the pounding in my ears was surely loud enough for every other Fae present to hear it.

“Love?” I breathed, the word tumbling from my lips before I could stop it.

Earl Tarlord tensed beside me but he didn’t pull his gaze from Alestro. “You seduced a Succubus?”

Alestro grinned and there was nothing handsome about it at all. The pounding in my ears had turned to a pulsing, whining drone and I almost didn’t hear his reply.

“I was trained well in the art before embarking on my mission,” he agreed.

August nodded curtly, exchanging a triumphant look with Mina Rancole. I had never had much to do with the Siren who served as Mistress of the Night but I knew well what she trained her subjects in. Her spies posed as whores, bedding our enemies between battles and getting them to pour their secrets out between orgasms.

My eyes snapped to Alestro’s. No one had ever told me that his training had included tuition with Mina. Was I the only person here blindsided by the fact that I had spent the last few years guarding my virtue for my betrothed while he had been sent out to…to…

People were laughing all around me. They found this amusing. They thought what he had done was some accomplishment, and maybe I was supposed to believe that too but…the Sky Witch? She was said to be the most beautiful woman in all of The Waning Lands, one look from her alone enough to drive men to take their own lives rather than risk harming her. They said she fucked her enemies before killing them, slicing their throats while riding their cocks, her bloodlust and power over the dark forces of ether unrivalled, and still he chose to try and play her at her own game?

“She’s the one who cursed you?” I guessed, though my voice was so low I was surprised Alestro even heard it.

“Y-y-y-arghhh.” He fell forward again, fingers ripping into his shirt, and this time he tore it open. Great welts and boils were forming across his skin, starting in the centre of his chest and spreading outwards like some terrible rash.

I leapt to my feet, my chair colliding with the floor behind me, causing August to curse my weak constitution.

“Silence,” Earl Tarlord boomed, and the room fell to quiet aside from Alestro’s heaving sobs where he still tore at the welts on his flesh. “Alestro Sharbone, do you hold within your mind knowledge of something which the great nation of Avanis would greatly desire to hear? Remain silent if it is so.”

Alestro fought to quiet his gasping breaths, but even that appeared to trigger the curse, a blood-curdling scream tearing from him as he fell back onto the ground, welts and blisters forming and bursting all over his flesh. The ripe scent of urine filled the air as he lost control of his bladder and his cries of agony echoed off of the walls.

Earl Tarlord nodded thoughtfully, waving a hand to construct a silencing shield and cut off the tortured sounds of my betrothed’s pain.

“We can question him no further tonight lest we risk this curse killing him for the act of trying to speak. Take him to the healers and send for the Reapers. I will ask them if they might deign to heal him with their magic, or at least see if they can advise us on this curse and how it might be broken.”

“Your Highness,” August simpered, that slick oil back in every word as he addressed the Earl. “If this is indeed the work of the Sky Witch, then not only will the magic be potent indeed but I fear it might only be broken in one way.”

“How?” I begged, my eyes still on the man who was supposed to rise me up again, supposed to lift my family name with his prowess in war while I offered him the generational lineage he desired in turn. Together we should have had it all, but with his lips sealed on his secrets, his time in Stormfell might as well have been spent toiling in the mines.

“Death, of course,” August purred. “If she is the one who cursed him, then her death will break it just as surely as his will.”

Earl Tarlord waved a hand and his guards hurried forward to lift Alestro between them and carry him from the room. The rest of the gathered Fae broke into discussion, contemplating what secrets might be caged within Alestro’s mind.

“Is it an imminent attack?”

“Could they have designed some new weapon?”

“Maybe they’ve formed a plot to break through the barriers?”

“We should get a Cyclops to peer into his mind.”

“A curse like this would be triggered by such invasion and likely transferred onto the offending Cyclops too. Do you know of anyone willing to take that risk?”

“Perhaps we should try it all the same.”

“Be my guest. Isn’t your daughter a Cyclops?”

“I didn’t mean to use my daughter!”

“Oho, so you expect us to force some poor bastard to-”

“Enough!” Earl Tarlord snapped, and silence fell once more. “You all bicker like fishwives on market day. I will consult with the Reapers and move forward from there. Lady Septa, do you require some time to yourself or would you like to remain with us for the next meeting?”

I blinked up at this brute of a man, his hard eyes offering no glimpse into his motivations, but for some reason it seemed that he was actually considering what these events had just done to me and asking how best I might like to deal with it.

I considered his offer. Did I wish to run to my chambers and sob at the injustice of it all? Yes. I did. But would I?

Fuck that.

“I’ll remain, thank you, Earl Tarlord. I do believe a distraction will serve me better than weeping.”

The corners of his mouth twitched the most infinitesimal amount and then he was looking to the door beyond the long windows which gazed out over his nation and gesturing for whoever waited beyond it to enter.

I gave my attention to the matters which were brought before him, offering my opinion when it seemed appropriate and holding my tongue when I had nothing of value to say. But throughout it all, as the hours passed and no more words were spoken of my betrothed and the debacle of his return, a face kept company with my thoughts. The beautiful face of a woman who I only knew through tales of war and sketches I’d seen of our most powerful enemies. A woman with pink hair and cold eyes who had let my betrothed seduce her. A woman whose life now stood between me and all I had worked so very hard for. A woman whose death might just be the key to my fortunes finally changing. A woman who was, in fact, a witch.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Never rest, Everest.

My heart pounded with adrenaline as I strode out of the training courtyard in the Vault of Frost, leaving my combat training session with several victories. I was dressed for success today in a long-sleeved navy corset that had silver swirls rising up the bodice like surging waves. My trousers were the same colour to match with the sea serpent Typhon swirling around my left leg in that same silver stitching. I’d fitted slim guiser-metal pads into the lining over my thighs, shins, forearms and stomach for protection against magical casts. They could withstand the hard strike of ice so well that I had barely felt it when the Minotaur Alexus Torvin had thrown an ice-coated fist straight to my gut.

The truth was, I was growing ever stronger, more skilled, my power a beacon inside me that blazed brighter with each passing day. Where I failed, I learned; no longer dwelling in despair but growing from each mistake. I had to be better than I was yesterday, that was my cardinal rule. But some days that felt truer than others, and today was one of them.

A tickle on my neck made me think of Calcifiend, but the little Sayer Dragon had disappeared a few nights ago, no doubt returning to the company of his master. I didn’t like to admit that there was a cold, hollowness to my quarters without his steady breaths beside me in the night.

Sometimes I found my feet trailing to the door, cracking it open to seek out Harlon in the dark. And sometimes two red eyes stared back at me from the gloom, and I shut the door tight. If Kaiser insisted on guarding me like a dog with a scrap of meat, then let him waste his nights, let him grow tired by losing so many hours to sleep and suffer in his training. I, in the meantime, would be growing all the more powerful in preparation of the fateful day I took his life.

I made a path for the stairwell that led to my quarters, only to pause as a cry of anguish sounded from a passage to my right. Curiosity was my bane, because my feet started tracking that way. I should have learned not to chase screams into the dark at Never Keep, but a part of me always sought danger, thriving on the thrill of jeopardy. It was why I knew I was destined to be a warrior and dive into the fray of battle, one day crowning myself as a queen of carnage.

Another anguished cry made my footsteps quicken, that voice suddenly familiar. Galomp.

I pushed my steps to a run, rounding a corner to find Ransom in his Merrow form, his muscular body covered in thick, razor-sharp scales that were darkest blue, spines coating his knuckles and a length of spikes running up his back. He had hold of Galomp from behind, one thick arm banded around his neck and the other holding a small cutlass to his side.

Alina had her hand slapped to Galomp’s forehead, her two eyes merged together into a single bulbous one as she used her Cyclops Order to get inside his head.

Galomp whimpered, his eyes unseeing while he was lost to her psychic power, and anger sparked in my chest.

“His legs,” Alina laughed. “What ugly things they were, is that why you walk like a maimed elephant?”

I lunged at Alina from behind, grabbing a fistful of her black hair, making her shriek as I whirled her around and slammed her head against the nearest wall. The second I released her, she came at me with a blur of ice shards shooting from her hands but I melted them fast, the cold water splashing against me instead.

My fist connected with her nose, but before I could do more, Ransom dragged me away from her with whips of water while her shriek punctured my ears.

I was twisted around to face my half-brother and he shoved Galomp to the floor where he panted in the wake of Alina’s mind attack.

The cracks in my soul ripped deeper and I turned Ransom’s water chains to ice, shattering them with a blast of my magic. The ice crashed to the floor around me and I ran at him, forging a frozen blade in my grip while unsheathing my dagger from its concealed place in my trousers.

The scales coating Ransom’s body rippled, every sharp edge pointing outwards to protect his skin from my oncoming strikes, and in the same moment, he cast ice beneath my feet, sending me skidding toward him at an alarming pace.

I swung my ice blade at his chest and it shattered against his scales, but the darkness in me rose, answering the call of the fight and that beautiful, mysterious power somehow came to me in offering.

I cast at him all at once, every ounce of it spilling from me into him and his scales shivered out of existence, leaving him exposed as I crashed into him.

My dagger swung for Ransom’s neck, death calling his name. I was lost to the madness of the fight, remembering all my brother had done to me. The chasing, the beatings, the torment.

He staggered away from me in shock, backing up against the wall, his hands raised to cast, but no magic came out. He was weak, exposed, an ant beneath my heel.

“Everest, stop!” he cried and stars help me, the fear in his eyes melted a part of my hardened heart. I skimmed the blade past his neck, driving it into a gap between the bricks beside his head, the ringing of metal on stone punctuating my decision.

Ransom sunk slowly down the wall to the floor, sagging there beneath me with his throat bobbing. Naked and panting, reduced to nothing.

“How…how did you do that?” he rasped.

I drew back a step, tugging my dagger from the wall, unsure if I should have shown him the secret of the power I possessed. But I was done with him thinking of me as weak. I was a fearsome thing to behold and it was time he knew it.

Ransom tried to get up but I raised my hand in warning, water swirling at my fingertips. “You’re going to give me the key to your quarters or I’ll cut my name into your forehead and ensure everyone knows who put you on your ass, Ransom Rake.”

“Don’t do it, Ran,” Alina hissed and I glanced over my shoulder, finding her backing down the hall, clearly in no way planning to help Ransom out. “I’ll get the others.”

“No, Alina,” Ransom snapped, his ego too damn big to let all his friends witness him beaten. Especially by me.

My half-brother reached for the clothes he had taken off when he’d shifted, tossed in a pile beside Galomp who was curled into a ball on the floor. He reached into his trouser pocket, taking out a brass key, his lips tight as he stared at it then reluctantly handed it to me.

My fingers curled around it, my chin lifting with victory. “What room?”

He gave me the directions in a mutter and I stepped aside, gesturing for him to scurry away with his bitch of a friend. He grabbed his clothes, pushing to his feet and lingering in front of me with his brow furrowing.

“You’re becoming more than I thought you ever could be, runt,” he murmured. “What the fuck is your Order?”

I remained silent, glaring at him coldly, the truth tucked tight in my throat. He growled a curse then shouldered past me and rushed away with Alina, neither of them looking back.

I let out a breath, soaking in my victory then dropping to Galomp’s side, resting a tentative hand to his arm.

“Oh no,” he groaned, his eyes squeezed shut and his fingers pawing at his temples. “Bad. Very bad. I do not like it. Please. I do not like this.”

“Galomp, it’s me. Everest,” I said gently. “You’re okay. They’re gone.”

He squinted up at me, his hands falling still as he released a shaky breath. “She saw the bad things, Miss Everest. The very bad things. Now they are here again and I do not know how to make them go away.”

“Tell me them,” I said softly. “Maybe they’ll go away if you speak them aloud.”

He nodded, wincing a little. “It was back when I was young. Only small, four or five. I was born with legs that tried to walk opposite ways, they said. They got worse and worse until I could not walk without limping. It hurt. It hurt so bad.” He winced again.

I ran my hand over his shoulder in a soothing circle, doing for him what my mother had done for me as a child.

“It’s okay,” I echoed her words, unsure if there was enough sweetness left in me to soothe him like my mama had been able to soothe me. “You’re safe.”

Galomp nodded, releasing a shaky breath. “Uncle hid me away. He didn’t want the world to cast me out. Legs like those can’t run into battle. Legs like those are good for nothing.” A tear slid down his cheek and my heart squeezed for him, knowing exactly what it was like to face the rejection of this war-bound world. “He begged the Reapers to come and heal me, said he would pay them any price. Said he would give all he had, but they would not come. So he…he… did what he did. He had to. I am glad he did it.”

“What did he do?” I whispered.

“He broke them,” he whimpered. “Tied me down and broke them, snap, snap, snap, they went, then he bound them with metal rods until I was straight again. Oh the pain, Miss Everest. I screamed and screamed. Sometimes I still scream when I dream of it. But Uncle did what he had to do. He made me right. He fixed me, Miss Everest. He gave me a chance to be a warrior. I am most grateful to him, I am.”

“I’m sorry you went through that,” I said, hurting for him. “I can’t imagine the pain.”

He reached for me, his hand curling around my arm as he drew me closer, and I hesitantly leaned down and embraced him. It felt so unnatural, every wall and block I had put up to keep people away was screaming for me to stop. But I didn’t. Because Galomp was worth being vulnerable for.

He released a shuddering breath and drew himself together, releasing me with a nod of thanks. “Oh dear, oh no, I am sorry to blubber. I do not like to be a bother.”

“You’re no bother,” I said firmly. “Now come on. Stand up on those strong legs of yours and show the world it can’t break you.”

He smiled a little as we rose to our feet and he wiped the tears from his cheeks. “That is better.” He took my hand, unfurling my fingers to reveal Ransom’s key, then let out a guffawing chuckle. “Oh boy. You have claimed a room. And a good room too. It is close to mine. Come!”

Galomp turned and ran back up the corridor and I raced after him, bounding along and revelling in what I’d achieved. Was I under any illusions that Ransom wasn’t going to come at me again with the full might of his gang around him? Absolutely not. My brother was as stubborn as I was - it might have been the only trait we shared.

Galomp led me up the tower with the stairs that were made of pure, clear ice. Water swirled inside them along with a school of magical fish that occasionally burst into pockets of light then reappeared elsewhere. I followed Galomp to the highest floor and he grabbed my hand, practically prancing as he towed me after him.

The ceiling of the long corridor was painted with a mural of the sea, the giant serpent Typhon coiling through the middle of a raging ocean and all types of creatures reaching toward him. There were only a few doors up here despite the length of the hall.

“That’s my room,” Galomp pointed to one entrance then dragged me to the end of the hallway and pointed to the door awaiting us there. “This one is yours now, Miss Everest.”

“I’m surprised Ransom didn’t try to take over the whole floor,” I said as I pushed the key into the lock.

“Oh he did. He and his mean pals have been trying to find my weak spots for months, yes they have. That Alina Seaman is a nasty toad wench, she is. I do not like Cyclopses, Miss Everest. They find your secrets. Read your mind. Steal your thoughts.” He shuddered.

“Agreed. Especially on the toad wench part.” I smiled at him. He smiled back, and a tug in my chest made me want to step away. Kaské, I’d done it now. I’d gone and started caring about him. We were bonded outcasts for fuck’s sake.

Knowing Galomp had claimed a room up here alongside my fearsome brother on day one at Never Keep really said something about the power he possessed. He hadn’t been hidden away with the spiders and the damp like I had. But hell, I was here now. I couldn’t dwell on my beginning; it was my ending that was going to matter.

The door unlocked, the arrogance of Ransom showing in the fact that he had cast no magical protections on his room the way Vesper had. That might just be his undoing in battle one day.

I had rarely been speechless in my life, but stepping into Ransom’s room stalled all words on my tongue. Never, in all my time at the Keep, had I realised that the rooms I was missing out on in the Vault of Frost would be this beautiful.

A white four poster bed stood to one side in an alcove built entirely from a glass fish tank, the same magical creatures darting along inside it as those contained in the staircase. The sloped ceiling had beams criss-crossing above and icicles hung from the wood, glinting in the glow of a shining chandelier. Beyond the bed, steps led down into a rocky pool where blue lights twinkled beneath its surface and the water swept away toward a vast window. Snowflakes danced beyond it, landing on a balcony to the left of the pool through two large doors.

I swerved into a walk-in closet with a gilt mirror, and it didn’t take long to find my weapons stashed in there under a layer of Ransom’s armour.

Triumphant, I carried them back into my new room, laying them on a collection of navy armchairs beside a roaring fireplace, then headed for the final chamber, finding a bathroom of white, gold and blue that held a giant tub which was almost big enough to swim in.

“This is bullshit, Galomp,” I cursed then I ran for the bed, launching myself onto it and laughing at the feel of the softest sheets in the world. The mattress practically hugged me and I moaned in delight after so many nights sleeping on a hard, unrelenting floor.

“It is the shit of a bull?” Galomp questioned with a frown.

“Yes! The shit of a bull, Galomp – now come help me gather up Ransom’s things.” I sat up with a mischievous grin on my face. “We have work to do.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The snow on this side of the border was almost entirely gone, patches of melted and re-frozen slush hiding in the shadows all that remained to say it had ever touched down here at all.

The sun was dipping towards the horizon, still visible above the trees which were growing more abundant with every step we took. The coil of smoke I’d set as our destination had become little more than a whisp that was almost impossible to pick out against the glare of the dying light but I was determined to find its source all the same. We needed fresh supplies and that meant risking an encounter with the Fae of Pyros to claim them.

Bastian prowled ahead of me at my command, the rope which bound his hands together held in my fist to connect us.

He’d said nothing to me since I’d pointed him in the direction I wanted him to take and done nothing other than precisely what I’d instructed.

I’d have loved to believe that my prisoner had given in to this fate and his captivity at my hands but there was nothing about the beast I’d bound to my will which would suggest anything of the sort.

I fought a shiver as the northerly wind swept around us, the bite of it stinging my hands and cheeks.

I eyed Bastian’s bare back for some sign that he too was suffering from the sting of the cold but there was no gooseflesh lining his skin, no shivers wracking his near-naked body. In fact, he strode along wearing a knotted blanket with the same confidence Prince Dragor held while wearing his finest battle leathers. I supposed his attire was the least of his concerns but there was a menacing kind of confidence to him which left me on edge. By no means had I tamed this wild creature.

The ink decorating his skin roamed across the expanse of his back and my gaze kept falling to it, the strong lines and bold patterns depicting stars spilling from a dark sky across his shoulders which became the backdrop for a depiction of The Tower card from a tarot deck that dominated the rest of his back. I didn’t want to be curious about him, didn’t want to ask a single question of him but the reasoning for that card taking up so much space on his body was nagging at me.

The Tower itself was like every tattoo on him, entirely painted in black ink, running down the centre of his spine, its top struck by lightning bolts while flames consumed it and Fae leapt to their death from its windows. The artwork was among the best I’d ever seen, the flames seeming to flicker, the terror on the faces of the falling Fae so real that I could feel their panic as I looked upon them trapped there mid-fall, ever awaiting their doom. The card the tattoo was based on meant chaos, disruption and destructive change and I couldn’t help but feel like that description was nothing short of apt for the beast of a man who bore it.

The question was, what form of destruction would he reap upon me?

“Why The Tower?” I asked as the sounds of our footsteps became a burden of endless repetition which I felt desperate to break. My trips across The Waning Lands prior to this one had always included the company of my two twisted shadows and their banter and bickering had always filled the silence on the road in the best of ways.

I realised now that the only happiness I had ever really known had been during those moments with the two of them, traversing the lands we weren’t welcome in, in secret, spending nights on watch and days on our guard. I’d always been so focused on whatever mission we were carrying out but the truth was that my satisfaction in completing those tasks had always been more about the journey than the assassinations, thefts or spy tasks we’d been sent to accomplish. The moment we returned home or became entangled in battles I had to replace the mask I always wore to hide the truth of myself and though I didn’t think I even knew how to remove that mask entirely anymore, it had certainly come closest to slipping when I was alone with Moraine and Dalia in the wild places of this world.

Bastian cut me a look over his broad shoulder, the silver in his eyes molten with contempt.

“Don’t you know your deck well enough to surmise the answer for yourself?” he sneered.

“I know the symbolism well enough, I just wondered if you had a better reason for it than wanting to paint yourself with a sign saying ‘danger’. I figured your general demeanour and the ability to shift into a beast of myth and legend bigger than any other in The Waning Lands warned Fae of that without the need for writing it in ink upon your flesh.”

“Perhaps you should consider painting your body with a warning sign then because you are considerably less intimidating to gaze upon at first glance,” he replied, fixing his eyes on the horizon once more and acting as though I wasn’t at his back, holding his leash.

“I have a fondness for being underestimated,” I countered. “Besides, my reputation precedes me and I can assure you that it’s intimidating enough to forgo any signage.”

Bastian said nothing to that so I pushed on.

“Your reputation however does not precede you. And in a land which has gone so long without Dragons, I have to wonder why that is? How did you stay hidden for so long? And why?”

“Hidden? Is that what you’d call it?”

“What else?”

Bastian rounded on me so fast that I only just managed to dig my heels into the dirt before he yanked on the rope which tethered him to me with enough force to knock me from my feet if I hadn’t been quicker to react. Instead, I was yanked toward him, my chest smacking into his as he advanced on me, his silver eyes flashing with a fury so potent it pinned me in place.

I’d drawn a dagger and pressed it to his throat as he bore down on me, but he didn’t seem to care one bit as the metal dug into his skin.

“There aren’t words for the hell I suffered in that place,” he snarled, smoke rolling up his throat and spilling over my skin as I glared into his eyes, my head tilted back and his angled down to compensate for the massive difference in our heights. The heat of his words scorched the air, the fire in his chest so powerful I could feel the burn of it through my leathers where we were pressed together. “There was only ever dark until…”

“Until what?” I hissed, my heart hammering, my grip on my blade tight, though it might as well have not existed between us at all for all the heed Bastian gave to it.

“Until you,” he exhaled, the brutality of his accusation striking me before he turned sharply away once more and continued to stalk ahead of me.

The rope between us jerked tight, and I jammed my dagger back into my belt as I hurried to match his pace.

I was the reason he’d been freed from that place and now I was the reason he would be returning to it – or worse. I had no real idea what Dragor planned to use him for once I delivered him but that wasn’t my problem. I was only the tool my prince wielded and I’d already found out the hard way what became of letting myself step beyond the bounds of the rules he laid out for me.

There was only one thing left to me now anyway and my vengeance wouldn’t make any space for guilt. Whatever had led Bastian to this moment was no concern of mine.

So I strode into the ever-darkening landscape of my enemies’ lands, a forest closing in around us while my eyes again lingered on The Tower before me and I let myself wonder if the destruction painted on this Dragon’s flesh had always been meant for me. Because I felt at one with that burning tower. All alone in the world with nothing left for me aside from the torment which would haunt me until my inevitable demise.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Someone had hidden Ransom’s clothes all around Never Keep. Statues were dressed in his fine shirts, rooftops were decorated with a collection of fluttering trousers and, rumour had it, the Tiberian Rat shifters had been gifted a collection of his underwear for nesting material. Who would do such a thing?

I smirked as I headed from the Galaseum for my morning instruction, slowing as I passed by Ransom tugging a glove off of a sculpted horse cock on a statue of Centaurus, the half man-half horse holding a bow and looking serene. Ransom snarled as he grabbed the second glove from where I’d stuffed it under the horse’s tail against its asshole. His eyes found mine and I stared him down as his upper lip curled in hatred.

“Hey Ransom, I heard you lost your room to your runt sister,” my brother’s friend, Maria, called to him, sniggering with a group of fellow Raincarvers.

“Shut your face, Maria,” Ransom clipped. “Or I’ll tell everyone about that thing you did with that banana you cast an illusion on.”

Maria turned pink as her friends looked at her in question. “You wouldn’t dare,” Maria gasped.

Ransom gave her a smirk that said he absolutely would dare, and I turned away from them both, smug as hell despite the ‘runt sister’ comment.

At the bottom of the Grand Stair, I spotted Harlon speaking within a silencing shield to the Cardinal Reaper. It was strange to see my friend holding the ear of the most revered Fae in the four lands and I ached to know what they were discussing.

Harlon looked serious, his brow furrowing while they talked. There was an illusion over both of their mouths so that their lips didn’t move in any particular pattern, making it impossible for me to try and read the words they were speaking to each other.

I drifted over to a tapestry of Scorpio on the wall, pretending to admire it while keeping my attention focused on them. They stopped at the base of the stairs, the sea of students parting around them, all of them bowing and calling out praises to the Cardinal Reaper who seemed oblivious to their existence.

He rested a hand on Harlon’s shoulder and my friend raised his chin, a bright determination in his eyes as he nodded, agreeing to something I couldn’t begin to guess at. But it tied a knot in my stomach all the same.

Harlon bowed to Solomon and the regal man swept away from my friend, leaving him there in the crowd.

I cast a little ball of ice between my fingers and sent it flying Harlon’s way, pinging it against his forehead. He frowned, catching my eye and I jerked my chin toward a door beside the tapestry, hoping for a private place to speak.

I slipped through the door when no one was watching, finding myself in a storage room with tightly-packed shelves. The seconds ticked by while I waited for Harlon to follow, a small part of me wondering if he might not come. But the door finally opened and relief flooded me as he closed it behind him.

I rushed forward, throwing my arms around his neck and he pulled me close, letting out a heavy breath that tickled my skin.

“It’s good to see you, Ever,” he murmured against my ear. “Are you staying out of trouble?”

“Do you want me to coddle you with a lie or tell you the truth?” I grinned as I stepped back, but he didn’t smile in return.

“You don’t understand the danger that lurks here.”

“I might not understand it, Harl, but I’m damn well aware of it. And this shit goes deeper than I thought. I know what happened to those portals.”

“You do?” he hissed, gripping my arm. “The Reapers are losing their minds over the destruction. They have no leads. No clues.”

“Well I’m not going to be a lead or a clue,” I said firmly, knocking his hand off of me. “This information needs to be taken back to Cascada. I think whatever’s going on here could change the tide of the war.”

“You really won’t tell me?” he asked, hurt lacing his tone.

“You’ll tell the Cardinal Reaper,” I said thickly, the accusation casting space between us. An echoing void that I had never once felt in all my years of knowing him.

He said nothing for a minute, confirming my suspicions were correct. “He’s on our side. Why would he have me looking into his Reapers here if he was a part of this? Why would he bother to lie to me? He could kill me easily enough. What possible reason could you find not to trust him?”

“I have a feeling,” I said stubbornly.

“A feeling?” he scoffed. “That’s it?”

“I know I’m right about this.”

“I think you’re just too damn stubborn to admit you could be wrong about something.” He took a step toward me and I was reminded of how big he was, the Bear Shifter in him always so close beneath his powerful frame. “Answer me this, Ever. Assuming I am right and the Cardinal Reaper truly wishes to stop the bloodshed that’s been happening in the Keep, and destroy that monstrous thing they’re hiding here…could this information you have damage Cascada if you withhold it?”

The question rang in my head and I was forced to consider his words. If the Cardinal Reaper knew that Prince Dragor had destroyed the portals, would he hold him accountable? Expose the act and perhaps even demand his execution? By telling no one, I could be letting a prince of Air keep breathing. Even if the Cardinal Reaper was involved in the dark deeds at Never Keep, surely he would want Prince Dragor killed before he could spread the secrets he knew. By saying nothing, I might as well be protecting him. And I’d be damned if I’d ever do that.

“Prince Dragor destroyed the portals,” I revealed and Harlon’s eyes widened.

“The Skyforger?” he blurted. “But why? And how could he possibly have known about them in the first place?”

I shrugged, knowing nothing more. “I followed him into the secret passages and-”

“You did what?!” Harlon snapped, eyes flaring. “I told you not to go back down there. If they catch you, they will kill you.” He grabbed my hand, tugging me closer. “I cannot lose you.”

His fingers were hot against mine, wrapping firmly around my scarred hand and reminding me of all our days spent in the sun. But so much had changed. So much stood between us now.

“I miss us,” I whispered into the dark, hating how pathetic I sounded. Despite our old life being anything but perfect, it had once contained days where nothing bad happened at all. Now it was like the bad was drawn to me, like it lived between my flesh and bone.

It wasn’t long until graduation, and then what? Harlon would either remain here among the twisted Reapers of the Keep or be stationed in another land. We were going to be separated, possibly permanently. And I didn’t know how to stop that from happening. But at the same time, it wasn’t like I wanted to return to the past. I’d been made stronger here, I’d harnessed my magic in ways I’d never imagined. I was becoming what I had always longed to be, but I feared what it was going to cost me in the end.

Harlon squeezed my fingers. “What I’d give for one more hour in the ocean with you.”

“Everything is so complicated now,” I breathed.

He nodded, solemn as he reeled me closer. He didn’t smell the way he used to, the sea salt absent from his skin, leaving only a faint citrus tang in its place. But even that part of him was muted by the scent of incense clinging to his golden cloak.

“I would kiss you if I hadn’t promised not to,” he growled and my heart rate elevated. “I would devour you just once more, even if that was all the stars let me claim.”

“The Harlon I knew never cared about breaking rules.” I fisted my hand in that fate-tarred cloak and dragged him closer, the air sparking, electrified by the want for something sweet to veil the bitterness of our reality.

“You’re right. Who am I becoming?” He let that question hang there for all but a heartbeat before his mouth came down on mine, hard and wanting, pushing my lips apart with his tongue and kissing me furiously. He drove me back against some shelving as I tangled myself around him, feeling the thrashing of his pulse and tasting the desire on his lips.

I shoved the gold cloak from his shoulders, wanting to find my Harlon beneath it, and he growled his approval, hitching my leg over his hip and grinding against me. I inhaled at the feel of his hard cock through his trousers and I bit his lip with a moan of want, but he shoved me back.

“Don’t mark me,” he warned. “I’ve not yet learned to heal.”

I nodded, my throat thickening as his eyes became hooded. “You can mark me though, Harl. You can bite me, bruise me-”

“Is that what you want?” he asked in confusion. “For me to hurt you?”

“Pain is passion, especially in a world as unforgiving as this one. I want you to set a fire in my skin that never stops burning.” I dropped my gaze to his mouth, then to the firm set of his shoulders. He was a truly beautiful man, but there was a riddle in my mind whenever I thought of us being more, and I didn’t know the answer to it.

“I’ll show you what passion looks like, Ever.” He dropped to his knees, pushing my skirt up and gazing at me with a fervent look that offered me the world.

I hesitated, hanging in that moment between everything changing and everything staying the same. But I’d never been able to stand stagnancy.

I nodded, slinging my leg over his shoulder and holding my skirt high for him so he could access my underwear. He kissed my clit through the silken material, making me gasp, my back arching as his fingers rubbed between my thighs until he could feel my wetness soaking through them. He slowly dragged them to one side, exposing my pussy and slicking his tongue over my clit with a soft movement that made me shiver.

I moaned, my head tipping back, and he did it again; slow, then fast before driving one finger inside me and curling it, pressing down on that perfect spot. It felt so good to be touched again, my skin, starved of contact, prickled with need. And as he rolled his tongue over my clit once more, a fire built between my thighs, the softness of his lips and the heat of his mouth driving me into a frenzy. But fears began to spark in my mind of what this meant for us, clouding the ecstasy rising in my body.

I fisted my hand in his hair and he growled into my pussy, licking me faster as I drove my heel into his back. But my mind kept darting in ten directions and doubts raced through me. This could be it for us. No going back. No friendship to be rekindled if this didn’t work out how we wanted. And what did I want anyway? He was Harlon Brook. The man who had once been my boy in the sun. A boy who had been destined for a greater path, who was now marked as a Reaper, who held the ear of Solomon Imai-

“Harlon,” I rasped, unsure if I was asking him to stop, but it was too breathy for him to know. He laid kisses on my bare flesh, kisses that were hot but didn’t burn. And I so wanted them to burn.

His tongue slicked over me again, but my body was withdrawing, the pleasure an echo instead of a cry. He looked up, frowning at my expression, and slid his finger out of me.

“What’s wrong?” he asked as I let my skirt fall between us and lowered my foot to the ground.

“This…us, I don’t know what I want,” I admitted. “I’m terrified of losing you.”

He rose to his feet, cupping my cheek in his palm. “You won’t,” he said gruffly.

The callouses on his hand were built from sword work and the tough life of Castelorain, but he wasn’t intended for that life anymore. He might never raise a sword again. And the Harlon I knew would have been heartbroken by that fact.

I looked to the gold cloak discarded on the floor and then back to him, the weight of our truth suffocating me. “I already have.”

He shook his head fiercely, a frown creasing his brow. “We can make this work.”

“How? Graduation is coming. It’s only weeks away. And then I’ll go to war, and you’ll stay with the Reapers. There’s no life in which this works. Unless…” I blew out a breath of amusement at the mad thought.

“Unless?” he pushed.

“Unless you run away with me. We head for the wilds or some lonely, far-away isle, anywhere we can get that they won’t find us, and we stay hidden in the shadows.” I said it in a way that told him I was joking, but Harlon didn’t smile.

“You wouldn’t have to hide. Only me,” he said thoughtfully. “You’ll be a warrior, able to go off to war, but you could come to me when you return.”

“And what life is that for you?” I scoffed. “Dammit, you were meant for battle, Harl. The stars cursed you with two elements, it was no gift.”

He frowned, his hand falling from my face. “We shouldn’t be speaking of the stars this way. They chose our fate, maybe we should be more grateful,” he murmured, though he didn’t seem sure.

“You think they care for two vagrant souls like ours?” I laughed, but he remained melancholy.

“I’ve seen their wrath,” he said darkly. “Do not scorn them, Everest.”

“Don’t berate me like a child,” I warned.

He sighed, regarding me for a moment and then picking up his cloak. “Stay out of trouble.” He wrapped the cloak around his shoulders, marking him as one of them once more.

“I like trouble.”

“I mean it, Ever.”

“So do I.”

He broke a smile at last, his eyes lingering on me before he slipped out of the door and left me there with the breath falling heavily from my lungs.

Perhaps I should have told him about the quick exit I was planning on graduation day. I had a scheme that would ensure I returned to Cascada before Kaiser Brimtheon could get his claws in me and take me to The Matriarch. I didn’t know how many chances I was going to get to speak with Harlon again before that day. But the next time I did, I might just have to say goodbye.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Ipressed my back to the rough bark of the pine tree I was using to take cover and peered out carefully. I narrowed my eyes at the small raiding village we’d found sheltered between low hills on this rocky outcrop at the edge of Pyros’s civilisation.

At a guess, I estimated there were no more than a hundred Fae residing here, the place an outpost with the intention of relaying information about Skyforger movements. They weren’t even set up for battle, instead the buildings were camouflaged, dug into the earth and hidden beneath trees and rocks. I doubted it would have been visible at all from above.

There were watchpoints camouflaged in the treetops and hidden telescopes which jutted out between stones, their glass tips occasionally catching in the sunlight. We were lucky to have found this place at all – the smoke we had seen hadn’t been from a fire but from a training session the soldiers posted here had been taking part in. I could tell now that no smoke would usually stain the sky here to give the location away.

As we’d crept closer to the village, we’d passed a unit of twenty foot soldiers all headed toward the magical barrier, no doubt set to investigate the disturbance we’d caused when crossing through it.

My training had saved us, the faint taste of their desires on the wind alerting me to their approach and buying us the time we’d needed to hide ourselves. I’d stolen a whisper of magic from several of them when they’d passed but not enough to alert them to our presence. Sadly, that also meant it wasn’t enough to gain me any real kind of advantage either, but I savoured the small trickle of power in my veins none the less.

“A settlement this small won’t fail to recognise strangers,” Bastian commented in a low baritone which made my heart leap in surprise. The Dragon hadn’t deigned to talk to me since the discussion over his tattoo and I arched a brow as I turned my focus from the hidden town to the place where he currently lurked behind another broad tree.

“Best hope we don’t alert them to our presence anyway – unless of course you were planning to do just that? Though if that were the case then I have to say you’re taking your time over enacting your plan.”

“Why would I exchange such a pretty captor for some Blazer scum? Seems rather pointless to me,” he drawled though the way he called me ‘pretty’ told me he meant it only as an insult - which I chose to ignore.

“Blazer? What are you, eighty? No one’s called the Flamebringers Blazers since my great grandmama was born,” I scoffed, turning my focus back to the settlement.

“Are you close to your grandmother then? No doubt she finds your cold demeanour and lust for death delightful.”

“Obviously not,” I deadpanned, not rising to his bait. Obviously he knew who I was and what I was born from. I was yet to meet any Fae who didn’t.

“Because she’s dead or because you’re a loveless bitch?”

I glanced at him despite myself, narrowing my eyes. “Well now, that might just be the sweetest compliment I’ve ever gotten. But clearly I wouldn’t know the first thing about my grandmother.”

“What’s clear about it?” he asked.

If my eyes narrowed any further they’d have been closed, but I indulged his play of ignorance, curious as to its purpose. “Because I’m crossborn – I thought everyone knew that? My mother and presumably all of her kinsfolk were of the weak-blooded Cascadian variety. I wouldn’t recognise a single one of them even if they stood before me while I spilled their guts across the street. Perhaps that has already been their fate – I lost count of the amount of Raincarver lives I’ve claimed around five years ago, so it’s perfectly possible.”

Bastian watched me with cold, clear eyes and I watched him right back. He’d been too compliant in his captivity thus far and I wasn’t dumb enough to believe he’d given up on his efforts to escape me.

“I take it you’re a Stonebreaker?” I sneered when he failed to offer me any reaction to the words I’d tossed his way.

“What gave me away?” he asked, though he seemed about as interested in this conversation as I was about being on this mission in the first place.

“You didn’t flinch at my mention of the Raincarvers I’ve killed, nor have you yelled for help from the Flamebringers and as I represent the Skyforgers who are hunting you, that left me with the answer.”

“Because the Skyforgers are above keeping one of their own prisoner?” he asked, that steely gaze never breaking from mine.

I scoffed, forcing myself to look away first and once more focusing my attention on the dwelling before us.

“I’m not sure there are any depths a Skyforger wouldn’t plunge to,” I muttered, letting the subject drop.

He wasn’t one of us though. There was a wildness in his eyes which had long since been eradicated from the Fae who occupied the lands of Stormfell. We were a callous, calculating breed, raised in a precise kind of brutality which didn’t allow for the feral spark that he clearly had trouble caging within himself. No, I was certain that Bastian Carderrin was a Stonebreaker and that only made me all the keener to rid myself of his company. I’d had more than my fill of his ilk of man.

There was little chance of me taking note of any routine the Flamebringers might have in this place, what with the majority of it being hidden from view. But the sun was dipping below the horizon and I’d managed to steal enough threads of magic to be able to gild myself in shadow and slip closer. Hopefully.

I dropped to one knee, releasing my hold on the rope which connected me to him and taking my bag from my back before claiming a few sprigs of rosemary from my dwindling supply of herbs. I took the green stone that was still wet with Bastian’s blood and smeared a measure of the sticky red liquid onto the herbs before leaving my pack on the ground and approaching him.

Bastian pinned me with that heavy, ageless stare as I stepped closer, my dagger slipping into my palm in case he made any attempt to strike at me. But he didn’t. He only watched me as I circled him, forgotten words slipping from my lips while I dropped the sprigs of rosemary in a ring around his feet.

I shuddered as the magic of ether rolled down my spine, tasting the caustic flavour of it on my tongue as each syllable slipped free of it.

“Wait here,” I said when it was done, not that he had any choice in the matter now that ether bound him within the ring of bloodied rosemary, but I still hesitated before striding off. Something about the Dragon made me wonder if my power over him would hold, if even ether was strong enough to contain him.

I shoved my hesitation aside, knowing the magic I’d just cast had a time limit regardless of his strength. It would fail within the hour, meaning I needed to return here before that time was up.

Magic simmered through my veins as I called upon it, though its touch was far lighter, so much sweeter than the ancient depths of ether which I swam in all too often. Yet still I returned to the murky depths of the blood magic time and again.

I cast my illusion with as little magic as I dared, wrapping my limbs in shadow and hiding me from sight. At least I hoped so.

I reached out with my gifts, seeking the desires of the Fae closest to me, feeling none beyond the carefully disguised stone wall ahead - though someone was suffering through hunger pangs further into the fortress.

The shadows of the trees stretched out like grasping fingers reaching for the fortress and I kept hidden within them as I crossed the barren land which marked the edge of the woods.

I forced myself to move slowly, to rely on the magic that concealed me. A patch of creeping shadow wouldn’t draw the eye but a blur of racing darkness certainly might.

The beats of my heart felt like the ticking of a clock as I slipped closer to enemy lines, the knowledge that I was alone striking me with every solid tick. I’d crossed into Pyros, Cascada and Avanis all on more missions than I cared to count. But never like this. Never without Moraine and Dalia cackling in the darkness at my back. Never without their blades watching over me and their keen wit lighting the darkest of moments.

My loneliness was all that kept me company now.

My fingers tightened around the hilt of my blade, my desire for vengeance making me crave bloodshed despite the need for subtlety. I couldn’t be caught here. I was outnumbered and too easily recognised but still the ache of war rang out in my bones.

I slipped across the open ground to the edge of the rock face which hid the secret dwelling and began to creep along its outer edge.

The pungent scent of herbs caught my attention as I crept along the cold stone, following the aroma until I found myself at the edge of a haphazard kitchen garden. My stomach rumbled as I took in the rosemary, thyme, mint and sage clinging to life in this barren place. There were carrots and potato plants too, an apple tree still holding on to a handful of fruit, broccoli and cabbages disguised between the shadows. They weren’t laid out in lines and no attempt had been made to remove the weeds which grew between them, no doubt to conceal this place from notice if anyone were to pass overhead and spy it. But I’d spent enough time hungry in my childhood to easily recognise each promise of sustenance.

As I stepped into the small garden, I plucked a sprig of wormwood from a scraggly bush, temptation tugging at me to use it and try to commune with the dead. The Flamebringers probably put it in tonics and healing salves but I’d watched Moya whisper with ghosts with the aid of it enough times to understand how it was done.

My mind hooked on the idea of trying to commune with the dead so tightly that I almost didn’t notice the warmth spreading over me as I moved deeper into the hidden garden. I exhaled slowly, forcing myself to drop the wormwood and concentrate on my surroundings.

The air here was markedly warmer than in the clearing beyond, some use of fire magic clearly in place to keep this garden at a higher temperature and prolong the longevity of the food they were cultivating. Clever. But then the Flamebringers always had been sneaky.

I reached out with my gifts, sensing three Fae within reach, secreted beyond the jagged rocks to my left. One of them was horny, his desire for the female who stood close to him feeding my magic while her desire for him to go the fuck away fuelled it further. I didn’t take too much from them, though the temptation to tug on those wants nagged at me. But I needed them not to notice me and I couldn’t risk alerting them to my presence by taking too much power from them at once.

I surveyed the sprawling garden in the low light, triumph surging as I spotted a well-worn path between the vegetables, boot prints leading to and from the rock formation, marking out a route for me to follow.

Closer I crept in the darkness, my hood concealing all apart from the steel in my gaze as I closed in on the rocks and found a hidden gap between them. Magic prickled at my senses and I hesitated, feeling the barrier ahead of me reaching out to taste my power.

Well, if fire was what it wanted, I could manage that.

I took my flint from my pocket and struck it firmly with my dagger, igniting a spark which I captured on a dash of air magic. I fed the flames until they balled in my hand then launched them toward the barrier, snatching my magic away at the last second so that no whisper of air could grace the magical wall before me.

At the taste of the flames, the barrier fell open and I dashed through it before it could close again at my back, triumph surging through my limbs.

A dark passage cut into the rocks before me and I crept inside, a mouse slipping into the lions’ den. Squeak, squeak, motherfuckers.

Unsurprisingly, I’d entered the kitchen. A long table, well-worn and scarred with countless knife wounds filled the middle of the space, two large cooking fires with wide pots hanging over them beyond it.

I headed straight for the pantry, snatching a hessian sack from the edge of a work bench on my way and trying to ignore the demanding growl of my stomach as I found myself looking at months and months’ worth of stores.

Food, clothes for Bastian because I’d had more than enough of looking at his near-naked body all the damn time, an extra bedroll wouldn’t hurt either and a pack for him to carry his share of our supplies too if I could manage it. Then I’d be gone and the Flamebringers would be left to squabble amongst themselves over who had stolen whose favourite shirt. With a bit of luck, they’d break out into a fight over it and end up gutting each other in the ensuing chaos and-

Shit.

“Who the fuck are you?” the tall man barked, his hand flying to the hilt of his blade as he stepped into the kitchen. I hadn’t felt his desires while congratulating myself on my beautifully sleek entry to this dingy slice of shitsville and now here we were, one of us a breath away from death and the other a damn violent little mouse.

Well, I supposed I was out of options now.

I knocked my hood back, his pupils dilating as he caught sight of my face, his grip on his sword slackening. In that moment of hesitation, I closed the distance between us, stole the air from his lungs and sank my dagger into his heart.

The motherfucker swung for me in his dying moments, his fist grazing my chin and causing me to lurch back. I kicked him solidly in the chest to force him away from me, but that was one hell of a mistake because he went flying straight into the blackened pot which hung over the guttered fire and it crashed to the ground with an almighty racket.

“Infiltrator!” a woman bellowed from the doorway as she burst into the room to investigate the sound, her voice booming out magically and making sure every bastard and their fleas in this place heard it.

My gifts burned beneath my skin as desires struck me like arrows from all around – desires aimed directly at me because every fucker in this place had just been alerted to the presence of an intruder and now they all wanted me dead.

“Oh well, if you insist,” I drawled, snapping my bloodied fingers and forcing the dying Fae to his feet with ether. He was a moment from death, eyes bulging, blood gurgling from parted lips but he had just enough spark left in him for me to force him to hurl himself at the woman who had interrupted us.

She caught him, then caught my dagger to the throat.

I broke into a run, leaping over them as they crumpled to the ground and severing my tie to the ether too. I yanked on the desires which surrounded me, sending the Fae who were coming for me into a frenzy of bloodlust while simultaneously boosting my magic in a rush that made me dizzy.

I burst into a large hall, two long tables marking it out as the dining space and seven Flamebringers meeting me within it.

Fire billowed from all of them at once and I had no choice but to shield against it, wrapping myself in a cocoon of hardened air while the flames licked hungrily all around it.

I sucked in a deep breath then thrust my hand up, snatching all of the oxygen from the room at once.

The flames guttered instantly and three of the Fae facing me fell into a panic, clawing at their throats and dropping to their knees while they fought for oxygen.

The remaining four were better trained, though I had to wonder whether any of them had endured the breath training I had; minutes spent pinned beneath cold water, seconds dragging like hours as my lungs burned with the need for release. Stealing air from our enemies was a tactic my people deployed often, and being able to last the longest without breathing only made the employment of it more devastating.

Death burned in their gazes as they ran at me, swords drawn and pointed at me as one.

I’d faced worse odds but not often alone.

I ducked the first strike of a blade then leapt over the second, air propelling me higher than my jump so that I landed at the back of the closest Flamebringer. My remaining dagger pierced her spine before I spun away, the clash of blades which had been aimed for my head ringing through the air.

I had no time to offer myself any oxygen, the effort of keeping it out of the room in its entirety draining me while I was forced to concentrate on the fight. But I was the only one who had known to hold my breath.

The three remaining Flamebringers ran at me as one, a solid wall of muscle and fury, each of them at least twice my size. But that only meant I was faster.

I dropped to my knees as two swords swung for my throat, my dagger deflecting the third which speared downward.

I punched the central warrior in his manhood as I slipped below their guard, making him whoosh out the breath he was holding and smack into the man on his right. My dagger severed the left asshole’s Achilles and I sprang back to my feet as he fell to the ground with a scream.

The bastard on the right rushed me, his weight colliding with me and taking us to the ground but not before I’d swung for him and the wet slice of my blade through his throat came a beat before blood sprayed down on me where I fell.

He stabbed at me with his sword as he died, his blade striking against my side and cutting into my leathers. But the angle was all wrong for such a long blade and though a sting of pain bit at me, I knew my leathers had taken the brunt of the blow.

I rolled him off of me, swiping blood from my face with the back of my hand while my heart hammered a tune of violent delight.

This was the heart of who I was. This was the bloody truth of me at my core. A monster fit for nothing but bloodshed, a demon set to destroy all that might have been good. Perhaps it was right that I had lost all I’d loved because a beast such as me hadn’t deserved them. And now the last ties on my rotten soul were severed, leaving me to revel in the ruin that I’d become.

My magic guttered out and I sucked in a ragged breath at last. The Flamebringers around me coughed and wheezed but I recovered far faster than them, taking my dagger in my palm and sending it flying on a whip of air.

It spun through the room, slicing throats and piercing hearts. More blood stained the floor, the rush of so much death spiking through me as I reached out to claim it with ether, blood magic falling to my command like a faithful pet come to serve its master.

Boots thundered closer as the rest of the Flamebringers came for me and I smiled a grim, bloody leer as I waited for them eagerly.

Then I gave myself to the darkness within me and washed my soul in their screams as they died.
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I lost count of the kills I’d claimed in that hidden vault of death but as I stumbled back out into the crisp air at last, I found a piece of me waiting in a clearing surrounded by ancient trees devoid of leaves.

Bastian said nothing as I dropped the bag of supplies at his feet and kicked the sprigs of rosemary aside to release him from their hold.

Blood dripped from my hair, my fingertips, the daggers at my belt.

His eyes met with mine and the silence stretched, one ragged breath leading into another as I blinked the haze of battle from my mind.

“That pain in you will feast on this violence,” he said slowly, taking a step closer to me and smearing the blood from my cheek with one calloused thumb. “But you won’t ever satisfy it.”

His touch was blazing hot, a contrast to the blood chilling on my skin and I swallowed roughly, wondering if I should just kill him too and haul his corpse back to Dragor as a fuck you to the prince who had offered me this task in place of the vengeance I needed.

“It will be satisfied once I end the man who caused it,” I growled, stepping back to divide us once more, not wanting the understanding which blazed in his expression - though he hid it fast enough to let me know he had no intention of sharing his truth with me anyway.

“It won’t,” he said slowly, taking the pack of clothes I’d pilfered for him and dressing himself in the Flamebringer garb. “But you already know that anyway.”

I spat at his feet, not wanting to hear any more of his sage advice or solemn council. “When I want the opinion of a Stonebreaker, I’ll ask for it. We’re camping here tonight. I need to bathe and stitch my wounds before we head south in the morning. They have a cell which you’ll be right at home in.”

“I assumed you’d be flying us back to Stormfell now that you’ve recovered your magic?” Bastian said but there was a taunt in his words which told me he already knew I’d wasted the magic I’d stolen from my enemies during the battle I’d just bloodied myself in.

“Well that’s where you made your mistake, captive, because you aren’t here to make assumptions, or judgements, or comments of any kind on what I do or plan to do. Your one and only purpose is to act as payment for my revenge. So if you don’t want to end up like those Flamebringers in there, then I suggest you make good friends with silence because it will be far kinder to you than I will ever be.”

Bastian snorted in amusement as he buttoned the trousers I’d given him then strode towards me, bare chested with ink and scars like twisted shadows across his flesh in the darkness.

He towered over me as he came to stand before me and I glowered up at him while tilting my head back to maintain eye contact with him.

“Silence doesn’t taste as good as your rage, little dove, so I think I’ll keep taking my chances with the latter if it’s all the same to you,” he said in a voice so low it made my skin prickle.

He brushed past me without waiting for a reply and strode towards the outpost I’d now filled with death.

“I’m a mouse, actually,” I told him, uncertain why I’d decided to share my gallows humour with him but the words slipped from my tongue before I could consider them. “Not a dove.”

“A mouse?” he asked, raising a brow which pressed for a further explanation and I was struck with a memory unbidden, of Dalia asking me a similar question when I’d ended up almost as bloody as this during a trip to Cascada which had gone wrong in all the best ways. I’d referred to myself a bothersome moth that time and she’d laughed herself silly while Moraine called me the strangest creature she’d ever known.

I almost told him that then, something about the blood which stained my flesh and the vicious truth of my being wanting a breath of lightness to come steal me away from this moment. Because that was what our jokes and jibes had always been, a little levity in the face of our own destruction, laughter on the back of death’s swift wings. It had kept us sane, or perhaps it had simply made our lack of sanity more bearable. But now here I was, my soul once again stained with the blood of more Fae than I could count, and no one here to give me a wicked grin and mock me for my depravity so that it might feel a little less awful…

“This isn’t the first time I’ve found myself facing unsavoury odds,” I told Bastian, though now my walls were reconstructing themselves as the rush of adrenaline fled my veins and I was wishing I’d never opened my mouth at all. But I wouldn’t balk now that I had. Bravado or bullshit always did force my tongue to keep wagging far past the point most others would stop its motion, Moraine had never quite decided which, but she’d chided me for it all the same.

That mouth of yours gets us into more trouble than all the enemies we hold in The Waning Lands combined.

I refused to allow myself to answer the memory of a dead woman’s words so I pushed on with my explanation to Bastian. “I imagined myself to be a mouse slipping into their midst undetected, stealing from right beneath their noses then slipping away into the dark once more.”

Bastian scoffed, his eyes roaming from the gore on my boots over my bleeding wounds and the cuts in my leathers, taking in every detail right down to the blood which dripped from the strands of my pink hair where it was tangled around my face. My flesh burned beneath his inspection, something about the way he examined me feeling so much more invasive than a simple look should allow, telling me that he was seeing far more than the evidence of battle on my skin.

I didn’t squirm but my jaw tensed, my hand balling into a tight fist. There was judgment in his silver eyes, though it wasn’t for the death I’d just brought to this place, more like for the rotten truth of all I was.

“A mouse does what it must to survive despite all the world trying to devour it or wishing its existence would cease for no other reason than the pure bother of it,” he said finally. “I can see how the comparison fits.”

He turned away without another word, the dismissal like a slap of cold water to my face, the audacity of his words drenching my soul in ice. And of course it was the truth in them that bit the deepest, the knowledge that there were only ever two people who saw me as anything other than he had just described and they were long gone now, leaving me all alone to scurry through the emptiness of this world without them, waiting for my fate to catch up with me at last.

I ground my teeth as I followed Bastian, my muscles tensing in anticipation of a strike or him attempting to flee but he simply strode through the compound at my command, saying nothing of the butchered corpses we passed and making no complaints when I directed him into the cell I’d found.

I tossed the bag of remaining clothes in after him followed by a plate stacked with food and a flagon of water. All the time he watched me with the corner of his lips hooked up just a little. Like there was some joke here that I was missing the punchline for.

When I banged the cell door closed on that smug expression, I expected to be left with a sense of relief, knowing I could rest easily for at least one night without having to worry about him using my respite to escape.

But even after I’d found and made use of a bathing tub, cleaned my flesh of the blood, stitched my wounds and retired to a bed in one of the hidden chambers, I still couldn’t settle. The spark in that damn Dragon’s eyes kept haunting me and eventually I had no choice but to drag the bedding out into the corridor beyond his cell to set up camp there.

Bastian smiled at me as I made up my bed beyond the bars that caged him. And I smiled darkly back in turn, refusing to let him rattle me. Or maybe we were both baring our teeth. One monster acknowledging another. Because I was no more fooled by his apparent obedience than he was by my sweet face. And we both knew the coming days and weeks would only reveal more of what we were at our cores. I supposed the real question was whether either of us would survive the other.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

The anger thickened then lessened, my mind clouding, fogging, until…

Quiet.

The stillness in my head, the slow repetitive and unwavering beat of my heart brought me back to my usual neutrality. Occasionally, however, when Everest Arcadia got too close, she stoked up a fire in my flesh that was somehow kindled from the passive silence of my soul. I couldn’t decipher what it was about her that was capable of invoking my wrath. It had been a long time since I’d felt any such thing, too long to truly remember how that particular emotion was capable of clawing through my chest.

Sometimes I grasped snippets of a time when my heart had been a raw thing that felt the pain of this world, but those memories were fleeting, entirely separate from me, like viewing them through the eyes of another. How could that boy have become this man?

I knew why, but the how was hard to recall. It had happened abruptly, one moment my heart had been full of grief and the next, silence. Like the stars had muted my pain and all other emotions along with it. North had tried to analyse me, declaring it was my natural instincts kicking in to stop this world from ever getting its teeth in me. It hadn’t mattered. Not until the moment a Raincarver had followed me to my quarters with the intent to murder me and instead had incited a carnal fury from the depths of my unfeeling soul.

After all these years of nothingness, it seemed the stars had decided to lead that woman onto my fated path and gift her a power that burned through more than magic, breaking through whatever shutters I had closed over my emotions too. At least temporarily. Either that or the vicious little Raincarver was just so infuriating a creature that she aggravated a response out of me like no other had before. Certainly a viable possibility.

I deliberated each move I had made since I’d discovered what she was. Every action had a reaction and mine more than most. I was built to make choices for the sake of Pyros and I knew the cost of failure. Brothers and sisters alike had fallen because of one poor choice, a single act resulting in their downfall. I could not afford to be like them; there was too much at stake while I investigated the Reapers here at Never Keep on The Matriarch’s orders. But making a Raincarver my Fearsire was a decision that could equal my end as surely as it could equal my ascension. And more importantly, Mirelle’s ascension.

I had acted quickly, recklessly perhaps, but given a chance, any number of my enemies could get their hands on Everest at Never Keep and claim her as a weapon for their own land.

This way, she was entirely under my control and could not breathe a word of the soul-tie that now linked us.

Of course, it came with more complications than I would have liked, but there was always a price to pay for an advantage in war. Just a few more weeks and we would all be free to leave the Keep and I could bring her back to The Matriarch, a gift to the land of fire and a promise of our triumph.

Everest herself was still in denial of her own power, but I had read every text in Pyros that contained mention of the Void. It was a weapon that could neutralise our enemies’ magic and their Orders; nothing fit that description more than her. My mother would be able to claim the crowns from all rulers and declare herself their queen. That was a fate I would gamble my life on, and I would not fail her.

A shadow flickered in my periphery and I reached out with the senses of my Order, tasting fear on the air and turning my head partially in the direction of the approaching Fae. I was sitting in an armchair by a window in the lounge in the Vault of Embers which overlooked the sloping roofs, watching the snow settle upon the tiles.

Moonlight glinted through the clouds, but they were growing thicker, soon to smother the light from the celestial being entirely.

“Speak,” I growled, not bothering to give the Fae my full attention but letting my hand settle upon the hilt of my sword where it rested against the arm of my chair. That motion would be enough to warn them not to waste my time.

“Forgive me, Esrin.”

I waved a hand at that name to show it was unnecessary. The meaning in old Pyros was ‘prince’ and it was a word used by many of the Ember Wing – The Matriarch’s ruling mob. They hailed her adopted children as star-chosen princes and princesses when truly we were nothing more than bloodthirsty warriors like the rest of them.

I had garnered much of their attention thanks to my success as a spy, stealing information from enemy tongues and bringing it home to Pyros. Only un-Awakened Fae could walk untouched through the magical barriers bordering the other lands - a fact little known by the masses and long may it remain that way. My Order’s Emergence had brought hailed cries to The Matriarch’s door, the power I possessed a boon to Pyros, and my predicted greatness had not gone unnoticed by my peers.

“A letter has arrived for you from The Matriarch herself.” The sweaty-looking boy thrust it at me and I caught a flash of his fear over the possibility of embarrassing himself, a taste of the horror he felt at the idea of falling flat on his face in front of me.

I grunted in acknowledgement, taking the scroll and turning my attention back to the snowfall, dismissing him with that single move of my head.

A crash sounded as he stumbled and fell in his haste to leave, and a sweet wave of his fear rushed through me as his nightmare came to fruition.

My magic swelled a little. Before my element of fire had been Awakened, I could taste fears through my Order form, but it was a far stronger experience now that it fed my power. I’d experienced terror through many Fae in the past, but there was nothing like the flood of power I gained in the moment before a Fae’s death now, the harsh, ruthless tide of fear gifting me magic untold.

Torture was similar, the peaks higher, but a true fear of death was unmatched, especially when I was the one delivering the killing blow. The rush of power I gained wasn’t quite akin to the emotion of pleasure, though it was close. Better than fucking women whose names I never managed to remember, but even the bite of death didn’t deliver me the true high I always found myself chasing.

I’d heard North groaning into the flesh of more than one Fae as he found release like no other. I’d watched him smile and kiss and drink in the pleasures of this world, and I had known deep in my soul that I would never feel even a measure of what he was capable of experiencing in life.

His laughter carried to me now from across the lounge and others laughed with him, at ease, enjoyment a thing North Brimtheon found in all circumstances. This life suited him. His Werewolf nature demanded the company of others, and it was there that he thrived. Why he still bothered with my lifeless, inanimate self, I was yet to understand, but he always had affection to offer me, never seeming to run short on it, while I remained desolate in return.

My smiles for him were false, if ever I wore one at all, only doing so because Mirelle had once told me how fiercely it pained North that I showed him no love. I knew how to pretend just enough to keep him appeased and I did so out of loyalty to him and Mirelle. They were both the reason I still breathed, after all.

“Kai!” North crowed. “Come over here. We’re playing Graves.”

I had never understood the appeal of board games, but North had a fascination with them, particularly Graves which was a strategic war game. I hadn’t grasped the point of deliberating moves in a false battle, because if I were to spend time strategizing it would be against my enemies in pursuit of victory for Pyros. Not for the sake of idle…enjoyment?

Still, North never failed to invite me to play his trivial games and I indulged him whenever he insisted enough. There was a time when I had always beaten him, until Mirelle had pulled me aside and told me that North was embarrassed by his losses and it would be good for me to let him win sometimes.

So now I won just often enough to sell the lie that North was better at Graves than me, but not so often that he realised I allowed him his victories. North’s ego was fragile, I understood that to a degree, though it was difficult for me to fathom the way emotion played into his sense of importance in the world. From where I was standing, he and all of my other brothers and sisters were inherently valuable for the pure reason that they were truly living. I longed to feel even a fraction of their emotions, but instead, all was still.

Five rounds later, North secured his win and declared his victory over me to the entire room. His ego was, as Mirelle put it, his shortcoming. Damage it, and he would become rash, but nurture it, and he would flourish.

Once North’s parade was done, he looked my way, his head tilting and a frown drawing his brows low. “Your hair’s getting long, and shit, look at that stubble on you. I’ve been neglecting you, Kai.”

He jerked his head and I followed him out of the lounge, down the corridor to the fine quarters he had secured himself. For a Wolf, he was more of a loner than he let on. He brought his pack to his room for sex, but he never slept among them despite their whining. He preferred the quiet company of the moon more often than not, and I was one of the few Fae he kept truly close. Perhaps his fondness of me was to do with my absent nature, and because I didn’t interrupt him while he talked.

His room was adorned with mahogany and dark curtains that were parted to let in the moonlight. He dragged a wooden chair beside the fireplace and I took a seat, waiting while he fetched his grooming blades. North dabbed shaving cream against my jaw, covering my stubble before beginning the process of scraping it off with a sharp blade.

“You’d look like a wolverine if it wasn’t for me,” North jibed. “How long would you let it grow before you cut it?”

“Until it hindered my fighting skills, I suppose,” I said, having no care for such things outside of practicality. But North always ensured I looked as presentable as he did. I’d never cared for my looks in the way he seemed to. The way he checked his reflection several times a day had never made sense to me, but much didn’t make sense to me in this world.

Mirelle had asked me if I envied North, describing the feeling of a burning want for something I didn’t have. But I’d never experienced that. Not toward him, or any other Fae.

Once I was clean shaven, he started on trimming my hair, styling it in that way he preferred on me, with my hair slightly longer on the left than the right.

North took his time over it, making it perfect - just like he made everything he did perfect. He was precise to the point of unnecessary, but I didn’t complain. I never grew tired of his fussing, nor impatient for him to finish. I knew of these feelings, thanks to him and Mirelle’s teachings, and from my own observations too. But when it came down to it, the only real emotions I could recall experiencing in recent history pivoted entirely around my Fearsire.

Rage. That was its name. Yes, I had witnessed plenty of Fae descend into the madness of that feeling, but never once had I felt it myself before her. Not since… well, a time long lost. A time that might as well have been a dream for all the use it did me now.

“What’s this?” North noted the scroll sticking out of my pocket, claiming it for himself and unrolling it. He clucked his tongue, eyes darkening as he read the words on it. “She writes to you only, as usual. And she signs off with ‘look out for your brother’, how fucking thoughtful of her.” He passed the scroll back to me, shaking his head and I tried to work out what he was feeling. “Does she not realise it’s me looking out for you more often than not? But the courtesy of a letter fails her when it comes to me. It could have been carried here in the claws of the same damn raven, yet she scorns me as always.”

“I do not believe she wishes to scorn you,” I said.

“That’s precisely what she wishes,” he griped then sighed, leaning down to check the length of my hair. “She will not come between us.”

“Never,” I agreed, reaching up to clasp his arm and squeezing tightly, giving him what I knew he needed. Mirelle had named this action reassurance and encouraged me to offer it to North whenever his voice grew louder or his face became red.

He looked down at me, some emotion brightening his eyes. I could usually spot the light and the dark in his feelings, but it was so very difficult to discern them beyond that.

“The world might not ever understand you, Kai, and fuck, maybe I don’t myself sometimes. But I know I love you and you love me back. That’s all that matters when it comes to family anyway, right? I can’t wait to rush into battle with you at my side, gutting ourselves some Stonebreakers, Skyforgers and Raincarvers as fully fledged warriors of Pyros. Stars, those days are closing in on us, and we will be gods out there on those fields of ruin.” He pressed a hard kiss to my forehead then went back to snipping my hair until he was satisfied.

I unfurled the scroll and read my mother’s words, scrawled there in a sharp and efficient script.

Kaiser,

Fair wishes from Cinder Vale, I anticipate your return greatly.

A warm welcome shall await you at the palace when-

The letter went on but I ran a thumb over it, casting a flame against my skin and trailing it over the letter, revealing the true message beneath.
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I let the fire consume the letter entirely and North grabbed for it as it crumbled to ash on the floor.

“Nice. I wasn’t going to read the concealed message when you were done or anything,” he said, a dry intonation to his voice.

“That is fortunate, considering it is now soot.”

“Sarcasm, Kai,” North said, a smile lifting the corner of his mouth. “You’ve got to work on that one. Did our mother have anything important to say?”

“She said there will be a celebration upon our return.”

“In her actual message,” he growled.

“She sent me the name of a book.”

“What for?” he demanded.

“For things better left unsaid,” I stated.

North let out a heavy huff while I thought on Mirelle’s note. It was an answer to a question I had sent her many moons ago and I intended to act on it as soon as the right opportunity arose. I would read the Tarot cards this night and study the alignment of the stars to ensure I executed my plan at the prime moment.

I rose to my feet, heading out of North’s quarters and he chased after me, following me back to my own room.

“So you’re just not going to say anything else?” he muttered as we stepped through the door.

“I say nothing in order to protect you. You know this, freyin.” I looked at him and the tension in his brow softened.

“I suppose,” he murmured. “I just wish our mother would confide in me the way she clearly confides in you.”

An urgent tug in my chest told me my Fearsire was being drawn to me to fulfil the needs of the soul-tie and feed me her terrors. She would come. She had resisted it the past few weeks, but I could sense the roaring of the Nightfire in her veins and the demands waiting to be met. They would be eventually. Her resistance only made her suffer, but Everest Arcadia was a stubborn creature who preferred to fight me at every turn rather than accept her fate.

“You need to leave. My Fearsire is coming,” I told North.

“She is?” he asked. “Are you going to torture her?”

“No.”

“Will you get in her head and rake through her nightmares, reliving each one until she’s squealing like a piglet?” he asked hopefully.

“Perhaps.”

“Do you ever hurt her? Cut her? Chase her? Make her think you’re going to slit her little Raincarver throat until she’s screaming for help?”

“No.”

“Surely you terrorise her? Make her fear peak until she is so afraid for her pathetic life that she’s begging you to let her go.” He grinned widely, all animal in his nature.

“She does not beg.”

“Then you’re not trying hard enough, freyin,” he laughed, slapping a hand down on my shoulder. “Let me stay here and I will have her begging within the hour. I’ll feed you her fear until you’re plump with it.”

“You cannot stay.”

“You’re no fun.” He shoved me – an action I had never quite understood when it came from him, but Mirelle named it affection. “I’ll dangle her from the chandelier and snap at her ankles in my Wolf form. I’ll get a jar full of fire ants and pour them in her hair. I’ll tickle her with my favourite knife, I’ll slap her with a glug fish, I’ll shift only my ass end into a Wolf and-”

“You will do nothing because you will not be here.”

North narrowed his eyes at me, lines forming tightly around his mouth. “You don’t fuck her, do you?”

“No.”

North stared into my eyes as if he was hunting for something. “You’re a soulless bastard, Kai. Sometimes I’m not sure the lengths you would go to if I wasn’t there to keep you in check. But I’ve never seen you put your cock near the enemy. That’s a line we don’t cross because that’s for sickos and freaks. And we’re not either of those. You know that, right?”

“I know that.”

He ran his tongue across his teeth, regarding me then breaking into a lopsided grin. “Good, you crazy fucker. Now go enjoy your torture session. Give me the details later. And if you change your mind on wanting some help, you know where to find me.” He flicked me on the ear then strode from my quarters. I raised a hand to my ear, trying to name the emotion behind why he had done that, rifling through their names in my head.

Anger. Joy. Pride. Doubt.

A bang came at my window and I turned to find Everest pressing her middle finger to it, her lips a taut line.

I beckoned her inside, rising to my feet and sensing the low reserves of my magic. I needed this after the hours I had spent training today. I would recharge my power by feasting on her fears.

Calcifiend flew down from where he had been sleeping up on the balcony rail in front of the second floor lounge, chirruping in greeting as I opened the window and let the Raincarver in.

Her clothes, ever unusual and conforming to no fashion, were darkest purple. They were stitched with silver thread, the skirt short at the front and long at the back, and her jacket was nothing less than interesting, with meaningless frills and ornaments that held no purpose in battle that I could surmise. I had never seen a Fae wear items like this and I deeply struggled to understand the intention behind them.

Her hair was a thick mass of dark curls and her eyes were a shade of brown that was almost metallic in quality. Eyes that kept my attention far longer than most eyes did.

“Fuck you. Fuck your soul-tie. Fuck your Nightfire. Fuck your mother. Oh, and fuck your mother again for good luck,” Everest growled, stalking toward me.

She liked swearing. In this language and in old Cascalian too. I was fairly confident she was experiencing anger right now.

I caught hold of her with my possession, stalling her in her tracks before she could attempt to strike me. She bared her teeth, fighting me every step of the way.

I could name that look in her eyes easily enough. It was the one all my enemies aimed at me, though it was far sharper in her gaze than most. Hatred.

I pulled my shirt off, tossing it aside and her eyes dipped to my bare skin, travelling from scar to scar. I willed her to place her hands on my chest and she growled as she moved forward to do so, her cool palms resting upon me. I looked down at her mouth as she spewed curses, knowing I could easily halt her tongue, but it didn’t matter much whether she spoke or not. She would give up her fears to me either way. There wasn’t an ounce of terror in her now, no taste to gain, but that would soon change.

My cock began to harden and I frowned, looking down at it, unsure exactly what had evoked the reaction.

Everest started to swear at me again and I glanced up, unsure if she was aware of the current state of my cock or not. Either way, it wasn’t as if I was going to put it to use. North had taught me to recognise the signs of willing women long before I had matured enough to even desire them. Whenever I grew hard and needed the ritual of fucking to banish it, there were more than enough Flamebringer women willing to part their thighs for me. Sometimes it seemed I was chasing emotions in their flesh, but even coming felt like nothing but a vague relief. North called it ecstasy, but I had never felt any such thing. Which was why I preferred certain methods that made the process more worthwhile for me.

“Get on with it then,” Everest sniped. “Make this fire stop burning me from the inside out.”

I let my Order form awaken, the hot burn of my Fury rising in my skin and she gasped the moment I took hold of her nightmares.

They poured into my mind one after another, Everest running through a thorny woodland, her bare feet dusty, a bay for blood rising at her back. Her half-brother Ransom was the source of many of her fears, but as I dug deeper, I sensed a keener fear of someone else, someone who terrified her to her core.

I willed my mind towards those deeper terrors, trying to draw them out of her while she resisted, her nails digging into my chest, but there was no escape. I required her most frightening memories.

I was starved of power and I needed all of it now. I wanted to have her horror claw its way through her into me as if I was feeling it myself. It was the only emotion I could experience through others, and I devoured every drop I could get.

But before I could find the source of that ultimate fear, a wild power tore from Everest into me. That unholy, dark magic she possessed. The Void.

There was no fighting it, the touch of it akin to the touch of death, beyond all control. It rushed deep into my chest and unlocked something inside me as it had time and again, unleashing a raging storm that shattered everything I knew about myself and left me reeling.

The tumultuous power turned my own Fury back on myself and just as before, Everest glimpsed my fears instead of hers. I tried to stop her from seeing them like last time, but the strength of the Void was fiercer than before. It seared through me, trying to eat through my power entirely while Everest gazed at my past, watching it all unfurl and forcing me to relive it too.

“Move swiftly, Kaiser, don’t stop. And keep hold of you brother’s hand,” Mother urged me on, and my fingers clamped tighter around Cato’s small palm. She had been carrying him for over a mile, but we had barely put any distance between the invading Cascadians who were flooding our town forcing us to higher ground. Now she turned to fight as two warriors in dark blue armour rushed onto the street behind us.

“Get out of Pyros!” Mother screamed, fire blooming from her palms in a twisting, violent storm.

I pulled Cato on as he let out a whimper, his four-year-old legs not able to keep up with my six-year-old ones. He was slowing me down, but I wouldn’t leave him. Not for anything.

“Keep going, Cato,” I pleaded as he looked over his shoulder at Mother. Her short black hair fluttered in the wind and fire coiled around her arms, spinning toward the warriors and devouring them in the blaze. They crumpled to the ground, blistered and groaning. The smoke cleared beyond them and my father came into view, making my heart squeeze with relief.

His eyes fixed on Mother first, then us, a steely determination in his dark eyes. But his arm was bloody and a cut on his cheek was oozing red as he ran to meet Mother and grabbed her hand.

“Take them to Blackthorn Peak,” Father demanded. “I’ll hold them off for as long as I can. They’re freezing the city, turning the flood to ice.”

I saw the ice crawling across the houses around my parents, glistening white and spreading like a disease along the walls of our hometown.

The flood was rising, water already spilling over our boots, and it was so cold that it made Cato whimper. Fear crawled into my skin and I stopped trying to get Cato to run as our parents rushed to meet us. I grabbed hold of Father’s leg and hugged tight, sure he would protect me. My hands fisted in Mother’s tunic and I pulled her closer as she scooped Cato into her arms again. We’d be okay if we just stayed together.

“How are your magic reserves?” Father asked Mother tensely, under his breath like I might not hear it.

“Low. Yours?”

Father shook his head tightly then clapped me on my shoulder and lowered down to a crouch. “My brave Kai. You need to go with your mother and Cato. Get them to Blackthorn Peak. It will be safe there. The Matriarch’s army will be on the way. Can you do that for me?”

I nodded, feeling the blood drain from my face and a sense of dread weighing heavily in my chest.

Would The Matriarch really come? This town was made for farming, there were no warriors here. I didn’t understand why the Cascadians wanted to hurt us.

“Good boy.” Father kissed my cheek, then stood and embraced Mother and Cato while still gripping me tightly.

A chilling set of howls carried into the sky and I looked down the street where the water was still rising. Three hounds ran across the water’s surface, forged entirely of ice, sharp teeth bared at us as a large figure strode after them, his face veiled by the freezing fog rising around him.

“Go,” Father said in desperation, pushing us on and turning to face the oncoming warrior from the land of water. “I’ll find you again. In this life or the next.”

Mother encouraged me on and we ran, a sob breaking from her throat as Cato called out to Father, reaching for him with open fingers.

“Don’t look back,” Mother commanded me as Father let out a cry. But I did. I couldn’t stop myself from looking, and there Father lay in a watery pool of blood while the warrior leaned over him, burying his sword deep in his chest. The three ice-forged hounds raced after us and terror crashed through me as I yelled out for Father.

Mother guided us down an alley then another, but we met a wall that was too high to climb. A dead end. There were no doors, only rooftops we couldn’t get to.

Mother placed Cato down, hands trembling as she pushed him close to me. “Stay together and hide. Don’t come out. Not for anything,” she said urgently, pointing to a wooden cart at the back of the alley. “I’ll love you ‘til the stars fall.”

She pushed us away and Cato released a noise of desperation, hands reaching for her while I pulled him on. There was a fog of fear in my head. Everything was so cold, my breath visible in front of my eyes. But I had to protect Cato.

I pulled my brother behind the cart and we tucked ourselves in tight between it and the wall, holding each other and trying to keep quiet.

“Mama,” Cato sobbed and I pressed a hand to his mouth as the sound of snarls carried from the alleyway.

Between the slats in the cart, I could just see Mother as the beasts closed in on her, her fire spilling from her hands in a tornado. But it guttered out after a few seconds and then they were upon her, icy teeth tearing into her skin, ripping and ripping, pulling and pulling until her screams stopped and I couldn’t see her through my tears.

The heavy sound of boots pounded up the street and I could only get a glimpse of the immense warrior’s armour as he petted the head of one of his ice hounds.

Cato whimpered and I crushed my hand to his mouth even harder, terror making both of us shake so hard it vibrated through my bones.

“Where are they, boys?” the gruff voice asked and the sound of the hounds padding through the alley set the hairs lifting on the back of my neck.

Aries, please save us.

A white dog’s face shoved between the cart and the wall, claws tearing, jaw snapping and locking down on Cato’s arm. I cried out, holding onto him but the hound tore him away from me, his little screams piercing the air.

“Cato!”

I scrambled after him, panicked and reaching for his hand, but the hounds were upon him and he was torn away from me. He fell painfully quiet, the silence of his screams so loud that it hurt.

I backed up, knocking into the cart with panic clogging my throat.

Cato.

My hand landed on a metal spade leaning against the cart. I took it, barely able to lift it but I tried as tears coated my cheeks, determined to kill the beasts who had taken my family from me. The warrior was walking away, heading back to the rising water, but he called a final command to his dogs.

“Kill him.”

They came at me in a blur of white, the impact of their ice-made bodies knocking me to the ground. I tried to swing the spade and teeth locked around it that would have crushed my skull, ripping it from my grip and hurling it away.

All at once, the three beasts drove their teeth into me, biting, pulling, the pain too much. I cried out for my mother, my father, for Cato, but my family didn’t answer my calls. They were gone, and I was soon to be gone too.

A sharp whistle sounded and the dogs released me, thundering away down the street after the warrior who had cast them into existence. The noise of battle broke out beyond the alleyway, a tide of Flamebringers rushing in to try and stop the Cascadians from destroying our town for good.

I tried to get up, but the pain made me scream and my hands slipped in my own blood. I lay on my back, shaking, turning cold. So, so cold. A sob left me, breaking my chest in two. It hurt, more than the bites. Death hurt. It hurt, it hurt.

My gaze trailed after the man who had done this, and as he turned his head, I knew I was about to see his face-

I regained a moment of clarity among the sea of my despair and I broke the connection between Everest and I, staggering away from her, her Void power still keeping my emotions wide awake.

My breaths were coming raggedly, my hands were shaking. I was that boy again as I kept backing away from her until my spine hit a wall and I sank down it, burying my head in my hands.

Fuck, it hurt. The pain of their loss. The terror of that day felt as present as if I was truly reliving it.

I was trapped in the mind of a six-year-old boy once more, broken so unimaginably that there was no remaking me.

A soft hand touched my arm and I looked up to find Everest crouching before me, her eyes sparking with fear as if she could still feel the after-effects of my memory. She, this Raincarver, a Cascadian who was part of that flood in ways, the magic in her veins the very same that had destroyed my family. And I had destroyed hers in kind.

“Cresla todan vervans an esh jen’s antulios,” she whispered and I nodded, sharing a dark look with her, knowing the translation.

We are all monsters in each other’s nightmares.

“What does my power do to you?” she breathed, her hand still upon me, though maybe she hadn’t realised it.

“It unleashes my demons, silka la vin.”

She moved back, her eyes hardening as she took her dagger from her hip. She was going to kill me. Her promise fulfilled, but that roiling Void power was receding by the second. And the loss of it brought on a wave of maddening emotion that made no sense to me.

My hand shot out to grab her wrist, tight and unyielding. “Wait, let me keep their company a moment longer.”

“Perhaps all you will have for company is your demons when I send you into death.”

She struck at me, but her hand came to an abrupt halt, the dagger’s tip a mere inch from my throat. She jolted backwards, gasping as the Nightfire took root in her once again.

“Wait,” I rasped, my final plea as her Void receded fully, returning me to the soulless being I had long been trapped inside.

She staggered away then made for the window, leaving me to my prison. But I had at last found a key.
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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

Black strands of hair kept slipping free of my hood and flying before my eyes. We’d been travelling south for two days, finally finding a road several hours previously and using it to speed our progress.

Bastian was stoically silent at my side, his simmering presence leaving me on edge and his heavy footsteps a constant companion even when I tried to ignore the weight of his focus on me. Because he was focused on me despite his apparent disdain and reluctance to speak, his supposed acceptance of his situation, and the hours which passed without him attempting to act against me in any way. I knew it was only a matter of time.

My Skyforger leathers were packed away in my bag and the icy chill the Flamebringer garb let slip through its seams was setting my teeth close to chattering. Despite loathing the need to do so, I’d decided we were better off disguised as Pyros civilians while journeying south. It meant we could move fast, stay out in the open and potentially blend in when reaching more built up parts of the nation.

Though I had to wonder how many men as large as Bastian they had in Pyros and how many women who looked like me – so far as I was aware, there were few Succubuses currently living in The Waning Lands and most of those I’d heard of had been married off to wealthy families who could keep them well clear of warfare or auctioned themselves for small fortunes on a nightly basis rather than engaging in battle.

Still, better I attempt to hide my identity than flaunt it and as such I’d used more of the dye Dragor had given me to disguise the colour of my hair once again.

Smoke stained the horizon as the sun lightened the sky, the scent of a city placing a tang in the air and I sighed. I had feared it would come to this, though it had been hard to be certain of our location, I’d spent enough time studying the maps of The Waning Lands to have a fair understanding of the major cities and landmarks in all the nations we were at war with.

Leergaith lay ahead of us, the largest of the northern Pyros cities and the one which I had the best knowledge of thanks to its proximity with the border to Stormfell.

“Are we likely to run into anyone who might recognise you if we pass through Leergaith?” I asked Bastian, turning my head to glance at him and gauge the truth of his reply.

“No,” he scoffed like the idea of that was ridiculous.

I pursed my lips. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe him but I knew he had far more to say on the subject which he clearly didn’t plan on offering.

I considered our options. We couldn’t swing east because Leergaith extended to the barrier which divided our nations, its high towers one of the most prominent defensive structures on this side of the wilds. They both spied for the travelling sky islands such as Ironwraith and Rackmere and were heavily outfitted with trebuchets, catapults and the like, capable of launching fireblasts big enough to down the islands should they ever venture close enough to pose a threat.

Vesper.

I frowned, turning my head to look back along the road, certain for a moment that I’d heard my name on the sigh of the breeze and yet there was nothing there to draw my focus, certainly no Fae who might have called out to me. Besides, almost everyone who knew that name had taken it to their graves.

I shook off the doubts that prickled along my spine and concentrated once more on our current predicament.

I’d spent plenty of hours in war rooms discussing the ways in which we might destroy the towers and take Leergaith as a prize of war, but no such plan had ever come close to being enacted. Taking on a city of that size and might was akin to suicidal regardless of the value its destruction would bring.

So the only way we might avoid the city would be by heading west, taking a route across the rocky, treacherous landscape and travelling for miles and countless hours in the wrong direction. Even then we would still have to pass over the trading routes which led in and out of the city, the densely-travelled highways which connected Leergaith to Wentos, Hargard and even the capital and seat of The Matriarch, Cinder Vale.

I looked up to the sky, wishing I had enough magic in me to launch us over the city but even that would be an impossible task with so many Fae watching the skies, patrols of Griffins and Pegasuses checking those who passed through and hunting for Skyforgers.

“We’ll cut through the city then,” I decided as if it had been a discussion.

Bastian said nothing, his company dependently cold though I supposed mine was even colder.

Another strand of black hair whipped across my eyes and I caught it, tucking it back into my hood. My fingers were left with a fine dusting of black on their tips and I cursed beneath my breath, knowing the pink would start showing through the dark colour and in stray strands before long.

“We’ll need a cover,” I said to the silence and as Bastian didn’t protest, I went on. “I’ll not have questions over your captivity which probe too deeply. Besides, I don’t want to risk lying where Sirens might sense it and Cyclopses lurk close to pry secrets from unwilling lips.”

“So what are we? Newlyweds, caught up in the rush of love?” Bastian drawled and I scoffed.

“Whores actually. Or more specifically, you’re a whore and I’m your madam. Don’t worry – I’ll fetch a good price for you and sing high praises of your prowess.”

“I won’t fuck a Flamebringer to help fill your purse, little mouse,” he said.

I breathed a laugh. “Oh come, I’m sure there are some lonely Fae who would pay a small fortune to be destroyed in the grip of those strong arms of yours. But do be sure to keep your tongue still, lest the fantasy be ruined by exposure to the dullness of your personality.”

“I can assure you that no Fae has ever wanted me to still my tongue while in the grips of my ‘strong arms’ as you call them.”

I blinked at his insinuation, desire touching the air around me for a moment, a flash of a vision spilling through my mind, the thought of me standing over Bastian while he kneeled before me, his mouth between my thighs, his silver-lit gaze burning into mine.

My skin heated and a growl burned up the back of my throat as I forced the image out of my head and whirled on him.

“What the fuck was that?” I demanded, stepping into his personal space and shoving him in his solid chest, the leather jacket I’d stolen from the Flamebringers for him to wear making a loud slapping sound as my palms connected with it. He dug his heels in and didn’t move back, leaving us glaring at one another over an inch of mistrust and dislike.

“Do you think I don’t know how your magic works, little mouse?” he purred, offering me a dark smile which didn’t extend beyond his lips. “I’ve toyed with your kind before and I know precisely how to get inside your head.”

He lifted his bound hands and tapped his forefingers to my brow, a flash of imagery pushing into my skull, naked bodies, heavy breaths, gasps of pleasure.

“Stop that,” I snapped, knocking his hands away from me and blocking his nonsense out of my mind with a heavy mental shield. “And if you’re fool enough to think I’ll balk at the idea of sex then I very much doubt you know anything about my kind at all.”

I turned my back on him firmly, striding away and yanking on the rope which bound his hands to force him to pick up his pace too.

Bastian chuckled darkly behind me but I ignored him, yanking him off of the road and setting my bearings to the south west. We would be far better off arriving at Leergaith from the western road where more travellers would join us than marking ourselves out by arriving from the north.

My skin prickled as I led the way into the thick pine forest, pushing between the thorny bracken which clawed its way out toward the chance of sunlight on the road.

I sighed as the meagre warmth of the bright sun was stolen from us by the dense foliage overhead, cursing myself again for wasting my opportunity to fully replenish my magic while I had Fae available to steal it from. But no, I’d had to lose my shit and fall into the trap of bloodlust, tearing through every available source of power with bloody and brutal precision until I was left spent and empty at the end of it with my one chance at refilling my power for weeks lost.

The Flamebringers’ clothes were far thinner than this time of year and northern location required, but of course with fire running through their veins they were used to heating themselves magically, meaning they didn’t often dress for the conditions. Air magic could shield against the cold but my people didn’t usually waste power on such rudimentary needs, instead preferring to be prepared for all eventualities and dressing appropriately.

The knowledge that my leathers were secreted away in my pack only made enduring the cold more vexing.

My internal grumblings almost made me miss the distant sounds coming from the road but I was too well trained to ever fully let my guard down. I fell still, straining my ears to listen and turning to look back in the direction we’d come from.

Bastian was watching the road too, both of us tensing as the sound of thundering hooves became clearer, tearing along the road.

A howl followed, then a second, a third.

“Into the trees,” I hissed, yanking on the rope and tugging Bastian towards a towering pine whose wide boughs spread out above our heads.

I assessed the climb, my eyes narrowing as I failed to spot any branches low enough for me to reach but as I backed up to take a running jump, Bastian knocked me aside and moved to place his spine against the trunk instead. He cupped his bound hands together, jerking his chin at me in command and I pushed my surprise away to propel myself forward instead.

My boot landed in his grasp and he launched me skyward with force.

I grabbed the branch overhead, the howls drawing closer while I swung my leg up and over, hoisting myself into the tree.

Bastian leapt up behind me, throwing his bound hands over the branch and hauling himself skyward with ease. The moment I was satisfied that he could keep up, I climbed higher, one bough to the next, slipping through the branches until the ground was barely visible below us and I pressed my back to the hulking trunk.

Bastian found a place at my side while he coiled the rope attached to his hands up in his lap, his arm pressing to mine as we shrank into the shadows of the trees and the howls of the Wolfpack drew closer.

I bit my tongue against any words, fighting to slow my heaving breaths while reaching out with my gifts for some sense of the Fae closing in on us along the road.

The thundering hooves drew closer, their pounding beat driving into my skull and a flash of movement becoming visible between the thick pine needles as I peered towards the road.

Bright colours mixed with dark as a herd of Pegasuses and Centaurs galloped closer, the Wolves spread out around them and howling while they ran.

A hint of their desires called to me and I swallowed thickly as I tasted what I’d been hoping I wouldn’t. Every one of them was aching for blood, thirsty for revenge, desperate to claim penance from the Fae they hunted in the names of the warriors they’d found butchered in the outpost we’d left behind.

One of the Werewolves barked sharply, the legion drawing to a halt as the huge, grey beast turned its snout towards the edge of the road where we’d left it.

I cursed internally, taking hold of as many threads of magic as I could and tugging lightly on those desires I could feel, boosting them as subtly as I could and stealing a hint of their power for my own.

The moment the magic was within my grasp, I wielded it, shrouding us in shadow and casting a shield of air around us to hide our scent.

The other three Wolves circled the Pegasuses and Centaurs, all of them moving to sniff the edge of the road while the horse-like beasts whickered and pawed at the ground impatiently.

“Well?” barked one of the Centaurs, his upper body still clad in a dark shirt and leather coat while his lower half had taken on the appearance of a chestnut horse. “What is it?”

The lead Wolf growled in reply, still sniffing the road and I eased my dagger from my belt.

I cut a strip of fabric from the hem of my shirt then reached over to do the same to Bastian’s.

He watched me curiously but said nothing as I knotted the scraps of fabric together, our scents combining as they had on the road.

I eyed the legion of Flamebringers as I cast air magic around the scraps of fabric, making sure none of them were looking up into the trees then using my magic to launch them over the heads of our enemies and into the road beyond them.

I wielded the air so a soft breeze tumbled towards the Wolves, carrying our combined scents on it while I extended my shield out to cover the area we had crossed through the trees and block off any trace of us coming from this direction.

One of the Wolves lifted its head, looking back towards the road and I hurled the knotted rag away from us, letting its scent run back to them on the wind.

My magic strained as the rag drew further away from me, the tiny amount of power I dared steal from the Fae on the road burning away faster than I could replenish it. I didn’t dare take more from them in case they noticed.

I stretched my fingers out, leaning forward as I pushed my magic as hard as I could, sweat beading on my brow as I forced every drop from my skin, urging the rags which carried our false trail to make it as far down the road as possible.

I gasped as I slipped forward, my stomach lurching as I fell from the tree, my concentration on urging the magic away from me costing me precious seconds as I threw my hand out to try and catch myself.

My fingernails bit into the bark of the tree trunk then broke loose, my heart leaping into my throat as the ground far below loomed up at me.

I jerked to a sudden halt, my shirt yanking tight around me as Bastian caught it in his fist and stopped my fall a moment before I could tumble to the dirt.

I twisted to look at him as he hauled me back onto the branch, my back colliding with his chest before he threw his bound hands over my head and yanked me closer to him firmly.

Heat radiated from his body into mine, the flames of the Dragon inside him reaching easily through his flesh as our hearts pounded frantically together and loose pine leaves tumbled to the ground in my place.

One of the Wolves lifted its head, its ears flattening to its skull as it peered towards the foot of the tree we hid within.

My fingers curled around the hilt of my dagger as I prepared to fight, but then one of the other Werewolves howled long and low, its nose to the ground as it caught the false scent I’d laid and led the charge away down the road once more.

The Pegasus and Centaur herd broke into a gallop, the rest of the Wolves turning and racing away too, their magic moving out of reach all too quickly as I fought to capture a few more dregs from their bloodlust.

We remained there as the thundering of their footfalls became distant, neither of us willing to risk movement until we were certain they were gone.

The heat of Bastian’s inner flames coiled around me, my frozen muscles relaxing piece by piece as I allowed myself to lean into him, gluttonous for the relief from the endless cold.

Perhaps another Fae would have thanked him for saving their life but I wasn’t dumb enough to believe he had done so out of anything other than a desire for his own self-preservation. I might have been a soulless creature fixed on delivering him back to captivity but at least I was a known threat. Those Flamebringers would have killed us both without waiting to hear a single word about his innocence for the crimes they were hunting us for, and he knew it.

He shifted behind me, his grip on me tight enough to stop me from falling and perhaps tight enough to count as a restraint too.

I eased forward but he held me tighter.

“What now?” he growled in my ear, his stubble catching in the strands of my hair and scratching against the side of my neck.

I swallowed thickly, ignoring the way his grip made adrenaline spike through my limbs far more sharply than the presence of those hunters had managed to. I was a child holding the leash of a monster when it came to him and in that moment, I was certain I wasn’t the only one wondering when that leash would break.

“Now we run for the western road,” I said firmly. “Put as much distance between us and those hunters as we can before my shield burns out and our scent becomes traceable again.”

Bastian raised his bound hands before me and I leaned against him, expecting him to lift them over my head and reacting too fucking slowly when instead he yanked them tight around my throat.

“I think, perhaps this is the moment when I leave your corpse at the foot of this tree for them to find, little mouse. All broken and bloody – an end to their hunt and freedom for myself all in one.”

I lowered the hands I’d raised too late to defend myself and shrugged. “You’ll never make it past the gates of Leergaith with my curse dogging your steps,” I said simply. “But if my death will bring you satisfaction then you can have it – I only ask that you wait until I’ve delivered the same fate to the man who escaped your cavern back in Stormfell. Once he has met with the end he deserves, I’m ready to meet with mine too.”

“Is that a promise?” Bastian sneered and despite the racing of my heart which seemed determined to fight for its survival I offered only a broken laugh.

“If you want it to be,” I said darkly, not caring if I kept to that oath or not.

“Then I’ll make you a deal. Untie me and I won’t make any attempts to escape you until we leave Pyros. The two of us are being hunted in this place and I have no more desire to remain here than you do. I’ll make no such promise beyond the border so we will find out whether or not you can drag me to the Wrathcourt once we step beyond these lands. Your curse upon me will break when I set foot in Stormfell after all and I can see the sense in using you to get me out of Pyros.”

“And why should I trust the word of a Stonebreaker when I already hold your fate in my hands regardless?” I scoffed.

Bastian chuckled darkly. “Oh sweetheart, if you think you own my fate then you’re going to want to get in line. There have been claimants on that since an age before your great granddaddy was born and I’ve spent more time denying those claims than you will ever get to taste in all your years combined. But as for my word – you can have it on a star promise if you’d like it? My cooperation in Pyros with no attempts to escape you in exchange for your death like you so sweetly offered.”

I sneered at his suggestion. No Fae ever entered a star promise unless they were mad, desperate or suicidal. Seven years of bad luck for breaking the promise was a death sentence in the Endless War. Then again, wasn’t I all three of those things now? And if he played nicely while we worked our way out of this hellish place it would certainly make my life easier.

“Fine,” I said and the way he stilled made me think he hadn’t actually expected me to agree to his terms. “We’ll work together to get out of Pyros. You won’t make any attempt to escape me or fuck me over in any way until my curse upon you is broken when we re-enter Stormfell and in return my death is yours.”

I turned my head to meet his eyes, those flecks of silver seeming to spark in his dark gaze as he drank in my words.

I raised my hand to offer it to him and his fingers flexed around my throat as his breath rushed over my lips. We could have been two lovers embracing for the closeness of us, not two enemies making an alliance of hatred and paid for in blood.

Bastian smiled darkly as he took his hands from my throat, my skin missing the heat of his grip even as I drew in a full breath without the constraint of his hold.

His hand enveloped mine, gripping it tightly so that our callouses scraped against one another. The heat of him blazed with more intensity as he kept me captive in that ruinous gaze and he leaned in to place a tether on my soul in turn.

“Deal,” he breathed against my lips, as tender as a kiss and as damning as a blade through my heart.

Magic sparked between our palms as our bargain was struck, the stars binding us to our deal as certainly as any curse might.

And as I looked into the smiling eyes of the monster who I had just gifted my death, I smiled right back. Because I was done with the pain of this cursed life anyway and I was more than willing to marry myself to nothing but bloodshed, carnage, ruin and rot from this breath until my very last.
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CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

Aheavy thump roused me from sleep, and I pulled a pillow over my head to block out the sound of the whirring pipes. They were so clunky, it was impossible to sleep through the night.

Another thump. I drew the covers up around my head too, the soft embrace of them making me sigh. But…wait, where was I again? I didn’t have bedding like this in that dingy place under the Keep.

The grogginess lifted and another thump made me sit abruptly upright, sending my pillow tumbling onto the floor.

I was in my new room, Ransom’s old quarters. Moonlight was streaming across the wooden floor in ribbons, spilling through the gaps in the half-drawn sets of curtains.

I grabbed my dagger from my nightstand, pushing to my feet as magic rushed to the fingertips of my good hand. Silently, I crept to the door, hearing another thud from beyond it and a low, hair-raising groan followed.

The feel of tiny feet crawled across my neck and I flinched as Calcifiend scurried onto my shoulder with a keen chirrup.

“For the love of the ocean,” I hissed in surprise. He hadn’t been here last night, so he must have arrived recently.

Another thud drew my attention back to the door, and I could have sworn something heavy hit the floor just beyond it.

I lowered to my knees, pressing my cheek to the floor to peek through the crack. My stomach lurched at the sight of two wide brown eyes staring back at me. The Fae was dragged abruptly away from the door with a cry of terror, and a yell of alarm escaped me.

My breaths came heavier and I shoved to my feet, pointing my dagger at the door. Whatever was out there was attacking the other neophytes.

My doorknob began to turn, slowly, the low screech of the metal raising the hairs along my arms.

I bared my teeth, my right hand tingling with magic as ice slid over it and I prepared to face whatever beast awaited me outside my room. Could it break through the magical barrier I’d cast over the lock? Was it even an ‘it’ or was it Fae? Beasts didn’t turn doorknobs. And there were plenty of Fae in the Keep who could shift into vicious creatures of the night.

A ripple of magic crackled through the air and I felt my barrier snap apart. A decision shot through my head and I raced to the large wooden cabinet beside the door, climbing it and crouching on top of it, dagger poised and shards of ice ready to cast.

Do your worst, beastie.

The Fae breaking in made quick work of unlocking the door and it swung open with an ominous creak. All was dark in the hallway beyond and my pulse drummed in my ears as I waited for a shadow to sweep into my quarters.

The moment the air stirred with their approach, I leapt, silent as the wings of death as I fell toward my attacker. Nightfire scorched my veins and strong hands caught hold of me, yanking me tight against their body as they stumbled back from the impact of my landing.

“You,” I snarled and Kaiser tossed me to the floor.

With the litheness of a cat, I landed on my feet and aimed my dagger at him - despite knowing I wouldn’t be able to strike him. “What are you doing in my room, yon trince o kaské? It can’t be time to share my fears again. Or are you here to try and feel something again, hollow man?”

Memories of his past flitted through my head, the brutal murder of his family and the small boy who had been left bleeding out in the street. I’d felt something that day for this killer that I had tirelessly worked to smother. I wasn’t going to pity him. Everyone in this world had lost someone. It didn’t change who he was today. My mother’s murderer.

“There is a Venus-Jupiter trine in action, the beginning of a prosperous night,” Kaiser announced as if that explained why he was in my room, or why I’d seen a screaming man dragged away from my door thirty seconds ago. “I’ve been awaiting such an opportunity.”

“What happened outside my room?” I demanded, moving to step past him. He watched me go and I walked into the hallway, my breath stalling at what I found there.

Ransom, Alina, Maria and Lucas were piled up in a heap in a shadowed corner at the end of the corridor. They were twitching, groaning in terror, but they were clearly asleep.

Calcifiend let out a chirruping noise which somehow sounded like laughter. I turned to Kaiser for an explanation, confusion brimming in my head.

“Explain,” I commanded the Fury who was entirely unfazed about the current events, gazing passively at me from the doorway.

“They came to attack you. I believe your brother wanted his room back,” he said.

“Half-brother,” I snipped. “And what does that have to do with you? My brother, my fight. So why the hell are they piled up like sacks of shit over there?”

Calcifiend nuzzled my face then flew over to land on Kaiser’s shoulder and nuzzled him instead, seeming entirely content with the situation.

“Because you are my responsibility until I deliver you to The Matriarch. No one is to jeopardise that,” Kaiser said simply. “Harming you is an offense to me now.”

I seethed at him, stalking closer and jabbing a finger into his chest, doing it again and again with every word I spoke. “You will not take my fights from me, Fury.”

“I will do whatever is necessary to ensure you are delivered to The Matriarch in one piece.”

“Well maybe this is a good thing anyway. Because come dawn, Ransom will have the Reapers read his mind with a Cyclops and they’ll come and cut your pretty head off.” I smiled savagely at him.

“Is that what you truly believe?”

The smile slid from my lips. Of course this asshole wouldn’t have been that foolish. He would have killed them all if he wanted no witnesses.

“I snared them with my possession before they ever caught wind of me,” he continued. “They beat each other black and blue and now they are in a coma where their worst nightmares are haunting them. Soon, they will retrace their footsteps back to their rooms and wake, uncertain of their memories and of what exactly happened to them tonight.”

“You’ve covered all bases,” I said sourly.

A large shadow fell over me from the right and I whirled around, gasping at the sight of Galomp standing there with a teddy bear clutched to his chest, wearing an honest-to-shit nightgown that fell down to his ankles and a sleep bonnet to match.

“I heard a kerfuffle,” he announced, his eyes sliding slowly from me to Kaiser. “Oh bother.”

Galomp’s teddy bear dropped to the floor as he raised his hands, a glint of water magic stirring between them.

Kaiser strode forward like an oncoming hurricane, his commanding voice splitting the air in two. “Lower your hands.”

Galomp did so at once, Kaiser’s possession spilling from him as it took hold of my friend, then the Fury cast a silencing shield around us all.

“Stop,” I snarled, stepping between them, but Kaiser’s power flowed into me too, forcing me to retreat.

My enemy’s eyes glinted red and darkness coated his expression as Galomp began to whimper. He clapped a hand against his own arm, then again and again, smacking at his hair and sending his sleep bonnet flying to the floor. “No, no – not the spiders, get away, get away!”

Kaiser watched him closely, feeding on Galomp’s fear then drawing a short knife from his pocket. He raised it to Galomp’s throat and panic ripped through my chest.

“No!” I screamed, fear igniting in me so forcefully that Kaiser’s attention snapped my way as he felt it too. “Don’t kill him.”

“He has seen my face, silka la vin,” Kaiser said coldly. “He is my death if I am not his first.”

“There’s another way. There has to be,” I demanded. “Galomp won’t tell if I ask him not to. He trusts me.”

Kaiser considered my words then shook his head. “It is not iron clad. I do not leave loose ends.” He raised the knife again and a tumult of power tore through me, spilling from my flesh and burning through Kaiser’s possession.

I cast a shield of ice in front of Galomp to catch the strike of Kaiser’s blade and it scored across it with a shrieking scrape.

I ran in front of the shield, ready to do more to protect Galomp, but Kaiser’s hand dropped to his side, the knife hanging loose from his fingertips.

He was regarding me intensely, his brow furrowed as true emotion blossomed in his eyes, released by the dark power I’d cast. Desire. For something Kaiser wanted more than anything in this world; I could see the depth of that want as plainly as the sun in the sky.

The knife slipped from his fingers and he stepped close, too close, his hand coming to my face and his fingers brushing against my jaw. “If I let him live, you will use this power on me whenever I request it. You will do so until I can remain in the carnage of my own mind without you.”

I inched nearer to him, closing the space so there was nothing but a breath between us. “I accept, hollow man.”

I was more than happy to use this power on him regularly, because I’d felt what it was capable of. It could fight off his possession, and one day soon, it might fight it off for good.

His hand was still on my face, the heat of his skin a furnace that rushed deep into my bones and heated me through. His soul was bared in that moment, his eyes a dark window that gave a view to his inner torment. He was raw and real right now and some part of me was drawn to that wound in him, wanting to pick it apart and watch it bleed.

His breaths chased mine, our bodies too close as we stared eternally and unblinkingly at each other.

His fingers tracked up my jaw, almost a caress, the need in those obsidian eyes rooting me in place. “I am not so hollow when I am with you,” he said, his voice gritty, full of truth and tempered with the darkest brand of emotions.

“I can see that,” I exhaled, wanting to withdraw but finding it hard to extract myself from the intensity of his touch. Of that look which devoured me.

Galomp let out a whimper that broke through the tension and I whirled toward him, realising he was still trapped in a vision of spiders. He slapped at his body, blind to how close we stood to him, but his whimpering stopped as Kaiser glanced his way.

The power inside me went back to sleep, leaving Kaiser to return to the cold recesses of his mind. In a blink, he was as distant as always and he looked from Galomp to me before jerking his head in a command. His possession tore through me in a wave and a gasp escaped me as he forced me to run down the corridor towards the pile of sleeping Fae.

My hand clasped my dagger, and Kaiser made me swing it down, carving a deep cut across Alina’s shoulder. She didn’t wake from her nightmare, the splash of blood wetting her cheek and peppering my hands.

“Stop,” I snarled in alarm, but Kaiser forced me to lay a strike on Lucas next, my pulse drumming as I sliced the blade up his forearm. I may not have held any warmth towards Ransom and his friends, but I felt sick being wielded unwillingly against them.

Next, I dragged the dagger across Maria’s knee and finally slashed a cut across Ransom’s ass.

The taint of blood hung in the air and I shuddered in the grip of Kaiser’s possession, hating that he was using me like this and not knowing what he would have me do next.

Kaiser forced me to turn, walking me back to him and Galomp. My friend’s hands were threaded together, his body still held still by the Fury’s power. At a glance from Kaiser, Galomp dropped down, picking up his teddy bear before marching straight back into his bedroom, the door snapping shut behind him.

“Why?” I asked Kaiser in a furious growl.

“Because if your friend goes to the Reapers to give me up, they will put him through Cyclops interrogation and they will see your attack upon your fellow Raincarvers. If he wishes to expose me, then he will expose you as well. It looks as though you now have a vested interest in ensuring he does not breathe a word of this.” Kaiser took the blade from my hand, wiping it on my silk nightdress to stain me with more evidence.

“You’re vile,” I said icily, and Calcifiend clicked his tongue at Kaiser as if scolding him too. I was shaken from how easily he had made me hurt people. It was sick. Entirely fucked up.

“I am competent in the ways of war. Loose ends will one day tie together to form a noose for your neck if you do not tie them first. Now come. We have work to do.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I growled.

“I will force you regardless, but I believe you will want to come where we are going.”

“Which is where?” I griped.

“We are going into the Reaper tunnels to seek answers about their dark dealings in this place. So I suggest you get dressed.”

My blood ran cold as he turned and walked back into my room, leaving me there to decide my fate. It wasn’t his possession that drew me after him but a mixture of curiosity and necessity. I had so many questions since my and the Sky Witch’s discoveries, and there wasn’t long until graduation now. If I didn’t seek answers soon, then I might never get them.

Kaiser leaned against my bedpost as I stepped into the room and I ignored him, walking straight into my closet and stripping out of my nightdress.

I pulled on a black all-in-one fitted outfit I’d made that would blend into the shadows easier. I had yet to test it, but the andil crystals I’d crushed and soaked into the fabric should offer concealment in the dark. It was something I’d been working to master – especially since my concealment spells were about as good as they had been on day one of my instruction at Never Keep. So I had to find an alternative. Just until I could master concealment magic, obviously. Which would probably be any day now. There weren’t too many frills to the outfit yet, my sewing not yet done but so far I’d stitched dark blue silk into the fabric to mark the water constellations.

After I’d pulled on my boots, I stepped back into the room and Kaiser’s eyes weren’t drawn my way until I was standing right in front of him. He regarded my clothes, noting the magic in them, then seeming completely disinterested again.

“I suppose you’re wondering about how I snuck up on you so easily,” I said, a smug tone to my voice.

“I see no benefit in knowing.” He walked for the door, and I scowled at his back as I strode after him.

“Well, if you must know, I am adept in magical craftmanship.”

“I remain uninterested. This information is useless to me.”

“I even made up my own stitching method. It holds clothes together so well that not even two rhinos could pull the stitches apart if the material was tied between their asses and they ran in opposite directions.”

“Stitches do not serve a purpose in battle.”

“I whole-heartedly disagree. Did you know that the great Bellarus Cresticus fell from a five-hundred-foot cliff during battle and his armour snagged on a tree jutting from the cliffside? It broke before he could be saved. Now if that was my armour-”

“Do you plan on talking this entire time?” Kaiser cut in as we walked down the corridor past Galomp’s room. “Because if you do, I will likely cast a silencing shield around you to ensure I remain undistracted from the task at hand.”

“Can I ask you a question before you do that?”

Kaiser led me into the stairwell to an open window, guiding me onto the rooftop while I awaited his answer.

“Well?” I pressed.

“Proceed.”

“You know the stuff I saw in your head?” I said carefully.

“Yes.”

“Is that why you’re like this? I mean…numb?”

Snow was falling, landing lightly on my cheeks as Kaiser glanced back at me.

“Yes. I do not entirely understand why, but I was altered by my grief. One day, I was in agony over the loss of my family, the next, nothing. I have felt nothing since. Until you.”

Reeling from that news, I paused in my pursuit of him, the wind tugging out my thick curls. “What is it about my power that changes you?”

“I cannot be sure,” Kaiser said, walking on, picking his way across the snow-covered rooftop. Our footprints wouldn’t be seen for long, and though I knew I could use my water magic to conceal them, the falling snow was doing a fine job of it.

“If you feel nothing, why do you have sex?” I asked, thinking of the women who had been excited to get ‘scorched’ by him, as they called it. Whatever the fuck that meant.

He said nothing, but I was down this line of questioning now and I tended to get stuck on a subject once I started. “If you don’t feel desire, how can you get hard?”

“It happens unexpectedly, I cannot predict who I will get hard for,” he answered plainly. “For example, my cock became hard when you touched me during our last Fearsire meeting.”

I stopped walking again. “What the fuck?”

He glanced back. “I can’t read your current emotion. Name it.”

“Disgust,” I growled.

“I see…but North tells me I am attractive to many Fae.”

“You’re my enemy. My mother’s killer,” I spat. “I wouldn’t fuck you if you were the last Fae on earth and I was doomed to die unless I rode your cock for ten seconds.”

“I see.”

“Do you?”

“No, not at all. But Mirelle tells me it is often best to show understanding instead of confusion. She taught me how.” He kept walking and I followed, needing to know more. Learning about my enemy was probably the best way to learn how to kill him anyway. “North gave me a list of rules to memorise and adhere to. Things I cannot grasp the meaning of, but I understand the logic of.”

“What kind of rules?”

“I must not have sex with the enemy. I must not kill children. I must wear clothes in public, even if it is a very hot day.”

“By the stars, what else? Does he have to remind you not to shit in public too?”

“Only once.”

I gaped at him as he carried on across the rooftop, leading me away from the Vault of Frost in the direction of the doming Galaseum.

“You really are dead inside,” I muttered, then another question burned in my mind. It wasn’t like I had to be embarrassed of my curiosity anyway; Kaiser was less in tune with my emotions than a dead sea crab. “So…why do the women you fuck talk about getting ‘scorched’ by you. What the hell does that mean?”

“Towards the end, I hold them down and burn them.”

“Why?” I whispered, unsure I wanted to know the answer anymore.

“If I time it right, I experience their fear at the point of climax and I am usually able to come. It is enough to create the illusion of feeling. I think.”

“Wow. That’s really something special.”

“Are you feeling awe?” he asked.

“No, I was being sarcastic. I wish I hadn’t asked.”

“Are you dissatisfied with my answer?”

“No, you’re just way too honest and detailed about that shit.”

“I do not feel shame. Have I offended you?” He looked back to study my expression.

“No,” I said honestly. “I’m just starting to see how pathetic you really are.”

“North says I would be pitiable if I wasn’t such an asshole. Is that how you feel about me?”

“I would never pity you,” I growled. “You’re dead inside.”

“I am,” he agreed.

“Well this has been a riveting conversation,” I said dryly.

“Is this the type of conversation that rivets you often?”

“I was being sarcastic again.”

“Sarcasm is a challenge for me.”

“No shit. Your hair is reallllllly cool by the way. I love what you’ve done with the whole ‘longer on the left side than the right’ thing. And that blood-red tint in the light? Wow. Really something.”

“Thank you.”

“Sarcasm again.”

“I see.”

“You remind me of my donkey. Not a thought behind the eyes.”

“I have thoughts, not emotions.”

“Yeah well, potato potarto.”

“They are acutely different actually. More like, potato….petunia.”

A laugh escaped me as the asshole caught me off-guard and Calcifiend chirruped happily from Kaiser’s shoulder.

Kaiser regarded me again, the cogs working behind his eyes to figure out the meaning of my amusement.

I flattened my smile, giving him a scowl instead as he led me along the top of the wall on the western side of the Heliacal Courtyard. We climbed down and I landed lightly then followed Kaiser swiftly along the passage that led to the Vault of Steel. He walked up to a sconce on the wall and Calcifiend flew from his shoulder, slipping into a gap between the large stone bricks and disappearing. A click sounded on the other side of the wall and a hidden door swung open.

“He’s useful sometimes,” I commented.

“Yes, he is most useful. I can track his whereabouts and see through his eyes at any time.” Kaiser stepped into the dark and I was left staring after him in horror.

“You can do what?”

“I can track his whereabouts and see through his eyes at any time,” he repeated as if he thought the problem was that I hadn’t heard him the first time.

I prowled after him, pushing the door shut and lunging for him in the dark recess, grabbing his arm and forcing him to face me. “You’ve been spying on me all this time?”

“From the very first moment he came to you in the bathhouse. Yes. I was gathering general intelligence, then you used your Void power on that secret doorway, and I decided it was best to watch you to understand what I had witnessed. I can control his movements too if it is necessary, though only a nudge of encouragement is usually required. He is quite loyal.”

I felt violated. How many times had Calcifiend been there while I was dressing or washing or-

A cold lump of dread formed in my throat. My forging techniques. My secrets. My experimental lacquers and concoctions. Kaiser could have seen it all. Taken the knowledge. Passed it to fucking Pyros.

“What did you see?” I demanded. “What information have you stolen from me?”

“I am not always present with him, that would be a waste of my own time. But I watched while you travelled beneath the Keep with the Sky Witch. I know you had an allegiance. I know everything that you know about the Reapers too, silka la vin.”

“I…no, it wasn’t an allegiance with the Sky Witch, we were just using each other. I would never ally myself with anyone from another land,” I spluttered in outrage and the worst part of that was that it felt like a lie, which only made my anger spike. “And what is with that damn nickname?” I snapped.

“Come, we don’t have time for any more idle talk.” Kaiser delved on down a spiral staircase, and I continued to make demands of him for answers while we walked, but he didn’t reply to any more of my questions.

Calcifiend clicked his tongue at me from the Fury’s shoulder, his tail igniting in a faint blue glow.

“I’d started to forgive you, you little wretch,” I hissed at him.

He clicked his tongue sadly, but I wasn’t going to be softened by those big eyes and that innocent cute-as-shit face. He was a rat through and through.

I needed to know what Kaiser had seen. Had he witnessed my deal with Mavus Angelico?

I tried to remember all the times Calcifiend had been with me and what he might have shown his master, but he came and went like the wind. There was a high probability that Kaiser had seen every important, profound, shameful or secretive thing I’d done since the little fiend had first come to me in the bathhouse. I wanted to scream. No, I wanted to tear Kaiser’s eyes out then shove that tiny Dragon up his ass.

I huffed a furious breath between my teeth. I couldn’t even question him on what he had seen specifically in case he hadn’t seen it.

Realisation snared me all of a sudden. “That’s why you came to Vesper’s room the same time I did. You used Calcifiend to follow me there. Why?” I demanded.

“I intend to keep your head on your shoulders. I came there to ensure you didn’t get caught by the Reapers.”

“I don’t need you watching my back.”

“I’ll be the decider of that. Now hush,” he said. “I am concentrating on our route.” He took a passage to the right at the base of the stairs, ignoring three others that led away into the dark.

“Well excuse me for being pissed off about yet another violation of my life. You are, without a doubt, the worst Fae I have ever had the misfortune to encounter and if you had even a scrap of animosity toward me, I would be certain you were my Astral Adversary, bound to me by the stars to clash with me time and again and drive me to the brink of insanity. But it seems this hatred is one-sided because your empty heart has withered into a fucking prune. You wouldn’t know passion if it jabbed you repeatedly with a rusty fork, then cut off your cock and swallowed it whole.”

“Hush,” he repeated.

This time, his possession took hold of me and forced my lips to lock together. I screamed a tide of curses at him, but they were trapped in my throat, the sound muffled and useless.

Kaiser walked on, taking turns left and right, and I tried to memorise the route in case he fell down a ravine and I had to find my way back alone. Come on Scorpio, make him slip and crack his head as he falls into a watery grave.

At that image, my rage simmered into something sweeter and I followed obediently on, wondering if the Nightfire would let me cast ice beneath Kaiser’s feet to help him slip away into a deadly crag.

Kaiser stopped abruptly and I jerked to a halt before I bumped into him, peering around his broad shoulders to see where we were. The glow of Calcifiend’s tail lit a metal door which had a chalice sitting in a recess that was made from a carved circle of twelve faces, each twisted in its own horrified expression. All of them held markings of a star sign and the chalice was engraved with the sun and moon above a cursive script.

Ius solis et lunae offerat

“What does that mean?” I whispered, realising Kaiser’s possession had lifted from my lips.

“Offer the Elixir of Sun and Moon.” He took a vial from his pocket, the liquid within it sparkling like diamonds. He un-stoppered it, pouring it into the waiting chalice and I held my breath, staying behind him so he could act as a shield if something dangerous happened.

“How did you know how to make that elixir?” I breathed.

“My mother sent me some information that helped me locate it. It was not an easy thing to brew. It required the blood of a Reaper – and that was not simple to acquire without their knowledge.”

A heavy clunk sounded the door unlocking and the oppressive sense of magic crackled through the air before dissipating. Kaiser pushed it open and I peered into the gloom beyond.

Stairs. The type that dropped away into nothingness and promised death on the icy wind that was blowing up from the depths of nowhere.

I unsheathed my blade from the folds of my coat, raising it in preparation of what was to come. Perhaps we would find a host of hungry beasts down there and while they were busy chomping on Kaiser’s bones, I could slip back up these stairs and escape. But I hoped to get some answers before they descended.

“A door like this must be hiding many secrets,” I whispered.

“My thoughts exactly. I discovered it in my first week at the Keep. The inscription here suggests a potent magic contains something truly powerful within.” He pointed to the curling words around the edges of the door that I couldn’t decipher.

“I can taste your fear, but you are not as afraid as I expected,” he said quietly.

“I’ve never been afraid of the dark.” I stepped past him, but he knocked me back and took the lead.

“Well if you want to walk first into that gaping asshole of doom, be my guest,” I muttered.

“You are an important asset.”

“One you’ve led here? To this safe little place. At the top of a terrifying staircase that beckons us toward an unknown, but likely violent, harrowing death?”

“Sarcasm?” he guessed.

“Well done, clever boy.”

“You will walk to far more dangerous places than this with me when the time comes. No matter what battle I face in the future, you will be there to bolster my power. That is your destiny now.”

“Lucky me. But as much as I can’t wait to be your travel snack forevermore, you do realise I’m never going to let that happen, right?”

“Your confidence is unfounded.”

“That’s what you think, pishalé.”

He started down the stone steps and I followed him into the narrow space, the air in here chilling me to the core. My grip tightened on my dagger, the elevation of my pulse a crescendo in my ears that marked each step I took towards the blackness below.

Kaiser ignited a Faelight and let the amber orb float down the stairway, enticing us into the dark like a will-o’-the-wisp.

At the base of the stairs, the Faelight hovered above an open hatch in the floor with a wooden ladder disappearing into the pitch darkness. This was far worse than a disconcerting staircase, but there was no other way forward, the walls around us holding no doors.

Kaiser stepped onto the ladder, dropping down a few rungs without pause then looking up at me. I half expected a beast to grab him from below and yank him out of sight, but I had no such fortune to collect from the stars.

“There is an inscription on the wall behind you. Move aside,” he urged and I turned to face it, finding the words faintly glittering there.

Nulla lux in fenestra

“That is odd,” Kaiser commented. “I do not quite understand its meaning.”

“What does it say?” I asked.

“No light may pass into the window.” He glanced down into the abyss beneath him. “We had best progress without light.”

“And head down there without being able to see?” I hissed.

“The dark frightens you,” he commented.

“I told you; I don’t fear the dark; it’s what lurks down in that hole that I’m concerned with. I don’t like not being able to see my enemy.”

“If you cannot see your enemy, perhaps they cannot see you either.” He snuffed out the Faelight and the glow on Calcifiend’s tail vanished too, leaving two glinting red eyes of a Fury staring at me from the gloom before they vanished as well. “Unless Aquina Leopards can see as well as I can in the night?”

Anger flashed through me and I shifted my eyes to that of my Leopard form, the world around me brightening a little so I could see better again. Had he been snooping into my Order form just as the Sky Witch had? Filthy Pyros spy.

I followed him onto the ladder, sheathing my blade and took one rung after the other, sending a quiet prayer to Pisces to watch my back.

When I reached the bottom of the ladder, I moved to step off of it but found no floor waiting beneath me. Even my enhanced sight couldn’t capture a glimmer of anything below me. All was oppressively black.

“Kaiser?” I hissed into the nothingness.

No answer.

I peered down into the gloom, trying to pick out a single prick of light but it was impossible. My instinct told me to cast a Faelight, but if Kaiser was right about that inscription, I couldn’t risk it. I didn’t want to disturb the magic in this place because I got the feeling it would be a deadly mistake.

A strange, ethereal wind stirred my hair, tugging at my clothes, luring me down into the dark.

Let go, it seemed to purr. Leap into the unknown.

I should have climbed back up and got the fuck out of there. Kaiser was probably one seriously dead motherfucker already. It was time to call it quits and high tail it back to the Vault of Frost, skipping merrily away from the dead Fury and all of my problems. But answers called to me. Power was echoing through my skin, like pins and needles, only it moved in rolling waves. I was filled with a strange certainty that something in this place had knowledge to impart and I yearned to claim it.

Let go.

Have faith.

Never rest, Everest.

I released a breath, insanity taking me hostage as I made the most stupid decision of my life.

I let go.

My stomach lurched as I fell into the abyss, tumbling over and over, air rushing up to meet me from below. My hands shot out for purchase as a scream tore from my lungs, the fall going on and on.

But no matter how far I dropped, I never met the ground. This colossal hole went on eternally, and I was falling and falling, perhaps never to stop.

Light burst into existence, a red glow slithering through sharp cave walls either side of me, rivers of winding light heading deep into the earth. They pulsed with life, as if I was falling through the chest of a great beast, following the winding river of its arteries to the depths of its heart.

I gasped as I came to a sudden halt, suspended in the air, unable to move in any direction no matter how hard I flailed my arms and legs. Below me, all was veiled in shadow, but there was a glimmer of something within it now, like I was staring at a dark window.

A hand snared my ankle and I kicked out with a cry, looking over my shoulder to find Kaiser suspended behind me.

“Calm,” he commanded.

“Don’t tell me to be calm,” I snarled, kicking at him again. He’d led me into this pit of hell, and now we were trapped here together, doomed to die in this crevasse.

The cave walls shuddered, the vibration so deep it rocked my soul.

I fell quiet and all too still, gazing down at the strange gleaming surface beneath us, sensing we weren’t alone.

My throat was thick and I called on my magic, but it wouldn’t come, as if I was stripped of everything that made me Fae here in this void. Just a soul suspended in time, never to escape.

“Can you cast?” I hissed at Kaiser.

“No. Stay calm.”

“Tell me to stay calm again and I will rip your star-damned-”

“Belan vadir castris lavenius,” a bone-chilling voice reverberated through the atmosphere. It wasn’t Fae. It was something other. Something that spoke as if through the rock itself, through the wind, the fire and sea as well. And in a way it didn’t speak at all, the voice was in my skin, crawling through my blood and planting itself in the essence of who I was. “Kivon astrenis fradyr.”

Recognition rolled through me at the sense of this creature, because how could I forget it? The thing that had come to the Reaper acolytes and feasted on its chosen victims. A shiver of terror rolled through me. I had passed its test that day, but would I do so twice?

“I’m Everest Arcadia,” I called to it, bolstering my voice with power. If I was to die here at the jaws of this monstrous being, then at least let it remember my name. “I’ve come for answers.”

The walls trembled, the air hummed and the dark window below shivered with a roiling light.

“I am chaos,” it answered, somehow making me understand those words, although they were still spoken in that strange language. “I am the undoing of the sky, the unravelling of all.”

My tongue felt heavy as I bent it to answer, needing to understand the purpose of this powerful entity.

“Did the Reapers create you?” I asked.

“I came to be through the nothing, and the nothing I became.”

“Then did they summon you here?”

“I am not there. I can only reach across a parting sea, but soon I shall alight upon the shore, stepping fully from where I am to where you reside.”

“Speak clearly. Describe what you mean in more detail,” Kaiser demanded and the air shuddered violently as the monster turned its attention to the Fury.

“Man of torment, shattered and reforged anew. A soul such as yours would weigh heavily on the scales of death.”

“What are you?” I called.

“I am chaos,” it repeated.

“Are you the Void mentioned in the Elysium Prophecy?” I asked instead, my breath held as I awaited the truth.

“I am no Void. It is you who is marked with that fate. The power to destroy all power.”

“No, it can’t be,” I refuted, but those words were pointless denials now. Whatever this creature was, it held knowledge I couldn’t begin to fathom. Its sheer power was written into the fabric of the world itself. I didn’t know how I knew that, but it was a fact as plain and indisputable as night and day.

The truth rendered me silent, shocked but not horrified. Because I held within me the power to secure Cascada’s victory. I was special. Not just destined for greatness but potentially destined for a place in history so illustrious that not even the Cardinal Reaper himself would be remembered as well as me.

“What do the Reapers want with you?” Kaiser asked.

“To command me. However, I may only be commanded by one. The hallowed sovereign.”

“Who are they?” Kaiser asked as I continued to grapple with the knowledge I’d been given. I’d had my doubts. I’d considered it, sure, but having it plainly spelled out for me was something wholly different. Kaiser had been right all along. By the stars, I really was the Void.

“It has to be a Reaper,” I breathed, finding my voice again.

“They are no one and everyone,” the beast replied.

“That is not an answer. Be clearer,” Kaiser growled.

“Name them,” I added in a growl.

“They go by many names.”

“Then name as many as you know,” Kaiser insisted.

“Killer, slayer, warrior, ruler, instigator.”

“Those aren’t names,” I said in frustration.

“They draw close now. Always close. They come for me, they worship and nourish me. Soon, I will step between the boundaries of this place and that. Then your world will know me in the splintering of the earth, in the spitting of every fire, in the strike of the howling wind and in the flooding of the four lands. I am the re-writer of prophecy, the undoing of all that has been done. Soon, you shall pray to me instead of your callous stars. Leave now. For they are coming.”

The cave shuddered and the world shifted, tipping and turning until we were falling again, only now we were spiralling away from the dark window.

We were thrown through the hatch, slamming into each other in a heap on the hard stone floor.

I untangled myself from Kaiser and Calcifiend leapt onto his master’s chest, growling at the hatch defensively.

I fisted a hand in my hair, reeling from what I’d just learned, fearing that monster’s vow right down to my core. It would come here. The Reapers would make it so, and then it would destroy our world. Is that what our prophets wanted? Why would they bring a plague upon our lands? Why would they summon death to our door?

“Move.” Kaiser shoved to his feet, grabbing my arm and hauling me back up the stairs, running so fast I almost tripped. The door we had entered through was rattling on its hinges as if it was about to swing shut and Kaiser moved even faster, pulling me with him and pushing me ahead as we sprinted into the passageway beyond.

The door slammed closed at our backs with an echoing bang and a yell went up in the tunnel ahead, sending a quake through my bones.

Kaiser’s grip tightened painfully on my arm and he towed me down the tunnel at a rapid pace.

“Check the path,” he hissed and Calcifiend fluttered into the air and sped away ahead of us, flitting around a corner.

Kaiser never slowed, dragging me along even though I wasn’t going to slow for a second anyway. The Reapers were coming and I had no idea if we could make it out of these tunnels before they caught us. But we had to damn well try.

We rounded a corner into a forked path and Kaiser shoved me toward the righthand passage. “Go that way. Calcifiend will lead you back up to the Keep. I will distract the Reapers.”

He abandoned me just like that and I raced away down the passage he had directed me toward, finding Calcifiend there clicking his tongue urgently.

I ran after him, having no choice but to put my faith in Kaiser Brimtheon and his Sayer Dragon. He didn’t want his precious Void caught down here and killed, so this was as safe a plan as I was going to get. And if he was willing to put his ass on the line to secure my protection then so be it.

Calcifiend moved fast, flying along ahead of me, zipping down passages this way and that.

A boom echoed in the tunnels and shouts came from behind me, but they didn’t follow my path. They were headed after Kaiser and whatever maddened plan he was executing.

I couldn’t even hope that they’d catch him, because they would pull his memories from his head with a Cyclops and see exactly who had accompanied him down here - along with all the other damning secrets we held.

I met a staircase, stumbling at the abrupt shift in the ground beneath my feet. But I caught myself on the wall and ran faster, my thighs burning as I climbed and climbed and climbed out from the bowels of the keep, recognising the stairs I had taken to get down here earlier with Kaiser.

Calcifiend let out a sudden shriek of surprise, but it was too late to stop as he collided with a large chest and I almost followed him straight into it.

“I have come to rescue you,” Galomp announced, smiling big. “I followed you this far then did not know where else to go. It is very cold in here.” He looked around, casual as anything and I grabbed his arm, shoving him onward.

“Go, Galomp,” I demanded. “The Reapers are coming.”

“Oh bother,” he gasped. “Let us go. And be fast about it.”

He turned and we headed up the stairs, Galomp moving ahead of me at a lumbering pace which wasn’t anywhere near fast enough.

“Quicker,” I urged and Calcifiend flew into him from behind again and again, nudging Galomp’s ass with his little head.

“There is a mosquito nibbling my buttocks!” Galomp cried and started running. He could really move when he wanted to.

We sprinted up the stairs, finally meeting the secret door that led out into the corridor that led to the Vault of Steel. We spilled through it together and my heart jerked violently in my chest at the sight of the golden cloaked man standing right in front of us.

We were dead. Completely fucking dead.

The Reaper lifted his head, his face catching in the firelight of a sconce and I found two amber eyes staring into mine.

“Harlon,” I gasped in utter relief.

He looked from me to Galomp in confusion. “You’re who they’re all looking for?” he hissed, glancing down the corridor anxiously.

Galomp’s eyes slid to me. “Do you know this Reaper?”

“He’s a friend. He won’t inform the other Reapers. Will you, Harl?”

Harlon glanced at Galomp again and then to me. “Of course not.” He stepped closer, taking my hand. “They’ve sent a Reaper to every secret door within the Keep. You don’t have long.” He pulled me down the corridor to a window and shoved it open. “Climb out and take the quickest route you can to the Vault of Frost.”

I gestured for Galomp to go first as I embraced Harlon hard. “Thank you,” I whispered and he laid a kiss on my cheek.

“I will always protect you, Ever,” he murmured, then I pulled away and climbed out after Galomp, spotting Calcifiend perched on his head.

Harlon closed the window tight, nodding to me and I raised a hand in goodbye. He swept back to guard the hidden door and I directed Galomp across the snow-covered ground, relief scattering through me along with a rush of thoughts.

I was the Void. A prophesised Fae, named so by some almighty creature that had no reason to lie to me. This meant I could change the tide of the war. It meant my power was the most sought-after weapon in The Waning Lands. I had always wanted to be a Fae of legend, and it looked like I was going to get my wish. And that was all well and good so long as there was a war to win. Because if that monster was brought here by the Reapers, I was going to say goodbye to my dreams of grandeur and hello to the end of the world. So I had to find a way to thwart the Reapers without getting myself killed in the process. Nothing ever came easy to true legends after all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

“You’re sure you want to go through with this?” Getta asked in a low voice as she deftly braided my red hair, white flowers forming at her fingertips and working their way into the elaborate coils she was creating.

I sat before a wide mirror, assessing myself critically in the pale dawn light which shone from the Faelights hanging above my head.

“I do,” I said firmly, avoiding her eye in the reflection because I understood her hesitation but I couldn’t back out now. I’d spent years working towards this moment, plotting, scheming, winning favour from all the right Fae and getting myself ready to claim the title this marriage would afford me. “Alestro is a fine Fae and his accomplishments in spy work over the years which parted us have placed him in great esteem with our Earl Tarlord. This match is as fine as ever it was. Besides, no lady of worth would break her word and honour over such a…minor setback.”

Getta caught my gaze in the mirror, her expression sceptical.

“Minor? Warriors return from war missing limbs or suffering the lasting effects of the horrors of battle all the time and they are hailed and honoured for their prowess. Any such warrior would be more than worthy of you no matter the scars warring had left upon their souls, but the curse Alestro Sharbone brought back with him seems akin to a death sentence if the whispers in the court are to be believed-”

“I will not be cheated of my destiny by the gossip of servants,” I snapped, smacking her hands away from my hair and rising to my feet. “Alestro will find a way to cheat this curse or I shall find a way to rid him of it. Either way, my destiny is bound to his and if you intend to remain at my side you will not question me on it.”

Getta dropped her eyes, murmuring apologies and I expelled a harsh breath, placing my fingertips on the edge of the table to stop them from trembling. It wasn’t fair of me to be so harsh with her but I couldn’t back down now. I had placed everything upon the fulfilment of this destiny. I couldn’t let this fall apart. Who knew if I’d ever manage to secure another match as good as this one?

I expelled a long breath through my nose, only allowing myself to speak once I was confident the shrillness would have fled my tone.

“I know you wish only the best for me, Getta but I assure you that this path is still it. Now come, I have waited too long for this moment to end up being late for it now that it has arrived.”

Getta bobbed into a slight curtsy, hurrying to grab the train of the elaborate dress which I had been weaved into. The entire thing was crafted from earth magic, made up of entwined flowers of every shade from bright yellow at my chest running down my body all the way through the orange hues until darkening into the blood-red blooms which pooled around my feet. It was the tradition of our people to clad ourselves in our elements when bonding ourselves in marriage and I had been given the luxury of years to design this most perfect dress to adorn me in the moment of my plans finally coming together.

Thankfully I had no stairs to climb this day, the wedding chamber set in the deepest recesses of Stone Castle, surrounded by our element in the depths of the rock and earth itself.

The path to the chamber was deserted, all members of the castle staying well clear of the corridors while I passed, tradition keeping their eyes away from the bride until after the ceremony was completed and the union consummated.

I swallowed thickly as I considered that part of this day. My virtue had been guarded for so long that I had begun to fear I might never feel the touch of a man’s body against my own. I’d spent so many nights imagining this moment and now that it was upon me I found my nerves almost too much to bear.

I fixed my eyes on the far end of the long corridor and walked as quickly as my bad hip would willingly allow. It had improved somewhat over the last few days but my wrist had quickly stepped in to take its place as the dominant ache my body was battling, the affliction in my bones never quite willing to offer me a full reprieve.

Getta followed diligently behind me, holding the train of my dress until we reached the door to the marital chamber. I had never before glimpsed the inside of it, the ceremonies which took place here only witnessed by the ones taking part in them, the Reaper officiating and our Earl overseeing it all - as was his duty.

Of the five Earls who battled for full dominion over Avanis, I knew ours to be the best. Earl Tarlord was pious in his devotion to the stars and had sacrificed so much more in this war than any other might claim to while still finding the strength to go on ruling justly and honourably over those of us who fell beneath his domain. There was no better Fae in Avanis than he to lead us and I couldn’t deny the fluttering of my heart at the thought of having his full attention throughout this monumental chapter of my life.

“May the stars bless you in your union,” Getta murmured and I offered her a sweet smile, all argument between us forgotten.

I headed down the three small steps which led to the wooden door marked with a downward pointing triangle struck through with a single line for the element of earth. The most powerful symbol there was.

The door swung wide to admit me and I found Alestro standing within a small chamber lit with twinkling Faelights, the granite walls shimmering all around.

But my eyes didn’t latch onto the man who was about to become my husband, instead sweeping to take in our Earl, whose powerful frame dominated the space to my right, his gaze falling heavily upon me while I entered.

My breath caught in my lungs as he surveyed me, the weight of his judgement falling over me and leaving me feeling far more exposed than I could ever have imagined being in his presence. His strong jaw was locked tight, his expression hard as it always was and yet there was an intensity in his green eyes as they swept over me which was far heavier than I would have expected. The Earl’s dark hair was swept back from his face rather than falling around his face as it usually did and the difference seemed to strip years from him, as if the curtain of grief which shadowed him had been lifted for a time to reveal his true age beneath the weight of it. He’d suffered so very much for someone so young.

“Welcome to the path of the stars, my dear,” a female voice snapped the tension in my body and I jerked my eyes away from Earl Tarlord, swallowing thickly as I bowed my head to the Reaper who stood awaiting us in her golden cloak, her dark eyes skimming over first me and then my groom.

I stepped fully into the chamber and Earl Tarlord closed in on me so that he could close the door at my back.

There was only just enough space for the four of us within the chamber. I was acutely aware of the Earl standing at my back, his breath dancing across the exposed skin at the base of my neck while I lifted my eyes to meet those of the man I had waited so long to marry.

Alestro had always been a handsome man, his dark hair falling forward into his eyes, his strong jaw rough with stubble and the smirk he gave me told me he knew I was noticing those things about him too.

I offered him a small smile, my heart thundering faster and faster, the room seeming even closer as the weight of Earl Tarlord’s eyes on my back burned a hole right through me.

I hadn’t been able to speak to Alestro properly since his return to Stone Castle. He had remained unconscious for three days after collapsing at The Horned Table and had spent most of his waking hours since trying and failing to break the ties the curse had placed upon him so that he might divulge whatever secrets he held within his mind.

His screams had echoed through the stone corridors more often than I could count over the last few weeks. I had heard tales of the rashes, boils and abscesses which had broken out across his body – and those were said to be the least of the injuries the curse caused when he tried to work around it. He had come close to death four nights prior and Earl Tarlord had called time on his attempts to unveil his secrets until something could be done to counter the curse. The Reapers had denied his request for help, claiming that to do so would be to interfere with the war - which they would never do - but they had suggested going ahead with our wedding in place of the offer of help we so desperately needed. I couldn’t say that it had seemed like a fair offer. We had already been intended to wed, but no one was foolish enough to deny anything a Reaper deigned to give out, so here we were.

“In this world of torment and warfare, it can be hard to claim the bounty of love and solace in the arms of the one you hold dearest,” the Reaper began. “But it is in these dark times that unions such as these are most important of all.”

I shifted, the urge to glance over my shoulder nagging at me but I forced my gaze to remain on my betrothed as the Reaper went on, speaking of stars and destiny, of elements and the zodiac wheel, all of it no doubt endlessly important and yet none of it penetrated my mind well enough to register its full meaning.

I met Alestro’s dark gaze, hunting the shadows within his eyes for some sense of him. We were practically strangers. We’d spent little more than a fortnight courting before he’d been sent out to spy on Stormfell and even then we hadn’t managed to gain much time to really get to know one another. In the years which had passed since the arrangement of our union, we could have become so many things and as I stood in that too-small chamber with him now, murmuring words which lashed my soul to his for all of time, that fact began to sink in. What had he seen in the land of Air? What had he done?

He found time to spend in the bed of a Succubus.

I blinked hard, forcing that thought aside just as I had done every time it had come calling for me in the middle of the night. Had I expected him to guard his virtue for me the way I had for him? Yes. But had he ever actually vowed to do so or asked the same of me? My parents had made it clear that my virginity was a gift I should offer only to the man I gave myself to in marriage and I had done precisely that - despite knowing that many Fae chose a very different path and promiscuity ran riot all around the castle and beyond. But I wasn’t just any Fae and we needed this match, the prestige of Alestro’s reputation, all of it. So it had been my choice and I had no right to feel betrayed by him, but I still did. He had been betrothed to me when he had taken her to his bed. Did that not occur to him? Had there really been no other way for him to get close to her without making use of his cock in the process and-

“Lady Septa?” Earl Tarlord prompted and I jolted, realising I had been expected to speak and now all three of them were staring at me in expectation.

“I give my vow,” I breathed because that was the only thing I had to say during this ceremony so it had to be what they were waiting for.

“I give my vow,” Alestro echoed and the Reaper clapped her hands together between us, the noise so loud and sudden in the tiny space that I flinched, stepping backwards and knocking into Earl Tarlord.

I gasped as his rough hands came up to steady me, grazing over the bare skin of my back, making my blood rush to the surface of my flesh in the brief contact before he stole them away again just as fast.

“And may the stars curse any who try to cast the union asunder. Praise to the stars!” the reaper cried.

“Praise to those who tread their destined path,” I echoed along with Alestro and Earl Tarlord.

And that was it. Done. I was Lady Sharbone now, or at least I would be once-

Alestro caught my hand and tugged me towards him. I closed my eyes, expecting a kiss as I heard often happened at this moment of union but instead I ended up stumbling over my own feet as he tugged me towards a door I hadn’t noticed behind him.

Panic reared its head as I realised what must have awaited us beyond that door, the consummation chamber where we were to make our union official while the Reaper and our Earl awaited us here.

I allowed Alestro to guide me into the room which was thankfully bigger than the marriage chamber though it was almost entirely taken up by the plush bed in its centre.

I turned to close the door behind us, my heart racing as I met the dark gaze of my Earl, his strong jaw locked tight with some simmering emotion which I had no time to try and decipher before the door closed between us.

I looked back to Alestro who was smirking at me while he backed up towards the bed, his eyes roaming over my body and making my pulse spike. I’d been wanting this, aching for this moment for so long, so curious about the pleasures of the flesh which the servants talked about with such enthusiasm and the Fae of the court bragged about so excitedly. But I was in over my head at the same time, uncertain of how to chase such pleasure or indeed how to offer it.

“My mind has been full of the thought of this,” Alestro said, beckoning me to him and I went willingly, biting down on my bottom lip as I let my eyes skim down his body.

“I…don’t know how,” I admitted and his smile only widened.

“I’m a good teacher. Besides, I’ve had nothing but filthy Skyforger cunt for years. I’m aching to bury myself in the purity of your pretty earth-born pussy, wife. You’re the prize I get to claim for all the shit I’ve lived through these endless years.”

I blinked at his words, his tone like honey wrapping around them and I couldn’t help but wonder if they were a compliment or if I should have been offended by them.

Alestro took my hand and tugged me to him and my breath caught in my lungs as he pressed his mouth to mine, stealing all thoughts as he gave me the first kiss I had ever claimed.

My eyes closed a beat too late, the heat of his mouth against mine stealing all thought as my body responded and my brain tried to catch up to the fact that this was truly happening.

It ended as quickly as it had begun, Alestro drawing back and bobbing his chin towards the bed in command.

I did as he wanted, moving to sit on it then leaning back on my elbows, instantly regretting the move as pain shot through my shoulders but he was already moving to stand by my knees, pushing them apart none too gently.

“Show me,” Alestro growled, his thumbs painting circles on the insides of my knees.

My eyes flicked to the closed door which was all that separated us from the Reaper and Earl Tarlord but this was how it went, they weren’t going anywhere until we reappeared, having consummated our union.

I hesitated a moment longer, nerves digging into me at the thought of exposing myself to this man who was almost a stranger. But he was the destiny I had been awaiting for so long that I forced those hesitations aside and placed my fingers against my hips instead, letting myself fall back to lay on the bed before him.

Magic coiled in my fingertips, latching onto the vines which secured the perfectly aligned rows of flowers to one another until I was able to draw them apart.

As my dress slid from my body, I couldn’t hold Alestro’s eyes and dropped my focus to the suit he had fashioned out of leaves. It was simple, a solid green colouring throughout, the edges a little messy as if he had done it in a hurry.

A twist of disappointment filled me as I realised he hadn’t taken anywhere near as much care or time to fashion his clothing for this moment as I had. Of course I knew that he wouldn’t have been able to spend the time practicing the creation of his clothing for this day the way I had but perhaps he could have spent a little more time on the colour or the cut…

“Well aren’t you just perfection?” Alestro purred and I blushed as I raised my eyes to his and found him scrutinising every inch of my bare body. “One hundred percent earth born and a Virgo too, aren’t you?”

I nodded, my nerves having stolen my voice from me.

“You’re exactly what I’ve been aching for. A pure stone-bred woman to help me regrow my roots in my homeland where they belong.”

I smiled as his words bolstered my confidence, loosening my tongue. “I would feel better about being naked if you were too,” I said, my blush burning brightly on my cheeks at the audacity of my words but this was it, what I’d been missing in the dark of the night, the pleasure I’d been so long awaiting.

Alestro hesitated, seeming a shade self-conscious and I wondered if perhaps he was just as nervous as I was. Everything in his life had been a lie for so long, I might be the first Fae he would be able to truly be himself with in a very long time and the thought of that awakened a spark of hope inside me.

“The curse,” he said slowly, his fingers brushing against his collar.

“We’ll find a way to break it,” I swore to him. “And we can start…here.” I brushed my hand down the centre of my body, brazenly dropping it between my thighs for a moment before removing it again.

“Part your legs,” Alestro commanded and though I was still blushing profusely, I did as he asked.

Alestro’s eyes fell to my pussy, his fist clenching and unclenching at his side before he screwed his eyes up tightly.

“This is what I want,” he muttered to himself, his fist smacking into his thigh.

“Is everything alright?” I asked uncertainly and he forced his eyes open again, looking to my hair.

“Red,” he said and I nodded but I didn’t know what he meant by it.

Alestro pushed his hands into his hair then banished the earth-made clothes from his body with a snap of his fingers, leaves tumbling to the ground all around him.

I gasped before I could stop myself, biting down on my lip to cut the sound short while he grunted irritably.

“I warned you,” he said as I took in the blisters and boils which covered his chest, arms and thighs. His skin looked sore and oozed in places, strange markings coiling around some of the most painful looking wounds.

“Are those…runes?” I breathed.

“The Sky Witch is adept at blood magic,” he snarled but my focus was stolen by the way his cock jumped and swelled with his words.

I had seen men in the bath houses while their cocks were flaccid and knew in theory what one looked like when aroused but the sight of it still stole all of my attention.

“At last,” Alestro growled, wrapping his fist around his cock and pumping it roughly. “Come on, now, while it’s still up.”

“What?” I asked but he was already climbing onto the bed, his weight moving between my thighs and I realised that it was going to happen right now.

I was ready. I wanted it. But the sight of the damage the curse had done to his flesh and the suddenness with which he lunged on top of me made me nervous again.

“I’ve never-”

“I know,” he snapped. “Just let me get it in and then you’ll realise how lucky you were to bag me as your- fuck-” he cursed aggressively just as what felt like a damp sausage crashed up against my entrance then folded over onto itself.

Alestro cursed again, stamping his mouth to mine before I could ask him what was happening.

I kissed him willingly, parting my lips for his tongue, my body heating at the thought of what we were doing. Getta had told me it would hurt but all I could feel was that warm, squashy skin knocking against my pussy along with his knuckles grazing the insides of my thighs.

“Shit,” he growled. “I need a moment. I don’t believe that bullshit about being ruined.”

“Ruined?” I asked, my eyes meeting his but he just shook his head and pressed that hot, soft skin against me again.

I peered down between our bodies, finding his fist still wrapped around his cock, a nub of soft flesh poking out from the centre of it.

“Is that…shouldn’t it be hard?” I asked and he growled furiously.

“Maybe if you were doing something to help it would be,” he snapped.

“Like what?” I asked.

“Like…call me an asshole.”

“You - are you sure?” I frowned at him but he only growled again.

“Yes. Insult me.” He closed his eyes and kneeled up, pumping his definitely flaccid cock in his fist so that it flopped back and forth above me.

“You are an asshole,” I said with about as much conviction as a cat being asked to say it loved baths.

“Not like that,” Alestro said. “Say it like you’re a warrior who takes no shit and I’m in your damn way but you also want me to fuck you deep down inside. And use a Skyforger accent.”

“An accent?” I asked, my blush turning to indignation. “You want me to pretend I’m someone else…no, wait, you want me to pretend I’m her?”

“It’s not like that,” Alestro replied quickly. “I don’t want to want her but I can’t…ever since I was with her my dick won’t do what it’s supposed to. I thought maybe, hopefully that it was just when I was alone and that with you it would be different. The only time I get hard at all anymore is when I think about her but then as soon as I try to get myself off I can’t. I just fucking can’t.”

I recoiled, shifting away from him up the sheets, not certain whether I was offended or just furious. With her, with him, with the fucking stars for ruining this for me too. Hadn’t I offered them enough? Was his curse to be mine too? A lifetime of watching him try to pump his floppy dick to no avail. How would I carry on our family line? What point was there to this union at all if I couldn’t bear any children from it?

“Don’t look at me like that,” Alestro barked and I twisted my fingers in the sheets, magic curling around the flowers which had departed from my body and drawing them back together again to conceal myself.

“Wait,” he hissed, shuffling on his knees up the bed towards me, still pumping that purplish looking mushroom which should have been a proud and ready cock. “I can do this. You do the accent and let me bend you over the bed and I’ll close my eyes and think about the way I used to-”

“If you value your life, you will not complete that sentence,” I snarled and he finally stopped trying to pump his flaccid dick, letting it fall from his fist to swing sadly back and forth atop his balls.

“I need to come,” he whimpered, his face crumpling at the admission. “I need this. I need you. It has to work. I can’t be ruined, I fucking can’t be. Hasn’t she done enough to me already with this curse? I can’t even speak a word abou-ow-ow-arghhh!”

Alestro fell forward onto the bed, clutching at his neck as burns appeared across his skin, searing runes into the flesh and leaving an acrid stench in their wake while his wails of agony filled the air.

The door bust open and I clutched my arms to my chest like I might cover myself but thankfully I found the blooms of my dress already back in place over my body.

Earl Tarlord stood there, frowning heavily at the sight of Alestro bent over on the bed, his ass pointed straight at the most powerful man in all of Avanis, his skin covered in welts and boils while he shrieked in agony.

“Is the consummation complete?” the Reaper asked serenely, appearing at Earl Tarlord’s elbow and acting as if there was nothing at all strange about the display before her whatsoever.

“Yes,” Alestro panted. “I fucked her, didn’t I, wife? And then I tried to whisper the secrets I knew to her while she languished in the bliss of my dominion over her flesh but…the curse…it knew even then.”

“What loyalty you have to Avanis,” Earl Tarlord rumbled, his eyes pinning me in place, a molten fire burning in them which told me he didn’t believe a single word from Alestro’s mouth. “Were our places reversed, I couldn’t imagine having had a single space in my mind for anything or anyone in the entire world and starlit sky above than the beautiful creature before you. Yet you tried to depart the vital knowledge you own to her rather than languish in the throes of pleasure.”

“Avanis before all else,” Alestro agreed, though his voice was tight with pain.

“Avanis before all else,” I agreed quietly.

“So…consummated, yes?” the Reaper pushed. “It’s just I have another meeting to attend and I need verbal confirmation.”

“Yes,” Alestro bit out, raising his head to try and catch my eye and I knew he expected me to join him in his lie.

The silence stretched and I was almost certain Earl Tarlord was hoping I might contradict him but I disappointed them both and instead remained silent, allowing the cards to fall where they may, uncertain what to do. I didn’t wish to go against my husband but I wouldn’t lie to my Earl. Thankfully neither of them forced me to do either.

“Then we have a feast to attend,” Earl Tarlord said gruffly. “And after that another battle to plan for.”

He turned from the room, the Reaper sweeping away with him and I carefully slipped from the bed.

Alestro caught my wrist before I could make it through the door, his face dipping close to mine while he pinned me in his dark gaze.

“I’ll find a way,” he swore. “I’ll not go through life unable to use my fucking cock. It isn’t you. It’s her.”

“I know,” I said coldly and my hatred for the Sky Witch only festered deeper within me but it didn’t fully alleviate the blame from my…husband? I supposed, despite the lack of consummation, that was what he was now but there was a part of me that didn’t feel the truth of that claim. “But perhaps you should have thought about that before you fucked her.”

Alestro’s face crumpled then burned with rage but I had already snatched my wrist from his grasp and stalked away. I would find a way to reclaim my husband for my own and secure the destiny I was owed but that didn’t mean I had to forgive him for his transgressions outright. I had enough fury in me for both him and his scorned lover.

I headed to my wedding feast with my disappointing husband trailing in my wake and a vow stitching itself onto my soul. I would deal with the Sky Witch myself. The only thing left to figure out about it was how.
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CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Kaiser Brimtheon was, disappointingly and unsurprisingly, alive. He’d strolled into the refectory the day after we’d gone into the Reapers’ tunnels, as bland a Fae as ever before.

He hadn’t summoned me, hadn’t come to my quarters or even glanced in my direction since. It was as if nothing had happened. But it had. My world had shifted, aligning me with a fate I’d been fearful to accept the truth of, and there was no denying it now.

If I was to believe the powerful being we had spoken to in that terrible pit – and there was really no part of me that could doubt it – then I was the Void. A thing named in the Elysium prophecy and known by every Fae across The Waning Lands. According to many of the texts I’d read in the Astral Sanctuary of Castelorain, the Void would be the key to Cascada succeeding in the war. There was an entire division under the Magistrine whose sole purpose it was to seek knowledge of the Void and discover its location.

Had there been more Fae born as Voids in the past? Was I the first to be discovered? Or was I truly one of a kind? The latter thought was a tantalising one. That I could potentially be a unique force that would change the fate of the entire war. Not that I was getting carried away with the idea or anything.

I smiled, as I had done every time I thought of what this could mean for my future. Yes, there was the one tiny problem of that terrible monster being summoned to our world by the Reapers and destroying all my chances of becoming a hero. And yes, I was still in a serious predicament with Kaiser, but for that problem at least, I had a plan ready come graduation that would ensure he didn’t take me even an inch toward Pyros.

As the Void, Cascada was relying on me to come home. And when I got there, I was going to buy a ticket across the Bay of Marila to the Sunken Isles where the Magistrine held council. I’d stride right into their court wearing my finest armour and declare myself the weapon Cascada had been waiting for. I was going to be hailed as our greatest weapon and a celebration would break out across the land in my honour.

Everest Arcadia, saviour of Cascada, a hero sent from Pisces, Scorpio and Cancer as a divine warrior of the stars – too much? Nah. This was my moment. It was coming at me like a violent sea storm and I’d be ready to meet it on the clifftop. I just had to line up my conniving ducks in a row and be ready for graduation day. There were a couple of weeks to go until my time at Never Keep was over, then I would have to face the trial that would decide whether I had passed or failed in my training and I’d be free to go claim my destiny.

And the Reapers’ monster I could deal with just as soon as I figured out how. How hard could it really be to thwart the most powerful, star-chosen prophets in The Waning Lands?

Okay, maybe I needed to work on that snag in my plans a little more.

“Ever?”

I looked up from the desk I’d been studying at in the Library of Frost, finding Harlon standing over me in his gold cloak. It was late. I’d been here all evening researching concealment spells, trying to find a loophole that would help me cast them better with one hand.

My fingers curled self-consciously in on the scars marking my left palm like I’d been caught out. But there was no way Harlon could know why I was here so late.

“You need to come with me,” he said seriously. “The Cardinal Reaper has requested to speak with you.”

The blood drained from my face and I pushed to my feet, defensive at once.

“Did you-”

“I told him nothing. One of the Seers saw your face in a vision.” Harlon’s jaw was tight and fear coloured his voice as he carried on in a whisper. “Tell him the truth, Ever. If you lie to him, you could risk your life.”

“We don’t even know what the Seer saw yet,” I whisper-hissed back, casting a silencing shield around us even though the library had long-ago emptied out. “It could be nothing.”

“Or it could be everything,” Harlon said thickly. “If you aid him in his hunt for the Reapers who have broken the vows of their position then he will be grateful. He will offer you protection as he has offered me.”

Silence weighed heavily between us, though my thoughts were loud, roaring at me to go against what Harlon was asking. My gut was firm on this, despite the possibility that he could be right. That maybe the Cardinal Reaper could be trusted and he might solve the problem of the monster for me. But my instincts were screaming at me not to trust him and they’d saved my ass more than once.

“Take me to him,” I agreed.

Harlon nodded, turning and leading me down through the ice-covered bookshelves and wintery paths. I followed him all the way out of the Vault in silence, sensing his mind was as frantic as mine, but for opposite reasons. Harlon’s trust in the Cardinal Reaper may have been rightly placed, but after all I’d witnessed of the Reapers’ deeds, how could I place my faith in their ruler?

We eventually arrived at the door to the Astral Sanctuary and Harlon took my arm, leaning in close to breathe his next words to me. “Please, Ever. Do as I ask.”

I pulled my arm free of his grip and pushed the large wooden doors wide, stepping through and feeling Harlon’s eyes drilling into the back of my head. The Astral Sanctuary was lit by dancing fires in iron sconces, igniting the ever-watching zodiac effigies on each wall of the room. The scent of incense hung around us, a slight fog rising above us where the smoke had coiled away toward the heavens, making the air taste sickly sweet. I always felt like I was being watched in this chamber, but never more so than I did now as my gaze met that of Solomon Imai’s.

The Cardinal Reaper stood beneath the towering stone carving of Capricorn, his hands clasped together and his fine navy cloak sweeping down to kiss the floor at his feet. His presence alone made the oxygen in my lungs feel heavier, like he could affect the very atoms that made up my being.

I bowed to him. “Praise to the stars.”

“And praise to those who tread their destined path, Everest Arcadia,” he spoke my name and dread licked down my spine. It was a damn dangerous thing for this Fae to know me. “Reaper Harlon speaks highly of you. He says you were close back in your hometown of Castelorain.”

I nodded, silent, which was unlike me, but I felt the best way to play this was to let Solomon Imai do most of the talking. That way, I could figure out what he knew before I would consider offering up a single scrap of information.

I heard the doors to the Astral Sanctuary close and glanced back to find Harlon standing in front of them like a guard dog. My pulse quickened as I turned back to the Cardinal Reaper, feeling penned in.

“You do not need to be frightened,” Solomon said, his tone softening. “I have a few questions to ask you, that’s all. I am still investigating some of the deaths that have occurred in our sacred Never Keep and I have spoken with many of the neophytes to help piece the truth together. You are not the first, nor will you be the last.”

“What do you want to know, Cardinal Reaper?” I asked, blinking innocently at him and playing the dumb little trainee, hoping he would buy it. “If there’s anything I can do to help, I will gladly do so.”

“I would appreciate your absolute openness. I would prefer not to involve a Cyclops at this stage while I keep my investigations private, but I will do so if I believe you may be hiding information from me. Do you understand?” The softness to his voice didn’t fool me this time. He was threatening me plain and clear, and as the most powerful Fae in The Waning Lands, I should have known better than to do anything against his wishes. The fact that he possessed all four elements made him a rare, revered creature. And all other Fae who had claimed such a gift from the stars were a part of his inner circle. He knew power when he saw it and he kept it close. So I had to wonder what he saw when he looked at me.

“I understand.” I bowed again, layering on my respect nice and thick so he didn’t suspect the traitorous thoughts I’d had about him.

“Good, then first I will need a full account of your whereabouts during the night of the Vampire attack. I will need details and names of Fae who can confirm your story.”

Fuck. The Libra statue seemed to be giving me the side-eye while my thoughts whirled with what I should say but I wasn’t going to balk at some judgemental set of scales – they were all about fairness and justice anyway, not blind honesty and where was the justice in me spilling every drop of the truth and potentially losing my head for it? No, no, Libra, it was definitely fairer for me to play cat and mouse with the truth and protect my own ass in the process.

“Yes, Cardinal Reaper. Of course. Well I…fought alongside everyone else. And there’s probably some names I could give. I was brave. I…cut one of the Vampires even.” I released a choked noise then threw myself at the feet of the Cardinal Reaper with a cry. “Oh stars, no, forgive me. I’m lying. I’m sorry, your greatness. I can’t keep this truth in any longer.”

“Speak, child,” Solomon urged hopefully and the feeling of Harlon’s eyes on me almost made me hesitate on what I was about to do.

“I was so afraid of those terrible V-Vampires,” I faked a stammer and was impressed at myself for the fear that presented itself in my voice. “I’m so ashamed to admit that I hid for most of the attack.”

I almost managed to force a blush to my cheeks as I looked up at Solomon, and I definitely pulled off the awkward glance down, the wringing of my fingers and the shame colouring my expression. Scorpio definitely approved. Secret keeping and the odd stint at manipulation were among his core traits after all, whereas Libra was probably having a proverbial meltdown over the tos and fros of my gambit. But even Libra knew that sometimes lies were required to maintain justice and it was only fair that I got to leave the Astral Sanctuary with my head intact, ready to become a living legend who would secure the win for Cascada in the Endless War.

“I see,” he sighed.

“I hid behind the Taurus statue in the Heliacal Courtyard,” I whimpered. “I thought I would make a fine warrior. My father, Commander Rake, he is such a great example of the type of Fae I want to be. But he always knew I was a runt. He named me a Provider. I should have believed him when he said I wasn’t cut out for this.” I raised my scarred hand, releasing a tremoring sob and even squeezing a couple of tears out.

“This is my greatest shame,” I breathed. “I tried to hide it, but I cannot cast with this hand. I am weak. I am no warrior.” I cowered, curling into a ball at his feet and to my surprise, Solomon couched down to lay a hand on my shoulder. “We are all made for greatness in our own ways. The stars have a path for you, child, I am sure. It might even be a greater one than a battlefield, or perhaps you will find you don’t balk at the next fight which comes your way. The stars will decide what you are made for during your graduation trial. You have done well. Now, return to your quarters.”

I sniffed, pushing myself to my feet and expelling a spiel of praises to Solomon, then I turned and hurried across the flagstones toward the exit, not meeting Harlon’s eye until I was right in front of him.

I glanced up, finding his jaw ticking furiously.

“Praise to the stars,” I purred.

His jaw tightened further. “Praise to those who tread their destined path.”

I bowed and side-stepped past him to the door, making my exit and letting a smile fill my lips as I broke into a run toward the Vault of Frost.

When I made it back to my room, I let out a laugh that was bordering on manic, moving to stoke the embers in the fireplace. The fire blazed greedily and I thought of losing myself in forging, celebrating my little ploy with a brand new blade.

A large figure moved by the window, highlighted by a flash of lightning at their back and a cry of alarm left me as I shot a dagger of ice right at them. The Fae melted it and cast a Faelight above their head, revealing Galomp there in his night gown. “I am sorry to be a bother, but I could not sleep.”

“By the stars, Galomp.” I held a hand to my racing heart, sagging against the white stone fireplace. “You can’t go sneaking up on me like that. How did you even get in here?”

He twiddled his thumbs, looking guilty. “I disabled your magical lock, Miss Everest. Are you angry with me?”

“I – no, it’s fine,” I huffed out, his round face and glinting eyes too damn innocent to be mad at, though I was irritated at myself for not casting a better lock into place. “What’s on your mind?”

“You and the Fury.” He twiddled his thumbs again. “He was here, then there were spiders, then I went back to sleep and for a while I thought, oh boy, that was a nasty dream, but it keeps coming back to me, Miss Everest.”

“It was real,” I admitted. “The Fury has something he wants from me.” I tried to say more about the Fearsire soul-tie, realising how deeply I had come to trust Galomp, but the magic of Kaiser’s possession forbade me. I had so many other secrets I could tell him instead, about the Void, the monster, the Dragon, the portals - and Prince Dragor destroying said portals. But every one of those secrets could put Galomp in danger, and I liked him too much to risk it.

I sighed, walking over to my bed and flopping backwards onto it.

“I saw you slash Ransom Rake’s bottom,” Galomp added. “Was that real too?”

“Yup. Real. But Kaiser made me do it.”

“I do not like Furies, I have decided. All Orders are equal and good, but Furies are not. They can die out, yes they can. I would not shed a tear.”

“Me either,” I agreed, propping myself up on my elbows. “Are you going to tell the Reapers about any of this?”

He scratched his chin. “No.”

“Why not?”

“I went into the Reapers’ tunnels. I am bad too.”

“You’re not bad. And I’m not bad either, Galomp. I think, maybe they’re bad.”

He inhaled a sharp breath, clapping a hand to his mouth. “You should not say that,” he said against his palm.

“I don’t know what to believe anymore.” I lay back down onto the bed, feeling so damn tired, my brain hurt.

“I will not tell anyone, Miss Everest,” Galomp said, drifting closer. “You are my friend. Friends do not tell tales on other friends.”

I gave him a smile at that and patted the bed. The whole structure creaked as he dropped down beside me.

“I heard Ransom Rake say that his bottom is most painful and that he cannot sit on it without placing a cushion with a hole in it beneath him,” Galomp revealed, and I sniggered, my eyelids falling closed and lightness filling my chest.

“I am glad we met, Miss Everest.”

“Me too, Galomp,” I whispered as sleep stole me away, hoping no dreams would bother me while I rested. And if they did, then let them be of the warm, Cascadian sea.
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CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Our journey through the wilderness of Pyros had been longer and more tiresome than either of us had anticipated and we’d been forced to backtrack more than once to lose the hunting parties who still searched for us.

It was infuriating not being able to face them but with our magic burned out and the numbers against us, fighting them hadn’t been a risk we could afford. So it was with more than a little relief that, after almost two full weeks of travelling - the last days of which had been without food thanks to our supplies running out – we finally made it onto one of the huge roads which criss-crossed the rugged landscape of Pyros. We’d skirted the city and were circling back towards civilisation in the hopes that no one would connect us to the bloodshed at the outpost.

We’d joined the western road leading to Leergaith just before the wide bridge which crossed the Hivard River. It stood ahead of us, flanked by its two stone monoliths of Phoenixes, their wings aflame at their backs.

I tugged on my hood, making sure my features were hidden in its shadow as we slipped into the throng of Fae all making their way to and from the city. I was desperate to find somewhere to rest and eat and bathe. I’d done my fair share of travelling like this but I’d never gotten used to the feel of dirt and dry sweat plastered to my skin, the need for a bath consuming me even more deeply than my desire to sate my growling stomach.

Magic felt like a buzz in the air around me and I let myself take a sip of it, drawing a sliver of power from the desires of the many Fae who were passing along this well-travelled stretch of road.

Crowds often overwhelmed me when I wielded my gifts among them, and I fought the urge to wince as a combination of pressing wants closed in on me. Hunger, thirst, lust, healing, warmth, silence, coin – every Fae here wanted one thing or another and my head spun as their desires began to impact my own.

Vesper.

I glanced around, once again convinced that I’d heard someone calling to me, this time from the road ahead. But there was nothing there just as there had been nothing there among the trees we’d crept through to get here or in the fog as we’d waded through swamp water. Perhaps I was losing my mind to my grief, imagining my sisters calling out to me even though I knew they never would again. I forced myself to focus on my immediate surroundings and for what felt like the hundredth time, forget the whispers of my imagination.

A big bastard slammed into me as he passed, knocking me aside while my attention was skewed. I snarled at him, biting down on the words I wanted to hurl his way as our need for secrecy forced me to remain silent about the offence.

Bastian seemed less inclined to care about going unnoticed though. He reached out to grab the man’s cloak, yanking him back by it so forcefully that he fell to the rough cobbles at my feet with a cry.

“Mind where you’re walking,” Bastian snarled at him, his own hood down and features on show. Clearly he had no fear of being recognised but I was less fortunate in that regard.

The bastard lurched to get up but Bastian slammed a foot to his chest, forcing him down again with a growl that betrayed the beast beneath his flesh.

Fae were starting to look our way, drawn by the prospect of a show.

I sighed, slipping away into the crowd with my head down, not needing to witness what came next because male bravado had long since lost its appeal to me. I’d endured enough of it in the training ranks of the Sinfair and if there was one thing I knew about big, strong idiots throwing their weight around to gain superiority over the other, then it was that it meant next to nothing in real battle. Posturing was the kind of time-wasting bullshit that only ever got you ki-

I ducked as something big and screaming was hurled over my head before splashing loudly into the river beyond the stone Phoenix statues. The Fae who had shoved me surfaced a moment later, spluttering and cursing. Bastian caught up to me, draping an arm over my shoulders.

“Subtle,” I grunted as I shoved his arm off of me and stalked up onto the bridge.

“That’s where so many spies go wrong, my sweet spectre. They think skulking in the shadows makes you less suspicious, when truly the least suspicious of all are those who choose to draw attention to themselves.”

“Sounds like bullshit to me,” I muttered, glancing up at the ramshackle stalls which crowded either side of the bridge selling fresh produce and grain, offering services of protection or guidance through the city, the use of horses and carriages alike. My eyes met with a vendor selling fresh bread and I quickly glanced away but it was too late.

“Oh salacious salamanders, never before have my eyes beheld such wonderous beauty!” the man called, lurching forward and knocking several buns from the edge of his stall.

I cursed, reaching for his desires, shoving aside his sudden lust for me and finding the urge to protect his wares from thieves just beneath it. I yanked on that while also tugging on the hunger of a group of street kids who were skulking by the edge of the bridge at the same time. My own stomach growled as I looked at the fresh rolls scattering to the ground but we couldn’t risk the attention of getting caught thieving so close to the city gates and I forced myself not to lunge for any of them myself.

The kids made a dash for the bread and the vendor started shrieking at them, flames bursting from his hands as he warned them back and I strode away into the crowd once more.

“My buns!” the man wailed. “My plump and crusty buns!”

“Subtle,” Bastian taunted as he kept pace with me easily and I took care to keep my eyes to the ground.

We escaped the chaos of the bridge, the road quieting a little as it straightened out and the city finally appeared ahead of us. I was overdue a night in a proper bed and now that I could somewhat trust Bastian not to try and run from me in the night, I planned on sleeping the moment we found ourselves somewhere safe to rest.

The magic I’d gathered as we walked swelled within me bit by bit until finally I had collected enough to create an illusion with it. I’d worked hard on perfecting this magic while at Never Keep and already had a preferred shape for the cast in mind.

I lifted my hand and slowly ran it down my face, altering my features and hiding them beneath a mask of plainness, disguising the allure of my Succubus nature until at last, I felt confident enough in my work to look up at the Fae who travelled the road close to us.

“Nicely done,” Bastian said as he regarded me, though his compliment didn’t feel all that genuine.

“Are you certain you won’t be recognised here?” I asked for what must have been the tenth time, but he only snorted dismissively.

“Do you have any idea how long I spent down in that cave?”

“Were you a child when you were captured?” I asked.

“No,” he replied without elaborating and I shook my head, not caring enough to push him on his less-than-forthcoming answers. If he didn’t want to tell me then that was fine. No doubt we both had demons which were better off buried in our pasts.

We fell into silence as the crowd closed in around us and a line formed to gain entry to the city. There were a group of six guards at the gates, a legion of fifty or more lining the walls above and no doubt a hundred more within earshot inside the walls should any trouble break out. We’d all played at war for long enough to know to man our cities well at all times.

This would be the real test of our skills of deception and I only hoped that Bastian remained as quick-witted beneath the steely eye of interrogation as he was with cutting quips aimed to strike at me.

I ground my jaw as I eyed the long line ahead of us, merchant carts filled with wares from the outlying farmlands took up the majority of the queue. Each of them were being hunted methodically to check for stowaways or the like and my patience for timewasting was already growing thin.

I considered Bastian’s claim that drawing attention wasn’t always a bad thing when trying to go unnoticed and decided to test it for myself.

I elbowed past the farmer whose cart stood directly before us, baring my teeth at him in warning as he barked a complaint.

Bastian made a sound of amusement before following me willingly enough and I pushed past every vendor, farmer and hapless Flamebringer peasant who stood between us and the gates until we’d made it to the front of the line.

“Names?” a guard barked, his focus on the ledger he was scrawling in while his counterparts waved the wagon they’d just inspected through the gates.

“Destiny, because I’ll change the course of yours within the space of an hour if you can afford me,” I purred in my most seductive voice, coiling my gifts around the tendrils of unsatisfied lust that clung to the man and tugging on them just enough to make him look up from his scribbling and focus on me instead. “And this is Aries,” I gestured to Bastian at my side dismissively. “You know, like the great ram because he can ram your back d-”

“Real names, not pleasure house pseudonyms,” the guard grunted, though his lust spiked at my insinuations and he eyed me with more interest. “And drop the illusion before I rip it from you.”

My lips parted on a breath of surprise and I glanced at the red crystals embedded in the gate beside him, each of them pulsing slowly with inner light and clearly giving away the use of my magic.

“Apologies,” I said quickly. “My sinmaster demanded I hide my face from all except those with coin enough to see it.”

“Not just her face,” Bastian chipped in unhelpfully. “He’ll hunt you down and carve your eyes out if you try to claim a free look at her breasts.”

I tittered a laugh, punching him in the arm playfully, though I threw enough force behind the blow to leave him bruised. Threatening the Flamebringer guards had not been a part of the damn plan.

The guard, however, seemed not to notice, his eyes darting quickly into the city then back to us, his tongue wetting his lips nervously. I sensed the rush of his desire to part ways with us as quickly as possible.

“Master Zayad owns you?” the guard asked and though I had known enough about the way the Pyros pleasure houses were run to pretend that I’d been claimed by one of them, I hadn’t planned on using any names. I hadn’t even known of any names to use and even if I had, I never liked to leave a trail too easy to prove false.

“That’s him,” Bastian agreed with a grin that was by all accounts terrifying. “And we’re already a bit behind schedule-”

“Then go. And tell him you received no hold up at the gates. We’re always more than willing to aid him in his business affairs.”

“Which he appreciates greatly,” I assured the guard, brushing past him and taking Bastian’s arm to make sure he followed without opening his big mouth again.

My nails dug into the flesh of his forearm through his thick leather jacket but he only chuckled in amusement as I hauled him through the gates into the thronging mass of Fae beyond it.

His mood had become decidedly more cheerful since I’d vowed to let him kill me and it hadn’t gone unnoticed that my upcoming death had brought him such joy.

I steered us through the crowd, shoving aside anyone who didn’t move fast enough for my liking and kept going until I’d put several twists and turns and a good mile of distance between us and that guard.

“Leave the talking to me next time,” I snarled, shoving Bastian back against the wall of a yellow stone building and pinning him there with my forearm. I was half tempted to pull a dagger on him but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

“Three-hundred years,” he said, cocking his head to one side as he considered that then added. “Well, two-fifty or three. Time tends to lose a lot of meaning over such a span spent in darkness so I lost count a bit.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I hissed in exasperation.

“You wanted to know how long I spent captive in that cave before you set me free, spectre. That is my best estimate.”

“Not possible,” I dismissed. “Even without war coming to lay claim on the souls of Fae, few live longer than a hundred span. You lost your mind down in that hole alongside the use of your wings.”

Something in Bastian’s eyes shuttered at those words, the strike of them spearing me too, though I kept my chin high and jaw fixed against them. I didn’t care if they were harsh, I didn’t care if I was pushing him or crossing a line or just being a damn bitch. This was an alliance of necessity and that was all.

“What has a heart but cannot gift it?” Bastian asked me coldly. “Offers pleasure freely but can never receive it freely in return?”

“Stop it,” I growled, knowing this riddle all too well, but he didn’t stop, he only pressed on.

“Bathes in lust but never love? Has a face Fae would die for but a soul they would burn for?”

“I’m warning you, Dragon,” I growled, my fist tightening in his tunic as I shoved him more firmly against the wall but he surged forward, propelling me backwards and pinning me to the opposite side of the alley. He leaned down to answer the riddle because he already knew I wouldn’t do it for him.

“Succubus. Wanted by all but wanted by none.”

I shoved him away from me forcefully and he let me, backing up with a jeering laugh, his arms outstretched either side of him.

“Do you want to do this? Because we can. Or we can find somewhere to rest like you so need to do. All those nights on the road without proper sleep have to be weighing on you, spectre. You’d better be sure you aren’t slipping.”

“Stop calling me that,” I demanded but he only shrugged.

“But that’s what you are. My own little ghost. You’re just haunting me on this side of death instead of the other. I’m only wondering if you’ll keep it up after I snap that pretty neck of yours between my hands or if you’ll race into death as quickly as you claim to want to.”

I spat at his feet then turned and strode away from him, refusing to let him goad me into a fight. Because yes, I wanted to fall for his trap but I knew already that even beating his head against the cobbles while he screamed for mercy wouldn’t take the edge off of this rage in me. This violence desired only one outlet and I needed to deliver the Dragon back to Dragor before I could hunt down the true owner of my bloodlust.

And then yes, I would race quickly into death at Bastian’s hands because even though I knew I’d find no redemption or solace in its embrace, I was hoping I would meet with the torment I deserved. And until it claimed me, I knew this pain in my heart would never lessen or heal because I wasn’t worthy of redemption. And I didn’t want to be.

I didn’t bother to check if Bastian was following me as I headed deeper into Leergaith, the city rising up around us, the buildings only getting taller the closer we came to its heart. The place was a monolith, iron structures interspersed with brick, bold graffiti scrawled across every bare space in vivid colours. Many of the words among it praised The Matriarch or the nation of Pyros. There were countless magpies painted there too, their beady eyes seeming to watch us from all directions.

I passed beneath their watchful gaze without allowing myself to stare at any of it. I forged a clear path, seeming to any who might care to look my way to know exactly where I was headed. And in some ways, I did. I would know the signs of a pleasure house from a mile away and as the sweet scent of fogweed caught my attention, I turned sharply off of the main street and headed after it.

My heart thumped against my ribs as we drew closer to the pleasure house, my focus on our destination while the feeling of being surrounded by my enemies grew heavier with every step I took into the heart of this place.

Bastian said little as he shadowed me, his presence another weight on my shoulders. I trusted in his bargain with me at least so far as feeling confident that he wouldn’t out us to the Flamebringers, but beyond that he was an unknown.

The street we turned down was narrower than the others, the cobbles underfoot still lining the path and various doors opening onto small stores and dining establishments.

My stomach growled at the scents of rich food as we passed them by but until I could convince someone to part with some karmas for me, I was going to have to ignore the lingering ache.

The street was crowded with Fae who all seemed amped up, cat-calls echoing out above the din of chatter and whoops of excitement passing between them. Scantily-clad bodies brushed against us as we carved our way between them and I kept my hood up to shroud my features from the prying eyes of the revellers.

Bastian slammed into one man so hard that he was knocked on his ass, his boisterous friends all yapping angrily like a pack of mutts as they hoisted him back to his feet and rounded on us.

“Watch where you’re walking, big fella!” one of them barked, raising his chin and taking a defiant step towards us.

Bastian smiled slowly, his eyes roaming over the group of six as if they were a chew toy for him to spit out.

I smelled a fight in the air and honestly, I wasn’t usually one to turn down a taste of violence but we didn’t need the drama.

I slapped my hand against Bastian’s chest, halting his advance and giving him a dry look.

“Down, boy,” I growled.

His smile turned deadly, his hands raising in the least convincing act of innocence I’d ever witnessed.

I arched a brow at him then turned and pushed through the pack of grumbling Flamebringers, elbowing my way towards the open doors beyond them which allowed that sweet scent of fogweed to roll out and taint the air.

To my surprise, Bastian followed, though he knocked into the group of irritable assholes on his way between them, sending them stumbling aside and cursing. But they didn’t follow as we passed the threshold of the pleasure house, a single glance back making me note the way their eyes darted to the sign above the door before they gathered themselves and hurried away without pressing for a fight.

Interesting.

There were no words on the sign, just a coil of black flame engulfing a pale pink lily. A gang emblem no doubt, and presumably one which the offending mutts weren’t a part of.

Raucous laughter punctuated the pauses between the sultry voice of a Siren who was singing on the stage, her body bare but coated in pale pink scales which shimmered over her nipples and across her curves, creating quite the spectacle for the Fae who had gathered to listen to her.

I felt the lull of her gifts in the words she sang, the note of magic to her voice which betrayed what she was. There wasn’t a lot of power to her but as I focused on the words, I felt them tugging at my inhibitions, encouraging me to relax and spend a little time in this den of sin. Not bad. Though I was long practiced in the art of temptation and how to avoid it.

The space was softly lit, with gauzy red and orange fabric hanging over the lamps and a thin haze of smoke in the air. It was…nice here. And this wasn’t even the shittiest part of town – colour me impressed because back home in Stormfell, Fae liked to keep the pleasure houses to the outer reaches of the cities so that they could at least pretend at propriety while away from them. But it looked like the Flamebringers weren’t ashamed of paying for their vices. Or I supposed they just weren’t capable of shame at all, considering the depravity of their birth signs.

“Buying or selling?” a sultry voice purred and I turned to find a woman’s brown eyes roaming over me from behind a veil of sheer fabric which fell from her head to her toes. I could see through it in places, a glimpse of skin where her body pressed to the thin material, the curve of her hips, the tip of her nose, though her hands were positioned before her to stop it from offering too much detail to her breasts or cunt.

“Depends,” I said slowly, inclining my chin towards Bastian. “My product never performs his best when he’s hungry and he could do with a bath too – unless you have a vendor in mind who has a taste for dirt from the road and doesn’t mind him rushing through the main event.”

The woman’s eyes slowly roamed over Bastian and he made no effort at all to try and impress her, instead fixing me with an irritated look which told me he hadn’t thought I’d actually meant it when I’d come up with this cover story for us.

“Quick and dirty has its place,” she agreed, a hand slipping out from the folds of fabric so that she could claim a glass of blue liquid from the bar. “What’s his recovery time?”

I opened my mouth to reply but Bastian beat me to it.

“I’m a professional, love. I don’t do recovery periods.” He grinned widely and I choked back a gasp as he punctuated that suggestion with a powerful stab of desire which he aimed at me so unexpectedly that it crashed through my mental shields with ease.

It was all I could do to stand still as a very vivid mental image flashed through my mind of him bending me over the bar beside us and fucking me so hard and for so long that my screams turned hoarse and my body grew limp with exhaustion. But he never tired, never slowed and I never stopped begging him for more and more and-

“Cut that out!” I snapped, my fist catching the edge of his jaw as I was forced to swing at him blindly while unable to shatter the fantasy fast enough on my own.

Bastian turned his head to avoid the worst of the blow and caught my wrist, tugging me closer to him with a low growl. The movement jostled my hood from my head and a dozen more pangs of desire struck me from all around as several Fae caught sight of me and my gifts drew them in like a fly to a spider’s web despite the concealment I’d placed over my features.

The woman’s attention moved from Bastian to me and then to the grip he still maintained on my wrist while we snarled at each other over the joined limbs.

“Apologies,” I said, snatching my wrist back and tugging my hood high once more. “The last battle I fought in left me a little…edgy and I find I can be unpredictably violent here and there. Luckily, Sallywhacker here knows the signs and is getting better at ducking.”

“Sallywhacker?” the woman asked, her eyes back on Bastian’s towering form.

“Sally is his family name - the whacker part has to do with the equipment he has downstairs. Which of course he would be happy to display to you…for a price…”

“Sally?” she echoed, the fabric which partially hid her from view shifting as she observed him.

Bastian hesitated, his glare darkening on me before he nodded. “Goes back six generations on my mother’s side. It had luck tied to the name and when she only ever had sons she decided to give it to me anyway – lucky number six.”

“Okay, we have room for a taste of something new for a few nights I suppose,” the woman said. “I’ll give you two choices – you can work the room and sell your Sallywhacker to as many patrons that want a bite for twenty karmas a ride – half to you and half to the house.”

“Or?” I drawled because that offer was bullshit and we both knew it. Even if I got Bastian sucking every cock and filling every hole in this place twice over – and I doubted he’d really go for playing the part that well anyway – we’d barely make enough to buy our way through the city, let alone on to the western coast where I planned to steal a boat and track down Wandershire so that we might barter our way across the borders during its travels through The Waning Lands.

“Or,” she purred, her focus on me. “You can drop that illusion and entertain our house master, Zayad tonight. But that would require both of you to get to work on the job, Miss…”

“Destiny,” I said, repeating the name I’d given at the gate. A good lie was always well bedded in after all. I held my tongue on commenting about her observation, not liking how easily she had noted the illusion disguising my features. “And I sell him, not myself – the violent tendencies I mentioned-”

“Violent tendencies will be encouraged I assure you. Plus I’ll throw in a room, a bath and a hot meal before you get to work. You’ll even have a bed to sleep in - assuming your work doesn’t take up the night.” She stepped a little closer, lowering her voice. “I can assure you that Master Zayad would be very accommodating to the needs of a Succubus – he’s had one of you on his list for a very long time.”

“List?” Bastian asked curiously.

“How do you know what I am?” I spoke over him because that was the far more important question.

The woman breathed a laugh. “I’m a Centaur – many of my kind forget it and place their efforts into warring, focussing on prowess in battle but we are gifted with the art of observation and deduction. It’s my job to assess the patrons here and I’m damn good at it. Surely you didn’t think Master Zayad would make this offer to just any Fae? And a Succubus paired with a Bear shifter would make for a thrilling night indeed.”

I glanced at Bastian, her answer relieving me of a little of my concern though I wasn’t thrilled to have been outed so easily. He seemed to have gone unnoticed for what he was but that wasn’t surprising as there had been no known Dragons for far longer than this woman or anyone else here had been alive.

“I’m still not for sa-”

“How much?” Bastian interrupted me and I had to fight the urge to punch him again.

“Two thousand karmas. And a gift.” Her other hand emerged from within the folds of fabric and she offered me a shimmering silver stone to inspect.

“Is that…” I trailed off, reaching for the jagged piece of stone but her fingers snapped shut around it, and she withdrew it into the folds of material once more. I didn’t want to know where she had been storing that thing because it sure as shit looked like she was naked in there, but my mind was still buzzing with the possibility of what she’d just shown me.

“Comet Evako created the crater in which the city of Leergaith now thrives when it fell from the sky over a thousand years ago. Our patron and the man who would like to take his pleasure with you this very evening owns many things in our fair city including miles and miles of the mines which spread beneath our feet. You know the legend of Evako’s fall of course?”

“Who doesn’t?” I drawled but I wished I didn’t have to because no, I did not know this Flamebringer legend and we were now treading a fine line towards discovery if she realised it.

“Well the legends are true. I have experienced it myself.”

She seemed inclined to stop there but I could feel her desire to brag about whatever the fuck she was talking about and I tugged on it just enough to loosen her lips.

“All who claim a piece of the comet are blessed with the gift of being able to ask a single question of the stars themselves. And that is what I did with this piece. I asked the stars about my destiny and they told me secrets of my future.” She dropped her voice, glancing around and I couldn’t help but look around us too. What she was claiming was in clear defiance of the teachings of the Reapers. Only they were permitted to speak with the stars and steal glimpses of the future. If what she was saying was true, then the Flamebringers who took part in this practice were rebelling against the Reapers themselves and in defiance of the cardinal laws laid down by their leader.

This was big. A real secret that no Flamebringer would ever wish for their enemies to discover and though I knew I should be keeping this knowledge and planning to bring it back to Dragor along with my captive, I couldn’t help but be tempted by her offer. A moment in the presence of the stars was priceless indeed.

“All this just for fucking some Fae?” I asked sceptically.

“Well…the price is yours. The karmas are for serving him for the night. But the stone will only be yours if you bring him true satisfaction,” she admitted and I snorted.

“And let me guess? Very few have managed that?” I said.

She shrugged. “I managed it…eventually.”

“And how many nights spent at his service did that require?” I pushed, but her desire to withhold the truth from me was far greater than her desire to be honest so I couldn’t force the answer from her lips, and she only covered up the refusal with a tinkling laugh.

“I suppose if you want one enough then you will find that out for yourselves.”

I pursed my lips as I considered her offer. The stone sounded nigh on impossible to claim, no doubt requiring years of service to this Master Zayad before he deigned to offer one out but the two thousand karmas certainly was tempting. And conning one Flamebringer for a sum that large was surely less work than spending the night conning every Fae within sight. But which held less risk? If we were caught playing some lowlife for a fool then the worst we could expect was a bar fight and a quick exit from this place. If we went after the bigger prize then we were dealing with a Fae with a reputation and the resources to follow up on their retribution, especially considering the reaction from the guard at the gate when he mentioned his name.

“Deal,” Bastian said before I could come to the best conclusion and I jerked around to glare at him.

“It isn’t up to you,” I reminded him in a low growl.

“Why? Are you afraid you can’t keep up, spectre? Are you so enamoured with death that you can’t even remember how to live anymore?” he taunted.

The woman’s eyes were on me from beneath her veil and I ground my jaw against the words I wished to spit at my ever-infuriating companion.

“It isn’t me who will have trouble keeping up,” I said silkily, painting on a seductive smile as I offered our host my hand. “Two thousand karmas for a single night?” I confirmed and I could just make out the shadow of her smile from within the folds of fabric which shielded her face from view.

“Assuming you make it through to morning,” she agreed, placing her hand in mine and gripping tightly. Her desire struck me harder at the contact with her skin, her desperate want to please the Fae she had just bargained for buzzing against my palm while her magic trickled into me.

This place was so full of Fae giving in to their desires that I was already well on my way to replenishing my magic and we’d barely been here for ten minutes.

“Make it four thousand and you have a deal. There are two of us after all,” I said finally.

She was definitely smiling now and the predatory gleam in her eyes told me she thought we were in over our heads, but she really didn’t know who she was dealing with.

“Done,” she agreed too easily and if that didn’t set me on edge then nothing would. “Take the silver stair to the top and refresh yourselves. Master Zayad will be with you shortly,” she said before sweeping away into the crowd of intoxicated bodies and disappearing among them without another word.

“Well wasn’t she the sweetest viper to ever lure you to her nest?” I asked Bastian as I turned not for the stairs she’d indicated but for the bar.

“If the viper’s the one doing the luring then what manner of beast might she be working for?” he replied, knocking some big asshole aside to make room for us at the bar.

I smirked at him in thanks. “Perhaps having a lumbering male along for the ride isn’t always such a burden,” I said sweetly, before leaning over the bar and claiming a bottle of liquor from beneath it. The bartender saw me but found himself in desperate need of a piss before he could voice any objections and he raced away with a squeal of panic.

“So what’s your play here, spectre? Are you really planning on fucking your way to one of those pretty little baubles?” Bastian asked, snatching the bottle from my grasp before I could press my lips to it and pouring the amber liquid down his own neck instead.

I watched his throat bob three times then sucker punched him in the gut and snatched the bottle back when he doubled over with a curse, spitting liquor over the man behind me while I ducked out of the way.

I slipped back into the crowd, swigging from the bottle I’d reclaimed and cringing at the burn which followed my swallow. Flamebringers always had been fond of their shit booze.

“Do you know how long it’s been since I had a real drink?” Bastian growled as he stalked into the crowd at my back.

“You’ll be waiting a while yet for that,” I replied disinterestedly. “Besides, we have work to do and I don’t need you getting shitfaced. If it’s been that long then you probably have no tolerance for it at all and the last thing I need is to be dragging your scaley ass up those stairs while you’re blacked out and puking like a day one rookie during recruitment phasing.”

“Oh spectre, what a life you’ve led, I can see now how you earned your reputation; partying harder than all the big boys and using those gifts of yours to make sure everyone in the room was looking at you at all times because stars forbid you ever went unnoticed. The travesty which would incur if you weren’t the centre of your own drama-fuelled attention spree at every given mo-”

I cut him off by shoving the bottle of liquor back into his hands, letting him have the dregs if that meant I could be allowed to enjoy the silence his swallowing allowed for.

I pushed between dancing bodies, one woman spinning another around so vigorously that I had to duck beneath her outstretched arms while she bent her spine backwards and cooed in excitement.

Most of the Fae in this place were looking to get fucked, their desires making my skin prickle with heat. But beneath that primary layer of lust there was a deeper desperation for escape in general. People came to these establishments to forget who they were and what they were destined for as much as to blow off steam in the sweaty company of strangers. It was exhilarating and depressing all at once and I found myself inhaling deeply as the scent of fogweed got stronger and my own desire to escape the pain in my heart nagged at me.

I’d used places like this to discharge when returning from battle more times than I could count. Debauchery and sin were always the simplest escape from reality that I could find, and it was dearly tempting to lose myself in this place for a little while even if I was surrounded by my enemies.

But as the fogweed sank into my lungs and the alcohol I’d consumed settled into my blood, I didn’t find myself forgetting my pain. It only bit deeper.

Bastian stalked me like a demon at my back and I ignored him, trusting in our oath to get each other out of this place to keep him by my side.

I pushed through a beaded curtain into the back rooms where Fae openly fucked on low couches or lay sprawled across them unconscious or damn close to it, sleeping off whatever concoction of sin they’d partaken in tonight.

I spied what I was hunting for in the far corner, a low table with a selection of bread and fruit. Nothing particularly special but it was sustenance for any Fae who needed it while languishing here and we definitely needed it.

I tore a chunk of bread free from a loaf at the back of the table which would be less likely to have been pawed at – I fucking hated eating from buffets where mouth breathers and food touchers could contaminate everything to their hearts’ content but on occasion there was little other choice to be had. Bastian seemed less particular than me, grabbing a handful of nuts from a bowl front and centre and dumping them into his mouth.

I shuddered at the thought of all the hands which had dipped their way in and out of that bowl before him but if he wanted to effectively lick the fingers of every miscreant and deviant in this place then who was I to stop him?

“Why are you looking at me like I’m in the midst of something utterly depraved?” Bastian asked me.

“Oh believe me, depravity is far from what’s going through my mind right now,” I replied. “I’m more occupied with watching you devour those cough-nuts as if they were some fine delicacy instead of a germ-ridden influenza party in your mouth.”

Bastian grinned, chewing obnoxiously before stepping into my personal space in that infuriating way he so seemed to enjoy.

“If you think I’m filthy now, imagine how dirty I could get if I liked you.” Bastian caught my hand in his and though I was getting used to his little games of lust blinding me, I still had to blink a few times to clear the vision of him on his knees between my thighs.

“You’re playing with fire,” I warned him darkly.

“Says the walking corpse in the land of flames.”

I snorted dismissively, ripping another large mouthful from the bread, then another and another, that pit of emptiness in my gut slowly filling until the desperate urgency of my bite subsided and I could finally relax a little. I swallowed a final mouthful, draining a flagon of ice water before leading the way back through the moaning and sighing Fae in the darkened lounge. I tugged on their lust as I went, the surge of magic which powered through me making my heart pound harder.

“Hello pretty thing,” a man drawled as he stepped into my path, his chest bare, body stacked with muscles and long, golden hair flowing down his back. He looked like someone had plucked an ancient hero straight out of an oil painting and deposited him before me. A butt naked hero whose hard on was giving me the side-eye while he shook his hips from side to side, but still.

“Want a ride?” he licked his lips suggestively but it was overkill for me.

“I’m not buying,” I said, moving to step around him but he shifted before me, his entire body changing into that of what might have been the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, her skin dark and brushed with freckles, her eyes a bright amber and lips full and pouting.

“How about now?” she purred seductively, toying with her breasts, slapping them so they bounced.

I expelled a surprised breath. I hadn’t met many Incubuses before but I’d always been curious about them – their gifts were similar to mine in ways but they focused solely on lust to fuel their magic, no other desires required. They also had this handy little gift up their sleeve – being able to change into the body of any Fae’s perfect desire.

“Unfortunately I prefer cock,” I admitted and he shifted again, this time becoming a battle scarred man with grey hair and a powerful aura with a dick so large it slapped against the floor.

“Whose fantasy was that?” I gasped and the Incubus grinned, shaking his hips from side to side so that the cock dragged across the floor.

“A man who unfortunately regretted his choice ten minutes later.” The incubus made a circle with his finger and thumb which he proceeded to smash open with his other fist dramatically.

“By the stars,” I muttered and he shifted again, becoming a large, grey Wolf and shaking his ass at me suggestively.

“Fuck no,” I cursed, stepping around him to leave and Bastian finally caught up to me, still chewing whatever he’d pilfered from the buffet.

The Incubus clearly wasn’t done, shifting once more into a man, this one on par with Bastian’s height though he was bald…everywhere, not so much as a single hair nestled alongside his cock which was once again bobbing about like nobody’s business. The Incubus placed his hands behind his head and started thrusting back and forth in a weird chicken dance. I wasn’t certain if he was drunk or high or if this shit actually got him buyers but it wasn’t doing anything at all for me.

“What’s happening?” Bastian demanded, looking caught between amusement and horror as he watched the Incubus shuffle around.

“What’s happening is that Miss Fussy-britches here won’t bite. How about you though, big fella? Wanna give me your hand so I can read your deepest desire and shift into it for you. It’s nicer to get it right first time.” He glowered at me accusingly like I’d somehow made him parade about like that, but I most definitely had not.

“No offence, but I don’t like to think about where your hands have been and I absolutely do not want them on me in any capacity,” Bastian told him.

“And I’m supposed to not take offence to that?” the Incubus seethed, his outrage somewhat ruined as he shifted into a Siren with three cocks, each covered in different coloured scales and each a different length.

He lunged forward to try and snatch my hand into his grip as I snorted in amusement but I fully agreed with Bastian on that suggestion and stepped out of his reach before he could. Besides, I didn’t like to think what form my desires might take right now and I glanced at Bastian uneasily as I wondered what form his might embody too.

The Incubus huffed irritably. “You could have just said you were prudes before I started showing off my back door catalogue. I have coin to earn and no time for time wasters who are too frigid to fuck a goose.” He stormed away from us, shifting again into a short woman with a very round ass which had a tail of bright pink peacock feathers protruding from it. I was pretty sure he had pink wings now too but the crowd swallowed him before I could be certain.

“Well…now I’m feeling all kinds of vanilla about my sex life,” I grumbled, turning away to find the stairs.

“Not keen on bestiality?” Bastian mocked. “How disappointing. I suppose you’re the boring, ‘fuck me in every hole until I come enough times to trick myself into believing my pain doesn’t exist’ type then?”

I glanced up at him, a little stab of grief washing through my chest at his callous dismissal of the agony I lived with, but I wasn’t going to let him know his barb had stung.

“There’s no fucking away the pain in me, Bastian. I just fuck to have something different than killing to occupy me from time to time.”

Bastian stepped closer to me, his mouth dropping to my ear and the heat of his body washing over me as he spoke. “Then it sounds like you aren’t doing it right, spectre. Because if I fucked you, I assure you, you’d forget every other star-damned thing. From your name to mine, to every star in the sky and drop of water in the ocean. Nothing would exist aside from you and me.”

I swallowed thickly, trying to deny the heat which had flooded my skin at his word and the rush of lust rising in my body but it wasn’t easily done. Despite that, I stepped back, shaking my head as I turned away from him.

“Big claims, big man, but I think I’ll pass.” I was ready for the shot of lust he aimed at me and managed to block out the image of our naked bodies pressed together, my name on his lips and his hands on my-

I cursed internally as I really did force the images away and Bastian chuckled to himself like the asshole he was.

Bastian followed me up the stairs like an obedient guard dog though I was by no means fooled by his pretence at domestication. If ever there had been a wolf at my back, it was now.

The haze of fogweed smoke cleared as we climbed the spiralling silver stairs, the view over the dancing bodies made hazy by it as we moved above them. The thump of the music dulled too, though the buzz of laughter and moans of pleasure didn’t fade entirely, keeping the ambiance alive. There was no risk of forgetting where we were.

“So are you telling me the play here, spectre, because I hate to burst your bubble but I’m not going to fuck some Blazer asshole just to keep your cover safe. It’s been a long damn time since I got my dick wet and I’m not wasting my return to the pleasures of the flesh on just anyone.”

“Seriously?” I questioned, looking over my shoulder at him and not minding the fact that the stairs put me above his considerable height for once. “You don’t give the appearance of a man who would be very fussy.”

Bastian barked a laugh, the flash of his white teeth showing briefly in the darkness.

“So said the cat to the crow,” he replied.

I didn’t know what he meant by that but I doubted it was particularly flattering.

I rolled my eyes. “The play is simple. We go into that room and make use of the bath we were promised and maybe even get a little sleep while we wait for our host to appear. When he does, you distract him and I’ll slip him a taste of something exciting from my repertoire of gifts coupled with a shot of my most potent lust and from there, I’ll be claiming myself a little slice of that comet.”

We reached a door at the top of the stairs, made from the same silver metal we’d just climbed and without any handles.

“Well then,” Bastian said, moving to loom over me as I inspected the door. “By all means, let’s see what happens when the two of us play at carnage together. I have a feeling, we’ll make quite the potent cocktail you and I, spectre.”

He pushed the door open and strode into the lavish room ahead of me while I fought back the smile which had come to play on my lips, because I had a feeling that he was right about that.
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CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

Graduation day. The pivotal moment of my evaluation. I was destined to fall or rise and every action I took in my trial would decide the trajectory of my entire life.

No pressure then.

I’d spent the early hours of the morning following the ritual of prayers to the deities of the water, asking for their assistance in the coming trial. After my time in the Astral Sanctuary I’d bathed in the Vault of Frost, recharging my power in the heated pools alongside plenty of other anxious Fae prepping too.

After that, I’d been taken to the courtyard for an initial assessment, standing in front of the Reapers one by one and casting spell after spell to prove that we’d learned the knowledge they had imparted. Reaper Lily had been my assessor, calling spells to me at a fast pace, but I’d managed to keep up well.

When it had come to illusion and concealment spells, I’d faltered, the casts obviously inadequate. I’d cringed at the way she’d tutted at me, expecting her to expel me there and then, but instead, she’d carried on asking for demonstrations and had finally announced I’d passed the assessment.

Judging by a few muttered words to Reaper Pavros, I’d gotten through based off of my high level of casting in all other areas, showing a skill she said was ‘undeniable’. So, feeling like a smug bitch over that comment and ignoring my downfalls, I took myself to Obsidian Cove alongside the other Raincarvers and boarded a ship to Helle Fort.

The fort rose out of the sea like a jagged thorn, its shadow cast upon the dark waters and calling us onward. The ship took a path through a sea cave that passed under the imposing fort where the choppy water carried us to our fated trial.

I wore navy leathers that had a trim of shining turquoise crystals, the fitted, supple armour imbued with blaze oil to keep the icy air from finding its way into my skin. My boots were laced up tight to my knees and the shimmering violet cloak I wore – made from waterproof fabric – added a dramatic touch to my outfit that was fitting for a day like this.

Two Reapers stood upon a rocky outcrop above a wooden pier, waiting for us to alight.

Unfortunately, I’d managed to catch the same boat as Ransom, and he strode confidently off of the ship first, dressed in fine grey and blue training clothes.

The rest of us filed off the ship, clustering on the outcrop beneath the low cave ceiling where stalactites glinted sharply above.

“Your trial will be conducted in pairs to prove your unity with your fellow Raincarvers in intense situations,” explained a male Reaper with a golden head of hair. I was pretty sure his name was Gentwick. “Your instruction at Never Keep has brought you to this defining moment where you will discover if you have the mettle to become a warrior of your homeland. Collaboration and cooperation are key components in battle, and without them, you shall be a poor warrior indeed. So, two by two, you shall enter the Cavern of Judgement and the ancient power within these walls shall test your prowess and declare you worthy or unworthy of the path of a warrior.”

I inhaled a slow breath to calm the wild beating of my heart. This was it. The moment I had been training for for months. I’d given everything in the pursuit of becoming a warrior and no matter what I faced in that cavern, I couldn’t fail this trial.

“Come forth and each of you choose a feather that calls to you.” Gentwick held up a fistful of colourful feathers and the Raincarvers rushed forward to claim one.

I elbowed my way through the throng and grabbed myself a shimmering green feather with flecks of silver at its tip.

Gentwick ushered us back when every one of us had a feather in hand.

“Now the stars shall select a partner for you.” Gentwick raised his hands dramatically, tilting his head back to gaze up at the cave ceiling.

I glanced between the Raincarvers as a hushed silence fell over us all. Magic crackled in the air, tingling against my skin and the minerals in the stalactites above us began to shimmer and pulse with light.

My feather illuminated in a bright green glow, and the Raincarvers around me stepped back and pointed it out. They continued to retreat, leaving the single other Fae there whose red feather was glowing too.

“No,” I growled through my teeth.

“Runt,” Ransom snarled, his eyes flaring in rage. He wheeled toward Reaper Gentwick, his shoulders tensing and muscles straining against his shirt. “Not her. Anyone but her.”

“The stars have chosen,” Gentwick gasped. “Do you truly deny their all-knowing, all-seeing, all-wondrous knowledge? Do you dare defy their divine selection?”

Ransom looked nervous, quickly shaking his head. “No, of course not.” He bowed a little and I enjoyed the sight of him grovelling despite my own disappointment in this situation. “I accept their choice.”

“Then proceed to your trial.” Gentwick ushered us toward the dark cavern which was lit with flaming stone braziers either side of it.

I ground my teeth, sure I could hear Cancer clacking her claws in amusement. Of all the damn Fae to pair with me, why did it have to be him?

“My brother is just afraid I’ll outshine him,” I said sweetly, shouldering past him toward the cavern’s entrance.

“Ha,” Ransom barked, hurrying after me and trying to take the lead. I was one swift-footed bitch though and I kept half a pace ahead of him, pocketing my feather while he discarded his on the floor.

“If you jeopardise my chances at succeeding here, I will gut you like a fish,” Ransom growled.

“It’s you who’ll be jeopardising me if anything. You could have at least remembered to tie your bootlaces for the trial.”

He looked down, finding his bootlaces firmly done up and I sniggered.

“You child,” he hissed, realising I’d gotten an extra few steps ahead of him.

I came to a dead end where a golden wall held four swords, two hanging either side of a large wooden wheel that was marked with the symbols of the zodiac, sitting in the centre of an arched door. I tugged at the wheel, spinning it in circles and aligning the water symbols at the top of it to try and get the door to open. We’d been instructed to come unarmed to our trials, so I had no blade to jam into the crack and try to leverage it open. But it was soon clear brute force wasn’t required here. This was a puzzle.

I looked closer at the four swords while Ransom had a go at spinning the wheel around and yanking on the door with grunts of effort.

The hilt of each sword represented an element. From left to right, the first sword had a white hilt with shimmering crystals that created the design of a tornado, the next was darkest green with jade stones that created the image of a mountain, along from that the sword was cerulean blue with waves created by glinting sapphires, and the last hilt was blood red with rubies that formed the shape of a flame. Above them was a stunning painting of the planets and earth’s moon.

“What is this nonsense?” Ransom grunted.

“It’s a puzzle,” I said. “And it’s our way forward so we need to figure it out.”

“I never said I wasn’t going to figure it out, runt. Be quiet so I can think.”

I prowled up to him, jabbing him in the arm. “Look, I don’t want to work with you any more than you want to work with me. But you are not going to be the reason I fail this trial. I’ve worked too fucking hard, Ransom. So we’d better work together because if we don’t, neither of us are getting through this. Do you want to return to Cascada a failure? Do you want Father to greet you on the shore of Castelorain and find out what happens when you tell him you didn’t pass your graduation?”

Ransom’s face paled, proving how important this truly was to him. “No,” he muttered. “So get thinking and stop wasting time.” He shoved me away from him and I stumbled toward the zodiac wheel, scowling and forcing myself not to retaliate.

I have to get through this. I am not going to let him ruin this for me.

We were both silent for a full minute, staring at the wall in thought, but Ransom strode forward with purpose and began moving the wheel.

“How about a little update there, bro?” I said dryly.

“Water holds the greatest star signs of the sky. The wheel probably has to be turned to place each of them at the top of the wheel in order, like a code, to unlock the door.”

He tried each combination of Pisces, Cancer and Scorpio while I felt sure that it wasn’t that simple. But I did think he was onto something with a code.

When he inevitably failed, Ransom kicked the door and grumbled under his breath, ever the sore loser.

“Aren’t swords symbolic of kings and queens?” I murmured to myself. “Of monarchs…rulers. Oh shit, that’s it.”

“What’s it?” Ransom snipped.

“Rulers – ruling planets. Look.” I pointed at the mural of the planets above. “Every star sign has a ruling planet or moon – some have two. So maybe all we need to do is turn the wheel in order of which star signs are linked to each planet.”

“I don’t think it’s that,” Ransom said stubbornly.

I ignored him, moving to the wheel and starting with the first planet. Mercury ruled Gemini and Virgo, and Gemini was first in the astrological calendar, so I started there. Next was Venus which ruled Taurus and Libra, so using my initial logic, I twisted the wheel to them in turn. Next of the ruling planets came Mars, so Aries and Scorpio were my following choices. It was easy now as I turned the wheel faster each time until finally I got to Neptune – my personal favourite, because there was a single star sign it ruled and that was mine. Pisces.

The moment I turned the wheel so the Pisces symbol sat at the top, magic hummed through the air and a grinding of stone announced the door opening.

I turned to Ransom with a cocky grin and he pursed his lips, shoving past me through the door.

“Hey,” I growled, racing after him, but the tide of insults that had sprung to my lips were forgotten at the sight of the chamber we’d entered.

Directly ahead of us on the far side of the long, rectangular room was an iron cage against the wall. It was filled with snarling creatures the size of dogs but with more reptilian features and oily black fur. They were hungering for our blood as plain as day, all of them in a frenzy at the sight of us, snapping their large, curved teeth and throwing themselves against the cage bars to try and escape.

I summoned magic to my fingertips, but none came in answer and I glanced down at my hand in alarm.

“We can’t cast here,” Ransom breathed, flexing his fingers as he tried to summon water as well.

The door thumped shut at our backs and I had no doubt that we couldn’t return that way. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled to attention as I took in the challenge at hand, trying to work out what we needed to do.

The stone floor extended in a cross over a sheer drop, the path to the left leading to an iron door while the right led to a rickety ladder which climbed up ten feet, seemingly to nowhere.

Marked on the stone floor were squares, each of them holding a symbol of the zodiac, twelve in total, all in sporadic places on the cross.

I walked cautiously into the chamber, looking up and noticing two high stone platforms jutting from the wall above the iron door, each tucked into the farthest corners. I craned my neck, glimpsing something bronze up there, but it was difficult to see more within the shadows. In the centre of the cross was a plinth with a stone tablet resting on its surface.

Ransom walked confidently over to it and I hurried up beside him to read the words on the tablet.

Here awaits your destined trial.

A test of courage, cooperation and skill.

All warriors walk this path, will you join them on their fated road?

Or will your warrior’s journey end here under the stars’ scrutiny?

To open the iron door, both bells must be rung at once.

For your first task, one shall climb, and the other shall forge their trail.

No magic will be cast until the bells are rung.

Begin.

A whoosh of air sounded and my head snapped toward the iron door as an arrow was blasted at me from a crossbow embedded in the wall. I scrambled to duck, already knowing I hadn’t moved fast enough and bracing for the impact from that lethal bolt.

Ransom’s arm shot into the arrow’s path and it cracked in two as it impacted with the scales of his Merrow form.

I glanced up at him as the scales receded along his forearm and his brown eyes met mine.

I opened my mouth to thank him, but the words wouldn’t come out. He’d saved my ass. My fucking life.

He shoved me with brute force toward the ladder on the back wall. “Climb!”

I ran for it, hearing another whoosh of an arrow and a clatter as Ransom deflected that one too. My feet hit the first rung and I clambered quickly to the top, looking around for anything else to cling to, but the walls were smooth.

To my right was a narrow, horizontal slot in the stone but it was too far for me to reach. Above it, was a riddle carved into the stone.

I am as wise as the sea is old.

My armour is gifted by the moon, I’m told.

“Anything up there?” Ransom called as the sound of another arrow whistled through the air and slammed into the back wall with a crack.

I glanced around the floor, spotting the zodiac symbols within their painted squares and my eyes locked on the crab.

“Cancer!” I called.

“What?” Ransom barked, deflecting another arrow. Everywhere he moved the crossbow on the iron door moved to follow him, like it could detect him in the chamber.

“Stand on Cancer,” I cried.

He hurried to do as I said and a wooden platform shot out of the horizontal hole ahead of me. It was a few feet away, the jump awkward as shit for most Fae, but I wasn’t most Fae.

I balanced on the top of the ladder with the grace of my Order form then sprang forward and landed on the platform with a grin. Too easy.

I looked down at Ransom, finding him watching me with Merrow scales covering his exposed skin, but the arrows were no longer firing now that he had stepped onto the right zodiac symbol.

“What’s next?” he called and I looked to a slot in the wall which was a foot higher and sitting right over the chasm between two arms of the cross below.

That chasm looked about as welcoming as the one I’d visited the Reapers’ monster in, and it was likely even more dangerous with no magic to catch me at the bottom. I’d heard of warriors dying in their graduation trials. I would be no exception if I made an error and fell into that pit.

The next riddle glinted at me and I worked to ignore the desperate growling of the beasts in their cage, having the strong feeling that they weren’t going to remain in there indefinitely.

I am the fire in the belly of a king.

Loyalty, passion and courage, I bring.

“Leo,” I called to Ransom.

The arrows fired at him again as he stepped off of the Cancer marking and the platform beneath me lurched back into the slot. I cried out, falling and hooking my fingers into the hole, hanging by one hand and scrabbling to get hold of it with the other.

“Hold on!” Ransom yelled, ducking an arrow so it smashed against the back wall.

I scrambled against the bricks with my boots, gaining a few inches and catching hold of the slot with my other hand. Ransom jumped on the Leo marking and the platform above me to the right slid out of the wall.

I blew out a breath, knocking a few curls out of my eyes as I took in the challenge I was faced with. Falling wasn’t an option, so one way or another, I needed to haul my ass up there.

“You’ve got this, runt. You were always good at wriggling out of danger.” The crossbolt had stopped firing again, though it didn’t seem Ransom was particularly fazed by it either way, thanks to his Order.

“If I didn’t have to cling to the wall for my life, I’d flip you off,” I called, sweat beading on the back of my neck as my muscles strained.

Right. Just yank myself higher, shove my foot in the slot and leap for safety.

Nothing to it.

I focused on my plan, seeing it through in my head then shooting a prayer to Delphinus and dragging myself skyward.

I hauled all of my weight into my arms, bringing my knee up and jamming my foot into the hole. Then, with an almighty amount of effort, I pressed my weight into that leg and leapt for the platform.

I caught it with the very ends of my fingertips, my muscles screaming and my legs wheeling and kicking as I fought to get up.

“You got out of that well we tossed you down, runt, you can get out of this,” Ransom called and the wrath I felt at that memory gave me the determination I needed to pull myself up. I fell in a heap onto the platform, panting and laughing in relief.

“Good. Now get the fuck up and keep going, you useless whelk,” Ransom called.

I pushed to my feet, glaring down at him. “Is that your inspirational quote of the day? It needs some work, pishalé,” I drawled.

“How about you shut your mouth and tell me the next star sign,” he gritted out.

“Seems counterintuitive. I kind of need my mouth open if I’m going to tell you-”

“Do you want us to fail?” he snarled. “Don’t drag me down in the gutter with you. This is my trial.”

“Typical you. The whole world revolves around Ransom Rake, doesn’t it? Father really convinced you of that. You think you’re the stars’ gift to Fae, but you’ve never experienced a single hard day in this world. You’ve never proved anything to anyone except that you were born with a head start in life.” I stepped to the edge of the platform to read the next riddle.

“I’ve proved my worth time and again.”

“You’ve proved you’re Father’s favourite of the season, that’s all,” I scoffed. “He picks one every few years. You were his latest. It doesn’t make you better than the rest of his offspring.”

“Actually it does, Everest,” Ransom said icily. “Because Father explained it to me like this; the more children he bears, the more likely perfection will arise. It’s why he encourages the Weeding.”

I cringed at the ugly name Cascadians gave to the process by which kids were urged to gang up on each other, to kill the weaker ones or beat strength into them. It was meant to make the warrior bloodlines purer.

“Sounds like a good way to eventually get replaced,” I said. “One day, a new kid will come along who he sees more in than you. Then maybe you’ll realise you weren’t that special after all.”

“You’re just jealous,” Ransom said, a mocking lilt to his voice and the sharp pang in my chest told me he had hit the nail on the head. I wanted to bite back and refuse that label, but somehow, I knew that if I did, I’d give myself away. Hell, now wasn’t the time for this shit anyway. I had a trial to succeed at and a destiny to claim.

“I’ll never be replaced,” Ransom muttered beneath his breath, and I glanced down at him, finding a taut line on his brow. He looked vulnerable, something I’d never witnessed in him, but it was gone as quickly as it had appeared.

I am not one, but two.

My wit is sharp and my fears are few.

“Gemini,” I called to Ransom. “Jump at the same time as me. Ready?”

“Ready,” he grunted, angling himself toward the Gemini marking which was three feet away.

“Go!” I cried, leaping blindly, placing all of my faith in my half-brother despite all the reasons I had not to. He jumped too, landing heavily on the Gemini star sign so the crossbolt didn’t fire at all.

I caught the edge of the new platform as it burst from the wall, swinging myself up and taking a breath. We had a system. And up here, I could see exactly where I was headed now. The slots led me across the back wall then along the left one to the opposite side of the chamber. Awaiting me there was a stone ledge and the bronze bell hanging above it.

Moving from one riddle to the next, I made a swift path toward that ledge, and Ransom never faltered, making sure he jumped at the same time I did. I was soon climbing up onto the ledge, smiling at my achievement and walking to another stone tablet set into a recess in the wall.

The second task awaits.

Their life will rest in your hands.

Press your palm to the star to begin.

I looked for the star, finding the shimmering mark on the wall.

“Are you ready?” I called to Ransom.

“For what?”

“No idea. But your number’s been called.” I slapped my hand to the star and a rumbling noise sounded throughout the cavern.

I peered across the chamber, spotting another stone ledge on the opposite side from me where a bell was waiting for Ransom. Down beside the cage of snarling beasts, a series of stone steps were emerging in the wall, leading up to narrow, metal beams that criss-crossed their way to the stone ledge.

It appeared to be a simple balancing task until Ransom stepped onto the first beam and fire sprang to life along its length. He lurched back with a curse and I glanced around, looking for my part in this task. There had to be something here to help Ransom.

Beneath the bell, in the shadowed corner, I noticed a series of bronze pipes on the wall. Hurrying over to them, I took in the interconnecting pipes and noticed they were replicating the pattern of the beams. On each of them was a small wheel so I turned the first one and glanced over at Ransom, watching the fire before him disappear.

He stepped cautiously forward, walking to the first corner where more flames roared.

I turned the next wheel, causing the next series of flames to stop, but the ones at Ransom’s back ignited again, burning his ass.

“Argh!” he cried and I couldn’t help but snigger as he cupped his ass cheeks in both hands and darted onto the next section. “Watch it, runt.”

“You’d better move faster then, Ransom,” I taunted.

He cursed me out as he reached the next bend in the beams and he moved quicker this time when I turned the required wheel, avoiding the flashfire behind him.

It was easy enough to get Ransom to the stone ledge, and when he was standing on it with a singed ass, he looked over to me and nodded stiffly. “Ring the bell.”

I reached up, grabbing the rope and we rang both bells at the same time, making the chamber shudder with some unknown magic.

The ledge beneath my feet began to fall and my stomach lurched as I staggered to the edge of it. It tumbled toward the abyss below and I had only a second to act as I threw myself off of it, arms reaching wildly for the edge of the stone cross.

I slammed into it, winding myself and pulling myself up with a curse.

Ahead, the cage of dog-like beasts flew open and they came charging toward me, snarling and snapping, ready to tear me apart.

Ransom let out a cry and I spotted him landing uneasily on the floor, closer to the cage than I was. He was swarmed by the beasts and as several more closed in on me, I realised I had my magic back.

“Ransom – you can cast!” I cried, forging two ice blades in my grip and slashing the throat of the first beast, its reptilian jaws snapping at me as it died. I kicked the next one into the chasm beside me, then stabbed my way toward my brother, cutting through the black-furred monsters with brutal efficiency.

All of my training aided me now, my movements rehearsed, prepared for this very moment. It was easier than I could have imagined, all my hours of instruction finally paying off in a true battle.

Adrenaline sang in my veins as I swung through the beasts with flare, kicking, punching and striking them down with blasts of ice shards and swings of my blades.

I was death. I was glory. I was legend.

I made it to my brother, splashed with blood and wearing a wild smile. He had cleaved apart plenty of his own beasts and he cut down the last one with a savagery that echoed our father.

He hadn’t even broken a sweat and I was surprised to see him mirroring my smile back at me.

The iron door swung open to reveal daylight beyond and pure joy crashed through my chest. We’d done it. We’d completed the trial.

Ransom took a step away from me, flattening his smile as if he was trying to ignore the moment we’d just shared. His eyes widened in alarm as he started to slip into the chasm behind him and I swiftly caught hold of his tunic, yanking him back onto firm ground.

A deep frown creased his brow as he met my eye. “I would have caught myself,” he murmured as I snatched my hand away from him, unsure why the fuck I’d just done that.

“Sure you would.” I patted his cheek. “Come on, asshole. Father will have a feast waiting for you back in Castelorain. Your ass will be raw from all the kissing it’s going to get.”

“I’m not the only warrior they’ll be celebrating,” Ransom said, eyeing me curiously. “You’re going to war, runt. I suppose you have me to thank for making you this strong.”

I scowled, any warmth between us turning to ice just like that. “I was always strong enough to seize this fate, Ransom. You’ll see just what I’m capable of in battle soon enough.”

I turned my back on him, heading for the door, the sunlight, and my warrior future. The stars had deemed me worthy at last, and the world was about to learn my name.
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CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

The room we’d been sent to was lavish and the bathing tub was carved from stone, big enough to seat four at once – not that I’d entertained the idea of sharing with Bastian.

I’d claimed the first turn to wash myself clean, languishing in the hot water and scrubbing my skin repeatedly to erase every trace of the road from my flesh. I’d washed the clothes I’d worn on the journey, including my battle leathers too, then used my air magic to dry them quickly before packing them back away in my bag. I’d given in to the desires of the guests, not wanting to arouse any suspicion and dressing in one of the silken dresses which had been hanging on a rail to the side of the bathing tub, draping my body in the scarlet material.

I’d taken the time to scrub the dying potion back through my hair, the pink once again stained ebony and the dark strands now braided away from my face. I was known for wearing my hair loose, and I wasn’t going to do anything which might draw anyone to suspect who I truly was. Not that I really thought they would, but Succubuses were rare and everyone was suspicious in times of war. I supposed it was a gift in disguise to know that news of my death had spread like wildfire across The Waning Lands.

I’d discarded the illusions I’d been using to hide my face too, knowing that our host had already figured out my Order and would be wanting the real deal whenever he arrived.

I was lying in the centre of the four poster bed which was large enough to house an intimate orgy, the posts overhead hung with more swathes of silk and gossamer, no doubt to give the illusion of privacy.

But I’d noted the scratches on the wooden flooring by the bookcase in the corner and the small gaps between books which gave away the secret passage there. I couldn’t sense the desires of any Fae lingering in the dark and watching us, but I’d been careful to keep my hair covered until I was well hidden behind the privacy screens surrounding the tub all the same. It was a little easier to relax knowing that the pink was once again hidden, though I wouldn’t truly be able to breathe freely until we were out of this wretched land of flames and ash.

The sound of sloshing water and a low groan of contentment had me staring fixedly at the strips of fabric strung across the bed above me while Bastian took his turn to bathe.

“You have no idea how good this feels,” he sighed, making my gut twist with a tug of guilt.

How long had he really been held prisoner beneath the ground, trapped in his animal form, cut off from his magic? And on that note, why hadn’t he been driven to madness by lack of connection to his elemental power? I’d seen Fae who had been held prisoner for too long, cut off from their magic until the lack of it drove them insane. I’d even killed a few who had begged for death to release them from the torment the division had caused them. It wasn’t possible for our kind to go too long without use of our magic once it was Awakened and yet he didn’t seem unhinged by it. At least not in any way that I would suspect was new to him.

I tapped my forefinger against the silk bedsheets as I considered the question, irritation sparking in me because I had been determined not to ask a single question of the Dragon I’d been sent to retrieve, but curiosity kept driving me to do exactly that.

Bastian groaned again and I pursed my lips.

“If I’d known you were so fond of bathing, I could have simply traded your cooperation for a tub of steaming water instead of my life,” I muttered.

“But I get the feeling the tub of hot water holds more value to you,” Bastian objected and I rolled my eyes.

He wasn’t wrong but the wretchedness of my existence was nothing to do with him.

I flicked my fingers, placing a silencing shield around us in case I was wrong and we were being observed. I followed it up with a few magical tripwires and amplification spells on the area surrounding this room so that we’d have plenty of warning when our gracious host decided to turn up.

“You still haven’t cast any magic since returning to your Fae form,” I said bluntly. “And if you were held in Dragon form throughout your captivity then you should be a raging psychopath thanks to the time spent blocked from casting, but you’re actually only marginally psychopathic – unless I’m measuring you unfairly by holding you up to my standard and the problem isn’t that you aren’t insane and merely that I’m further gone than you, so haven’t noticed.”

There were a few beats of silence then the sloshing of water followed as he got out of the tub.

I remained where I was, wondering if he would reply at all and arching a brow at him as he strode out from behind the privacy screen with a towel cinched around his waist and water rolling down his bare chest.

He had scars - which was no surprise in the world we lived in - but some of his seemed far too deliberate to have merely come from a life of battle. The ink on his skin was broken by some of the scars but I could still depict the shape of them. None were as large as The Tower on his back but he had more depictions from the other tarot cards mixed among stars and bold lines which seemed to intentionally divide them.

I skimmed my eyes up from his muscular chest and the powerful build of his body to take in his face and blinked. The beard which had formed from the stubble on his jaw was gone, though he hadn’t shaven his face entirely clean, a dark shadow still clinging to his skin. His hair was cropped shorter too, tangled strands falling over his forehead into his eyes but no longer matted and trailing down to his shoulders. The difference it made to his face was stark. His eyes were brighter with the water clinging to his dark lashes, the silver shot through them glinting at me as he moved to stand at the foot of my bed, leaning his forearm against the post and looking down at me.

“So now you want to ask me questions?” he said in a low voice. “Here, in a House of Sin in the middle of enemy lands? While you lay there dressed up like that and we await a Fae who has purchased a night of pleasure from our flesh?”

“I happen to feel most comfortable in Houses of Sin,” I replied. “And I’m not asking you anything aside from what is pertinent to my mission. I need to know if you’re deteriorating.”

“I’m not,” Bastian replied darkly, his sculpted jaw tightening as he looked me over.

I made no move to stand. He would tower over me regardless and I had long ago learned that it was far more powerful to remain in control from below than wasting my time fighting to do so from above. Physical dominance was the power wielded by small-minded men and it wasn’t a game I had any likelihood of winning unless I was willing to change the rules.

“Why not?” I demanded and his jaw ticked again at my tone but he didn’t rebuff me.

“The crystals they used to force me into my Dragon form did more than just that. There was power in them which held me in a kind of…stasis. I remained just as I had been the day they drove them into my flesh until the day you ripped them free of it.”

“So you didn’t fall prey to the madness caused by detachment from your magic?”

“Among other things. Though the lack of it is rankling now that I’ve been free of them for some time. I’ve managed to gain and use nominal doses of power but without having anything which can recharge me properly I remain eager for the return of my magic.”

“And how exactly do Dragons recharge their magic?” I knew little of the long lost Order of Fae beyond stories of their dominion in battle. Gregor the Great who burned a dozen armies with the flames from his jaws before finally being shot from the sky, or Isla Vonclease, the queen of the air kingdom some eight hundred years ago who had flown into battle at the head of her army and never once met with failure.

“Treasure,” Bastian admitted after taking a moment to weigh his response. “I need to spend time with gold or jewels pressed to my skin – ideally a whole heap of them and for an extended period of time.”

I snorted. “Well, that’s inconvenient seeing as we’re broke as shit and stuck in the middle of Pyros. Will karmas work?”

“No,” he grunted. “Karmas are plentiful, their value is perceived because it is currency but they aren’t rare or valuable in the way of real treasure.”

“And it needs to be physical treasure or simply something of high value and rarity?” I asked, glancing around the room but of course there was nothing like that here.

Bastian considered that for a moment. “I had a sword once. It was an heirloom passed down through my family for generations, drenched in glory and countless victories in battle. That used to recharge my power though the metal itself was simple steel so held no value in the sense of usual treasure.”

“I see. And you’re in need of power now I take it? You’re feeling the itch of not casting? Your mind is starting to lose focus?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” he growled and I smiled because clearly I’d hit the mark.

“I possess something of that kind of value,” I admitted. “But I won’t permit you to take it from me.”

Bastian’s silver-struck eyes fell from my face to my chest, his gaze moving to the vial of blood which lay between the curve of my breasts and a low growl rolled up the back of his throat.

“I know,” he said and I could feel the question there, the wondering as to why a vial of blood might be so valuable, but I said nothing in reply to his probing gaze.

“You cannot take it from me,” I told him plainly, meaning both that I wouldn’t permit him to do so and that he would fail if he tried to take it by force. “But if all you need is to hold it in your hand so that you can gain a sliver of magic from it then you can do that. The last thing I need is you fading to insanity because your magic is corrupting you from the inside out.”

“I need no further corruption,” he agreed and I almost smiled before beckoning him closer.

Bastian didn’t hesitate. That was something I’d noticed about him; he wasn’t a man to waste time on deliberation and he prowled to the side of the bed before moving onto it, positioning his body above mine and letting his weight press me down into the mattress.

He was pushing me, trying to make me blink first but I only parted my thighs as I reclined back onto the pillows and watched him as he reached out to take hold of the vial which hung around my neck.

I caught his wrist before he could touch it, making his eyes snap up to mine and somehow shrinking the space between us even further as my thin dress and his precariously knotted towel became the only things barring us from full contact.

“Know that if you try to take this from me I will slit you from throat to navel and leave you to choke on your own blood while your innards spill from your body,” I warned and he smirked at me in reply, causing a dimple to appear in his cheek which made my heart flip over itself.

“Such pretty words from such violent lips,” he replied in a rough tone. “But I’ll give you my word for whatever value it holds. I won’t steal your little bottle of bloodshed, spectre, only take a taste of it now and again.”

I relaxed my hold at his oath despite knowing the word of a Stonebreaker meant little to nothing, but there was bald honesty in his gaze and for some reason I believed he meant that even if every other thing between us was ripe with falsehoods.

I didn’t take my hand from his wrist entirely though, keeping my grip on him as he reached for my necklace, his calloused fingers dragging across the softness of my skin for only a heartbeat before he lifted the little vial into his fist.

Bastian sucked in a sharp breath, his body tensing over me as he gripped the vial, the tendons of his wrist straining beneath my fingers. His eyes fell closed and I tensed too, studying his features, the rough scratch of stubble which still clung to his jaw since cutting his beard away, the twin scars which cut through his bottom lip and ran over his chin, down his throat. There were more scars around his throat now, these angrier, more raw and marking the place where the green gemstones had been embedded into his flesh. They punched holes in the tattoo which ran up the righthand side of his neck, what looked like some kind of family crest with a mountain at its heart and thorny vines roaming free of it, flowers blooming along its length.

I didn’t recognise the crest any more than I recognised his family name but there were plenty of powerful families in Avanis, their roles in the governing of the land of earth often changing as they fought among themselves for leadership.

Bastian’s eyes snapped open and he pinned me in his gaze so intently that I could have blushed.

“We’re a fucked up pair, you and I, aren’t we?” he said and I shrugged a shoulder, trying to convince myself that the weight of him pressing down on me had nothing to do with how hot I was feeling, how fast my pulse was racing.

“Show me a Fae who isn’t a little fucked up in this war-torn world of ours,” I challenged.

A brush of something against my wrist drew my attention and I looked to the small vine which was crawling across my skin, winding around my wrist and slowly tugging it towards the headboard.

“Are you hoping to tie me up?” I asked, my pulse racing even faster now. Never before had I experienced earth magic in such an intimate way. I’d had boulders hurled at me, the ground split apart at my feet, missiles of stone, wood and sand launched my way, but never had I felt the caress of this kind of magic against my skin.

I should have recoiled from it. I should have been disgusted by it, repulsed, and yet there was a part of me which had never been able to fully feel that way about the other elements. I was born from the land of Cascada, the power of water had never been destined for me but it had belonged to my parents. And despite the shame of that, I could admit to myself that I had sometimes wondered what my life might have been like had I only been born a day later than I was. Would it have felt as natural to wield water as air felt to me now? Would I have borne that hopeful, naïve determination that Everest had back in Never Keep? Might I have been less jaded, less scarred, less broken than I was now? Certainly the pain I felt at losing my sisters never would have found me. My fate and theirs could never have aligned. But in that I had my answer because my place was, and always had been, beside them.

“Tell me,” Bastian murmured as I allowed his vine to draw my arm further up the bed, its grip tightening around my wrist in a way that made me want to bite down on my lower lip. “How did a creature so full of defiance ever survive in the rigid hold of Stormfell? Or have they loosened their leashes on their pet soldiers in the time I spent in captivity?”

“I fought for the right to be defiant,” I told him. “I defied every expectation everyone had of me to fail. I rose above all obstacles and carved my own place out among their ranks. But don’t go making the mistake of thinking that I wasn’t punished for my lack of conformity.”

“Whippings?” Bastian drawled. “Your kind always were so tiresomely fond of whipping.”

He gripped my side just as his vine yanked my arm tightly above my head and in the brief moment of surprise he managed to flip me over beneath him. His hold on the vial didn’t let up, the corded necklace yanking tight around my throat as he pulled it behind me, though not tight enough to cut off my oxygen.

I snarled angrily, trying to buck him off of me as he pushed his weight down on my ass but he just shushed me and tugged harder on the vial, forcing me to arch my spine and tip my head back while a second vine quickly secured my other hand to the bedframe too. Honestly, it wasn’t the worst position I’d ever found myself in and as he pressed his powerful body down on me I couldn’t help but wonder what it might be like to claim a little relief from my pain beneath the weight of his dominance.

“Don’t panic, little spectre, I haven’t come for my payment just yet. I only wanted to count your scars and yet here I find you have none at all.” His fingers brushed over the bare skin of my spine which the gauzy dress left exposed and I snarled furiously as I tried again to buck him off. All I really succeeded in doing was driving my ass back into his crotch and he chuckled wickedly as he bore down on me again. “But you’ve written a story here, haven’t you?” His fingers brushed against my spine again then across the span of my back before creeping to my side where the tattoo I had worked into my flesh with blood magic and pure honesty stood out against my skin.

“One which I have no interest in relaying to you,” I hissed, knowing he wouldn’t be able to make sense of the runes and ancient words which were mixed among the clouds and elemental symbols for air.

“I get the gist. ‘Look at me so tortured and hard done by, but oh how I love my kingdom and oh how I wish to die for it one day too.’” He chuckled darkly at his own summary, and I cursed him while my skin prickled at the callous mockery of all that I was.

“Do I need to throw you off of me with magic or were you planning on making my time down here worthwhile?” I taunted, driving my ass back against his crotch once more and pushing my gifts at him, seeking out the lust I knew I’d find there while his cock grew hard behind me.

“I’m not fool enough to fuck a Succubus,” he growled. “I’ll not be ruined for all others, spectre, even for a ride as thrilling as I’m sure you’d be.”

“Fine. You can stop wasting my time then.” I twisted my fingers and a blast of air magic struck him in the chest hard enough to hurl him from the bed. The cord holding the vial of my sisters’ blood jerked tight around my neck but he lost his hold on it before it could break. Not that it would have regardless, thanks to the protective magic I’d placed around it.

Bastian fell to the floor with a thump and a curse and I severed the vines he’d bound me in with a sharp tug.

I rolled over, magic thrumming in my veins as he pushed himself to his feet but before we could follow through on this dominance foreplay the sound of amplified footsteps beyond the hidden door drew my attention.

I gave Bastian a sarcastic little pout before dropping my silencing shield and he stalked away from me to ditch his towel and pull some of the loose-fitting clothes from the rail that had been left out for us, taking a moment to destroy the vines he’d created with his magic too.

I didn’t look away from him as he dressed, my eyes roaming over his powerful body while his back was turned and The Tower flexed across his muscular form. Yes he was an asshole, and a Stonebreaker to make it even worse, but he wasn’t utterly lacking in appeal in a purely physical sense. It was just a shame that he had to go and spoil the fantasy by opening his mouth so very often.

The footsteps fell still behind the hidden door but I didn’t turn to look that way, only cocking my head at Bastian as he turned back to face me once more, his shirt unbuttoned and trousers hanging loose over his hips. He’d heard the footsteps too and an understanding flashed between us. Our quarrel could wait.

“Do you think anyone is even coming?” I asked, making it sound as though I was disappointed. “I so wanted to get fucked in every which way tonight.”

Bastian snorted. “Is that so? You wanna go ahead and describe some of those ways for me then?”

I grinned wickedly at the challenge but to my surprise the bookshelf swung open before I could taunt our observer with any deviant fantasies.

“So sorry to have kept you waiting,” a deep voice purred and I looked around to find a surprisingly attractive man striding into the room in a deep purple robe which was loosely knotted at his waist and likely had nothing else beneath it.

His hair was golden and slicked back from his eyes which had been painted with gold liner. He was perhaps in his mid-twenties and wore a handful of gaudy rings which he held out to me as he reached the bed, presumably for me to kiss.

I looked from the rings to his face and smiled. “Are you Master Zayad?” I asked, hope tainting my voice and my dress conveniently slipping from my shoulder at the precise moment when he glanced down to inspect my body.

“I am,” he agreed, his lust coiling around me and I allowed myself a little taste of it, pulling gently. “And am I right to assume you’re the recently widowed Lady Gavelry?”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” I said coyly because I really did know nothing about whoever he was referring to but I could feel his desires and knew he was hoping I was the woman he was referring to.

“Can I be blunt?” Zayad asked, his attention moving from me to Bastian, lust building in the air around him as golden scales began to spread across his body. Siren.

I took care to focus on my own lust as I realised what he was. Sirens weren’t so very different from me in the way that their gifts sensed emotion but they didn’t have to rely on desire. They could sense lust, joy, sadness, anger and everything in between. Even little things like lies and deception, which really weren’t great for two fugitives who were trying to sneak through enemy lands. But Sirens were fairly common and most weren’t all that powerful, meaning it was generally easy to pass them by so long as they were given a more dominant emotion to focus on. And seeing as this particular Siren had come here wanting to fuck us, I knew lust was my safest bet.

“I hated Finn Gavelry,” Zayad said boldly. “I have no idea what kind of husband he was but he owed me a lot of money and never once did he entertain the idea of loaning you to me in payment, despite knowing how very particular my tastes are. I’ve had almost every Order you know, Medusa, Sphinx, Minotaur, Werewolf – even a Vampire once if you can believe that? But a Succubus? He knew I’d never been able to find one and yet he hoarded you away from me despite his debts. Honestly he was lucky he lost his head to the Raincarvers because I was close to claiming it myself.”

“I see,” I said slowly, wondering if I should pretend to be this woman he so plainly wanted me to be. “And if I were his widow? Would that be enough to earn me more than four thousand karmas for the night?”

Zayad barked a laugh. “By the stars no – if anything, you’d owe me the value of his debt, which I can assure you is far more than a paltry sum like that. But if you were her…or let us say if I were convinced you were her and I managed to reap satisfaction in defiling your flesh against his wishes, then perhaps…I might deign to grant you a piece of my comet.”

There was a darkness to his desires as he made that claim, a want for vengeance against the man he believed to have scorned him. He reached out to brush his fingers across my cheek and I stilled as I saw his desires in my mind. He wanted to degrade and belittle the wife of that man in every way he could come up with. One night wouldn’t satisfy him, nor would two or three or a year’s worth. He wanted to put her in her place time and again to sate his raw male ego and even his fantasies for that were pretty bland. Truly, I would have expected more from a man who had built his empire on a House of Sin but his fantasies were all about fucking me a little roughly for no pleasure but his own. I’d have yawned if I didn’t need to keep up this charade a little longer.

“What was her name?” I asked, leaning in to keep the contact with his skin, wanting my head filled with as many of his petty fantasies as I could claim.

“Matilda,” he supplied.

“Oh what a coincidence,” I purred. “That just so happens to be my name.”

Zayad smiled darkly at my lie, clearly feeling the dishonesty in it and not seeming to mind.

“Play the part just like that and you’ll get your hands on a piece of my comet before you know it,” he lied in turn.

“My husband had such a small cock,” I sighed dramatically, playing along while I gathered more of his fantasies into my mind. “I haven’t been satisfied by a real man in years.”

Zayad swallowed thickly, his eyes snapping to Bastian. “You, Bear shifter. See to her needs,” he commanded. I wasn’t sure what had drawn him and the woman downstairs to conclude that Bastian was a Bear but I supposed his bulk and brawn did indicate something of the sort. No doubt Zayad had never fucked a Dragon before either, but I wasn’t going to let him in on the secret.

“You aren’t joining in?” I asked, trying to reach for Zayad again but he withdrew, taking the clarity of his fantasies with him but I probably had enough for what I needed anyway.

“I prefer to watch. At least initially – let’s see if you can inspire me to join in,” he said and the weight of his lust filled the room so thickly that I could have choked on it, as did his desire not to blow his load within three minutes by getting involved too quickly. How disappointing for a Sin Master to be so lacking in longevity. I had to hide my smile of amusement while turning to look at Bastian. My power reserves were overflowing already and I fought the urge to release some of my magic to relieve the pressure.

Bastian returned my gaze with a challenging stare of his own. Perhaps in another situation I would have played this game. I would have gone to him and let him peel the clothes from my body. I would have taken hold of the front of his unbuttoned shirt and tugged on it hard enough to send him to his knees. Then I would have fisted my hand in his shadow-swept hair and guided his mouth to my core, urging him to feast while I took my pleasure on the end of his tongue.

I could do it. There was a dare in his eyes which said he wouldn’t be the first to back down if I tried. Despite his oath not to actually fuck me due to his belief that I would ruin him, I was sure I could find relief from my demons with the use of his mouth or hands. In spite of the appeal of that idea, I refused to allow it to take root. I had a plan and I was going to stick to it.

I pushed myself upright and prowled towards him, letting my gifts loose, desire tainting the room and pinning the gazes of both men firmly to the movements of my body.

Zayad dropped into a winged chair to the side of the bed, his robe tenting over his crotch while he watched us and his hand slipping beneath the fabric.

I had his fantasies now and though I’d only had minimal practice of wielding desires in the way I was planning, I had managed to encompass Dalia in one fantasy for almost an hour not long before she’d been lost to me. She’d been a willing subject of my experimentation and now that I had the basis for it, I felt confident that I could snare Zayad.

Bastian closed the distance between us, cocking his head to one side in a clear question but I only curved my lips into a cunning smile, letting him know that I had this all in hand.

“Take hold of the bedframe,” Bastian said in a low voice and I obediently followed his command, placing my back to him and gripping the wooden post at the end of the bed.

Bastian closed in on me, the scent of iron and smoke coiling around me as he placed his hands on my hips and slowly brushed them around my sides then down the fronts of my thighs.

Lust thickened the air as Zayad watched us and I sucked in a sharp breath as the pressure of it increased until I could feel it right down to my bones. He was powerful, far more so than any Siren I’d ever encountered before and I found myself moaning breathily as Bastian’s hands roamed further down my thighs.

Bastian groaned in turn as the weight of the Siren’s gifts fell over him, his body tensing behind me as he drew me back against him and the press of his muscles surrounded me. I could feel the hard length of his cock driving against my ass and my mouth watered at the feel of how big he was.

“Shit,” I gasped, parting my legs as his hands roamed down them again, his thumbs caressing the sensitive skin of my inner thighs.

My body throbbed with need, my core aching and growing so wet that I had to fight not to take my hand from the bedpost and push two fingers into myself to relieve the tension in my flesh.

Bastian’s lips brushed the side of my neck, a gasp of pleasure escaping me as his stubble grazed my sensitive skin.

“You are the most beautiful creature I’ve ever laid eyes on,” he growled against the shell of my ear, his thumbs tracking back up my inner thighs and drawing so close to my core that I whimpered with need. “From the first moment I set my gaze on you I’ve been plagued with fantasies of having you at my mercy like this. Of bending your body to my will and making you gasp my name as you shatter for me.”

“Big words, big man, but you’re all talk,” I breathed, pushing my body back against his.

“Is that so?” he growled, his stubble raking against the side of my throat again, and I gasped, the need in my body so potent that it was all I could do to keep hold of the bed post before me.

“Yes,” I exhaled, and in reply to my taunt, his fingers bunched in the fabric of the thin dress I wore, pushing it aside so that his hands could make true contact with my skin.

My nipples were aching, my body trembling, and as he dug his fingers into the flesh of my legs to push them further apart, I bit down on a plea.

“Do you like it gentle, spectre?” he asked, pressing against me harder, his cock driving against my ass, and I pushed back against him, wanting to feel every solid inch.

“Don’t ask stupid questions,” I replied while his fingers circled on the skin at the apex of my thighs, not quite touching me where I needed them, leaving me aching on the verge of pleasure.

I was so wet and he was so hard. It would be nothing at all for him to push me onto my hands and knees and bury himself within me. In moments I could be screaming his name, begging for every inch, and I knew I’d come hard and fast within seconds because I had never wanted anyone to fuck me the way I was aching for him to in that moment.

Bastian’s fingers finally grazed my core, a noise of pure masculine pleasure rolling up the back of his throat as he felt for himself just how wet I was. The barest hint of pressure flooded me with need, and he slowly circled my entrance with the tips of his fingers before moving them towards my throbbing clit.

“You are my most ruinous fantasy,” he told me. “You’re like the sun drawing me to your orbit at all times, there is no light when you aren’t near, no joy outside of your company, no point to my existence at all. You found me in the dark and set me free so that I could dedicate myself to worshipping you for all of time, and I want to spend every second I have making you feel just a fraction of the bliss you offer me with your mere existence. Tell me you want me the same way, spectre, tell me you-”

“Matilda. Call her Matilda, not spectre,” Zayad barked, and my eyes snapped to the Fae who sat watching us, awareness returning to me. I felt the heaviness of his gifts, the insanity which he was encouraging with his lust.

Bastian didn’t even seem to have heard him, his teeth grazing my neck as he finally brushed my clit with his calloused fingers. I could have screamed at the frustration I felt when I forced myself to push him back because it would take so very little to make me come and my body wanted it so fucking much. But if I gave in, I knew we’d be lost to this lust and I wasn’t sure when we might wake from it if it took hold of us entirely.

Zayad’s eyes widened in surprise as I strode towards him purposefully, the cloud of lust which exuded from him making me appreciate every facet of his face and body alike, but I wasn’t going to fall prey to that power again now that I’d broken free of it.

He smiled lazily, tugging open his robe to reveal his hard cock, clearly thinking I was looking to enact some lust on him, but unfortunately for Zayad, I was better trained in the art of lust than even he was.

I reached out and took his face between my hands, a tumult of fantasies crashing into me and filling my mind with all the ways in which he planned to fuck both me and Bastian during our night of debauchery. Unfortunately for Zayad, his head was precisely where those fantasies were going to remain.

I took hold of the images and pushed them back at him, my gifts pouring from me as I captured him within them and made him not only see, but smell, taste and feel them too.

I backed up as he groaned loudly, my hands falling to my sides while he began to pump his hips up and down, his cock thrusting in and out of nothing at all, though clearly whatever he thought was happening was all too real for him.

Bastian’s hand closed around my arm and he whirled me towards him, his gaze fixed on my mouth, nothing but determination in his expression as he leaned down to claim a taste of my lips. But before he could land that kiss, the lust Zayad had been aiming at us dissipated alongside a high-pitched groan of ecstasy which had me feeling anything but turned on.

I shoved Bastian back, shaking off the lingering ache in my body for that heady release and forcing myself to put some distance between us while he worked to catch up on what had just happened.

Zayad had come all over his own lap but was already hard again, sliding from his chair to start humping a cushion on the floor, panting the name Matilda over and over again.

“Take me in the ass while I plough her, Bear man,” he groaned, gripping his ass cheeks and parting them for what I guessed was fantasy Bastian.

“Are you still up for that or are we getting the fuck out of here?” I asked my Dragon, working to hide the flush from my skin and cover up the fact that if Zayad hadn’t interrupted us I likely would have been face first in the pillows on that bed right about now with Bastian sheathed to the hilt inside of me. Which was definitely not something I wanted.

“Not up for that,” Bastian confirmed in a grunt, his eyes on Zayad, whose parted ass cheeks were waggling around in a most unappealing way.

I cleared my throat and Bastian ran a hand over his face before turning away from me and striding back to the abandoned jacket and boots he’d left by the bathing tub.

“I always fucking hated Sirens,” he growled and I decided not to comment on the fact that he was clearly still rock hard because I was so turned on that I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep again until I’d taken care of my needs by myself. Not that I would be thinking about him when I did so.

Zayad and the cushion were having a whale of a time on the floor and I couldn’t help but smirk at how well that little trick of mine was working. When I’d practiced on Dalia, she’d been lost to it for an hour and I hadn’t pushed anywhere near as hard with her as I’d just done to Zayad. Then again, I hadn’t left her to get all kinds of familiar with the soft furnishings either – the desire I’d worked on for her had been about flying on her windrider so she’d been lost in a daydream about the three of us speeding through the skies as one.

The smile fell from my lips and I moved to change back into the Flamebringer garb I’d taken from the outpost with the heaviness of my grief pressing down on me once more.

“What was that?” Bastian asked as I reached for my jacket and I flinched a little at his disturbance to my thoughts.

“What was what?” I asked coldly and he regarded me in silence for several beats before shaking his head and turning his attention back to lacing his boots.

Zayad’s groans and gasps of the fake name he’d given me punctured the silence and I pretended not to notice the naked Fae having the time of his life with an unsuspecting rug while leading the way towards the secret entrance.

I doubted anyone would disturb us tonight. I didn’t want to risk being seen as we left and lose our head start on anyone inclined to pursue us. If all went well, Zayad would never realise that he hadn’t fucked either of us and he wouldn’t be released from the fantasies I’d locked him in until he wore himself out and fell asleep. Then he’d wake to find the two of us gone - which was no shocking turn of events when you paid for services of the night anyway.

Besides, I was willing to bet the fastest way to find his precious mines was through that secret door.

The payment for our services sat in a little satin bag on the nightstand and I pocketed it before reaching for my pack. Bastian beat me to it, hauling my bag over his shoulder and giving me a flat look in reply to the scowl I offered him as thanks.

“Fine,” I grumbled as I headed for the hidden door. “Be my pack mule then, captive, by all means make yourself useful.”

“‘Captive’ again now, am I?” Bastian drawled. “I don’t recall you calling me that while my hands were between your pretty thighs, spectre.”

I pulled the bookcase shut behind us and eyed the darkened passage it had deposited us in before leading the way on. The walls were panelled and the dark tiled floor polished to a shine. Faelights glimmered further down the path and I got the distinct impression that these passages were an open secret to those who worked here.

“Captive, prisoner, asshole, take your pick,” I agreed. “Besides, I don’t know why you’re complaining – aren’t I your sun, drawing you into my orbit at all times?”

“Curse that Siren,” Bastian growled.

“So you don’t deny it?” I taunted.

“Lust always did make a liar of me,” he said plainly.

Despite the fact I’d known his words were just sweet tales designed to draw me into his bed, fully fuelled by Zayad’s gifts, Bastian’s words shot straight through my chest and stung a deeply aching wound where my battered heart had once beat solidly for the lies of another pretty Stonebreaker.

Whatever snarky reply I’d been ready to hurl at him died on my tongue and I fell silent as that throbbing hurt dug its claws into me once more. Of course they’d been lies. My gifts had made liars of countless Fae before him in their bid to make use of my body. In fact, I was starting to wonder whether they hadn’t made liars of everyone I’d ever known aside from Moraine and Dalia. Now they were gone and I was just…left behind.

At the end of the corridor we came across a narrow staircase leading down into the lower levels of the House of Sin and I hesitated at the top of it while trying to listen for any Fae who might be lurking in these passages on the lower levels. But the general commotion of music, raised voices and shrieks of laughter made it impossible for me to tell.

“I’m going to take a guess that you’re looking for those tunnels so that you can claim a pretty piece of that comet for yourself for all of your hard work up there with the Siren?” Bastian asked.

“Yes,” I replied flatly, not needing to mention the fact that it was more than simple greed for the knowledge that comet might provide me with that drove me on because from the moment I’d stepped into this corridor I’d begun to feel a tug in my soul, urging me to take this path and I didn’t want to give too much thought to what that might mean. But Moya had taught me well and I knew not to disregard the ether when it came looking for me.

I could feel Bastian’s eyes on me but I ignored him, moving towards the stairs. He snatched my wrist before I could leave, yanking me to a halt and I whirled on him, ready to throw him down the stairs headfirst if I had to.

“Whoa, little psychopath,” he teased, raising his hands in surrender, though if I knew him at all I knew he would never willingly surrender to anything. “I just thought you might have forgotten what my element is? I can sense footsteps in the stone and if you really are serious about creeping down into those tunnels then I can probably feel their location with my magic too.”

“Really?” I asked, my mind whirling with that information, wondering if it was something Dragor and his councillors knew about the Stonebreakers or not. If they could detect passages through the earth beneath our feet then we would have to always assume they were capable of finding any concealed places or hidden stores. I dragged my thoughts back to what was important right now before I could get lost down that train of thought and waved a hand towards the stairs in command. “Go on then. Find us a way out of here and take me to the tunnels if you really can.”

“I’ll need another boost of power. I wasted most of it on tying you up I’m afraid, spectre.”

I sighed irritably and drew the vial of Moraine and Dalia’s blood from beneath my tunic, holding it out for him to grasp. I didn’t take it from around my neck and he clearly knew better than to bother asking me to.

The heat of his flesh called to me as he stepped closer but I remained still, waiting while he recovered some magic from my necklace and pressed his hand to the wall so he could detect the layout of the building as he’d claimed.

Seconds ticked by, the scent of smoke and iron coiling from his skin mixed with a rich and earthy note which had me inhaling deeply to try and figure out its source.

“There are two floors beneath us; the one directly below I think is full of rooms where Fae go to fuck in private, then the ground floor which we saw plenty of ourselves. Beneath that is another level with fewer Fae moving across its floors and the entrance to the caves is there, behind an iron door,” Bastian said.

I arched a brow in surprise. “Well aren’t you just a handy little duck?”

“Having thoughts about keeping me, spectre?”

I scoffed. “Ducks quack far too much for my liking.”

Bastian stepped past me to lead the way down the stairs and though it rankled to allow him to do so, I was already trusting him to lead us through this place so it seemed pointless to object.

Vesper.

I stumbled over my own feet at the sound of my name. There was no denying it this time, the call more urgent than before and louder too, though it was clear that Bastian hadn’t heard a thing. I glanced around suspiciously but Bastian was already leaving me behind and I hurried to catch up to him, pushing the voice from my thoughts.

We slipped down one staircase then another, sneaking along a short passageway to reach the third before Bastian stilled by the door which led out the basement level, placing a finger to his lips in warning.

I cast an amplification spell and flinched at the sound of pots bashing together loudly followed by the cries of kitchen staff. Houses of Sin were hardly known for their fine dining but aside from the buffet laid out for revellers to sustain themselves, there was usually a menu for slightly upgraded fare which could be ordered to the tables in the front section of the hall.

I’d spent enough time sneaking through The Waning Lands on missions for Dragor to know that each of them had places just like this one and they all used a similar method to run their establishments.

Moraine had once told me that the similarities between the nations dated back to the time before the war when trade and commerce were a part of everyday life. It was why we all used karmas and kismets as currency – though the coins from each nation differed slightly in design these days. But when the war had broken out, no one had been willing to give up their claim on the currency and allow another nation to take ownership of the terms to define the coins so they’d all kept on using them. Such titbits about life predating the Endless War had fascinated my friend and I wished now that I’d listened to her more when she spoke of them, rather than taking for granted the time we’d had.

Bastian pushed through the door, beckoning me after him and I had to stamp down the desire to take hold of the offending finger and snap it for him.

The bustling sounds of the kitchen staff came from our right but Bastian guided us left to a large wooden door which had been emblazoned with the same gang insignia I’d seen outside – one which I highly suspected belonged to Zayad.

I reached for the handle. “There are no magical locks,” I said in relief. That was one thing I liked about the Flamebringers and their gang bullshit – the biggest, meanest bastards often left their doors unlocked as a show of bravado because they wanted the whole world to know they were untouchable and believed that no one would ever dare break into their personal space.

And I quite enjoyed being no one.

“Through to the back,” Bastian directed as we stepped into a huge lounge area filled with gaudy trinkets and embroidered armchairs.

The scent of musk and the spicy cologne Zayad had been wearing tainted the air, the space lit by a dying fire in the hearth to our right.

Several doors led from this chamber but I followed Bastian’s instructions and headed to the farthest one, moving on through it.

Vesper.

The ethereal voice was setting my teeth on edge but there was clearly no one here and I wasn’t in a position to waste time focusing on it either. I glanced up in the direction of the sky, wondering if the stars might have chosen to single me out and speak into my mind the way they conversed with the Reapers but if it really was them then they had a funny sense of timing.

Bastian pointed along the corridor and I heeded his instructions once more, creeping down the thickly carpeted passage between red-painted walls.

At the far end we found a wide, iron door once again inlaid with that same gang insignia. This one was locked both physically and magically, the power which had been used to defend it so strong that I could sense it without even reaching for the door.

“Shit,” I muttered, wondering if I could risk trying to disable it. There were probably detection spells weaved into the lock too, ready to alert Zayad and maybe even some of his cohort to our presence if we fucked it up. But the urgent need inside me to enter that place wouldn’t be denied and I refused to turn back despite the madness of this scheme.

“This way,” Bastian said, placing his hand on the wall several feet along from the door.

“Which way?” I began but his smug grin answered me alongside the bricks in the wall as they began to tremble and quake beneath the power of his magic, shifting themselves out of position and wriggling aside until a narrow entrance appeared in the wall itself.

“No one ever thinks to guard the walls outside of Avanis,” Bastian said. “Honestly, it’s kind of insulting that you all underestimate my people so vastly.”

“Noted,” I said, brushing past him with a sense of anticipation racing down my spine.

The mine wasn’t lavishly decorated like the rooms above it, only a roughly-hewn stone passageway in tones of yellowish brown leading deeper into the ground greeted us but a shiver ran over my skin all the same.

Vesper.

Once again the voice was louder, more urgent and I was suddenly struck with the realisation that it wasn’t the stars deigning to speak with me but something closer to home, something which had been calling to me in the dark for weeks and which might just lie at the end of the path ahead of us.

“There’s something down here,” I said in a low tone, the scent of sulphur reaching me while I spoke.

“Are you frightened of monsters, spectre?” Bastian teased as he commanded the bricks to rearrange themselves at our backs, sealing us into the dark.

“I am a monster, Dragon. Best you don’t go forgetting that.” I cast a Faelight, sending it out ahead of us and took the lead down the narrow path into the mine.
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CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

“Are you sure you’re up for this?” I frowned at Galomp as he tightened the straps of the heavy pack on his shoulders. We were outside our quarters in the Vault of Frost, all packed and ready to leave. He’d passed his trial just as I had, and honestly I wasn’t surprised. Galomp had proved himself as one hell of a warrior in the time that I’d known him.

“I am most sure, Miss Everest. I do love an adventure.” He smiled then stepped forward, wrapping me in his arms and hugging me so tight that my feet came off the floor.

I resisted the affection for only a moment before hugging him back, burying my face in his shoulder. “You still owe me that ride on you in your Polar Bear form.”

He placed me down, nodding firmly. “Oh boy, I do not break promises. We will meet in Cascada and I shall take you for a romp of a ride, I will.” He slipped a hand into his pocket, taking out his notebook and quill, jotting something down on a page then ripping it out and handing it to me. “This is my address, Miss Everest. You are welcome there any time.”

My brows arched as I read the location. “You live in the Sunken Isles?”

“Yes indeed, I do. My uncle will love to meet you. He has written to me in thanks for the donkey you gifted him. He likes you very much already, I can tell.”

“I’ve been planning a visit there anyway. I’ll come find you – if I don’t see you on the battlefield first.” I didn’t mention the reason for my intended visit there, but the truth was, I’d come up with an idea that could help me deal with the monster the Reapers were trying to summon to our world.

Once I returned to Cascada, I’d head straight to the Magistrine in the Sunken Isles and offer my services to our land as the Void. Once they’d witnessed how powerful I was – and exceptional – they would surely be willing to listen to me about what I’d discovered at Never Keep. Then, with the might of Cascada at my back, we could ensure that monster was never brought to The Waning Lands.

Galomp smiled, gazing at me for a long moment. “Oh bother, it is sad to say goodbyes.”

“Then don’t say one. It’s not goodbye anyway, I’ll see you in Cascada.”

“See you there, friend.” His face brightened. “And I promise I will cast the best illusion possible of you down in Obsidian Cove so your bothersome Fury will chase right after me instead of the real you.”

“Thank you,” I exhaled.

“You are most welcome, Miss Everest. I will miss you, my good friend.” He turned and lumbered off down the hall into the stairway.

I drifted back into my quarters, whispering a goodbye to the place that had seen me rise from a runt to a warrior. It hurt more than I expected to leave Never Keep. She was a fortress of hardship that hid far too many dark secrets, but she was my first stepping stone toward a greater life too and there was no denying the affection I felt toward her in our parting.

Shouldering my pack, I turned for the door, knowing I had one more goodbye to claim before I could make my escape. I’d planned to meet him in the Library of Frost, so I headed that way, taking the stairs down through the tower and deeper into the Vault.

He was waiting for me there between two icy bookshelves that glinted like starlight. My Harlon. Even if he was wearing that shining gold cloak. I couldn’t let it come between us.

“Are you still angry with me?” I asked, a lilt of taunt to my voice.

He folded his arms, regarding me solemnly. “Call it disappointment.”

“That’s worse,” I accused, then grinned.

He broke the serious mask and smiled back, releasing a low sigh. “Can I make one more plea for you to confide in the Cardinal Reaper?”

“No, but you can do something for me instead.”

“And what’s that?” he asked curiously, pushing that golden strand back from his forehead to settle within his brown locks.

“Promise our forked paths won’t tear us apart. Promise you’ll be my friend before you’re a Reaper, Harl. Promise you’ll never choose them over us.”

He frowned, stepping closer to me. “I promise, Ever. This cloak will never mean more to me than you do.” He lowered his tone, glancing around as if fearing he might be overheard. He reached out to touch my cheek and I leaned into it, catching a ray of sunlight in his palm.

“We’ll always be friends,” I whispered.

“Friends,” he echoed, a note of hurt to his voice.

“I think for now, the world’s too complicated for us to be more than that,” I admitted, and his brow creased.

He nodded slowly, retracting his hand. “Solomon has offered me a position in Cascada.”

My heart leapt at that. “Really?”

His amber eyes brightened. “Yes, Ever. I have some duties to fulfil with him first. But one day, not too long from now I hope, I’ll return home. Then maybe the world will be less complicated.”

Emotion welled inside me at not knowing how long we were about to be apart. “I hope that too. I just can’t see the stars through the clouds right now.”

“The sky will be clearer once you’ve claimed your destiny. Go, little fish, brave the wide open ocean and become the shark you were always meant to be.”

I tiptoed up and kissed his cheek. “See you in Cascada, Harl.”

“I can walk with you to the beach, most of the Reapers have headed there anyway,” he offered.

“No,” I blurted. “I mean, it’s fine. Take care, Harl.”

I turned abruptly, rushing from the Library of Frost, feeling stupid for how badly I’d covered my own ass. I should have come up with some excuse, but I’d gone blank and made a run for it instead. There was nothing I could do about it now though.

I hurried out of the Vault and made a fast path through the Heliacal Courtyard, mentally preparing myself for what I had planned.

Stepping through the Night Gates onto the cliff unfurled a heavy knot in my chest. It was over. My time at Never Keep had come to an end. No longer would I feel the cold leak from the walls into my bones or hear those chilling screams in the dead of night. The relief I felt was punctuated by the sigh that left my lungs, a swirl of vapour rising before me in the frigid air.

I had earned my position as a warrior, and it was already time to prove my mettle.

The crowd of Raincarvers, Stonebreakers, Flamebringers and Skyforgers peeled away to the Escalade, heading down to Obsidian Cove where the ships were waiting to take them home. They washed out of Never Keep like a river winding toward the ocean. All besides me.

The shadow of a battle island from Air hung over the water too, the dark clouds above hugging its vast form in the sky and sending a ripple of fear through me. The memory of one of those islands alighting at my hometown and tearing it in two would forever be branded in my mind.

I adjusted the heavy pack on my shoulders as I slipped between the throng of bodies, moving against the flow, away from the cliff and the line of Reapers that were offering prayers of fortune in war to the parting warriors.

I went unnoticed, quickening my pace until I was running along the outer edge of the Keep wall toward the northern tundra. It would have been quicker to travel in my Leopard form, but my pack was fit to bursting and there was no way I was leaving it behind.

I compacted the snow with my magic, making it easier to run on, my boots treading a quick path toward freedom. When the northwestern cliff came into view, my pulse elevated and I pushed myself harder.

Beyond that jagged cliff face lay my salvation but I couldn’t relax until I saw it with my own eyes. If I didn’t escape now, Kaiser would get hold of me and offer me up as a weapon to Pyros. The fate of my homeland was riding on my actions today.

When I reached the edge of the cliff, the wind battered me, the briny sea spray peppering my lips and calling me home. There, as promised, lay Wandershire. Plumes of smoke rose from the chimneys nestled among the slate roofs, the entire town bobbing in the water, waiting just for me. Mavus had kept to his word in offering me passage home and my plan was coming together smoothly.

He might have been a crook, but when I’d sent him a raven to ask for his help, he had been quick to agree, and my heart warmed toward the trader over him making good on his promise. He hadn’t even asked for payment, declaring that the final delivery of my wares would be payment enough. Once I passed them to him today, our contract would be done, freeing me from further obligation. And I couldn’t deny I was looking forward to that moment. I didn’t need the distraction when I headed home and prepared to go to war.

I called upon the sea, my connection to the ocean harnessed so well now that I could finally make it rise to meet me, the column of water coming to rest against the cliffside in offering.

I threw one glance back at the colossal gothic walls of Never Keep, bidding it farewell once and for all, then stepped out onto the tower of water, ready to go home. Never Keep’s dark secrets would soon feel like a distant nightmare. I was back on the path I was meant to tread, the stars guiding me toward it.

“Stop!” A dark voice bled across the land and my limbs froze in place, the power of a Fury’s possession sliding through my veins.

No.

A ragged breath passed my lips as Kaiser drew on his connection to me, forcing me to turn and face him as he revealed himself from a perfectly cast concealment spell against the backdrop of snow.

He was fifty paces away with his three blood-red hounds shivering into existence around him, his silhouette as dark as Never Keep and perhaps even more imposing.

“A clever plot, I’ll give you that,” he admitted. “But your ally’s illusion was shattered easily enough when I caught up to it.”

My upper lip peeled back as I fought to regain control of my limbs. Galomp had done his part for me, casting the spell to make it appear as though I had boarded one of the Raincarver ships. Yet here Kaiser was, one step behind me and ruining fucking everything as always.

“How did you find me?” I spat.

“Calcifiend.” He pointed to the sky where the little Sayer Dragon was circling down to his master on outstretched wings. “His eyes are far keener than any Fae’s. Come, silka la vin. The Matriarch awaits us,” he demanded and his possession ripped through me, forcing me to step off the pillar of water and back onto the cliff’s edge.

“No,” I snarled, desperately calling upon the Void to fight off his control. But it refused to awaken for me now when I needed it most.

“Come,” Kaiser commanded, but as he took a step toward me, the ground beneath him shuddered.

A fissure opened up in the snow, collapsing beneath him, sending him plummeting away into an abyss. I was left reeling, unsure if I had somehow cast the magic that had sent him there as snow packed in on top of him and his beasts. His possession over me shattered, leaving me free once more.

“Ever!” Harlon’s voice boomed across the landscape, his own concealment spell dropping as he raced up to the place where Kaiser and his hounds had been, gazing at me with a fierce expression.

“You cast that magic,” I gasped.

“Run.”

“Wait, Harlon. He’s dangerous.” I took a step toward him.

“You need to go. The Fury is already fighting his way to the surface. I know there is something he seeks from you, and when you ran from me in the library, I knew you were in trouble so I had to follow. Let me help you even if you won’t confide in me about what is truly happening.”

“I can’t confide in you. I would if I could.” I touched my throat as the Nightfire blazed there.

He nodded tightly. “I thought as much. Go, Ever. Get out of here. I will not let him follow you.”

“He could kill you,” I said fearfully.

“I’m a Reaper, a prophet of the stars,” he said darkly. “I am powerful enough to handle myself. Now go.”

I hesitated a final moment and the ground shuddered where Kaiser had been trapped. I was no use to Harlon if I stayed. Kaiser would wield me against him. And he was right, he was strong, a double elemental who had been taught unknown power by the Reapers.

“Go, Ever!” Harlon boomed and I turned, hating myself for leaving but having no choice. “You will make the stars hail your name, Everest Arcadia,” he called after me as I leapt onto the pillar of water.

“Thank you,” I gasped, emotion splintering through my chest at parting from my best friend, but the words were stolen by a sharp wind, and I wasn’t sure if he heard them.

I watched the snow begin to melt before Harlon as Kaiser blasted his way out with fire. One day, I would carve this soul-tie from my bones and return to the Fury for the fight I was owed. My blade would finally meet his heart. But right now, the only choice I had was to flee.

My pillar of water carried me down at a rapid pace, all the way to the streets of Wandershire where I leapt onto a cobbled road.

“Well hello there, lass. Told ya I’d come, didn’t I? Now where’s me latest shipment?” Mavus eyed my bag greedily.

“You can have it when you get me the hell out of here.”

Mavus smiled ruefully then stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled. The whole of Wandershire came to life at the sound, a range of Fae working together to send the floating town soaring across the water, out into the open ocean.

The earth elementals urged on the metal arms that scored through the sea like giant oars, while the water elementals drove a current beneath it, and the air elementals pushed the wind into its back and the chimneys plumed around me, hinting of some magical engine driven by fire. The result was something truly powerful, the elements in harmony creating a strength that harnessed the wild ocean.

An echoing boom sounded on the clifftop and my gaze flew to that spot as snow and fire burst into the sky.

Concern raced through me for Harlon, but my friend had the power of water and earth in his veins. He was well matched for the Fury. But if Kaiser Brimtheon somehow made it after me, he would come for me with the force of a hellion. The Nightfire in my veins was going to demand I return to him eventually, so I had to be ready to suffer in its torturous flames.

My plan was to break free of it. I was the Void after all, and I had seen the power I could cast; there was time yet to learn how to unlock it fully. That was what I was counting on, because no matter the magic that drove me toward the Fury now, I’d made my stand. Come hell or high water, I would never return to his side.
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CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

The pale yellow stone passages which led into the depths of the mines were filled with dry air and the reek of sulphur, their twisting lengths leading us ever further beneath the ground with every step, and the temperature rising the further we went.

Bastian had little to say for once and instead remained quiet at my back, his looming presence never far away while only my Faelight allowed us to see anything at all in this dank place.

The further we went, the more I began to question the wisdom in wasting time on this search. Yes, I wanted to claim some answers from the stars – namely the location of the man who had pretended to be Cayde Avior so that it would be all the easier for me to hunt him down and exact the vengeance I was owed. But the deeper I ventured into the mines, the more I felt a discomfort in the pit of my stomach. Something wasn’t right in this place. There was rot at its core.

I pushed my fingers into the herb pouch at my belt and drew a sprig of oregano free along with another of lavender and one of parsley. The herbs were brittle now from having spent so long squashed in my pouch and they were less potent than they’d been when I’d packed them, but I didn’t need perfect. I only wanted to see if my suspicions were correct.

“What’s that for?” Bastian asked.

“They ward off evil in various respects,” I replied, deftly braiding the three herbs together, brittle leaves falling free, their stalks threatening to snap at every twist. “Or when used correctly, they can locate it too.”

“Ah, that would explain why they remain in your possession then,” he agreed.

I said nothing. Evil was among the dullest insults I’d received in my lifetime and didn’t really warrant a response.

I bent the braided herbs awkwardly, forcing them into the jagged C shape of Perth – the rune pertaining to hidden things. Lastly, I slit the pad of my thumb open on my blade and smeared my blood over the top of them.

I sucked in a sharp breath as I welcomed the call of the ether into my body, the dark magic of the world seeming to hum and pulse more vibrantly in this underground passage than it usually did above it, threatening to overwhelm me.

Bastian almost bowled into me as my feet fell still, my hand trembling where I gripped the herbs and a ragged exhale escaping me.

“There’s a river,” I breathed, more to myself than to Bastian though he answered me all the same.

“A river? It’s as dry as a Manticore’s asshole down here. What are you talking about?”

The electric charge of the world’s energy threatened to knock me from my feet and I staggered a step, my free hand pressing to the stone, though that only seemed to deepen my awareness of the ether.

“Not of water…of p-power,” I gritted out.

Bastian stepped closer, reaching out and clasping my forearm. “Look at me, spectre,” he growled and I blinked several times, trying to force my vision to stop flickering, focusing on the silver in his penetrating stare but it was no use, the rush becoming a roar, a single word hissed and chanted in a thousand different voices which were everywhere and nowhere and at once all the same.

Bastian gripped my face between his calloused palms roughly, forcing my eyes to stay locked on his while my grip on the braided herbs tightened until they started to break within the cage of my fist.

I tried to focus on him but the call of that power was overwhelming me, tying itself in knots around my soul and demanding I give in to its call. Even the hold of a Dragon couldn’t deny such fervent power.

Bastian growled, shaking me roughly, barking another command for me to look at him, his fingers digging into my skull as his grip tightened but it was no use, something here had more need of me than he did.

The rush of energy flowing through this place was making my head spin, a torrent of raw power was moving through the world all around us, crashing through these tunnels and headed…where?

“It’s beneath us,” I rasped, looking down at the rocks below my boots and somehow seeing a gleaming river of silver light too. It was thin and far below us, distant yet powerful beyond measure and I knew it was there despite the rocks which parted us from it, racing past us as certainly as the ragged breaths which were filling my lungs. “Come on.”

I jerked out of Bastian’s hold and broke into a run without waiting for his reply, speeding through the narrow passageways, moving ever deeper beneath the ground and ignoring his rough protests as he charged after me.

Lefts and rights, more twists and turns than we might ever hope to keep track of, the earth swallowing us as surely as some legendary beast come to devour the world but I couldn’t so much as slow my pace. It was as though this force beyond my own autonomy had me in its grasp and my body was helpless to do anything other than run.

I lurched straight over the edge of a precipice as an impossibly steep descent opened up before us out of nowhere, an underground canyon eating us whole as we fell into its jaws. My heart tripped over itself, some of my own mind lurching free of the power’s grip at the surge of adrenaline the fall brought on and I managed to catch us in the fist of my air magic as we fell.

Bastian caught hold of me as air rushed passed us and we tumbled into the depths of a seemingly endless cavern, his huge body cradling mine even though I had hold of us too. But I didn’t use my magic to slow our fall, not until the final moment when the rocky bottom of the ravine loomed into focus beneath us.

We jerked to a halt and Bastian cursed violently, barking demands for answers but I was already pushing out of his hold, not caring if he followed me or not. Because now the river was so much closer, the glow of silver light piercing the stones ahead of me and the hiss of countless whispered voices filling the air.

I sprinted towards them, some deep energy urging me on, wanting me here, needing me to see. That word tumbled over itself in the current of the river, impossibly yet undeniably sounding over and over again. Vesper. Vesper. VESPER!

Ether crackled in my veins, the whispers turning to screams as I forced my way through a tiny gap between the stone wall ahead of me, shifting sideways as the rocks pressed close around me and promised to trap me here beneath the ground forever. I forced myself to keep moving, ignoring the way the stone crushed in around my body, the crevasse getting tighter and tighter while I worked to squeeze through it, my attention fixed on the brilliant silver glow before me. My fingers curled around the edge of the rock, my muscles bunching as I heaved, the stone crushing me, threatening to keep hold of me and never let go.

With a snarl of determination and a wrench of my muscles, I forced my way free of the tiny gap, stumbling into the open space beyond it and finally falling still, my chest heaving with laboured breaths.

The rock groaned at my back and I turned to look at Bastian as he stepped through a far bigger opening than the one I’d just scrambled through, the passage widened by his earth magic and a look of fury painting his expression.

But before he could berate me or speak a single word of whatever murderous thoughts were passing through his mind, the herbs crumbled to dust in my fist, my connection to the ether shattering as the weight of its power overwhelmed me. My legs gave out and I would have fallen to my knees if Bastian hadn’t caught my arm to right me. I jerked out of his hold, not needing anyone to rescue me just as my Faelight guttered out along with my connection to the ether, plunging us into total darkness.

“For the love of the stars,” Bastian snarled somewhere behind me and I hushed him aggressively. “What is it?” he demanded.

“Something…raw,” I said slowly, inching forward in the dark, my hand outstretched before me as I felt rather than saw what I was headed towards. “Something old… Something which is calling my name.”

A shudder ran through me as I realised that this was the voice I’d been hearing in my sleep for weeks, the breath of my name on the wind, the hint of it in the rustling of the trees or the murmurs of a crowded room. This was what Moya had warned me about back in her cavern.

“Ether is more than just the root of the land’s power,” I said, echoing the words she’d often spoken to me in her teachings - if only to remind me of them and feel a little closer to her in their repetition. “It is the current which sweeps us all along in its path. We may access the bounty of its river through rite and sacrifice. But we cannot control its flow.”

“And what does that have to do with the two of us standing down in the bowels of Pyros in the pitch black?” Bastian growled, making me flinch slightly as his hand landed on my shoulder.

“Everything. At least, I think it does,” I replied.

I shrugged his hand off of me and stepped forward again, creeping through the dark along a path which seemed to have been laid in place for me alone. Bastian kept close behind me as I moved through the dark, the heat of his body at my back a comfort it shouldn’t have been because it was a link to the world beyond this place, a reminder that we were still real even inside this vault of ancient magic.

I walked on in the dark, my steps laid out for me while I continued reaching ahead of me blindly. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised in the least when my palm met with a smooth, stone monolith.

The touch of my fingers to the stone was echoed with a violent boom that rocked the earth beneath our feet and sent a tremor of impact straight through the heart of me. Panic found me in the dark, the whole world trembling with the aftershock of that touch. But as I scrambled to keep my balance, I didn’t find the cavern caving in around us or the roof crashing down to seal us in this tomb.

I flicked my fingers to reignite my Faelight and the orange glow it emitted as it rose above my head illuminated the pillar of stone before me.

It was tall, the pale monolith rising up almost to the roof of the cavern, its triangular shape giving it three faces, each carved with a representation of one of the fire zodiac signs along with a layout of their corresponding constellations above them.

Directly in the centre of the stone, piercing the eye of the lion for Leo was a huge iron spike which had sent a spiderweb of cracks right through the monolith, disfiguring it to the point of ruin.

Nothing within this cavern spoke of other Fae having been here before, the walls that same yellow rock, the air ripe with the scent of sulphur. But this monolith hadn’t just created itself and nothing about its presence here felt natural.

I reached out hesitantly, the echoes of a million warring voices, all calling out to me demandingly seeming to radiate from that spike until the moment my fingers brushed against it and they turned into full blown shrieks of agony which ripped through my skull.

I was thrown back by the force of their pain, slamming into Bastian who caught me before I could hit the ground.

He tugged me behind him and drew his sword as if foes might leap from the dark at any moment but I stepped forward again, knocking him aside.

“You can’t fight this with steel and brawn,” I bit out, inspecting the stone again, more of Moya’s warnings resounding through my memory.

“Something has been stirring beneath the close place,” I said, glancing up at the cavernous roof and wondering how far we had fallen beneath the ground. Surely we were as deep as the space below Moya’s chambers? Perhaps we were deep enough to have roused the thing of which she’d spoken.

“Something? You mean a beast? This looks like the work of Fae not monster,” Bastian said.

I parted my lips to reply but then another memory pushed its way into my mind, one I wasn’t entirely sure I had summoned of my own accord. Of an entity of darkness itself devouring the guilty at Never Keep.

That thing hadn’t been born of ether, its power had felt so foreign to me, so rotten. But this place was alive with more ether than I’d ever known to congregate in one location before. It was teeming with energy, all of it shrieking and crying out, calling my name and begging me for mercy.

Moya had told me the dark was calling my name and here I was standing before it, unable to understand what it wanted from me.

“The point is the leash,” I repeated her words, looking to that iron spike and feeling certain I had found the answer to her riddle, the reason for whatever was stunting the ether, the thing which was forcing it to follow a path it didn’t wish to tread. “Do you see that glow? The river of light spearing straight for this stone. It’s between this place and the next,” I said and Bastian frowned at me like he had no idea what I was talking about.

“What do you mean, ‘this place and the next’?”

I shook my head dismissively, focused on that silvery light, the river which ran right through this cavern, clearly not visible at all to Bastian and yet it was right before me when I concentrated on it.

The more I looked, the more I saw. Twisted shapes and patterns peered out at me among the rush of light, their calls to me growing louder within my mind as they found me peering back at them in turn. They screamed my name so loudly that I wanted to clap my hands over my ears to block them out, but I knew that would only make them louder because the sound was only audible inside my own skull.

“I think…it’s made up of ether. Raw ether which should be roaming wild through every living thing in the land yet somehow has been trapped in this tide of motion,” I said hesitantly. “It’s all trapped here because of this spike.”

“Why? How can an iron spike stop ether from passing through the world the way it always has?” Bastian demanded as if I had all the answers to this somehow.

“Because this river is supposed to flow uninhibited across The Waning Lands but the spike is acting like a dam and funnelling it somewhere else instead,” I said, not knowing what any of that meant, but it was clear before me. The stone was a marker, its existence set here with a purpose I couldn’t quite place. My mind was racing over all the things Moya had ever taught me about ether and the way its natural magic flowed through the world.

“There are routes across the world known as ley lines,” I said slowly, running my fingers across the stone grooves which made up the lion’s mane. “They’re roads of energy in its purest form, the simplest and most effective method of movement which ether follows. They connect everything in direct and enormously powerful currents of energy and are marked with keystones - which must be what this is. They’re what allow the world to keep producing new life, what gives nature its rawest source of energy and in death the energy which all life has borrowed is given back to the flow of ether once more. It’s a part of the rite of passage from this plane to the next and yet somehow, someone is diverting that energy away from this place, taking the essence of the world’s magic and sending it somewhere…else.”

Bastian frowned at the stone monolith before us. “What would anyone do with that much power?” he asked. “Is it a weapon?”

“I can’t see how anyone could possibly wield it,” I replied. “Ether is so potent in its raw and wild form that even those of us well practiced in commanding it can only do so for short periods of time and with only a drop of energy at our beck and call. The weight of power I felt in that river would crush anyone foolish enough to try and force it to bend to their will.”

“But that’s exactly what you’re saying is happening, isn’t it? The energy which should be running down this ley line is being forced to divert to somewhere else. If you know so much about dark magic then surely you have some idea as to what that could mean and why anyone would do it?” Bastian challenged and I scowled at him in irritation.

“This would disrupt the natural balance,” I said finally. “The lack of power flowing in that direction might hurt whatever lies at the far end of the river. So perhaps the other end of this ley line is in one of the other lands and the intention is to hurt them by blocking it?”

“So the power only ever runs in one direction?” Bastian asked and I shook my head.

“No. It turns like a tide at the beck and call of the moon, though I don’t know what calls to the ether to make it change its course. It certainly doesn’t care for the movements of the planets or anything else that looms above us in the sky. But there’s nothing headed towards it from the other side here, so maybe it’s been blocked further down the line too? But that still doesn’t explain why.”

“Well then, spectre, I suppose that only leaves you with the one question.”

“What’s that?”

“Are you going to do anything about it now that you’ve come careening down here or are you going to leave whatever nefarious plans are taking shape here to mature?”

“I’m going to fix it,” I replied without even needing to consider it.

Something had called me to this place and the power which had been my lifeline more times than I could count was begging me to return it to its natural state. Ether had never turned its back on me, and I wouldn’t abandon it either. Besides, we were in Pyros so the chances were that this was the work of the Flamebringers and nothing they desired to achieve would ever align with my goals.

I braced myself for impact and held my hands out either side of the iron spike, sending out a prayer to Aquarius to watch my back because I was half certain this plan was suicide.

Bastian took a step towards me, his hand raised as if he might stop me but I clasped the spike between my palms before he could so much as lay a finger on me.

A scream tore from my throat as the rush of power slammed into me with a force so potent it was blinding, the weight of the magic blazing into my flesh as my palms blistered where I’d taken hold of the iron.

Words scored up the back of my throat, ancient, powerful words that rushed from me in a string of half audible cries as the ether took hold of my tongue and showed me what to do.

Bastian tried to pull me back but the magic hurled him aside and his curses rang out while I fell hostage to the entity that had lured me here.

I didn’t fight it. Even as my palms bubbled and boiled, the flesh melting from the force of the magic, I still spat those words from my lips with tears racing down my cheeks at the agony.

Bastian was bellowing, calling out for me even though he didn’t have a name to call me by, that stupid nickname echoing off of the walls in its place while he clawed his way towards me against the ferocious tide of power that was billowing around the cavern.

With a tremendous crash, the iron spike tore free of the stone and Bastian caught me as I fell, the force of the impact knocking us both to the ground.

A ragged sob escaped me as the iron spike finally fell from my grip, my ruined hands swimming before my eyes as I blinked through tears of pain.

The ether struck us with a rush of energy so furious that it flattened us to the floor, my hair whipping out around me and a thousand tiny kisses of power pressing down on my skin like pins and needles, seeking out every piece of me.

I could barely draw breath as it rushed past us, the only real thing besides the ether and the press of Bastian’s chest to my spine, the grip of his arms around my waist.

And then it was gone. The spill of energy settled and faded to a constant trickle before us, pouring through the keystone which was once again whole, the lion proudly returned to its glory.

“Your hands,” Bastian breathed.

Though I feared looking at them, I dropped my eyes to my palms and gasped as I found the flesh there healed entirely, every inch of them whole once more.

My thoughts spun to my other wounds, the ones I hid and never spoke of but despite the hope that blossomed in my chest momentarily, I didn’t truly believe my blessing had gone so far as to heal those too.

“We should leave,” I said, my voice stilted, but I couldn’t help but smile at the lingering tingling in my skin where the ether had blessed me in thanks for its freedom.

Bastian made no complaints about that, hauling me to my feet as he stood though he did turn me around and take hold of my wrists, inspecting my hands for himself and running his thumbs down the centre of my palms.

I swallowed roughly, his touch far too intimate for what we were, the intensity in his expression damning me for what would come next for us. But our paths were already set.

“Satisfied?” I asked, my pulse still hammering from whatever the fuck that had all been and he raised his eyes to meet mine as he answered.

“Not even close.”

The edge of humour to his voice made me blink then I was struck with the desire to smile, looking at this man who I had every intention of imprisoning again as soon as possible. But he had moved to protect me throughout that encounter several times over. I hadn’t needed his help, likely never would require the help of any man. He might have been the first to ever actually offer it to me.

I swallowed back the maddening thoughts, tugging my hands free of his grip and reminding myself of what had come of the last time I’d trusted a man from Avanis. But for some reason it was very difficult to align Bastian with Cayde in my mind. They were very different beasts indeed.

I sent my Faelight ahead of me, using it to guide us back through the crevice which Bastian had widened in the stone wall and to the base of the endless fall we’d endured to get here.

I twisted my wrist and coiled a whip of air magic into existence around us before hurling us skyward with my magic.

Bastian barked a laugh as he hurtled through the air and I threw a confounded look at him through the streaming strands of dark hair which had broken free of my braid.

“Do you know how long it has been since I flew properly?” he called over the howl of air magic, his words salt on a raw wound.

“No doubt you believe it’s been hundreds of years,” I called back. “You do realise that isn’t possible though, don’t you? I think you lost your mind chained up in that cavern.”

“I lost a lot of things while chained up in that cavern,” he called back. “But never my mind.”

The passage at the top of the chasm appeared above us and I guided us into it, landing lightly on my feet and letting Bastian fall a little more dramatically in hopes that he might stumble onto his ass. Unfortunately, he managed to stay upright too and the taunting grin he offered me said he knew what I’d just attempted.

“Let’s find a piece of that comet and get out of here,” I said firmly. “I don’t want to remain in Pyros a moment longer than I have to.”

Bastian seemed content to go along with that plan and we navigated our way back through the mine, Bastian using his earth magic to find the correct route. I didn’t thank him for it, but I would have been lost in the dark down here a hundred times over without his help and we both knew it. A weight seemed to have lifted from my shoulders as we traversed the mine on the way out, the climb somehow easier than the descent had felt. Perhaps because I didn’t have anything urging me along the darkened path towards that ley line anymore, the whispers having finally fallen quiet.

A glimmer in the rocks ahead of us made me pick up my pace and I tugged my dagger from my belt as I spotted the pieces of shattered comet in the wall there.

I started digging them out but Bastian reached around me and pressed his hand to the rock face. He gave me a cocky smirk as he pressed his magic into the wall and turned the rock surrounding the two chips of comet into sand so they fell freely into my palm.

I looked down at my prize, wanting to call upon the stars right here and now and beg an answer from them as to Cayde’s whereabouts so that I might put myself on the trail which would end in his demise. But we’d wasted enough time and I couldn’t be certain how long Zayad would be held captive by the magic of my gifts, humping the soft furnishings and making a sticky mess of everything in sight.

We needed to leave and get far away from this place by the time he roused. I didn’t care if he figured out what I’d done and wanted to hunt us for retribution or simply sought us out in hopes of another night of carnal bliss in our company – we needed to get away from here and head back to the road so I could find a way back to Stormfell.

I glanced at Bastian who was eyeing me curiously and held out one of the pieces of comet in offering.

He opened his mouth to say something but I held up a finger to halt him. “One word and I keep both for myself, captive. I don’t want a single comment on this. We made it out of that pit together. So take your reward for survival or don’t. Your choice.”

He pinned me with that silver-shot gaze of his, the corner of his mouth curving to reveal the dimple in his cheek as he reached out and took the piece of glimmering comet before depositing it in his pocket in utter silence.

I turned away from him without a word, placing my own stone away too.

We found the door which led back to Zayad’s chambers but as we reached it, the pounding of many booted feet echoed through the iron to taunt us with the presence of far more Fae than I had any desire to encounter.

“Find them!” Zayad shrieked, his fury spilling through the walls as his gifts poured from him, the Siren magic infecting everyone within range with the desperate desire to track us down. “They’re here somewhere and I want them brought straight to me!”


[image: ]


CHAPTER THIRTY

I’d held him back as long as I could, but the Fury’s power was a force of nature. With every layer of ice and stone I cast over the pit which contained him, he blasted through it, his fire magic never faltering. My fingers were buzzing with the sensation of casting so much power and a bead of sweat was sailing down my brow from the effort it took to contain him.

I couldn’t do it much longer. And one glance back told me Wandershire wasn’t nearly far enough from shore yet.

I’d placed myself here on the cliff’s edge the moment Kaiser Brimtheon had fallen into my trap, ready to stand between him and Everest to give her time to escape, and so far, it appeared to be working.

I wasn’t sure I’d ever told Everest how grateful I was to have her in my life. In a world of darkness, we’d always cast light for each other. Growing up in a war-fuelled town where fear, hatred and rage lay in the hearts of the adults raising us might have crushed the spirit out of me long ago had it not been for her.

I’d always known we would end up tangled in a life of combat, I’d just never thought I wouldn’t be charging into battle at her side. Instead, I’d been forced into a life I’d never wanted, but one which held so much responsibility that I had no choice but to answer it. And I may not have been trained for battle, but I had been taught how to punish those who defied the order of the stars.

The sound of Kaiser’s blasts stopped and my head wheeled back as the world fell eerily quiet.

I released a heavy breath, cautiously lowering my hands after several beats of silence. Had he run out of magic at last?

Relief trickled into me as I took a step toward the pit, listening for the Fury.

Quiet.

Nothing stirred but the wind, its icy caress cooling the heat of my brow. I thought on my next move. It might be pertinent to fetch the Cardinal Reaper and hand the Flamebringer to him. He had attacked another neophyte on Never Keep grounds after all, which made him worthy of execution.

An explosion split the silence apart and my vision was consumed by a spiral of red fire tearing up through rock and ice, ripping it asunder, its power sending me stumbling back toward the cliff’s edge.

The Fury rose from the hole I’d tried to contain him in, his eyes an impassive darkness that told a story of an empty soul.

With a cry of effort, I pelted shards of ice at his head, but they melted in the haze of heat hanging around him, cast in defence against that particular element. It wasn’t the only one I was gifted with though. And now he fought me face to face, I had no reason not to kill him. He had attacked a Reaper, so his death was written.

I wielded earth, casting sharp pillars of wood from the ground around him, set to pierce through his flesh and skewer him fast. He burned them to ash before they could touch him and a growl built in my throat as I stared down my opponent. He was no ordinary Fae. Furies were rare enough, but I’d heard the talk at Never Keep about this creature. A heartless monster, raised on the teat of The Matriarch and shaped in her image. He’d likely been put through brutal, rigorous drills to carve out his fears, leaving him as this empty vessel. A machine for war.

Yes, I’d heard the talk of him, but his interest in Everest stumped me. Why had he pursued her here? Why had she not told me of her plan to leave Never Keep this way? What had she done to offend this Flamebringer so deeply that he had hunted her to the edges of the island?

I didn’t know the answers to my questions, but I did know one thing: this Fury was the reason for the loss of Everest’s mother and the scar on her hand that had caused her countless struggles. He was a curse from the stars, a plague on the woman I had long ago sworn to protect, and I would strike him from existence in her name. Kaylina Arcadia had been good to me, she had cared for me well, more than my foster father ever had, and I would avenge her for my own sake as well as Ever’s.

I cast a sword of iron in my hand and rushed forward to cut him down, swinging the blade for his throat. His own sword flew up to meet mine, unsheathed in a fraction of a moment, the power of the blade he wielded cracking mine in two.

My ire grew. I hadn’t thought to come here armed. Weapons were rarely carried by the Reapers and my blades had been taken from me the moment I arrived at Never Keep.

“That blade is no thing of Pyros,” I spat, sending a spray of ice at his eyes to make him lurch back, but they melted in the heat hanging around him once more. Kaiser Brimtheon didn’t so much as blink.

“You stole it from Everest,” I accused, recalling the day he had done so when Castelorain had been torn in two by the Skyforgers. “It was made in a Cascadian forge by her mother’s hand, and I will return it to her the moment I cleave your head from your shoulders, Flamebringer.”

I rocked the earth beneath him, forcing him to take a step back in the snow, wielding the ground to open up once more. Kaiser’s foot slipped into the chasm, but he turned, leaping over the gap before I could make it wide enough to trap him once more.

I cast a heavy metal flail into my grip, letting the chain slide through my fingers as I began to swing the spiked ball.

“I will have blood for her,” I growled, my hackles rising as my inner Bear Order came to the surface. I was tempted to shift so that I could sink my teeth into this piece of shit and feel the moment his bones cracked between my jaws. He had wronged Everest so deeply, and I knew his death belonged to her. But I had no doubt that if she wasn’t here to claim his blood on this clifftop, then she would have chosen me in her place.

Kaiser’s eyes flashed red as he faced me across the pit, the expression he wore suggesting he was evaluating me, trying to weigh up the threat and guess my next move. So I’d be the most unpredictable bastard he had ever faced.

I ran for him, closing the hole beneath my feet to forge a path directly to the Fury, preparing to split his skull in two with my weapon.

It scored through the air, the deadly whoosh of the metal ball promising a bloody strike. But as Kaiser’s eyes locked with mine, I felt a tumult of power rolling from him, colliding with me with such force it was as if it was fuelled by the stars themselves.

The flail slipped from my fingers, crashing to the ground with a thud beside Kaiser and I cursed my foolishness for not preparing for the deadliest power a Fury held.

Possession.

The magic of his Order form rolled through my chest, and a weight of dread fell over me. I lost control of my limbs, his will stealing the place of my own and forcing me to a halt right in front of him.

He cocked his head, taking me in with a scrutiny that cut me down to my bones. He appeared more fiend than Fae.

He prowled closer, this beastly asshole staring me down, his imposing height a match for mine. His eyes were still blood red, shining with the fucked up power of his Order, but where I expected to see the thrill of my death in his eyes, I found only emptiness. A blank space where there should have been a soul, like a sky that held no stars. And that was enough to set my heart thumping unevenly.

Fear was an emotion I could usually control, but here on the brink of failure, it crept into me. She was relying on me and I’d lost the fight.

Would this Flamebringer kill a Reaper? Risk the wrath of the prophets of the stars? Surely even he wasn’t mad enough to do such a thing. But then again, if he didn’t kill me here and now, I would show the other Reapers his crimes and secure his execution.

“You failed to save her,” he commented, the wind tussling the strands of his black, red-tinted hair. He was feeding on the fear those words sparked in me, naming one of my deepest terrors as it came to life before my eyes. And he wielded that fear, sending it deep into my chest and whispering defeat into my bones.

I tried to speak, anger searing through my chest, but my tongue was bound by his possession, and only a strained growl escaped my throat.

“Your life was pledged to the order of the Reapers, Harlon Brook,” Kaiser said. “Return to them and do not waste your time seeking her. Everest Arcadia belongs to Pyros now. And if you breathe a word of this fight to the Reapers, I will ensure she slits her own throat. If they ever come knocking at my door, I promise it will equal her death.”

With a jolt of power, he sent me striding away across the plain of snow, back toward Never Keep, forcing me to abandon Everest, not understanding why Kaiser Brimtheon sought to capture her.

I couldn’t even look back. I couldn’t call out to her in warning. I didn’t know if I had bought her enough time to escape but leaving that Flamebringer there on the cliff felt like I was abandoning her to him. No matter how hard I fought the merciless Fury’s possession, I couldn’t turn back. I was beaten and I couldn’t even secure the bastard’s execution via the Reapers unless I wanted to risk my friend’s life.

A dire reality settled on my soul as shame washed through me.

Everest was on her own.
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CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

“Shit,” I cursed, looking at the door and the only known way out of this place. I began to draw my sword but Bastian reached out to knock it back into its sheath.

“I have a better idea.” He stepped into my personal space, snatching the vial of blood from beneath the neck of my tunic and smirking at me as I smacked his hand away from my breasts.

“Not what I was after, spectre, but if you want to offer again later you might tempt me.”

“What are you doing?” I demanded as he banded his arm around my back and yanked my body flush with his.

“That door isn’t the only way out of here. You’re forgetting who you’re riding with.” Bastian turned his gaze up to the rocky roof above our heads and before I could even begin to protest, he shot a vine towards it and hauled us skyward.

I cursed him loudly as we raced up towards the solid rock overhead but he only laughed before we dove into it as easily as if it were water.

I stamped my eyes shut, cringing into his body as dirt and debris tumbled through my hair and down the back of my shirt, cascading into my boots and smothering me in an instant.

But before I could even contemplate panicking about being buried alive, the rocks hurled us back out of them again, floorboards exploding all around us as we erupted into the middle of the dance floor.

“Subtle,” I coughed as Fae screamed and ran in all directions, their inebriated states making them clumsy and confused but I knew that wouldn’t last for long.

Flames billowed overhead as someone took a badly aimed shot at us, but I was on my feet and running for the exit before they could realign their attack.

“Come on!” I yelled, shoving Fae aside roughly and hoping no one had yet realised that we’d just arrived in that place with the aid of earth magic.

“I’m right behind you,” Bastian snarled as he kept pace at my back and I flung the beaded curtains out of my way as we exploded into the bar.

The music was still pounding loudly and no one seemed to have even noticed the commotion from the next room so I darted between the tightly-packed bodies, snatching a cloak from the back of a woman’s chair while she was focused on the game of cards she was dealing.

Bastian followed my lead but he was as subtle as a brick about it, punching a Minotaur straight in his bull’s face and ripping his cloak from him as he crashed to the ground with a moo of alarm.

“For the stars’ sake, stop drawing attention to us,” I sniped, throwing myself out of the doors and almost bowling a group of giggling Fae girls over in my haste to leave.

They all shrieked abuse at me as I elbowed through them, though one caught sight of me beneath my hood and cried out, begging me to ride her face. I cursed again, tugging my hood higher and taking off into the street.

It was dark now but flames burned brightly in sconces at every corner, illuminating the city after dark and making it far harder for us to lose ourselves in shadow.

Bastian’s thundering footfalls kept pace at my back and I could only let myself trust that he’d be able to keep up as I broke into an all-out sprint. We raced for the metal gates at the end of the street. It looked as though a park lay beyond them, the darkness promising us escape if only we could engulf ourselves in it.

Fae turned their heads to look at us as we raced by, but I couldn’t waste precious seconds worrying about them. It was only a matter of time until Zayad’s men took to the streets and called for the guards and-

“There! That’s her – that’s the Sky Witch! She isn’t dead at all!” a voice boomed, followed by the shrill whistle of the Talons and my stomach plummeted as I realised we were already out of time. The Matriarch’s personal guard were on the hunt and as a piercing Wolf howl lit the air, I knew we were in for one hell of a chase.

I threw a look over my shoulder, spotting a squadron of twelve all racing after us, two ripping through their clothes and shifting as I watched, a Manticore and Nemean Lion joining in the hunt.

“I think they might have realised who you are, spectre,” Bastian cried and the bastard actually sounded like he was enjoying this.

“Well if the goose has already gandered,” I muttered before throwing my hand out and wrapping us in a whip of air magic which launched us into the sky over the fence and into the ornamental gardens beyond.

Magic burned through me as I hurled us above the trees but a wild whinny alerted me to the approach of Pegasuses in the air and I was forced to drop us beneath the cover of the canopy.

I stumbled as we landed and Bastian caught my arm, righting me.

“What now?” he asked, the silver in his eyes bright with exhilaration and a choked laugh escaped me as for a moment I was reminded so powerfully of Dalia it was as if she were right here with me. She always had enjoyed danger far more than made any kind of real sense.

“We run,” I said simply because there was nothing else for it. “We run and run and if by some miracle we escape them we keep running all the way to Stormfell because now that they know who I am, they’ll bring the entire army of Pyros out to stop me.”

“Big headed little thing, aren’t you?” he mocked. “But if you’re so sure they’re going to lose their shit over you then I guess we’d better get going.”

He caught my hand in his and broke into a sprint once more, yanking me along to make sure I was keeping pace with him. And in that moment it felt just like it always had with Dalia and Moraine at my side when we were crossing enemy lines and racing away from certain death. I didn’t fear or doubt him, I didn’t even think about the fact that he was a Stonebreaker and I was a Skyforger.

We were just two outlaws on the run. And for now, that was enough.
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CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

“Push them to the east!” Mavus bellowed, standing up on a rooftop above the oceanside fence.

I gazed beyond the jagged metal barrier to where Wandershire was being forced to a halt in the water by a pod of ferocious beserker sharks. They were as black as death, their razor sharp tails whipping out of the water and cutting into the metal oars of Wandershire.

I glanced anxiously back at the clifftop I’d descended from, seeking Harlon there but finding a more menacing figure walking to its edge.

“Harl, where are you?” I exhaled, my chest tightening as I whipped my gaze up to Mavus. “We have to move! The Fury is coming.”

He was far away. Surely too far to capture me with his power, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t find a way to follow me out here if we didn’t get moving soon.

“Working on it, lass,” Mavus crowed back then barked more orders at his cohort of elementals as they fought to steer the sharks aside or blast them out of the water entirely.

I hated to abandon Harlon, every part of my being fighting against the decision. But if I tried to go back to him, Kaiser would only seize me and render me useless. He had to be okay, he just had to be.

“We need to hurry, Mavus!” I cried, climbing onto the fence and pushing my hand through a gap to angle it toward the sharks.

The pointed fin of a beserker shark cut through the dark sea below me, making a direct path for one of the giant metal oars of Wandershire. I sent a torrent of water at it, blasting it off course. The shark shot back beneath the waves, veering away from the floating town just as a cry of victory went up around me.

“They’re giving up!” someone called and Mavus sang his praises to his crew, descending the wooden ladder he’d cast to reach the rooftop and stepping down onto the street behind me.

Wandershire began to cut smoothly through the waves once more and relief spilled through me. I leapt off of the fence and staggered a step at the feel of a hot, potent power pouring through my blood. Dread cut into my heart as I looked back over my shoulder at Kaiser Brimtheon standing tall up on the edge of the cliff, gazing down at Wandershire as if it were a mere fish about to be caught in his net.

Though I couldn’t see his features from this far away, I felt those eyes on me like they were directed upon my soul. I’d hoped I was too far away for him to snare me, but I had been so very wrong.

I tried to fight it, but his possession devoured me, sinking deep into my bones and taking control of me down to my roots.

My legs moved before I could stop them and I was forced to turn away from Mavus and stride back to the fence, my hands gripping the wire as I began to climb it.

Fear consumed me as I stared down into those shark-infested waters, wondering if Kaiser was truly going to send me leaping into them.

“Mavus - the Fury has hold of me!” I screamed and I heard him take chase.

“That’s my smith, Flamebringer,” Mavus snarled, catching hold of my arm and yanking me clean off of the fence so I was hugged against his chest.

My hand flew to my dagger, willed there by Kaiser’s power and adrenaline surged through my blood.

“Mavus – watch out!” I yelled as I was forced to slip it from its sheath and drive it behind me in a vicious stab.

Mavus caught my wrist, jerking aside to miss the strike of the blade at the last second.

I felt Kaiser’s eyes still boring into me from the clifftop and with a flash of power, he made me thrash and fight. My own magic rose in my veins, his wicked possession trying to make me cast against Mavus.

“Tie me up,” I demanded in an angry growl. “Don’t let him take me. Do whatever you need to keep me from him.”

“Fine by me, lass.” Mavus shoved me against a storefront, bending my left arm behind my back, but my right was still free and ice blasted from my palm.

A window smashed and someone screamed in fright inside the store. Mavus dragged me away from the destruction, vines snaring me and forcing my right arm behind my back too. Ice shards exploded from my fingertips again and Mavus cursed.

“That fucker will pay for this,” he spat. “Sorry about this, lass.” He kicked out my knees so I hit the ground, his weight falling over me and his hand fisting in my hair before he cracked my head against the cobbles.

I sucked in air from the pain, dizzy from the impact but the tactic worked to subdue me and keep Kaiser from making me cast again. My muscles bunched as the Fury’s control still made me fight, but Mavus had the upper hand now, his earth magic forging metal gauntlets over my hands to stifle my magic.

He lifted me into his arms, his green eyes pinned on Kaiser up on the clifftop while I continued to thrash. “You’ll have to pry her from my cold dead hands if you want her, Fury.” He raised his chin, then bellowed to his crew, “Increase speed! Head for the open ocean!”

He turned and marched away toward the clocktower where his bureau was located, kicking the door wide and thrusting it shut again as he stepped inside.

Kaiser’s possession made me buck and kick, but Mavus had a tight hold of me and he clearly had no intention of letting go.

Mavus didn’t head up the stairs as usual, but instead took a passage beneath them that led down narrow wooden steps into a cabin below the streets of Wandershire. It felt more like a ship in this room with barrels of supplies secured on either side of the space and a few hammocks swinging from the rafters.

“I got you, lass,” Mavus said, holding me tight. “We’re moving away from him. Just hold on.”

I thrashed harder, Kaiser turning me into some feral creature who tried to bite Mavus, but at last, I felt his power weakening. Slowly, as Wandershire sailed away across the sea, the Fury’s power ebbed from my body and left me panting in the trader’s arms. It seemed I was beyond the reaches of his power now, and that gave me a cautious hope. As I’d guessed, the soul-tie wouldn’t allow for his possession to cross oceans.

I still had to deal with the Nightfire when it demanded I go to him, but I’d cross that bridge when I was forced to walk it. For now at least, I was sailing away from my enemy with a chance at freedom. Perhaps Mavus knew a thing or two that might help me break the magic linking me to that accursed Fury, if only I could tell him about it.

“There now,” Mavus said soothingly. “Has it gone?”

“I think so,” I panted.

Mavus placed me on one of the barrels, touching the welt near my temple where he’d knocked me against the pavement.

“I’ll get ya a salve for that.” He jerked his chin at the wound. “In the meantime, I’ll keep ya tied up down here until we’re well out of the waters of Never Keep, what say you to that, friend?”

I raised my eyes at that word, finding his bright green eyes gleaming at me in concern.

I nodded, muted by the warmth spreading through my chest at all he’d done for me. Perhaps he really did see me as a friend.

I noticed my pack was now hanging from his shoulder. He must have taken it from me somewhere during the chaos.

He smiled widely and swung the bag forward, resting it on my knees and opening it up to peek inside. “I suppose me wares are in here, hm?”

“They’re all in sheaths. Take them if you want.”

He did, rifling through my pack until he had this month’s supply in hand, all the blades Ransom had stolen from me. Mavus tossed my pack beside me on the barrels, and with a flick of his fingers, more vines snaked around my legs and tethered me in place.

“Well, that’s your final payment then. Unless you’ll be wanting to renew the contract? Make it a year this time? Or two?”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. “But I’ll probably be too busy going to war and becoming a legend to be making you weapons every month.”

“Fair enough, lass. But if the whole ‘becoming a legend’ business doesn’t work out for ya, you’ve always got a backup plan.”

“It will work out. I’m born for greatness.” I raised my chin. “The rest of the world just hasn’t realised it yet.”

“Alright then, doll. I hear ya. Greatness it is. Tea?” he asked brightly, adjusting the pile of weapons in his arms. “Mrs Fig makes a grand ol’ tea. It’s as sweet as a rose-watered cunt and as tart as a whore’s tit.”

“Sounds delicious,” I said dryly. “But I’m not sure I can drink tea right now.”

“And why’s that, lass?”

“My friend was back there on that cliff,” I said thickly. “I don’t know if…”

I couldn’t make myself finish that sentence, refusing the possibility of his death.

“Ah,” Mavus said. “Well then that’s more of a reason for tea than ever, I say. Ain’t nothin’ a good cup o’ tea can’t soothe.”

He headed back up the stairs with my newly forged blades, whistling an eerie tune that set the hairs raising on the back of my neck.

My mind remained on Harlon, worry seeping through me. He had to be alive. I couldn’t have lost him. If he’d died for me, I’d never forgive myself. I’d never recover.

The room swayed with the movement of Wandershire across the water, but it was unlike a ship. It moved in every direction, always coming back to centre as the sea-faring elementals worked to keep it level upon the waves. There was a repetitive, churning slosh of water around me and the persistent hum of magic in the walls. Wandershire felt alive with it, like a soul bound to haunt every corner of The Waning Lands. I could only imagine the places this town had visited, the storms it had weathered and the beasts it had survived.

Mavus returned with two flowery teacups in his hands and a pipe hanging from the corner of his lips. The scent of fogweed floated over me as he placed one cup down beside me, then held the other to my mouth to allow me a sip, toking on his pipe at the same time. The amulets he wore clinked together across his bare chest, one bright green gemstone hanging from a golden chain catching my attention among them that was perhaps made of jade as a good luck charm. Though that would suggest he was a Taurus because of jade’s lucky effect for that sign, and it contradicted with the gleaming amulet of Capricorn’s ram he wore.

Nearly every star sign was represented among his amulets, in fact, leaving me stumped over which one he valued most and left me confused.

“Have you got one for every star sign?” I asked, indicating his amulets and he glanced down at them, smiling widely.

“That I do. Two for Gemini of course - they might be my favourite, but don’t tell Scorpio or Leo though, they can be mightily jealous bastards.” He winked at me and I couldn’t help but glance up towards the sky as if the celestial signs might hear his blasphemy and smite him down here and now for it. They didn’t.

Mavus tugged out a pair of intricately carved wooden moths from between the other amulets. “See how the twins smile for us?” he cooed, petting the wing of one of the wooden moths along its worn edge and I had to wonder how often he repeated that gesture.

I inspected the tiny carved face of the moth but there wasn’t even a mouth for it to smile with.

“Umm, no I don’t see it,” I admitted and he sighed, dropping the moths and fishing a dark metal amulet from the knotted strands next, offering up the tiny moving scales for my inspection.

“You can hear the whispered judgements from this sneaky fella though, can’t ya?” He held Libra’s scales to my ear and I made a show of trying to listen to the inanimate object before shrugging apologetically.

“So stuck in your own ways. I bet ya feel something from this little hellion though, eh?” He rooted around until he found a perfect clay carving of Neptune within the nest of amulets and held out the representation of my star sign for my inspection.

I looked at the beautifully carved and painted planet, a deep warmth settling in my chest as I gazed at the amulet for Pisces.

“Yeah, I can feel the power of that one,” I admitted and Mavus grinned before dropping the amulets back against his chest and giving them a fond pat.

“Now. Back to the matter of your noggin,” he said firmly.

There were a thousand more questions I could have asked Mavus about his multifaceted beliefs but even if we spent the entire day discussing them, I doubted I would ever understand them.

He placed the cup down and took a small vial from his pocket, dabbing the white substance on his finger then reaching up to my hairline to paint it onto the welt. The smell of lilac and honey told me this was the same healing poultice that Kaiser had used on me after the Vampire attack.

“So that lad up on the cliffside was fighting for ya? Were my eyes deceiving me or was he wearing the cloak of the Reapers?” Mavus asked, putting the vial away and toking on his pipe again.

“Yes. That’s Harlon,” I murmured, my heart clogging in my throat at his name.

“Call me a liar, a cheat or even a lover of manatee cock, but I know a thing or three about the power of names and the way they’re said. That boy means something fierce to you, lass.”

“He’s my best friend.”

“And more?”

I shrugged, having no real answer to that. “Everything’s been complicated since we came to Never Keep and he became a Reaper.”

“Condolences.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He’s as good as dead to ya now.”

“No he’s not,” I balked.

“Not yet maybe. But soon. He’ll become blind to everything but the ‘greater calling.’”

“He’s not like that,” I insisted, my anger spiking.

“They all start out normal enough. I’ve seen plenty of ‘em change. Perhaps it’s once the stars start whispering to ‘em, or maybe it’s a good ol’ dose of brainwashing, I don’t rightly know. But one day, they lose themselves and they all fall in line. Best to tuck away ya good memories together and remember him fondly. How he was before he left ya.”

“He would never abandon me,” I said forcefully. “We’re going to figure this out. Distance won’t break what we have. We’ve always been there for each other. That’s not going to change.”

“I didn’t mean to upset you, doll,” Mavus said with a frown. “The Reapers are pawns in a greater thing than you or I can understand.”

“What do you mean ‘pawns?’” I asked, sensing Mavus might know some of their secrets.

He wetted his lips, glancing at the door as if concerned someone might overhear us, so he cast a silencing shield into place.

“The Reapers are just a way to keep the war fuelled, I reckon. What happens when you take all multi-elementals and Seers away from the pool of warriors?” he whispered.

I shook my head, having no idea what he was getting at.

“You create balance, lass. Ensure it, in fact. You keep the four lands on equal footing. No one has an advantage, except the Reapers. And that’s true power, ain’t it? A clever, clever creature came up with that, I think.”

“What are you saying? That the Cardinal Reaper is responsible for keeping the war going?”

Mavus shrugged, smiling mischievously. “Someone is. Someone as smart as a whip and as powerful as a damn star, I’d say. Could be him. Could be someone else. Could be you or I.” He boomed a laugh, but I didn’t join in, dread rippling through me.

I had the urge to tell him what I knew about the Reapers seeing as he was blaspheming against them clearly enough.

“I think you’re right about the Reapers,” I said and he released a line of smoke from his lips, intrigue colouring his expression. “I saw things at Never Keep. They’re up to something. And I don’t think it’s for the greater calling.”

Mavus nodded slowly, considering that. “I knew you weren’t like the others. You’re no fool, Everest. They may have pulled the wool over your eyes in the past, but you’re waking up now. And it’s a whole new world when ya see it through the lens of the truth, ain’t it?”

I nodded, my pulse rising, the weight of what I was sharing with Mavus hanging over us. We would be killed for this if we were overheard. It was treason. But by the stars, it was a relief to have someone to talk to about it again. Even if only in part. Without Vesper, I’d been bottling all this shit up for so long that I hadn’t realised how heavily it weighed inside me.

“What say you to this…” Mavus said, leaning in closer. “Forget the war. Forget battles. There’s a home for you here in Wandershire. There’s protections that come with that life too. I’ll offer ‘em to ya tenfold. I’ll give ya a fine house, no rent to pay. You stay and work for me, and you’ll see the whole world and all the beautiful, terrible wonders she holds. I’ll show you what life can be, all ya have to do is say you’ll be mine.” He offered me his hand, a deal waiting to be struck and I lifted my eyes to his in surprise.

“No,” I said immediately. “I worked my whole life to become a warrior. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. I’ll never turn from that fate.”

He lowered his hand in disappointment but nodded in acceptance of my words. “Hm, maybe you’re not as smart as ya seemed after all.”

“Maybe not. But I know what I want. That’s to fight. And to seek revenge for my mother.”

“That’s it?” he mused.

“That’s it,” I said firmly. “I’m going to be a hero of Cascada, just you watch. You’ll hear my name from every mouth in The Waning Lands soon enough.”

“Be careful what you wish for lass, gilded dreams don’t always glitter so prettily up close.”

Silence followed those words, but I wouldn’t let him plant seeds of doubt in my head. He wanted me to work for him, that was his angle. Mavus Angelico would say just about anything to get what he wanted.

“Alright, well I’ll be untying ya now, I reckon,” he announced.

“Not yet,” I said quickly. “I can’t feel Kaiser’s possession anymore, but that’s not the only way he can get to me.”

“That so?” He frowned. “Tell me more.”

“I can’t,” I rasped, Nightfire crawling around my throat to ensure it.

Mavus cocked his head to one side, curiosity burning in those blazing green eyes. “A magical vow perhaps?”

“Something like that,” I muttered bitterly.

“Ah, well then, I’ll go asking no more questions on that particular subject, doll, so tell me of ya trial instead. You passed with flying colours, I assume?”

I smiled in satisfaction. “I’m a warrior now, I guess.”

“You guess,” he echoed with a bark of laughter, taking the pipe from his lips. He gripped my shoulder, his fingers hard and unyielding. “You’re about to face the turmoil of war, lass. You’ll know death better than your own name soon enough. You’ll either earn yourself that haunted look all of them dark souls have, or you’ll fall into the mania of the kill. You’ll be cracked and, speaking from experience, I’d say that’s the best way to go.” He slapped me bracingly on the shoulder and I frowned at him, thinking of the warriors I’d met in the taverns of Castelorain, the ones who had lost themselves in the warmth of my skin, their eyes only glinting with light at the point of climax, then dimming away again to leave a sorrowful look behind.

I pursed my lips against the thought of me becoming like them. They weren’t heroes or legends. I could withstand the toils of war.

“I’m meant for greatness, destined for it by Pisces, Scorpio and Cancer,” I said fiercely. “There’s a third option in war. Become outstanding. Be venerated by the people of Cascada and see this war done. I will be there when victory becomes ours. I’ll stand on the hill of our final battlefield and be hailed for my part in our triumph. They’ll call me their kysharna. Their saviour.”

Mavus roared a laugh, and a snarl spilled from my lips.

“What did I say about laughing at me?” I snapped, fighting against my restraints, but they wouldn’t give.

“It ain’t you I’m laughing at, doll. It’s how deep it goes. How all the lies have sunk so easily into your brainless minds. It was too simple to make you all hate each other, now look at ya. Ready to die for the cause.” He continued to grin. “Every warrior on every battlefield believes the strike of their blade is the one guided by gleaming starlight. What makes you different from a warrior of Avanis swinging their sword in the opposing direction? Not a dot. It’s genius really. Eternal bloodshed…”

“What are you talking about?” I hissed. “The Stonebreakers are monstrous rogues who have murdered thousands of Cascadians and-”

“And Cascada is so pious, is it? So clean of sin?”

I bared my teeth at him. “We defend ourselves of course, but-”

“Well if ifs and buts were made of candy and nuts, I’d have meself a feast.” He puffed on his pipe and blew a smoke ring around my head.

I huffed out a breath. “What does a wandering drifter know about it anyway? You have no allegiance to anything. You don’t know what it’s like to have a cause.”

His face dropped, eyes sinister and full of a thousand bad deeds. “Oh I have cause, lass. True cause. Greater than war. Greater than tit for tats. I am a pursuer of power in ways you cannot even begin to fathom. I have ventured these lands and I know its secrets like they’re stitched into me soul. I know how to bend the earth, how to answer the call of the wind, how to stir the oceans and tinker with the truth of the flames. I know the power of all four and I understand why dividing them might cause a disruption in these here Waning Lands that could crack open the sky itself.”

My heart pounded as I got caught up in his words again, enraptured by them. It was wrong, speaking of the elements in such a way, but unless I was crazy to believe this lawless Fae, I felt like he was speaking the truth. He held secrets of this world and I wanted to know them.

“What have you learned?” I whispered, feeling like I might be struck down by the stars for even seeking the answers Mavus held.

He glanced toward the ceiling as if he feared the onlooking stars, then he leaned in closer still, the scent of fogweed drifting from him, sweet and enticing. “You’re just a puppet in all this, lass. One day soon, you’ll fight your last battle and your blood will mix with that of your enemies on a field of mud. It’ll seep into the ground and all that’s left of ya will be abandoned there to rot. That’s ya true purpose, it’s what they make ya for. They’ll have ya believing it’s more than that, but I know better. You’re cannon fodder, nothing more. It started when you were a babe and it’ll end with your blood staining the ground. All they had to do was convince ya that ya death would be worthwhile for the ‘cause.’ But this war is eternal, lass. The four elements are an even match, none is greater than the other. They will clash time and again, generation after generation, warriors bred like cattle to supply the tide of death. And it’s all for nothin’. At least, nothin’ that serves the common folk like you.”

A shiver rolled down my spine, his words holding a disturbing ring of truth to them. But it challenged everything I had ever believed. That Cascada was the greatest land and that victory was only a few ferocious battles away. I had always known we would win. It was a fact that had been hammered into me, denting my bones. And yet, Mavus had a point. The Endless War held its name for a reason. If we were truly the greater element, why hadn’t we won yet?

I leaned away from Mavus, not liking the uncomfortable thoughts shifting through my mind.

“Ask yourself this, lass. Who benefits from an endless war?” he purred.

That question hung in the air and I could find no simple answer to it. The Reapers? Maybe. But they didn’t lavish themselves in riches, they didn’t take any direct benefit from the war that I could see. They held power, yes, but they didn’t make decisions in battle. The rulers of The Waning Lands could arguably be the root cause, but most had fought in plenty of battles themselves, they had risked their lives for the war as surely as the lower-ranking warriors.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “Do you?”

Mavus shrugged, placing down his pipe in favour of sipping on his tea. “Lowly Fae go to war to pay, and in the long grass, there they lay – I read that once, carved into the arm of a dead man floating in a few inches of bloody water.”

I swallowed thickly.

“I promise ya this, when you’re fighting ya battles, seeking the glory you’ve been chasing the tail of since society told you you’d never catch it, you’ll discover that out there on those hellish battlefields there ain’t nothin’ but blood to claim. So go and seek your crown but when you find it rusted to the core, remember there’s a place for ya here. When you see beyond the veil of society’s carefully constructed lies, I’ll be here alongside freedom. We’ll both be waiting for ya. So tell me, lass, before you charge into a battle you’ve been moulded for, do you want to see the truth of war?”

I frowned, unable to deny how much I wanted to bear witness to what he was talking about. Curiosity was my vice as always. “Show me.”

“Oh I will. We’ll dock not too long from now. Then I’ll teach ya what I do out here while charting the black, black seas. Your stomach may turn, and your mind might just do the same. But I think it’s time you saw beneath the shining veil.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

We’d made it out of the park and into the streets once more, but we were by no means free of our pursuers. As the moon sank towards the horizon, more and more stars were glimmering overhead, mocking us as we charged down back alleys and circled away from danger.

My little spectre had hidden our scents within a bubble of air magic alongside the concealment and silencing shields she’d erected too.

I envied her flippant use of magic, my veins burning with the desperate desire to use my own power to its full potential instead of having to scrape by on the dregs I could claim from grasping her necklace for a few moments at a time.

Before my captivity, I’d owned an entire cavern filled with jewels and riches where I used to bathe amongst my prized possessions and fill my magic to the brim. Though I supposed that was the least of what I’d lost since falling prey to the magic of my captors.

We slipped down another narrow alleyway, the dank smell of rotting vegetables coming from a heap to its rear, suggesting we were behind a tavern or perhaps close to a marketplace.

Her fingers tightened around mine and I glanced at her as she stilled. She hadn’t released me yet, though I had to think that was in part because she didn’t wish to lose track of her precious captive. Still, it was quite the change from the way she’d bound me when first forcing me beneath her heel.

A clamour of footfalls sounded from the street ahead and I grabbed hold of the closest door, jerking it open before pressing her inside. She shot me an irritable look at being herded but I only nudged her deeper into the darkened gloom of the building we found ourselves in.

She released her hold on my hand, drawing a dagger and stalking ahead, ever insistent on taking the lead. I let her, casting a look back over my shoulder to make certain the door was secured before following her into the dark of a large kitchen.

Shouts broke out in the street, the voices muffled slightly but still loud enough to make it clear that there was a large group of Fae out there. She didn’t slow until a crash of breaking glass rang out and the sounds from the hunting Fae moved into the building somewhere beyond the wall before us.

She glanced back at me, moonlight gilding her cheekbones from the small window in the back wall and I was struck with the force of her gifts, my gut lurching, heart leaping. I was too powerful to be suckered in by her magic, but she still caught me off guard like that sometimes, the power of what she was making my thoughts scatter momentarily before I forced them to realign once more.

“In there,” she hissed, jerking her chin towards a small pantry with its door standing ajar to reveal rows of produce lining the shelves.

“Are you kidding?” I deadpanned and she only narrowed her eyes, stalking back to me and taking hold of my arm so she could shove me towards the cupboard.

I growled at her as she pushed me inside but she didn’t balk. She never did. She was probably the only Fae I’d ever known who truly didn’t fear me. I supposed her desire for death made her immune to feeling terror over the idea of it but it still surprised me that she was willing to risk the wrath of a Dragon so casually.

The space inside the pantry was barely big enough for me to stand within, let alone for her to squeeze in too, but she shoved me back against the packed shelves and forced her way into the non-existent space beside me all the same.

I grabbed the door and pulled it closed, darkness enveloping us almost entirely, only a single sliver of moonlight making it through the crack at the edge of the door.

Her profile was illuminated as she peered out into the kitchen, her fingers weaving a concealment spell into place so that no one would even notice the door from the outside.

I shifted slightly, my body pressed to hers so firmly that it was impossible not to think of how close I had held her in Zayad’s chambers, how soft her skin had felt beneath my fingers and how her rough exhales had made me ache to hear her panting in ecstasy beneath me.

It had been the work of the Siren’s magic but that didn’t make it any easier to forget. She’d fallen prey to it too, her body bending to mine, her want tainting the air in a way which I kept replaying in my head over and over again. But even then her mask hadn’t slipped, that hardness in her eyes still flashing sharper than any blade.

“If you were so desperate to finish what we started back there, you could have just asked,” I murmured, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear and causing her to turn that heavy scowl on me.

“If I was interested in that then I could have it with far less effort involved than hiding in some cupboard,” she drawled. “Besides, you’re too afraid to follow through on that promise, aren’t you Dragon? Don’t want to risk ruining yourself on the likes of me.”

I chuckled darkly, shifting so that I was gripping the shelf behind her with both hands, my arms boxing her into place before me. “Stars forbid.”

The door to the kitchen banged open and several Fae burst into the room, one shifted into his Teumessian Fox Order, leaping up onto the table and sniffing its way across it. The three in Fae form started knocking cupboards open, breaking things as they went and causing someone upstairs to cry out in alarm.

“Bounty hunters,” she groaned, her words contained within the silencing shield just for me. “The Talons mobilised the entire city in the hunt for us.”

“Clever,” I commented and she sneered.

“Flamebringers aren’t clever, they’re like an anvil just bashing away blindly in hopes they crush the right thing while never worrying about the destruction they leave in their wake along the way.”

“Like destroying this fine dining establishment in their hunt for a pretty face and a sack of gold?” I teased.

“Precisely. And not one of them is clever enough to realise that the last thing they’d want is to find me when I’m cornered.”

“Oh I don’t know,” I disagreed. “I’m starting to think I like you best when I have you cornered.”

Her stormy eyes flicked to mine but there was no spark of amusement in them, only cold, hard rage. It was so unpredictable that fury in her. Sometimes she played these games with me, other times it seemed the mere suggestion of them made her want nothing more than to slit my throat and bathe in the blood which flowed from it.

“Tell me whose blood you carry in that vial,” I breathed, not even sure why I cared to know but she was like a puzzle missing half its pieces and it had been so long since I’d had anyone to puzzle over that I found myself wanting to put her back together again. Even if it was only so that I could take joy in ripping the pieces apart once more when I was done.

Her jaw ticked and I was certain she wasn’t going to tell me but as the Flamebringers started hurling pots and pans across the kitchen outside our hiding place, she relented.

“They were my sisters in arms. They were all I had and my own pathetic need for something more blinded me to the monster in our midst. He took them from me and I’ll reap my vengeance on him before I offer you my part of our bargain.”

She said the words coldly, a hardness to them which made it clear she had worked to place them in a glass jar which wouldn’t allow a single slip of emotion to pass through it.

I raised my hand to encircle her throat, squeezing just tightly enough for her to feel the strength of my grip.

“What will I see in those shuttered eyes of yours when I take you up on that, spectre?” I asked, tightening my hold until her breath was cut off, but still she didn’t flinch, her eyes remaining cold and hard.

“Relief,” she replied simply as I released her and there was something in that answer which I understood far more clearly than I liked to admit. I knew the pain of what she was feeling. But instead of being free to fight back against it and hunt down those culpable for causing it in me, I’d been trapped beneath the ground, a beast in chains watching the years pass me by and knowing that everyone and everything I’d ever known and loved was being stripped from me one after another in bloody violence or just the grip of time’s passage.

My gaze roamed over her face, that thin beam of moonlight making it no easier to read her than ever. It was hard to concentrate on anything aside from the feeling of her body pressed to mine, my eyes on her mouth as I wondered what a kiss from her might taste like and how far I might wander down the path to damnation if I ever found out. It had been a long fucking time since I’d felt the heat of a woman’s body against mine and the longer I spent in my Fae form, the more pressing the needs of this flesh seemed to feel. Especially when I was locked so endlessly in the company of a creature such as her.

“Were you really down there all that time?” she asked and I blinked, wondering how she had realised where my thoughts had taken me.

“I was,” I agreed. “Those crystals you helped tear from my skin kept me…frozen. That’s why the madness didn’t take me while I was parted from my magic. Its why I didn’t age or wither in my captivity. I became a living, breathing statue, my only purpose to serve their needs.”

“Who were they?” she asked, suddenly keen to ask all the questions she’d denied having any interest in until now. “Who chained you in that place originally? Was it always the Reapers or did it have something to do with Stormfell? Is that why you were being held in my land?”

A whoosh of fire made us both snap our heads towards the door and the group of Fae hollered in excitement before turning and racing out of the kitchen.

“Time to go,” she hissed, our conversation forgotten as she disabled her concealment spells and threw the pantry door wide.

I blinked against the onslaught of orange light to my vision but she was already sprinting for the back door again and I broke into a run to follow.

“We make for the river,” she barked. “If we can leap into the water unseen I can conceal us while it sweeps us downstream and out of the city. If my memory of the maps I studied serves true, then it should be able to wash us half the way to Cinder Vale and we can take to the forests again before heading for Stormfell once more.”

“It’s below freezing, you do recall that piece of information, right?” I demanded, not because I couldn’t handle the cold water – my Dragon fire would heat me through but she had no such protection against the elements.

“Beggers can’t be choosers.” She flung the door wide and sprinted out into the alleyway.

I charged after her, racing into the night once more and she called on the shadows to conceal us with her magic while we ran. It wasn’t perfect, the moving patch of darkness would definitely be seen if we passed too close to any of those flaming torches which lined every street corner but it was better than us staying out in the open.

The streets were loud with the sound of Fae hunting us, guards and bounty hunters alike causing chaos and starting a riot as they called out into the night and swore oaths to capture the Sky Witch.

Perhaps her arrogance over her reputation hadn’t been too boastful after all. But it certainly didn’t serve us well now.

We sped between alleys and busier streets, ducking behind rows of houses and through a market which was closed for the evening, its wooden carts making it possible for us to scurry between them.

“There,” she gasped between laboured breaths and I looked beyond her, spying the stone pillars which marked a wide bridge ahead of us. But blocking our path to it was a busy thoroughfare brightly lit with flaming torches and full of the Fae who were hunting us.

“This way.” I pointed out an alley to our right, the close-knit buildings running along the path of the river and hopefully leading us nearer to it without bringing us to that busy road.

She didn’t reply, only ran the way I’d indicated, a dagger in hand and that look of violence tattooed over her expression.

The sound of water called us on but before we could make it to the low wall at the end of the alley which surely marked the edge of the river, a group of Fae burst from a door just ahead of us.

Flames sprung from the hands of one of the biggest among them and the entire alley was bathed in light. Every piece of it, aside from the large clump of shadow which marked the concealment my spectre had cast.

Her eyes met mine, acceptance flashing in her gaze even as the Fae all began yelling in excitement, calling more Flamebringers to them and announcing what they’d found.

“We have a pact, Dragon,” she said fiercely. “You’re bound to help me escape Pyros.”

“What does that have to do with-”

“That’s the thing about notoriety – these assholes won’t kill me here. They’ll want to make a spectacle of me and their Matriarch will want to do it herself. So you’d better act faster than her if you don’t want the stars to curse you for the next seven years.”

“What are you saying?” I snarled but I understood a heartbeat later as she tore the concealment from her body and tossed the cloak she wore from her shoulders, revealing herself to the crowd of Fae rushing forward to investigate the unnatural shadows.

“Squeak, squeak,” she said, grinning maniacally as half of them fell to their knees, praising her face, her body, her toes and the rest stumbled, struck by the power of what she was, blinking stupidly as their minds fogged at the sight of her.

It wouldn’t buy us much time but she was already moving to take advantage of it, hurling her dagger into the eye of the closest bastard and drawing her sword fluidly.

I drew mine too, the shadows still clinging to me but she threw out a hand as I advanced and air magic tore from her in a rush, slamming into both the Flamebringers and me.

I cursed as I realised what her plan was a beat too late and before I could do anything to stop her, she’d hurled me right over the heads of the Flamebringers and launched me into the river alongside them.

I plunged beneath the freezing water, almost losing my grip on my sword as I kicked for the surface once more.

When I emerged, the night was alive with the screams of those fighting my spectre. I could barely make her out over the wall which lined the riverbank but the flashes of fire magic illuminated the blood splattering the walls around where she’d been standing.

The Flamebringers who had plunged into the river alongside me were all desperately swimming for the bank but as I fought to follow them, I found a barrier of her air magic barring my way back.

I cursed as the river swept me away, yelling out to her in a violent roar which only went answered by the screams of her victims. Her magic didn’t shatter beneath the pounding of my fists and by the time it finally did, I was a mile downriver, beyond the outer reaches of Leergaith’s walls and far too late to do anything to change her fate.
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CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

“Here upon this fated shore, you’ll see the truth of your eternal war.” Mavus’s hand curled around my shoulder and he steered me toward the steps as they appeared between the golden gates at the far end of Wandershire.

The wandering town had docked upon a pebbled beach, the air still icily cold, but there was no snow here like there was at Never Keep.

“Where are we?” I asked curiously.

“The northern border of Pyros,” Mavus answered.

“Pyros?” I growled, rounding on him. “Why would you take me here when The Matriarch’s Fury plans to bring me to this land?”

“Well, it’s likely the last place he’d look for ya then, ain’t it lass?” Mavus boomed a laugh and descended the steps onto the beach. “Besides, you gotta pass Pyros to get to Cascada from Never Keep and you can’t have expected me not to make my stops along the way?”

I drew my dagger as I followed, growling curses under my breath at the unhinged Lion Shifter. Perhaps it had been naïve of me to assume he’d take me directly to Cascada and make his first stop there, but I hadn’t given the alternative any thought.

I was far beyond the reaches of Kaiser’s possession at least, and I’d decided I could risk being untied for a couple of hours. The Nightfire had been simmering in my veins, but it wasn’t a desperate urge yet, and I’d told Mavus he could use every Fae in his crew to tie me down if I tried to make a run for it.

I couldn’t deny I was curious to see what the trader’s work looked like. He was a crook riding the tides, sailing shore to shore, sneaking here and there to gather trinkets for his stores, but what did it really entail?

A host of Fae were already gathered on the beach, each of them with a piece of cloth tied around their necks, and as Mavus led the way up the beach, they all pulled them up over their mouths and noses. I chased after Mavus in the front, catching up to him just as he crested a bank beyond the beach.

The smell hit me in a flood.

I threw a hand to my face, wincing against the putrid scent as I took in the battlefield before me. Bodies were strewn across churned up ground, lying in clayish mud, half picked clean by a flock of magpies that had come here to feed. There were hundreds of them, their black and white feathers flashing as they took flight from one body to the next. They were a sign of The Matriarch. She was known for these birds and the sight of them set me on edge. They were linked to her through magic, but none of my people really knew their purpose, only that they amassed in the land of Pyros and followed her into battle like pious underlings. She had been here, that was for sure.

The battlefield stretched at least a mile, probably more, the ground turned into a wasteland, churned up and stricken with death.

“Strange, ain’t it?” Mavus mused as he paused to take in the massacre. “Seeing the battlefield after the battle. It’s real quiet.”

“It’s ominous,” I admitted.

“Ain’t nothin’ to fear here, lass. The dead don’t swing swords.”

“I’m not afraid,” I corrected his assumption. I’d seen plenty of dead bodies in my time.

“’Course ya not. Death don’t rattle bones like ours, does it? Now come.” He took a couple of folded sacks from his pocket and passed one to me. “Make yourself useful. If you find somethin’ of true value, place it in there. I’ll pay ya ten karmas for the work. And here.” He tossed me a piece of cloth before tying one around his own mouth and nose. “For the stench.”

I tied it in place, the smell a little stifled but it wasn’t entirely effective. Mavus directed his workers out onto the battlefield and I followed him down to the nearest rows of bodies. Some were stacked on top of one another, enemy upon enemy, while others lay alone, eyes pecked clean from their skulls where they’d once been looking up at the sky, perhaps hoping the stars might save them – or at least save their souls.

I gently checked their pockets, finding only letters from loved ones and small trinkets that held little value beyond whatever they had meant to the dead.

A cracking of bone made my head lift and I found Mavus wrenching a man’s finger clean off his hand then cutting the wedding ring from it with a sharp knife. I wrinkled my nose and he met my eye.

“Some of their fingers swell in death, there’s only one way to get ‘em off,” he said in explanation, then started whistling as he tossed the finger aside and walked over the dead, his boots kicking heads and crushing bones as he went. The casual disregard for the Fae who lay on this battlefield left me with an uncomfortable feeling in my chest. It looked like a battalion of Flamebringers had clashed with an army of Stonebreakers, so it was my enemies here, not Fae I had to be concerned over. Still…

“Stone meets bone and the blood will go home.” Mavus crushed his boot into the blood-stained dirt between the bodies. “Can you feel the power of your enemies here?” he called to me.

I looked around the desolate place, meeting the unseeing eyes of the dead and sensing the absence of their souls. A shiver rolled down my spine. This place felt cursed, as if the soil was tainted and no more grass would ever grow here.

“I feel nothing,” I lied to Mavus.

“I feel ‘em.” Mavus lowered to one knee, sifting his fingers through the soil while his gaze remained on the stars. “I can always feel ‘em.”

“Do you think their souls rest among the stars like some believe?” I asked, lifting a dagger from the belt of a fallen warrior, her hands clasping an amulet at her throat.

“No.” Mavus’s gaze fell from the sky, finding me instead. “I think the stars stopped collecting our accursed souls long ago, lass.”

I nodded, believing that too, only wishing it wasn’t true for the sake of my mama. “Perhaps the purest ones are still taken.”

Mavus crowed a laugh. “Pure? I ain’t met one of those, have you?”

“I have,” I said firmly and Mavus shook his head, his brow creasing and eyes darkening above the cloth that covered the lower half of his face.

“Those who appear the purest possess the darkest sins. Don’t be fooled by clean hands. The cleaner they are, the deeper the blood stains ‘em.”

I studied the blade I’d taken from the warrior, my thumb circling a yellow citrine gemstone in its hilt, likely placed there for luck. For all the good it had done her. The blade was well made, and it was beautiful too, etched with the lines of the Elysium Prophecy.

War of the four, divided and torn asunder.

Flame, sky, rock and sea collide,

While the stars bless the valiant souls of battle.

Seek the void, for it shall guide the victor to their glorious path,

A weapon of purity, and the gift of null.

In a web of lies and cruelty, fate will favour the swinging steel of destiny,

And a bountiful empire shall be reborn under one all-powerful rule,

Garnering the fortune and favour of the almighty sky.

I frowned at the incorrect line which claimed fate would favour the ‘swinging steel’ of destiny. It should have read ‘cresting wave.’ Was that some Stonebreaker fabrication? A way they’d tried to twist the lines of the prophecy to make it appear as though the stars might favour them in the end? If so, this woman’s final resting place was proof enough that her belief in that had been wrongly placed. My mind latched on the prophecy Vesper and I had seen down in the chambers beneath the Keep, and my gut twisted as I thought of the way that line had been different there too. That version had hailed ‘the peacemakers of destiny.’ Maybe the truth wasn’t as straight-cut as I wanted it to be.

I traced the word Void with my thumb along with the two crescent moons that decorated it and my heart rate elevated. The secret I held was unfathomably important to this war. It was difficult to accept the true magnitude of it.

As if reading that word had called it to existence, I felt the darkness in me rising, my breath fluttering the cloth in front of my lips as I exhaled at the feeling of power humming through my blood.

The energy in my chest slithered away from me, invisible yet I could practically see its path as it snaked across the battlefield and slipped into the ground. My magic latched onto something within the very earth, a magic so terrible, so violent, so destructive that I lost all sight of everything.

Blackness washed over me. The dark was thick, unending, suffocating. A screaming, wailing, roaring sound raked through my ears and the dreadful hum of that awful power wracked through my bones, carving me apart from the inside out.

“Everest!”

My eyes flew open and I found Mavus kneeling over me, his hands gripping my arms as he shook me. But I couldn’t stay, the blackness pulled me down, sucking me into that unholy chasm of power that wanted to tear me apart. I was tethered to it by the Void, unable to break the bind, and all I could do was watch myself fall into an abyss so endless that I would never return from it.

But then, among all that potent dark power was something undeniably pure. A river of silver glimmered like starlight spilling through the ground in a straight line. The magic of it was immeasurably raw, unsullied by all.

A sharp sting in my arm brought my attention back from that distant beyond. It felt like butterflies were dancing and skipping along my skin, spiralling up and away into my veins, singing and laughing and calling my name. A pink glow ignited beneath my eyelids and the keen flutter of wings brushed against my soul.

Hello, friend. Let us play, it seemed to call.

With a wrenching, splintering feeling in my chest, somehow the Void magic untethered itself from the chaotic power it had found and my eyes flew open.

Yes, the world was beautiful. Oh so hellishly beautiful, veiled in a rose pink tint like a winter sunset. And there was Mavus with his alluring green eyes, promising sins for sale. All for a good price.

“Bad boy,” I purred, sitting up and stroking his cheek. “What did you do to me?”

I was calm. All too fucking calm. Like every anxious thought I’d ever had had suddenly ceased to exist. And not only that, but my fears were gone too. My doubts. My longings. All of it was silent in the face of what remained. Power and glory and pretty, pretty Mavus.

He opened his hand, revealing an empty vial, but what had been inside? I looked down at my arm where I’d felt the butterflies dancing, still feeling them now as they flew through my skin and brought laughter to my lips. A pink dust was all that remained of whatever Mavus had given me.

“I wasn’t sure what else to do, lass. You lost yourself. What happened?”

I pressed my hand to his face, pushing him back so that I could get up, marvelling in the lightness of my limbs. I was a cat, a predator that had been trapped in the body of prey. Why had I ever doubted myself?

“Careful now, lass. I gave ya a small dose, but it’ll still last an hour or so. Now tell me what happened to ya just a minute ago.” Mavus hounded after me, but I was busy prancing from one corpse to the next, leaping this way and that, light-footed and assured. My body was a weapon, honed and crafted, made for killing, yet all that remained here was the dead, dead, dead.

I twisted around, standing on the chest plate of a bloated Flamebringer, cocking an eyebrow at Mavus. “You haven’t told me what you gave me yet. You’re a sneaky snake, Mavus. You riddle this way and that, always circling the point. But I won’t answer you until you answer me.”

“Battle stims, doll,” he said, his brows lowering as he folded his arms. “There ya go, now answer my question in turn.”

“Battle stims,” I inhaled. “Those are naughty.” I waggled my finger at him. “Bad Mavus. Selling illegal things. You’re a bad liar, you know?”

“I didn’t sell ya nothin’,” he said, a lilt of anger to his voice now. “Tell me what just happened to ya.”

“You’ll have to catch me first!” I spun away and leapt from body to body, crushy and squishy and squashy and ick. But oh how fun it was to play, for all that heaviness to leave me at last.

The butterflies in my veins were giggling and I joined in, letting my manic laughter carry to the sky. Cancer would like that, she’d clack her claws and have a chuckle, while Scorpio would give her a stern look, but grumpy Mr Scorpio would be hiding his smile too, and then there was Pisces. Sweet, wonderful Pisces, she’d be swimming this way and that, happy as a clam and urging me on.

“Stop that!” Mavus barked, the sound of heavy footfalls racing after me.

His crew were giving me funny looks, pausing their hunt to watch me instead so I gave them a wave and did a cartwheel before leaping behind a boulder and pressing my back to it.

“One cherry, two cherry, three cherry-”

“Four!” Mavus leapt around the boulder, his hand slamming to my chest and pinning me there.

“Big man,” I commented. “But I have this.” My dagger nudged his dick, pin-pricking it and he wheezed out a breath. “Oopsy.”

“You little hellion, take a breath. This shit is strong and you need to keep ya head. And so help me, get your dagger off my precious cock or I’ll gut ya in ten ways ‘til dawn.”

I smiled, all cat, part badger. Because badgers were vicious too and I’d always felt an affinity to them.

“Say please,” I purred. And I really purred. Didn’t know I could do that actually, my chest was thrumming with the sound, and how nice a sound it was. Maybe I had never been happy enough to do it until now.

Mavus took in a deep breath then exhaled the word I’d asked for. “Please.”

I retracted my dagger, sheathing it and tilting my head as I waited for him to remove his hand from my chest. He did, but he didn’t move back, he moved in, head tipping down, serious sauce swimming in his eyes. “You need to come with me back to Wandershire, lass. The stims want ya to fight, and there’s only allies out here. You kill one of my Fae, and I’ll be forced to put ya down.”

“Even if it was an itty bitty accident?” I asked sweetly, batting my eyelashes. He was right, the hunger to kill was ripe in my blood. I wanted to get stabby and slashy all at once.

“Even then,” he chuckled. “Now come on. Back to Wandershire with ya.”

I sighed, taking his arm when he offered it, feeling like a real lady, like one of those gown-wearing princesses of Stormfell – bitches that they were, they sure did know how to be regal.

Mavus guided me back across the battlefield and I waved serenely to his friends, all of them sharing looks, and a couple waved back. Were they my friends now? Of course they were. Who wouldn’t want to be friends with me? I was delightful. Powerful. Magnanimous.

“Can I do just a little bit of killing?” I asked. “Maybe some of these dead people aren’t fully dead.”

“Much as I’d be real amused by you stabbin’ the dead folk, our next leg of this journey will take us through dangerous waters. You’ll have ya chance at killin’ the beasties of the sea then, lass. But the stims will have worn off by then, no doubt. Of course, you can have more…”

I groaned. “Then give me more.”

He glanced my way, those eyes full of mischief and dancing pixies. “One dose was free. Two ain’t.”

“You said I could have anything I wanted for delivering you my wares,” I reminded him, flicking him in the ear. “The contract may be done now, but I didn’t get anything for my latest haul.”

He fell quiet as he led me up the steps onto the winding streets of Wandershire and pulled the cloth from his mouth. I did the same, noting the smile curling the corner of his lips. I booped that smile with my finger and he glanced down at me curiously.

“We’d need to make a blood-tie, lass. I don’t ever risk the tide turning against me. You want more stims then you gotta make a deep kinda promise. One that’ll have grave consequences were you ever to rat me out.”

“Okay,” I said brightly. “Sounds great. What do you want? My blood in a jar? A vial? Lathered onto a cockroach’s butt crack? Whatever it is, it’s done. This is…everything,” I sighed, shutting my eyes and just feeling all those butterflies, seeking out any doubts I might have against this. But there were absolutely none. I couldn’t see a single reason not to do this. Cockroach’s butt crack included.

“Alright then,” Mavus purred, a greedy look in his eye as his fingers curled tightly around my arm and the butterflies danced there in place of pain. It tickled, making another laugh spill from my lips. I never wanted this to end. Never ever, ever….rest. Everest.

I laughed harder.

Funny words. Oh mama you were funny.

I thought of her now and what bliss it was to feel no pain when I summoned her face, only sunshine and joy, even when I recalled the agony in her eyes as she died. How the acid had tickled…no…burned? I couldn’t remember the burn now. It was all too tickly.

This was bliss. No more hurting. No more, no more.

“Let’s head to me bureau, I’m sure we can work out somethin’,” Mavus said eagerly, guiding me away. “In the meantime, tell me about those Reapers. What did you see exactly when you were at Never Keep?”

He cast a silencing shield around us, putting us in a bubble. They should call it that. A silencing bubble. That was a much more fun name.

“Oh that. I saw the monster they’re keeping in there. Well, not keeping exactly. Half summoned or something. Almost ready to step into this world and destroy us all apparently. That monster knew things, it did Mavey-pie. It saw me. It liked me, I think. Well who wouldn’t like me? I’m a delight.”

“A monster you say,” he growled, a deep grit to his voice. “Go on.” There was a burning hunger for information in his eyes and I wanted to feed it like I’d fed scraps of bread to the gathering gulls on the beaches of Castelorain.

“It told me a secret, Mavus. A big, big one. One I shouldn’t tell anyone. The Fury knows though. That’s why he wants me so badly. He’s obsessed with me. We had to kiss to seal the er-” My throat clogged up with the words and the butterflies tried to fight against the magic, but I couldn’t say any more. “Anyway, he tastes good – don’t tell him that. He has a big cock too, I felt it once.”

“For the love of Cassiopeia, get to the point,” Mavus demanded.

“The point? I guess the point is I’m the Void. You know, the one from the Elysium Prophecy? I can stop people from casting magic. I did it to a Reaper once. Didn’t realise it at the time. That was while I was torturing him. Then Kaiser killed him. Oh, and he totally released a Vampire. I don’t know why, do you think he’s in love with him?”

Mavus shoved me against a wall, his eyes wild. “The Void? Say that again. Say more dammit.”

“More,” I teased. “More, more, more.”

“For the love of the sun.” Mavus shook me roughly and the butterflies laughed harder.

“I am the Void and the Void is me. But shhhhh.” I pressed a finger to his lips. “We’re not allowed to tell anyone. Not ‘til I get to Cascada. We’re going to win the war. I told you I’d be legendary.”

Mavus slapped a hand to my mouth. “Alright, no more ‘til we get to me bureau. Stars, you’ve come at last.”

He dragged me down the street, but the problem was, the people there were starting to scream. Yelling, wailing and blocking the way forward.

The group of Mavus’s traders began doing the strangest thing, tying each other up and punching each other, while all of them cried out as if they were angry at their own actions.

“That’s funny,” I snorted. “Look at them! Can I play? I’ll only kill a couple of them.” I tried to run forward to join in but was yanked back by Mavus’s grip on my arm.

“The Fury,” Mavus spat and I followed his gaze to the rooftops where a dark figure was crouched on the tiles, a hood pulled up to shadow his face, but those eyes, how they gleamed so ruby red.

“At last!” I gasped, unsheathing my blade once more. “He’s here. My nemesis. Let me go, I have blood to spill.”

I tried to jerk out of Mavus’s grip but as those gleaming red eyes turned our way, Mavus bolted, yanking me down an alleyway.

“He’s come for you,” Mavus hissed.

“Good. Let me have my fight. I’ll cut his heart out and eat it raw!”

“Mad woman,” Mavus huffed then tugged me down another alleyway, but there was a shadow above us, flitting from one rooftop to the next. Leaping left and right and following us like a bird of prey.

“I want to play now,” I snapped, leaning down and biting Mavus’s fingers on my arm.

He released me with a curse and I turned my eyes skyward to face my foe, rising up on a pillar of water as I cast magic beneath me.

“Yos sala ki mintil!” I cried. Your death is mine.

I blasted myself skyward, dagger raised as I stepped off of the pillar onto the roof tiles. Kaiser lunged at me. His arm banded around my waist, his eyes locking with mine as my dagger sailed for his kidney.

But the butterflies started screaming, burning up in a blaze of Nightfire. In the haze of the battle stims, I’d somehow forgotten it. My arm came to a juddering halt and Kaiser’s red eyes flared hotter as he consumed me in the totality of the Fearsire magic.

I fell under his spell, controlled like a puppet on his strings as he tugged me against his body and spoke into my ear. Warmth spread between my thighs and a heady sigh left me.

Pretty, pretty, evil Fury, how I’d like to ride your cock while slitting your throat wide.

“I will chase you across the wilds, into the heart of The Crux if I have to, silka la vin. You are mine to wield and mine alone.” He lifted me, making me band my arms and legs around his body like a cuddly arctic fox as he ran for the edge of the roof and leapt across the chasm between the streets. Vines blasted up from below and I glanced down to find Mavus making a bid to catch us, but Kaiser burned the vines away in a flashfire just as his feet hit the roof beyond. Then he was off, racing along and jumping from one roof to another, never hesitating for even a moment before taking the leap. I was helpless to do anything but hold onto him, forced to remain there as the butterflies in my brain enjoyed the ride.

A whoop left me as he took another jump, laughter tumbling from my chest and Kaiser’s eyes slid my way as he tried to work out the meaning of my joy. Still, he raced on, never faltering until we reached the edge of Wandershire, gazing out over the jagged fence below to where a small ship sat in the water beyond it.

A holler carried from my right and I looked over to find North running across the rooftop there with my bag swinging from his shoulder.

“Let’s take a leap of faith, freyin!” he shouted to Kaiser, a wild look on his face and the wind tussling his brown hair as he launched himself off the edge of the roof, releasing a Wolfish howl as magic shot after him from the streets below.

Chaos. Beautiful, mad chaos. Despite wishing he’d hit the bloody spikes on that fence, I couldn’t help but grin as he landed on the ship’s deck and slammed to his knees, rolling and crashing into a wooden post. He jumped upright, seemingly unfazed and Kaiser took off, leaping after his brother with me clutched tight against him.

“Awoooo!” I echoed North as it had looked pretty fucking fun.

We hit the deck and went rolling across it, smashing into everything while Kaiser’s hand closed tight around the back of my head and my howl turned to a hiss. We came to a halt with me on top. Kaiser’s focus had waned, so I had the power of my limbs back.

I shoved to my feet, abandoning him and running straight for North, dagger unsheathed, ice coating my right hand and a wide smile on my face.

I was the ocean. The roaring tide. The bellowing rain.

North’s eyes bulged as he scrambled to prepare for my attack, but he was still on the floor and I was on top of him in a heartbeat, knife to his heart, a scream of defiance leaving my throat as the butterflies sang my name.

“Stop!” Kaiser bellowed, jarring my arm to an abrupt halt with his possession.

I seethed, glaring at North beneath me, my knee to his chest, death purring in my ear.

“Lucky wolfy,” I whispered.

“Holy shit,” he panted, releasing a nervous laugh. “She’s stimmed up. Look at her eyes, they’re shimmering pink.”

My bag had fallen beside him and Calcifiend crawled out of it with a yawn. I growled at him. “How long have you been in there, little demon?”

“Since you took off across the ocean on Wandershire,” North mocked. “He’s been leading us after you this whole time.”

“Well just for that, I’m going to make ribbons out of both of your guts and wrap your head up in them so I can send them as a gift to your mommy,” I promised North in a purr.

North relaxed beneath me, laying down and cupping his head in his hands with a broad yawn. “Nah, you’re not. Kaiser’s got you on a short leash, pussycat.”

I jerked against Kaiser’s power, but my dagger wouldn’t move, the tip still pressing to North’s chest.

The ship was moving and one glance behind me showed Wandershire shrinking into the distance. This vessel was damn fast. Would Mavus even bother to follow me? We were friends. And I was great. Of course he’d come.

“Up.” Kaiser’s shadow fell over me and my body moved to his call, making me stand beside him.

Damn, he was handsome, it was somehow clearer now that the butterflies were floating in my brain. His muscles pressed nicely against his clothes and he had a hardened look that spoke of how rough he would be with me should I have the care to let him. That mouth too…that mouth could paint sins on my skin until I burned.

He jerked his chin at a cabin door and I went that way, feeling Kaiser following close behind me.

The cabin was small, nothing but a few hammocks strung up in there beside small windows. Kaiser circled me, a flame lighting in his hand which he held close to my face as he inspected me. I was used to fire in forges, but a Flamebringer’s magic made me hiss like an alley cat.

“How large was the dose?” Kaiser asked.

“You’ve got stubble today. North is slacking. Isn’t he the one who tidies you up and keeps you looking pretty?” I asked, tilting my head as I examined him. “I like this look on you though. Roughened. I think this would feel nice between my thighs.” I reached up to graze my fingers over the stubble and he snatched my wrist, gripping it tight.

“How large was the dose?” Kaiser repeated, this time capturing my tongue with his possession and forcing the answer from it.

“I don’t know, hollow man, but Mavus said it would last around an hour. It must have been half that time already. By the way, you remind me of a tree I once knew. It was this big bland thing, no leaves on it. It just sort of, sat there. Kind of dead, but sometimes it grew a bit so you knew it was still alive. You’re like that tree, Kaiser. It’s so very, very, very, very dull.” I snored loudly in his face, but his expression didn’t change. “I’m going to stab you.”

“Unlikely.”

“Not today, obviously. The butterflies are singing your name though, Kai. Can I have my hands back now? I’d like to boop you on the nose. I doubt anyone’s booped you before. I think it’s time to be booped.”

Kaiser’s lips tightened.

“See, boring,” I declared. “North would let me boop him. Hey North! North, come in here! North!”

Kaiser glowered as North stepped into the cabin.

“Yeah?” he questioned suspiciously.

“Kaiser said you shat your britches once, is that true?” I asked sweetly.

“What the fuck, Kai? You told her about that?” North hissed and I released a wild laugh.

“I didn’t tell her anything,” Kaiser said calmly. Calm as a bird with no brain.

North’s cheeks turned scarlet and he rounded on me, raising his fist. “You little-”

“Sweetie pie? Sugar tits? Savoury midnight snack?” I cut in as North swung for me, but Kaiser made me lurch aside so he missed.

North rounded on him instead and I felt Kaiser’s possession relax just enough that I could raise a hand to boop North on the nose. “Boop.”

North stared at me then broke a laugh. “She’s out of her head. Let’s tie her on the flagpole and dangle her there.”

“Yes, let’s!” I agreed excitedly, bouncing on my toes as Kaiser’s possession released me even more. Free rein. Woohoo. Now I could get stabby again. I reached for my dagger but found my sheath empty and my gaze shot to Kaiser accusingly. “Where is it, tree?”

“Hidden,” Kaiser answered simply. “North, get back on deck and check we’re not being pursued. We’ll take the Blackthorn Canal into Pyros soon, Wandershire won’t follow us there; Mavus isn’t permitted to enter until the waning moon.”

“Aye, aye, motherfucker.” North flipped him a mocking salute then bared his teeth at me and exited the cabin.

“The Matriarch awaits our arrival,” Kaiser said darkly.

“Am I supposed to quiver in my little pussycat boots?” I asked lightly.

“When the stims wear off, you’ll do more than quiver, Void,” he growled.

“I thought that was our secret, hollow man. Does North know what I am?”

Kaiser said nothing.

“Silence means no. You’re a bad brother, you are. He looks up to you, doesn’t he? He fawns all over his bestie bro. But you don’t feel anything for him, because you’re just a big, big tree.”

“I’m unsure what you’re trying to achieve with that insult.”

“I’m unsure what you’re trying to achieve with being a tree, but here we are. Anyway, I’m hungry. And I would love to eat your heart raw, but I’ll settle for some fingers.” I gnashed my teeth at him, but his face didn’t change.

“Stay here.” He strode from the cabin as his possession coiled around me, and he glanced back before he left. “Brace yourself for what awaits you when we dock. You are now Pyros’s property, and you will soon be our greatest weapon of war.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

My presence at The Horned Table had become so frequent that I no longer received intrigued looks from my peers. In fact, they’d turned their simpering my way, my new position sitting at the side of our Earl affording me a level of respect that none of my plotting had ever come close to achieving.

Earl Tarlord sat to my right, his dominating aura casting a heavier shadow than usual today, his brow lowered in thought.

“What is it?” I murmured as an envoy from Earl Simper, whose domain lay to the north of us, exited the room.

“My gut tells me a storm approaches,” he rumbled, rapping his fingers on the table before him.

I glanced at the tempestuous sky beyond the windows, the thick clouds setting me on edge. Clouds could hide Skyforgers all too easily and I could never fully relax when they loomed over Stone Castle the way they did today.

The door banged open before I could make a reply to my Earl, a woman tearing into the room, her eyes wild, clothes stained from the road and a recent cut scabbed and dirty on her cheek.

“I come from the Underroute, Earl Tarlord,” she gasped, stumbling forward to slit her palms open on the sharp prongs at the head of the table.

The advisors all around us hissed and muttered to one another, spines straightening and gazes sharpening as she rushed through the sacred words before continuing her tale.

“The Sky Witch is being held in Pyros,” she blurted and my lips parted in shock and glee.

Finally, a lead which we could follow. But my hope soured as the reality of her claim landed with me. Pyros had already seized the Witch for its own prize, so how were we supposed to snatch her from them?

“Where?” Alestro barked, shoving away from the wall to the rear of the room, reminding us all that he’d been lurking in the shadows with the guards.

I glanced at him guiltily, knowing he wanted my place at the table, knowing he saw me as a usurper sitting here in his stead. But our Earl had been clear as to his preference and even my husband’s pride hadn’t been enough to make me relinquish my place. Who was I to question our Earl after all? And so what if I coveted this position for my own reasons? I’d given years to the promise of life as Alestro’s bride and my reward for my faithfulness had been a husband whose cock remained as flaccid as a day old salmon left rotting on the river bank. All because he chose to bed our enemy instead of maintaining his fidelity for me.

“Speak,” Earl Tarlord urged as the Fae hesitated to reply to Alestro, wanting the word of her Earl in confirmation.

“Cinder Vale. She was captured spying in their lands. The whole city is whispering of her detainment and hoping for an execution, but I have it on good authority that they’ve been holding her for weeks.”

“You think she’s been broken?” Earl Tarlord rumbled, and a dark smile captured my lips at the thought of that woman screaming and breaking beneath the torture she deserved. But if she was spilling Stormfell secrets to Pyros, then she was offering them an advantage we didn’t want them to have.

“I don’t know,” the woman panted, her chest rising and falling rapidly. She must have run the entire way here, determined to deliver this news to her Earl as quickly as she’d learned it.

Discussion broke out around us, every advisor at the table swapping theories while Alestro yelled to be heard over the din, demanding a legion be sent to assassinate her so that he could be freed of his curse and able to offer up his secrets to us at last.

I was the only one to hear the spy as she went on. “Mavus Angelico has been trading information for gold too. I didn’t have the coin he required for his knowledge but whatever he was selling, he had Fae from every nation lining up to buy it.”

“The outcast who turned his back on our people to roam the lands as a trader?” I sneered, knowing well of the man who had refused to raise his sword for our people. He only returned to Avanis when he could be assured of his own safety, bargaining for passage for Wandershire to enter our lands. If it had been up to me I’d have denied him entry or at the very least hung him for treason. But the wandering highwayman had built himself enough power to make that impossible. At least for now.

“He’s claiming to have knowledge which could shift the weight of the war into the hands of whoever makes best use of it. There is enough vigour to his promises that I couldn’t dismiss the claims and thought they needed to be brought to The Horned Table for attention.”

Earl Tarlord gazed into the distance, his eyes heavy with the weight of his thoughts.

“We must break the curse on Alestro and find out what knowledge Stormfell is so desperate to keep us from hearing,” I said urgently, willing to ride out myself and take on the Sky Witch if that was what I had to do.

Earl Tarlord looked at me, a furrow in his brow over his green eyes. “You believe the information he holds to be that important?” he asked me while Alestro tried to speak in agreement to my claim but instead crumpled to the ground, writhing in agony with boils erupting across his face.

I looked from my heinously disappointing husband to the man who owned our fates and nodded firmly. If we could break this curse then Alestro would be cured of its ill effects. I didn’t let myself think about my other hope, that the death of the Sky Witch would release him from her ruin too and he might be able to bed me like a real husband at last. Though as I watched him rolling around on the floor in a puddle of his own tears and piss, I couldn’t say the thought of that was particularly appealing right now.

“Then we’ll march, Lady Septa,” Earl Tarlord said gravely, making my breath catch in my throat at the intensity of his gaze upon me. “For the honour of your family and the secrets we may yet unlock.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

Yup, I was fucked. The battle stims had left my system and the butterflies had flown away with them. I’d been left in the cabin of the Flamebringers’ ship for the rest of the journey, banging my fists against the walls and fighting with everything I had to try and break through Kaiser’s binds on my soul. But there was no escaping his possession, no matter how hard I tried to conjure my Void, it refused to answer me. And now that the butterflies were no longer dancing in my brain, all my worries, fears and doubts had returned tenfold.

I felt sick. My head pounded. And the most twisted thing of all was that the come-down from that magical pink dust left me aching for more of it. But there was no returning to that blissful numbness.

I turned my left hand over, examining the scars, recalling what Mavus had told me about battle stims long ago. He had suggested they might have the ability to heal my hand, but there was no sign of that. It had more than likely been a lie to try and tempt me into a blood-tie for the privilege of taking the stims anyway.

I sighed, unable to see a way free of my imprisonment. Kaiser was using his possession to stop me from using my magic on this ship, so I couldn’t attempt to blast a hole in the hull and make my escape. It seemed I was stuck here, unable to fight, unable to flee, forced to wait.

The bitter truth was, I was on a path directly to The Matriarch, the ruling sovereign of Pyros, the vicious queen of the Flamebringers. She was a terrible creature of battle and her dominion would surely reflect that. I pictured bloodstained walls and fiery pits of torture, the oppressive heat of her volcanic palace too much for any foreign elemental to bear.

But when we docked and Kaiser led me to the prow of the ship, that wasn’t what I found. At least, not yet.

The canal steamed from the warmth of the water, stretching away through a rocky plain of obsidian stone towards a distant horizon. Beside us, the land dropped sharply into a deep volcanic basin and a stone dam kept the water from flowing into the valley. A series of steps headed straight down, deep into the vale where a city of black rock awaited us.

Rays of orange light were cast across the sky above the far side of the basin, the setting sun appearing to melt into the dark stones that jutted up around the towering cliffsides.

A glittering palace of obsidian glass rose from the heart of the city, sharp spires piercing the air and catching the light of the sun, its walls mirror-like in quality. It was breathtaking, the architecture so much more beautiful than I would have given the Flamebringers credit for. I knew this place from description alone. The capital of Pyros. Cinder Vale.

Kaiser had handed me some Flamebringer clothes to wear so as not to draw too much attention, and the leather jacket hung open to show a bland white shirt and fitted trousers beneath. I missed my own clothes already, but I guessed that was the least of my problems.

Kaiser gripped my arm, walking me down the gangplank onto a pier that led to the steep stone stairway. A row of Flamebringers barred our way forward, but they wore no uniform. They were dressed in casual coats, white shirts with open collars revealing glints of gold chains beneath.

They held an array of weapons from swords to axes, strapped in place at their hips or across their backs, and I felt the scrutiny of their eyes as Kaiser led me closer. Only one thing united them and that was the emblem of the Magpie stitched into their clothing, the glimpse of wings and tails hinting at the very same tattoo. These were likely some of The Matriarch’s Talons – her guards among the members of the Ember Wing - I’d heard plenty about their ruthlessness and lack of morality.

Mirelle Brimtheon ran her empire like a mob; she wasn’t the only gang leader in Pyros, but she was the one they were all united under.

“Esrins,” one of the Talons said keenly, bowing a little to Kaiser then North as he walked up behind us and I wondered what that meant. “The Matriarch is holding a celebration in the palace in honour of your return.”

North clapped the Fae on his shoulder. “You’ll all be attending too, Karl. The wine will be flowing all night long and there’s plenty to go round, so I won’t take no for an answer.”

The Talons shared looks, doubts passing between them but North shoved them onward down the steps and even kicked one in the ass to get him moving.

“The magpies will warn us of enemies on the horizon, you’re officially off duty,” North insisted, gesturing to a flock of birds circling high above the basin. They were dotted everywhere, their eyes turning on us from rooftops and weathervanes. The Matriarch’s magpie flocks held an unusual intelligence and seeing them here in her stronghold confirmed their true power. The keen glint of magic in their eyes assured me they were no ordinary birds, but what secrets they held I didn’t know.

North soon had his arms slung around two of the guards, singing a song at the top of his lungs that spoke of Pyros’s greatness and their certain destiny to win the war.

I rolled my eyes at the bullshit, fixing my gaze on the palace beyond and wondering what fate awaited me there. Escape plots flitted through my head, one to the next, but all of them hinged on me being able to fight off Kaiser’s possession. I thought over every time I had conjured the Void in me before, picking through each detail to try and understand what linked them.

A shudder ran through me at the memory of what had happened when it had awakened on the battlefield of the dead. Whatever magic I’d found in the soil there ought to be buried for good. It was probably toxic, something that I guessed had been left behind by so much death. I didn’t know for sure, and maybe I didn’t want to know either.

A plan of escape was particularly hard to grasp as I walked into Cinder Vale flanked by Kaiser Brimtheon. But I decided to see this as a test from the stars. I’d find a way out, I just had to look hard enough.

As we made it to the first stone street which was gilded in the amber light of sunset, the informality of the city took me by surprise. The buildings that clustered around the palace were built from black volcanic rock with shutters on the windows and colourful paintings decorating the walls. Images of flames, magpies and roaring volcanoes stood out among fire-breathing Dragons and red butterflies.

Laughter carried from open windows, their coloured shutters thrown wide to let out the sound of happy families. Children ran along the streets carrying wooden swords, but none of them seemed afraid or cornered by the strongest of them. I didn’t see a hint of war here and I couldn’t understand it.

“It’s good to be home,” North called, circling back to walk beside Kaiser while the Talons led the way on. “Cinder Vale is alive this evening.”

The heat in my veins was rising and bitter thoughts raced through my head. Why did they get to live like this? Why were they so damn happy? Where was the terror? Where was the struggle?

“What’s wrong with the whelk?” North elbowed Kaiser, pointing me out. “She looks like a narwhal just farted in her mouth.”

“Did you expect me to be happy about walking into my enemies’ land as a prisoner, you flaming fuckwit?” I hurled at him.

North smirked, arrogance shining from every corner of his face. He was good looking in a pretty boy kind of way, but there was grit to him that lay beneath it. A honey trap for dumb little flies.

“Guess not,” he mused. “Mother’s going to cut out your tongue if you speak to her like that. Better watch it, whelk.”

I glared at him and the Talons shot me curious glances, but they quickly looked away when they met Kaiser’s gaze. They may have had questions but they were either not allowed to ask them or too afraid to.

The mood changed as we entered a new part of the city, the streets here lit by firelight, all the buildings so close together that there wasn’t much sunlight filtering down to us.

Fae were all crammed into the taverns, spilling out of them with raucous laughter, tankards sloshing with ale and music filling the air. There was a fast drum playing and some sort of string instrument beating out a tune that plenty of Fae were dancing to. A female centaur trotted past us with her bare tits bouncing as she went, her black horse tail swishing behind her and almost flicking me in the eye.

There were plenty of Fae half or fully shifted. A couple of Werewolves were lapping ale from a dog bowl and a white Pegasus had plonked itself on a stool at a table alongside drunken Fae who were playing a card game. It was raucous and joyful. I’d never witnessed a place in the world that seemed so carefree.

The Talons carved a path through the crowd but with no real urgency, saying hello to every second person, waving to friends and pausing for brief conversations.

North and Kaiser were quickly spotted and cries of their names carried to the sky. A Medusa with snakes curling from her head gave North a seductive look and pulled him close. He sank his tongue between her lips without hesitation then whispered something in her ear before he hurried back to Kaiser’s side.

They were being hailed as heroes, like they were returning home from battle and free drinks were offered to them from all sides. Eyes turned my way curiously and my hackles rose at being surrounded by so many enemy Fae.

When we finally made our way out of the mass of taverns and down a quieter street, I was relieved to be able to breathe again.

The Talons guided us on until we reached a high wall built of polished black stone, stretching far above us to encircle the palace. Perhaps Mirelle wanted to keep herself isolated from the city and her people, but when we reached large iron gates, flung wide for all to enter, that wasn’t what it seemed at all.

There was a busy market in the stone grounds of the palace, little wooden huts set up with everflames dancing in jars hanging from their roofs. Handcrafted wares, armour, and weapons were among the items on offer, but there was food too. An array of unusual fruits, pastries and colourful treats.

The Talons led us through the centre of the market, passing a large fire that was set into a stone well. Families were gathered around it, toasting fluffy-looking candies in the fire and eating them with chocolate and sweet breads.

My stomach growled hopefully at the sight. I hadn’t been given much on the ship, just a few handfuls of nuts, seeds, and some apples. North and Kaiser were offered all kinds of foods as the traders spotted them, one rushing forward with baskets of that mouthwatering sweet bread.

North took some, biting it savagely without care, crumbs flying everywhere as he waved to a couple of kids who squealed in excitement at seeing him. A little girl tugged her mother’s red skirt, pointing out Kaiser, smiling brightly like he was a ray of fucking sunshine come to lighten her day.

North muttered something in Kaiser’s ear and the Fury turned to the girl, raising a hand to her, though his blank expression didn’t change. She squealed in glee, hugging her mother who laughed and waved as we went by.

An uncomfortable knot grew in my chest as I glanced back at the girl and she waved keenly at me too, clearly not recognising what I was. She was so small, so innocent, and so damn…happy.

Despite the warmth of the city that was radiating from the ground, chills swept over my skin. I didn’t want to see this. I had grown up with pictures in my mind of what Pyros was like and it wasn’t this. It was meant to be full of monsters. There was supposed to be blood running in the streets. Mirelle Brimtheon was said to cut off the heads of any who opposed her among her own people and sit them on spikes outside her palace walls. But there was no such thing here. It was a haven. A fucking storybook fantasy.

She must have been hiding her sins well. There had to be bodies in her walls. Fae who went missing in the night. I wasn’t going to fall for this veil of lies.

The palace doors were wide open, the obsidian walls reflecting the sunset rising high on either side of them to piercing spires. Up close, I could see balconies and stone animals adorning the building, the glasswork skilfully intricate.

The Talons led us inside and the mood shifted at last as I spotted plenty more armed Flamebringers standing around, though they weren’t positioned like soldiers. They leaned against doors and sat on a stone bench that ringed a roaring fire, looking at ease.

A black staircase rose ahead of us and I peered up it, spying a series of stairs intersecting above me to higher levels of the palace.

Again, North and Kaiser were greeted with enthusiasm, receiving claps on their shoulders, big ass smiles and plenty of bows. I offered cold scowls to anyone who glanced my way.

We ascended the dark steps, following a path of sconces up several flights and along a corridor full of high windows that ended with a single black, wooden door.

The Talons stopped in front of it, bowing and gesturing for Kaiser and North to proceed.

North pushed the door open with confidence, walking into the chamber beyond with swagger and leaving us trailing after him.

My throat thickened as Kaiser’s hand curled around my shoulder and he steered me forward, his fingers digging in hard.

A cherry red wooden floor stretched away ahead of us beneath a sea of gleaming candelabras and swathes of crimson velvet that hung from the ceiling in molten rivers.

Low sofas and large cushions were dotted everywhere, filled with laughing Flamebringers with drinks in hand, all sitting around bubbling waterpipes with everflames dancing inside them. They took turns puffing on the pipes that released plumes of almond-scented smoke into the air. It caused a vague haze so the figures in the furthest reaches of the chamber were shrouded, just darkened silhouettes moving through the low-lit corners.

Lively music played, similar to the type I’d heard in the taverns and plenty of Fae were dancing, a sea of writhing bodies barring our path onward. But the crowd parted for us as eyes fell on Kaiser and North, more excitement brimming in the atmosphere as they let them through.

“She’s been waiting for you,” a woman called to them. “She’s in the Cinder Chamber.” She pointed beyond the sea of Flamebringers and my skin prickled as I was led through so many enemies.

Curious eyes fell on me, whispers passed between lips, and Kaiser drew me ever closer.

At the far end of the room, North led us through an archway and there she was, stealing my breath and making me tense. Kaiser’s possession flooded over me, stalling any thoughts of attack which flitted through my head.

The Matriarch lay on a swathe of black velvet cushions between shimmering veils that hung from the low ceiling. A fire burned behind her in an iron brazier and six women were laying around her, all of them laughing and chatting with each other while a couple of male Talons handed them drinks and platters of food.

The Matriarch was obvious among them from the fierce look of power that highlighted her as a queen. Her skin was richly dark and her black hair hung in sleek braids over her shoulders, adorned with golden clasps that matched the bright flecks in her tawny brown eyes.

She wore a silken bronze dress that split up both legs, revealing a knife strapped to her thigh with a magpie emblazoned on the sheath. Glancing our way, she rose on bare feet, sweeping toward us and my heart thundered with the sense of power she commanded with nothing more than a look. She was tall and muscular too, proving she was more than capable for physical fights, and from what I’d heard, she was a ruthless opponent whose wrath few survived.

She was a warrior of fire and death who was well used to getting her hands dirty. I knew the stories that told of the warrior girl who had claimed an entire kingdom for herself the year she had returned from Never Keep. Now, she had ruled that empire for over twenty years, her name whispered from land to land, painted with fear and wonder.

She had to be over six feet tall because she was almost on eye level with her two sons and it made me feel all the more disarmed to be cast in their shadows. She wrapped Kaiser in a fierce hug, kissing his cheek and grabbing North by the back of the neck to yank him into the fold too.

“I’ve missed you so much,” she exhaled. “The whole of Pyros has missed you.”

“You could have written to me,” North muttered, but hugged her all the same.

“I wrote you both together, love.” She grinned at North, so at ease, so damn sweet and motherly that I wanted to punch her in the face for it.

She was meant to be a raging bitch with a cold heart who treated her orphan children like pawns to be played in war. In Cascada, they said she shed no tears for her dead children, that she tossed their bones into lava pits and never marked their graves. But this woman was fawning over her sons, asking of their trials at Never Keep between hugs and more kisses. North was smiling like a two-year-old with a sugar lump in his mouth and Kaiser, well, Kaiser was an emotionless tree who seemed no more pleased to see Mirelle than he did a blank wall, but still. He was letting her make a fuss, not knocking her away while she ruffled his hair or commented on how strong he looked.

“Excuse me,” I snapped, my patience cracking.

All eyes turned my way and Mirelle’s eyebrows lifted in surprise like she hadn’t noticed my existence until just now.

“And who’s this?” she asked, looking to her sons, but I’d be damned if they’d speak for me.

“I’m Everest Arcadia of Cascada. Your son Kaiser murdered my mother and I will one day plant my dagger into his heart and end his worthless existence in payment for her death.”

Mirelle’s eyes widened a little and the women on the velvet cushions gasped and cursed my name.

“I see,” Mirelle said, her eyes hardening.

There she was: the brutal creature hiding beneath the veil. She stepped protectively in front of Kaiser, knocking his hand off of my arm and her hand took its place, her nails digging into my skin.

“And what are you doing here in my palace then, Everest Arcadia? Because you would not still be breathing if my son believed there was a threat to bringing you here.”

“She can do nothing unless I allow it,” Kaiser explained. “I made her my Fearsire.”

“Why would you make such a rash choice?” Mirelle cut him a look back over her shoulder, her nails digging into my flesh harder.

“It was the only way. We must speak in private, Mirelle. There is much to tell you,” Kaiser said.

North helped himself to an apple from one of the platters the Talons were holding, taking a savage bite out of it and looking from Kaiser to Mirelle like he was a naughty kid who was about to get in trouble.

Mirelle eyed me closely for a second then released me, whirling away and striding for a door behind one of the Talons. He hurried to open it for her, bowing low and North bounded after her, pulling Kaiser along with him.

“You’re about to get an ass whooping, freyin,” North murmured to Kaiser with a taunting smile.

“We’ll see,” Kaiser replied, forcing me to walk along behind him with a tug of his possession.

I felt eyes following me as I went but the Talon at the door shut it firmly behind us once we stepped through. We found ourselves in a darkened chamber with a ring of forest green sofas and a low fire burning in a black stone fireplace.

I felt a silencing shield sliding over us and noticed Mirelle’s fingers moving to cast it. She faced all three of us, but her eyes were on me, burning a hole in my head.

“Kaiser. Explain.”

“During my searches at Never Keep, I discovered many secrets.”

“You did?” North hissed.

“I wish to hear of the Cascadian girl only right now,” Mirelle demanded and Kaiser nodded while North pursed his lips.

“I will spare the details for the purpose of efficiency,” Kaiser said. “She is the Void spoken of in the Elysium Prophecy.”

Silence.

Mirelle regarded him and North whirled to look at me.

“Bullshit,” North laughed.

“North, if you cannot be quiet, I will ask you to leave,” Mirelle warned and he bowed his head in deference, though his eyes quickly crawled back to me, full of a thousand questions.

“Kaiser…” Mirelle drifted closer to him. “How can you be sure of such a thing?”

“I gathered evidence at first, then it was confirmed to me when I saw her wield her Void power to halt the magic of a Reaper.”

The blood began to drain from my face. It was starting to sink in how bad this situation was, how truly, truly fucked I really was if I couldn’t escape this place.

“I have witnessed her power many times since,” Kaiser continued. “It is undeniable what she is.”

“By the light of the sun.” Mirelle touched a hand to her chest in shock as her eyes drifted onto me.

“She is my weapon to wield now. She will win Pyros the war,” Kaiser announced and my blood ran icily cold.

Mirelle approached me, her hand lifting so her fingers skated softly against my jaw. I flinched away, baring my teeth at her but Kaiser’s possession forced me to stand still so she could examine me further.

“I will kill your son,” I vowed in a fate-drenched voice. “I will kill you all.”

“Petty threats,” she murmured dismissively, making my rage rise.

“I chose to make her my Fearsire to ensure she is controlled. She cannot kill me. And I will ensure she does not kill a single Flamebringer in Pyros either,” Kaiser declared.

I ground my teeth, taking in the beautiful queen whose eyes were alight with hope. “So she stalled the power of one Reaper, how will that help us win the war?”

“I believe she is capable of far more than that. She can likely halt the power of many at once. Perhaps even an army.”

My pulse juddered and I cut him a look, wondering if he was right about that.

“This is it then,” North said excitedly. “We have the Void. We’ll win the war. Pyros will prevail.”

“Never,” I snarled and Kaiser forced my lips to shut tight.

“No, let her speak, love,” Mirelle purred. “I like the fire in her.”

“There is no fire in me,” I growled as Kaiser obeyed her command. “Water runs in my veins. My spirit is built from the hands of Pisces and the bloody hunger of Typhon.”

“Well whatever it is, enjoy it while it lasts. When we turn you upon your own people, I doubt it will shimmer so brightly.” She patted me on the cheek and acidic hatred oozed through my chest.

“I have yet to wield the magic of the Void through my possession,” Kaiser said. “I need time to learn how.”

“Then get started this instant,” Mirelle said darkly.

Kaiser strode toward me and panic reared in my chest. They were going to turn me against Cascada. They were going to use me to kill my own people.

“Stay away,” I growled. “Don’t touch me.”

The Void flooded through me unbidden, awakening like a beast from slumber and I let it pour from me, slamming into Kaiser and making him stagger. His hand rose to his chest as his possession over me shattered and I cast two blades of ice in my grip. I threw one at Mirelle, aiming for her throat and shot the other one blindly at North.

Mirelle raised a hand, using a flash fire to melt my blade and North cried out at the same time. The Matriarch cast a wall of fire around me and I flinched away from it, casting ice against my skin to protect myself from the blazing heat.

“She shot me in the ass!” North yelled, pointing at the ice blade sticking out of it.

A dark and rolling laughter rose in Kaiser’s throat which turned to a manic, raucous crescendo. It was a maddened thing that filled the room and Mirelle whirled toward him as North’s face paled in shock.

Kaiser’s laughter abruptly guttered out and rage took its place as he grabbed a coffee table and hurled it at the wall. It smashed into ten pieces and he stormed toward me with a snarl on his lips and bloody fury in his eyes.

I cast another ice blade in my hand, ready to leap through Mirelle’s flames and strike this bastard from the world. My one chance was racing toward me. He was walking directly to his death with no magic in his veins and a promise of his downfall humming in the air.

But the Void fluttered away, abandoning me at once and Kaiser’s expression dropped, flattening out to that hollow nothingness.

He parted Mirelle’s flames with a flick of his hand, his fingers closing around my arm and his possession rushing through me. Heat shuddered through my skin from his touch and he forced me to melt the blade in my hand so the icy water dripped to the floor. He tugged me out from the cage of flames and turned to find Mirelle watching him with tears wetting her cheeks.

“Kaiser,” she croaked. “How?”

North was holding the gash on his ass, the ice blade now dealt with, but his focus was entirely on his brother.

“You laughed,” he said, his voice coming out cracked. “I’ve never heard you laugh.”

“She used the Void,” Kaiser said slowly. “I…am not sure what it does to me. It awakens something inside me.”

Mirelle looked to me, her brown eyes burning with emotion. She strode toward me and stunning wings burst into existence at her back that resembled a magpie’s, with white tips at the edges of the black feathers, holding a shimmering blue sheen.

They flexed, making her appear larger and more imposing than before. She was a Harpy, a flying Order that could fly as fast as the wind. They were a monstrous opponent in battle, their Order forming armour against their skin when they fully shifted and protecting them from strikes as they flew above their enemies, cutting them down with magic and weapons alike.

Mirelle took off on those beautiful wings, flying from the room and returning after barely a few breaths.

She landed before me with glittering cuffs that she latched around my wrists, and I immediately felt my magic locking down from the strange power within them.

“You’re a dangerous creature, Everest,” she whispered to me. “And you are now my dangerous creature.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

The cell they’d brought me to after weeks of bouncing around in the back of a carriage from Leergaith was surprisingly hospitable. Perhaps it was because they’d chosen to transport me all the way to The Matriarch’s stronghold of Cinder Vale and I was being held beneath her palace where the highborn traitors would likely reside were they ever to act against their monarch. Or perhaps it was simply that the Flamebringers liked to make their captives comfortable before torturing them.

Not that I’d been tortured either. In fact, all I had really been forced to endure in this place was long spans of boredom between Cyclops interrogations. Though I could tell my captors were growing weary of attempting to crack through my mental shields in that regard.

But did they really expect any less from a girl who had been raised as a Sinfair spy? I’d been trained to ward off Cyclops invasion from the age of eight and the assholes they’d sent to try and crack me open had nothing on the Fae I’d faced in my training as a child.

Still, this lengthy captivity couldn’t go on endlessly. And I was uncertain as to why they hadn’t just strung me up and butchered me before a public audience yet. Surely by now they knew they weren’t going to be able to steal any secrets from my mind. I had to wonder if they were looking to trade me, perhaps barter me for some of their own prisoners of war or even try to exchange me for a piece of land my kingdom had stolen from theirs.

If that was their plan then I wished them luck. Stormfell had never once given in to bargains before and no Fae captured in war ever lived beyond a month in the dank cells we used to hold our prisoners.

I glanced at the small and only window in this underground chamber, the narrow slit letting in minimal light on the other side of my bars, the pane of glass so thin that I wouldn’t be able to crawl through it even if I did manage to get out of my cage and clamber up there. All the same, I often found myself looking up at that thin window, almost as though I were expecting to find someone peering back at me through it one of these days.

I sighed, dropping down on the thin cot I’d been given to sleep on and staring up at the bars which ran above my head then beyond them to the intricately carved ceiling. The room my cage stood in was grand. So grand I doubted it had ever been intended to hold a cell at all when it was built but the worn iron which encased me clearly wasn’t a new fixture by any means.

The door to the far side of the room had a wall built of flames barring it as an extra measure to keep me contained but as they’d locked cuffs around my wrists which blocked access to my magic, it hardly seemed necessary.

There had been guards standing in the room with me for the first week but after I’d lured two of them into trying to help me escape with my gifts, Mirelle Brimtheon had forbidden all of them from laying eyes on me.

My last victim had been the Cyclops who’d come to question me three nights prior. He’d peered into my eyes with his one bulbous orb then suddenly found himself on his knees, begging to be of service to me in any way he could. The Talons had managed to drag him away from me half a second before he’d managed to unlock my cuffs and since then I’d been left alone aside from the brief deliveries of food and water.

My toilet consisted of a hole in the ground which led to the sewers but it hadn’t taken much investigation to realise that the pipes were solidly built and no wider than my hand so there would be no escaping that way. Which meant now I was left to wait, wondering if Bastian was really foolish enough to abandon me and claim himself seven years of bad luck in return.

I doubted it. Cayde’s behaviour had been self-serving to a fault so even if I were to think Bastian as lowly as that bastard, I had to believe he wasn’t dumb enough to curse himself for my sake. So my hopes of escape lay in the hands of a Dragon who had been trapped in a cave for several hundred years and was born in an enemy land. I doubted he had the first clue about how to get to Cinder Vale let alone how to find where I was being held if he made it here. Not to mention that he was arguably one of the most infuriating men I had ever met who didn’t seem in the least bit concerned about causing trouble wherever he went and riling up the wrong people. I was probably more likely to find him joining me in this cage than sneaking in here to break me out of it.

A bang sounded the door opening and the flames which had been blazing before them fell away, allowing three figures to stride into the room.

I turned my head to watch them approach but didn’t stand or even sit up. I remained laying on my cot, tangled pink hair spread around me, my crumpled Flamebringer clothes loose on my frame, and I waited.

The Matriarch was just as she’d been described in so many reports on the war, her face one I would have known from the sketches which were passed about listing our most valuable enemies and their crimes. But this wasn’t the first time I’d seen her in the flesh.

I’d been here in Pyros collecting the head of a traitor not so long ago after all, and I’d seen her then too. Though that glimpse had been distant and there had been far more of her Talons surrounding her, otherwise she may have found that she was lacking a head herself. Sadly, it hadn’t been possible for me to get close enough to be a threat to her then but here she was, a bird strolling into my cage for me to maul at.

The two men who followed her in were familiar too. Conscripts from Never Keep who had been there for their studies alongside me. I supposed that meant I’d missed graduation.

I couldn’t remember the name of the snarling one but the empty glower of the one on her right came back to me. I’d spent a little time stalking him after all, getting to know the flavour of the enemy who had so easily slipped into Dalia’s mind and trapped her in terrors.

Kaiser Brimtheon – the Fury.

“Well, well, if only I’d known I was receiving an audience with the magpie I would have gotten dressed up,” I drawled.

“Don’t you disrespect her, you dirty little Skyforger,” the snarling one barked, lunging towards the bars as if he intended to reach through them and wring my pretty neck.

I flipped my gaze to him. One sweep of my eyelashes and he faltered, stumbling in his charge then dropping to his knees and panting like the dog he so clearly was.

“Are you alright?” he gasped, the outstretched hands which had been curled aggressively softening as he spoke, his reach becoming tender and full of longing in place of aggression.

“Oh blossom of my loins,” he gasped. “What have they done to you?”

He started crawling for me but The Matriarch barked an order at Kaiser and he moved to grasp the idiot’s shoulder and restrain him.

“You will release North from your sway, Succubus,” Mirelle said firmly and I pushed myself to sit up with a sigh.

“I’m not using my gifts on him. He’s fallen for my allure which I can’t control – weak minded Fae often do this. They usually stop spouting poetry around the same moment as I run them through with my blade – if either of you has one to hand I’d be happy to oblige.”

Kaiser looked at me over the head of the struggling North, seeming to consider my words before heaving his arm back and punching the love-struck fool hard enough to send him sprawling onto his back.

“Ahh! What did you do that for?” North cried.

Kaiser straightened himself, shrugging. “She said pain was the answer to your problem. I figured I’d start easy and only try stabbing you if that wasn’t enough to break the spell.”

“What problem?” North snapped, glancing at me and the moment he did so he groaned, rolling onto his belly and trying to shuffle closer to the bars of my cage, though Kaiser took hold of his ankle to stop his advance. “How long has she been in there? She needs warm hugs, she needs someone to tenderly massage every inch of her bountiful skin-”

“Ah yes, my bountiful skin,” I said dryly while Kaiser punched North again to shut him up.

“Turn him away from her,” Mirelle commanded, sounding exasperated, and Kaiser obediently forced North to face the back wall.

“Was that embarrassing?” North hissed. “Did I just make a fool of myself in front of her?”

“It was mortifying,” I assured him in reply to his words and he stiffened, though he wasn’t dumb enough to look back at me. “You made a complete ass of yourself – but I wouldn’t worry, most weak-willed Fae do in my presence. And regardless of the impression you might have liked to give me, I can assure you that you aren’t my type anyway.”

“I’ll have you know that I’m everyone’s type. And I’m not weak-willed either. I have the will of Aries in my bones,” North snarled. “I’m never swayed from the path of righteousness and – ahh, why do you keep punching me?”

“You were spewing nonsensical things again. I assumed she was affecting you with her allure once more.” Kaiser stated and I snorted in amusement though Mirelle looked far from pleased.

“Silence your tongue or leave us, North.”

“Have you decided what to do with me then?” I asked, my tone as bored as I felt being trapped in this stupid box for weeks on end. “Am I to become a spectacle at some grand execution? I have some thoughts on how you might like to do it if you want to hear them? I do so enjoy carving people apart and I’m practiced in keeping them breathing while I do so. My record is seventeen pieces before death but a dear friend of mine pointed out that I could have taken the fingers one knuckle at a time to up the number.”

“Your friend was correct,” Kaiser replied. “I would estimate that I could cut you into at least forty pieces before your heart ceased to function-”

“That’s kind of fucked up, man,” North muttered. “And you can’t cut her face up. Did you see that face? It was like staring upon the divine beauty of Venus herself and – ow, motherfucker!”

Kaiser punched North again and my lips quirked in amusement.

“No doubt a brutal end as you described is what you deserve,” Mirelle said calmly though she didn’t move any closer to my bars. “How many Flamebringer lives can I blame you for stealing?”

“You can’t seriously think I keep count of my kills?” I sneered. “Who in their right mind would even attempt such a thing during a war like this?”

“My count is currently at three-hundred and sixty-seven,” Kaiser said as if I had asked him. “Ninety-four Raincarvers, Two-hundred-and-twelve Stonebreakers and sixty-one Skyforgers.”

I arched a brow at him then gave Mirelle a pointed look. “Yes, well I did specify that no one in their right mind would keep track – clearly this empty vessel of yours isn’t in his right mind so he doesn’t count.”

Kaiser didn’t even react to that slight though North whirled around, growling furiously and lunging for my cage. His expression morphed from fury to adoration as he threw himself at me but Kaiser punched him before he could start comparing me to the light of the moon or some equally inane bullshit.

“It sounds like you’re a little light on Skyforgers there, Kaiser – have you come to add one to your tally?” I taunted.

There wasn’t so much as a flicker in his emotionless eyes, nothing to suggest he had any feelings whatsoever about the thought of killing me. It was fascinating in its own way. I’d been called heartless many times in my life but even I held plenty of space for rage and bloodlust in my emotionally stunted range.

North began to pace back and forth, his eyes on the walls and firmly fixed on anything other than me but I could tell he was still fighting my allure.

“I’ll kiss you if you stab your friend for me, mutt,” I purred and this time I did release a taste of my gifts into the air.

North yanked a dagger from his belt, turning towards Kaiser with his eyes widening but before he could even attempt to strike the Fury, he lurched to a stop, caught in the grip of Kaiser’s possession.

“Spoil sport,” I pouted.

Kaiser eyed me like I was a puzzle he wanted to untangle while North howled mournfully.

“I wouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry, freyin. You know I love you. But she’s just so fucking everything.”

Kaiser punched him and I smiled wickedly as he crumpled to his knees and remained there, staring at the wall.

“Last warning, North,” Mirelle snapped irritably.

“Sorry,” he whimpered again.

“If you use your gifts on him for a second time I will take your right hand in punishment,” The Matriarch hissed at me menacingly. But still she remained out of my reach.

I gave her a wicked smile, seeing the devil beneath her skin and knowing she meant it. It was tempting to call her bluff if nothing more than to change up the monotony of my day but I resisted the urge. I was rather fond of my hands if I was being truthful and Mirelle Brimtheon wasn’t the type to make empty threats.

“I’ll be a good girl,” I promised, painting a cross over my heart and Mirelle’s eyes flickered to my chest where the torn shirt I wore left more than enough skin on show to draw focus. My allure was tempting her too. The only one immune to it here was the Fury, my one personal exemption. The only Fae I’d ever known to be utterly immune to my gifts. It might have been intriguing were there anything else to his personality to draw questions. But the answer to this riddle was clear; Kaiser Brimtheon was an empty vessel, he cared about nothing and so temptation meant nothing to him. It was kind of sad really.

“The Cyclopses can’t break her,” Mirelle told her children, turning her back on me in a way I supposed was meant to be insulting, though I cared little for the slights of Flamebringers. “She’s been trained to evade their invasion and even managed to turn her gifts on Olaf and get him to attempt to help her escape. I know she won’t break to physical torture and see no point in attempting it but even a witch must have fears.”

I barked a laugh, flopping back down onto my cot. “Oh sweetheart, all of my fears have already come true,” I drawled. “I have nothing and no one left to use against me and the threat of death or torture means nothing at all to me – but I’ll admit I’m more than deserving of both. Though there is a soul I wish to take with me into the beyond hence my continued existence in this broken, bloody land. But aside from offering me that Fae on a silver platter, which I already know you can’t do, there isn’t a thing which might tempt me into giving you what you want. Besides, your little Fury pet has already tried to slip into my mind and he can’t. I’m an egg that can’t be cracked I’m afraid, but by all means do your worst – I’d rather enjoy something to break up this monotony.”

“Is that true?” Mirelle asked, shooting Kaiser a hard look and he shrugged.

“It was the last time I tried. I can attempt it again.”

Mirelle’s cool demeanour cracked, her glower turning venomous as she looked back to me. “Try again. Harder this time.”

Kaiser said nothing but he did shift into his Order form, blood-red scales crawling across his body and puncturing holes in his clothes with the sharp spines of armour which emerged from them. Shadows seemed to close in around him and a deep power began to stir in the backs of his eyes, bringing a red glow into focus within them.

I moved towards the edge of my cage, taking hold of the bars so that I could inspect him better. I hadn’t met a Fury before him and I could admit that his power intrigued me.

Mirelle’s smile turned triumphant in the corner of my eye and my grip on the bars tightened as I parted my lips on a ragged exhale.

“No,” I gasped, my eyes fixed on Kaiser as he took a menacing step towards me. “Please…don’t…I’m afraid…”

“And those fears will only grow,” Mirelle snarled. “Only deepen, their grip tightening around you until they consume you entirely unless you tell me what you were doing in my land? Why were you here and why does everyone believe you’re dead?”

“No,” I gasped, dropping to my knees, my eyes widening. “Don’t…I can’t take it…please…this cage is so fucking boring and your little sycophants are so easy to manipulate, I just can’t cope with how dull it is here. Please, put me out of my misery!” I wailed, releasing the cage and falling onto my back with a wicked laugh just as North lurched for me again, his weight slamming against the bars and making them rattle before his anger gave way to lust once more.

“Let me brush her hair!” he begged as Kaiser dragged him back and Mirelle cursed.

“I’m sorry, Mirelle. My power doesn’t affect her. I can’t feel anything from her at all.”

“Maybe that means I’m as empty as you?” I taunted but the jibe caused no reaction in him.

“Come. This is useless. We’ll find another way,” The Matriarch snapped before turning sharply and marching from the room. Kaiser dragged North along after her, the Fury not even seeming curious as to why his power hadn’t affected me, his vacant little mind clearly not capable of that.

My laughter chased them away while I stared up at the decorative ceiling above my bars and I imagined the sound of Dalia cackling along with me and Moraine sighing in exasperation.

Tears slid from the corners of my eyes as I laughed, the pain in my chest sharpening to a point which buried itself so deeply within me that I knew it would never, ever be removed. And wasn’t that just the truth of it.
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CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

“Beautiful. Perfect. Remarkable,” I growled and the man sucking my cock looked up hopefully as if the compliments were meant for him. Which of course they weren’t. I had my gaze fixed on the real champion in the room. The man with the sun-kissed skin, the tight definition of muscles and those chiselled features that had been sculpted by the hands of Scorpio himself. Me.

The gilt mirror in the ship’s cabin hung on the wall, giving me a perfect view of myself as the cook ran his tongue up and down my shaft and tried to undo me. But it wasn’t him I came for, my eyes were on that specimen of perfection in the mirror as I gripped his hair, thrust my cock deep down his throat and groaned my finish.

He swallowed and rose to his feet, looking me up and down hopefully, desire blazing in his eyes. He gripped his own cock through his britches and stepped closer.

“Maybe later, if I’m feeling generous,” I said, knocking past him and walking into the bathing chamber.

“Asshole,” he called after me and I smirked.

“That’s your favourite thing about me,” I called back and his laughter filled the cabin before the door sounded him leaving.

There was a wide grate in the wall beyond the toilet and I stood next to it, dousing myself with water cast by my own hand and washing until I was crisp and clean, letting the suds fall away out of the grate into the ocean.

When I’d returned to Cascada after my graduation, I’d been greeted by a celebration in Castelorain that had been organised by Father. It had been a night of drinking and debauchery, but it hadn’t been easy sailing since.

Father had assigned me to his battalion, along with a host of conscripts from all across Cascada who had made an impression at Never Keep. I was part of the finest crew, and I was the finest part of them.

I was yet to fight in a real battle though, but Father promised one soon. He’d received some news just last night and had roused his entire battalion on the cusp of dawn to sail beyond the shores of Cascada.

I’d received word from the cook that he required our presence up on deck in thirty minutes time, which had given me enough time to fuck his pretty mouth. I’d had him every night since I’d boarded the Ivory Mare. The first night he’d brought me a late night meal and found me naked in my chamber. I’d let him look, then I’d let him make a fool of trying to flirt with me until eventually I’d had him begging on his knees for me to fuck him raw. Which I did until I grew bored and sent him away again. I didn’t share a bed with anyone who had experienced the majesty of my cock. They tended to become far too needy, wanting affection. Stars forbid.

I dried myself and dressed in linen trousers, strapping a sword to my hip and leaving a little bronze skin on show as I buttoned up my white shirt. Then I headed for the top deck, finding Father’s crew assembled already. His closest and most loyal warriors were onboard this ship, Fae I had known all my life, but I’d never spent much time with them until now. The vessel itself was a thing of beauty, her white hull like a rising star as she cut through the waves, led by the rearing horse carved at her prow.

My attention was drawn to a cacophony of jeering and cries of excitement as the warriors gathered around something on the deck.

Father stood at the bow of the Ivory Mare and I shifted through the crowd of warriors to join him, catching sight of a woman on her knees being pinned down and tied up. She had long dreadlocks hanging around her shoulders and her clothes hinted of the earth wielders.

“Avanis spy,” Jacobin spat at her. He was a tall man with too much moustache for his too small facial features. “What were you doing out in that little rowboat, huh? Thought you could creep up on the greatest fleet on the high seas, did ya?”

“No – my boat sank. I’m just a fisher, sir. There was a storm and we got blown way out to sea,” the woman declared, struggling against her restraints, and I noticed the thick ice that had been cast on her hands to prevent her from using magic.

“Commander Rake, what will you have us do with her?” Goshart called, the squat man built like a miniature rhino, with muscles stacked on his muscles, yet somehow they always made him appear more horizontal than vertical.

“I’ll crack her little bones until she spills her secrets,” Agatha said. The woman reminded me of a cross between a horse’s ass and a giant turnip. Somewhere in the midst of the two, you got Agatha. She was even bigger than me, and that was saying something, considering how large and strong I was. Not to mention how handsome I was, but that was beside the point.

“Take her below deck,” Father called. “Do whatever you have to to make her talk.”

Goshart wetted his lips, sharing a look with Jacobin. I frowned as Jacobin manhandled her to her feet and groped her in the process, making a heavy frown shift onto my brow.

I looked to Father to see if he’d noticed, but he was gazing out at the ocean now, uninterested in the Avanis spy.

I pushed through the throng and walked up a couple of steps to join him on the deck that overlooked the vast sea, the carved Ivory Mare rearing up before us and leading us across the waves. The sun shone down on us here, but on the horizon was a thick sheet of cloud, the fog stretching across the water and rolling our way.

“Ransom.” Father smiled, clapping a hand onto my shoulder. “Does the battlefield call to you? I promise I’ll offer you a fight soon enough. I have great news, but it comes at a price.” He cast a silencing shield around us, leaning closer. “This is for your ears only, boy. Listen here.”

“Wait, there’s something I need to say.” I glanced back at the crowd, seeking Jacobin and finding him dragging the Avanis woman down the steps that led beneath deck.

Goshart and Agatha were close on his heels, sharing excited looks that left me with a strange and uneasy feeling in my stomach. It wasn’t a feeling I could say I’d ever felt before.

“What is it?” Father asked, a line creasing his weathered brow.

“I saw Jacobin touching the Avanis spy. Inappropriately.” I felt a lump in my throat, trying to swallow it away, fearing I was growing sick. I’d need to take a brew of lilac as soon as this was done.

“Ha, by the stars, is that all? The Stonebreaker will get what she deserves. She’s less than a rat on this ship.”

“But they aren’t going to rape her, are they?” I murmured.

“My boy,” Father said through a gritted smile, but it dropped away, flattening into a deadly line. “They have no rights. They’re nothing. Stonebreakers, Flamebringers, Skyforgers. They’re dirt, Ransom. You do understand that, don’t you? They should be tortured for what they have done to our good people, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, but…aren’t there lines?”

“There doesn’t have to be,” he said darkly, his eyes glinting in offering. “You’re a god here, son. You get to play with any dirty little cretin you catch from the other lands however you see fit. You want something, you take it. I raised you well. Of course you have your morals, that’s what makes you a great Fae. But morals only apply to our people, not theirs. You were created by Scorpio and me to make them suffer and pay for all they’ve taken from us. So you do what you feel is a fitting punishment for them. It’s what you were raised for. You’ll have your chance to play with your own prey soon, then you’ll understand. You’ll be as good at breaking them as I am one day. I’ll teach you how. Like I did your older brothers and sisters. Clarina raised concerns too, but now she can skin an enemy spy and keep them breathing for days. Beautiful work. You’ll find your niche. The more you enjoy it, the more you know it’s what the stars want.”

“I see.” I frowned, hoping he was right about that.

“Now for my news.” Father gave me a conspiratorial look. “I’ve been granted a great secret, boy. Word on the wind is that the Flamebringers have found the Void spoken of in the Elysium Prophecy.”

“What?” I balked, horror lancing through me. “But if they have it, won’t they win the war? They’ll use it against us, they’ll-”

“Yes,” he said bitterly. “Which is why great sacrifices must be made to ensure we claim it from them swiftly.”

“Sacrifices?” I questioned.

He nodded. “I will explain all soon. You’ll need a well-made coat on the open water. Fetch it now while I speak to the crew.”

I nodded, heading away from him as he began a speech to the gathered warriors about guarding the ship. Though I had no idea what against.

I hurried below deck, heading back to my room and fetching a navy blue coat and pulling it on. When I exited, a cry of pain carried from the steps that led down to my right.

My throat thickened again. That uncomfortable feeling shifted inside me.

I would just take a look.

Descending the stars, I found a door sitting ajar, offering a glimpse of a low-lit room beyond. Cries carried from inside and heat rose up the back of my neck as I pushed the door open.

Jacobin was holding the Avanis woman down by her neck and Agatha and Goshart were pulling at her clothes, tearing them off of her. She screamed and thrashed, bruises bright on her skin and her arms twisted awkwardly, suggesting they were broken.

I stepped abruptly into the room, unsure what I was doing before I called out to them. “Father has offered this prisoner to me. You are to leave immediately.”

They all looked my way in surprise, but I raised my chin, showing them who I was. Commander Rake’s son. I commanded power here. They couldn’t deny it.

Reluctantly, and with muttered grumbles, they released the woman and sidled past me out of the door.

The spy was left panting on the floor and I pushed the door shut, turning a key in the lock with my pulse thumping erratically in my ears.

The cabin didn’t have much light, but there was enough to see the brutal beating she’d taken. I wasn’t going to pity her. The enemy was the enemy after all.

I walked closer and she trembled as she stared up at me, wincing as she tried to move away. But I could see now how much damage had been done. Many bones were broken and the blood painting her lips told of internal damage.

My fists curled.

I’d beaten Fae all my life. I’d been praised and encouraged for it. This was an enemy rat beneath me. She deserved all she got. But even as I thought that, that traitorous feeling spun through me again.

What was wrong with me? Why was I even standing here? I’d lied to my fellow warriors and for what?

“I am what they say,” she spluttered, coughing more blood as she gave up on trying to move away from me. “I am a spy, but I’ll never speak my secrets. I’ll never betray my people. You can beat me more. Or rape me like they were going to, but I’ll never, never speak.”

I nodded, taking my sword from its sheath and her eyes flashed silver as it reflected in her eyes.

The truth was, despite what I’d told my friends, I’d never actually killed anyone. My hand was tight around the grip of my sword, near to trembling.

I wasn’t afraid of war, of swinging swords on battlefields, but I’d never considered that I might be faced with a choice like this.

“If I leave you alive, they will come back,” I whispered.

She realised what I was offering and her head fell softly against the floor as a sigh left her. “I never thought I’d find mercy on this accursed ship.” She looked at the ceiling as if seeking out the stars. “Capricorn, come closer. Hold my hand as it happens.” Then she looked to me. “You are young,” she whispered. “I pray your mercy never dies. Thank you for it.”

I thrust my sword down, driving it deep into her chest and ending her quickly. She jerked once then the light left her eyes and I could have sworn I felt the brush of her soul as it swept past me into some unknown place beyond this one.

My breaths were coming too heavily, sweat beading on my brow. I yanked the sword from her chest then struck at her body a few times to make it seem as if I’d offered some further torture before death.

I cleaned my blade with water magic and stowed it back in its sheath, walking for the door and wondering if I’d just made a grave mistake. But that discomfort inside me was settling and I didn’t feel regret as I exited the room and headed for the top deck.

I met Jacobin, Goshart and Agatha on the stairs, their eyes roaming over me.

“Well?” Goshart asked, slicking his lips with his tongue. “What of her?”

“She’s dead. I made it hurt. She had no secrets to spill, she was just a fisher after all.” I hurried past them, their complaints following me, but I didn’t turn back.

Up on deck, Father was waiting for me. He led me along the ship to where a rowboat was ready to be boarded.

“Come. It is time you learned the intricate ways of warfare, son.” Father stepped into it, beckoning me after him and a couple of deck hands lowered us into the water.

I sat with Father as he dipped his hand into the sea, casting magic that sent us speeding away across the calm ocean.

We were headed right for the fog that climbed up into the sky like a wall along the horizon and for a moment I thought I caught sight of a hulking shape moving within it.

I glanced back at the fleet of ships bobbing in the water. Alina had been assigned to another crew and I wondered if she was watching us from one of those vessels now, guessing at what great mysteries I was being given access to.

My eyes slid to Father. What would he think of me if he found out what I’d just done? I’d offered mercy to an Avanis spy. I’d killed her before her secrets could be pulled from her lips. Would she have spoken had I left her at the hands of Jacobin and the like? Would a Cyclops have been able to tear them from her mind? Would it have been worth the knowledge to let an atrocity like that be committed?

I pushed the heavy thoughts from my head. I hadn’t had to deal with moral questions before. I was Ransom Rake. I had no worries to face. My life was easy, enjoyable. I trained, I drank, I fucked. Life was good. But now it had abruptly become very real. And I was wrapped up in the truth of war, soon to be headed into an actual battle.

My death toll was at a pitiful count of one, and it hadn’t been made in a gleaming moment of glory. It had been, if anything, disturbing.

I tugged at my thick brown hair, feeling a few strands come out in my hand and looking down to watch them fluttering in my palm before the wind stole them away.

“Do not fear what you are about to see, my boy,” Father warned just as the fog enveloped us. “Trust me.”

“I do,” I said earnestly as the mist swirled before us, lifting slightly to reveal another small boat headed our way. It was driven by a single sail and the man standing upon it cast wind against it, directing himself toward us.

I was on my feet in an instant, my hands raised and ice coating my fists, ready to attack.

“Stay your hand,” Father growled, standing too and shoving my arms down to my sides.

“But that’s-” I couldn’t finish my sentence because the man clad in white battle leathers with hair just as bleached in colour was suddenly far too close and able to overhear every word.

“Your son, I presume, Commander?” Prince Dragor drawled, those shards of ice for eyes tracking over me. “He is the image of you. Well, he would have been in a time before I gave you that scar.” He pointed to the faded mark lining my Father’s jaw and I gritted my teeth, hatred ripping through my chest.

Why wasn’t Father attacking him? What the fuck was this?

A dark shadow shifted in the clouds above and I spotted the hulking form of a sky island hovering there before it drifted back into the thick mist.

Why wasn’t a battle breaking out, or war calls crying for blood? Father had sailed his best warriors into the open ocean, miles from Cascadian waters and now we were face to face with the enemy but no blows were being thrown.

“I don’t understand,” I hissed to Father.

“You will if you quiet your tongue,” he murmured then he spoke in a booming voice to the air prince. “You know why I requested this meeting, I assume?”

“I am no fool.”

“Well then? What say you?” Father demanded and I glanced between the two of them, unsure what I was witnessing.

“Do you think I would have travelled all this way to deny you, Commander?” Dragor asked coolly.

“Deny you of what?” I growled.

“Quiet,” Father clipped again and I bit my tongue, but it was a damn difficult feat. What in the sun was happening?

“A truce, then,” Dragor announced, guiding his boat up beside ours and extending his hand to my father.

“Never,” I gasped and Dragor’s gaze slid back onto me.

“You didn’t think to explain this to your boy before our meeting?” Dragor asked, a note of taunt to his voice.

“Better he understand it firsthand. And don’t lay comments on my choices, Skyforger,” Father growled, then clasped Dragor’s palm firmly. “I swear my people will not harm yours when we unite to attack Pyros and kill The Matriarch.”

“Father,” I growled frantically, but he ignored me.

“And I swear the people of Stormfell will not harm yours in return. For this one battle, we shall be united in our advance,” Dragor vowed and magic sparked between their palms to seal the deal.

Father pulled his hand back first and Dragor eyed him curiously then guided his boat a few feet away from ours. “On the full moon, we will strike.”

Father nodded, watching Prince Dragor sail away into the mist and finally turning to acknowledge my discomfort over this.

“The Void is the key to the victor in this war, my boy.” He laid a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t want this any more than you do, but we must do something drastic to ensure we claim that power from Pyros. If we unite in a single battle with Stormfell, we will secure our chance at taking that power for ourselves. I offered the prince a deal to unite under the guise of ridding us all of The Matriarch, knowing he wouldn’t be able to resist the idea of striking such a blow against Pyros. It is the only hope for Cascada, a tactical move. Do you see?”

I nodded slowly. Though it didn’t feel right, I could see Father’s strategy would work. Pyros couldn’t take us on alone but I still hated the idea of fighting with the Skyforgers even if it was a one off.

“Does Prince Dragor know of the Void?” I asked.

“Most certainly. The lips I heard it from are easily bought. Twenty thousand karmas was all it took for me to secure it. But the rogue who offered it up will have sold the information to as many as he could.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Mavus Angelico.”

“That madman trader?” I snapped. “How can he even be trusted? What does he know of the Void?”

“He knew more than I like to say, son.” His hand shifted on my shoulder. “He knew the Void’s name.”

“It’s a person?” I said in surprise.

“Yes, and not just anyone.” He swallowed, his stubbled throat rising and falling as he gave me an intense look. “One we’ve had under our noses all these years, and the little wretch never thought to mention it to us.”

“Who?” I demanded.

“Your sister, Ransom. My not-so-worthless daughter.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

I’d been left in that firelit room where Kaiser had laughed like a maniac while he, North and their psychotic mother headed off to do the stars only knew what. A couple of Talons had been placed outside the room to guard me – which I knew because I’d flung the door open into their asses and been manhandled back inside immediately. One of them had blown a bluish powder in my face, and whatever magical concoction it was had knocked me clean out.

I’d woken feeling groggy, the fuzziness taking a while to lift and I wasn’t sure how many hours had passed since.

With the cuffs on my wrists locking down my magic, I conceded there wasn’t a hope in hell of fighting my way out. And honestly, taking on the entirety of the Ember Wing didn’t exactly set me in good odds anyway. So I yanked back the heavy drapes that had been blocking out the sky, finding the rising moon winking at me as it peeked above the rim of the volcanic basin. She called to me, whispering of turning tides and an open ocean far beyond this city. It was waiting for me to return home and I took her calming glow as a sign of good fortune.

I checked the large windows for a catch, hunting for a way out, despite the sheer drop waiting for me beyond. If I stayed here, The Matriarch would soon return to wield me as a weapon against my people, and even though Kaiser’s power still burned in my veins, I couldn’t just submit to being used. I had to try.

I gazed up at the very top of the glass pane, noticing a row of smaller windows there with catches waiting to be opened. Looking down at the cuffs on my wrists, I made a decision and stripped out of my clothes, then shifted into my Leopard Order. The cuffs widened to allow for my new form, still latching tight around my wrists in a refusal to release me, continuing to lock down my magic. No matter, I’d find a way to deal with them when I got out of here.

I leapt onto the nearest drape and climbed it, my claws making easy work of the ascent.

At the top, I reached over and scraped my paw down the nearest catch, knocking the window open and jumping into the space. I scrambled to balance on the window’s edge, poking my nose out into the cool night air and seeking a place to land. Below was nothing but a terrifying drop to the market in front of the palace, but above was a narrow ledge that ringed around the obsidian tower to a balcony on the next floor.

Steeling myself, I angled my body that way and sprang for it with my paws outstretched and my heart thundering in my chest. My claws latched onto the smooth glass and I scrambled my way up onto the ledge with satisfaction. Padding along, I made easy work of reaching the balcony and I jumped onto it silently, crouching low and peering through the glass door.

My breaths ceased to come as my gaze fell on the face of the Vampire that Kaiser had released from Never Keep, the one the Fury had named Lazarus Astrophel. His long copper hair was swept back from the hard angles of his handsome face, his intense hazel eyes like two shining coins.

He was dressed in dark grey clothes, no armour in sight, as if he felt little threat in the company of Flamebringers. The Matriarch was speaking with him with North and Kaiser flanking her. My Leopard ears twitched as I tried to pick up what they were saying, but they must have been talking within a silencing shield. The Void answered my call for once and slid out to crack through the magic so that their voices reached me through the balcony door.

“-they wait on the borders, and if I do not return within the hour, my Coven will overrun your city, Mirelle,” Lazarus growled, his all too alluring face fixed in a scowl.

“So the rumours are true, you have taken over your Coven since Branlin’s death,” Mirelle said.

“Yes, and as their new leader, they are most anxious to have me back in one piece.” He had a deadly energy about him, but it was reflected in the three Flamebringers he stood opposite. It was clear they knew the threat this creature posed, so why in the sun hadn’t they struck at him?

“You will return to them, Lazarus,” Mirelle clipped. “I will not keep you longer than necessary. But as I have mentioned before, your kin are welcome here as soon as you make the treaty.”

My hackles prickled as Lazarus considered her words.

“Your offer isn’t nearly tempting enough for us yet,” he said icily, regarding her like she was a meal to be devoured. I doubted many Fae could look at The Matriarch that way and get away with it, and I wasn’t surprised when Mirelle marched up to him with fire flickering at her fingertips.

“You haven’t come all this way and risked the wrath of my people to turn down my offer. You wouldn’t have come at all if that was the case.” She raised her chin, dominating the room with her imposing aura and it was clear Lazarus recognised her power.

“You’re right,” he conceded. “I have come to lay out our terms. If a treaty is what you want, Mirelle, you will have it on our conditions only.”

A threat hung in the air and panic flitted through me at the thought of the Vampires allying with Pyros. They would decimate the warriors of the other lands. Their speed was outmatched in battle, and I’d heard their minds could even connect with those of their Coven mates. They would become one, cutting down their enemies with brutal efficiency. I’d had only a taste of their capabilities, but I knew I’d seen barely half of what they could do, especially in greater numbers.

“Speak them,” Mirelle commanded.

“Land, for one,” Lazarus said, a smirk playing around his lips as if he had some secret to keep. “Once we win you your petty war, we will rule the lands of Avanis and Cascada. You can keep Pyros, but we will claim half of Stormfell and we will have open borders between all four lands, free to come and go as we please between them all.”

“That is a hefty ask,” Mirelle growled, a warning to her voice that most Fae would quickly heed.

“This is bullshit,” North hissed.

“And I am not even half done with my ‘bullshit’ as your eloquent son declares.” Lazarus’s eyes darkened. “Shall I go on? Are you ready to turn me away already? I like a sharp tongue, but I wonder if you can hold yours a few seconds longer, fire queen.”

“State whatever you like, it does not mean I’ll agree to anything,” Mirelle said evenly, clearly unaffected by this deadly creature.

“I believe you would get a taste for pleasing me if you would only try,” Lazarus said, a lilt of flirtation to his voice that took me by surprise.

North stepped forward with a snarl, reaching for his sword, but Kaiser caught his arm, giving him a look that told him to remain calm.

“I’ve yet to try and please a man,” Mirelle said lightly. “It is the lowest priority in my life, but I’ve had many attempt to please me. Most have failed in their efforts.”

“Well that brings me nicely to my next demand,” Lazarus said, that roguish smile still playing on his lips. I was pretty sure this was all a game to him and his next move was about to be a killing blow.

“Which is?” Mirelle demanded.

“You,” he stated, amusement glittering in his eyes. “I want a wife. A powerful one at that. You would be a fine fit for me, don’t you agree Mirelle?”

“You motherfucker,” North spat, lunging for him again, but Kaiser yanked him back once more.

“Have you come here to mock me, Lazarus?” Mirelle asked, a cold edge to her voice.

“I see no taunt. My terms are clear enough. Agree to my demands and I’ll agree to yours. Marry me and our alliance will be iron-clad before the stars. What could be a greater assurance of trust between us but this?”

Mirelle fell quiet and North’s eyes swung onto her.

“You cannot actually be considering this?” he blurted.

“No,” she decided.

“No,” Lazarus echoed. “Surely your pride is not worth your empire?”

“I have recently acquired a weapon that will ensure Pyros claims greatness. I am not so sure I need your help after all, Vampire,” Mirelle said dismissively and amusement trickled through me. I would disappear into the night and she would find herself empty-handed.

Lazarus’s jaw tightened. “Oh? And what could possibly rival the power of my people?”

“You will hear of it soon enough,” Mirelle said. “Now go and run along back to your Coven.”

Lazarus gazed at her, his eyes tracking over her face. “When your weapon fails you, you will come begging for this opportunity, Mirelle. I may not be inclined to offer it twice.”

“So be it,” Mirelle said and Lazarus gave her one last lingering look then shot from the room in a burst of Vampire speed that made my pulse hammer.

My mind whirled with the knowledge I’d claimed and I started creeping back toward the edge of the balcony. I needed to get the hell out of here and make my escape.

A chirrup behind me made me freeze. I glanced back, dread consuming me as I met the gaze of Calcifiend, and cursed all the stars in the sky. I turned back to face the balcony doors in horror and two red eyes locked onto me. Kaiser flung the door open, not giving me a moment to leap for freedom and I released a wild mewl.

“Still,” he commanded, the echoes of his possessive power reaching into my bones and freezing them in place. I hadn’t even had time to slash his pretty face with my claws.

A growl managed to work its way up my throat, but it did me no good as Kaiser grabbed me by the scruff and hauled me inside. I tumbled across the floor, still bound not to move and I collapsed in a heap at The Matriarch’s feet.

“She needs to be guarded better,” Mirelle sighed.

“I’ll ensure she has no opportunity for escape again,” Kaiser said, picking me up and slinging me over his shoulder like I was a fresh kill waiting to be skinned. My paws dangled uselessly down his back and I caught sight of North’s sniggering face as Kaiser walked me from the room. Rage coiled in my chest, my foolish choice to spy on them serving me nothing but imprisonment once more. I’d wasted my chance. For the love of Pisces, I could have been half way out of the city by now.

The Fury carried me through the palace down gothic hallways with dramatic chandeliers, passing between pillars that created towering archways overhead.

He pushed through a door and threw me onto a hard wooden floor. With my body unable to brace, I impacted painfully, but Kaiser offered me no attention. He stepped over me and I watched him walk further into the chamber which had a large iron bed to one side, dark flagstones stretching across the floor and simple wooden furnishings.

He sat on the end of the bed, contemplating me.

“Shift,” he growled eventually and his possession forced me to obey.

The fur receded and my body settled back into its Fae shape, leaving me naked and strewn across his floor like a carcass waiting to be picked clean.

“Come here, silka la vin.”

My limbs eased up and I had to follow the call of his words, rising to my feet and padding toward him. My hackles rose, my upper lip peeled back and hatred spilled from every pore in my skin.

Kaiser took me in with a bland disinterest, but when I halted in front of him, I noticed the bulge in his trousers, the thick outline of his cock that was big enough to be classed as a weapon. My breathing increased as heat shivered its way across my skin, crawling through me until I felt agonisingly hot. My gaze snapped up to his and I forcibly ignored the rising burn that was setting my cheeks aflame.

But Kaiser was unaffected. He sat beneath me without any cares while he brought on a riot in my chest, making me seethe until I was raw with bloody rage. The Void sat dormant inside me, offering no way out as it sometimes did, and I wondered if I was even its master at all or if I was just its vessel.

“Lay your hands on my chest. I need to recharge,” Kaiser demanded, pulling his shirt off and revealing his powerful body. My eyes slipped to the tight lines of his muscles, the carved perfection of my enemy, making me all the more hateful.

I leaned down and slapped my palms hard to his chest as venom poured from my lips.

“Let me dress first at least,” I hissed.

His gaze fell to my naked body, those dark eyes glinting red as they scored lines across my tits. My nipples hardened and shame washed through me, my cheeks flushing hotter as his attention slid over my stomach, lower and lower until my clit began to throb under his scrutiny. He studied me without embarrassment, openly staring, his eyes only rising when he’d had his fill of me.

I cursed myself for the way I was flushing, the way the burn in my skin was spreading between my thighs and making my nipples tighten. He was a monster. A heathen who I would rather let carve me up piece by piece than fuck me, but my traitorous body seemed to be unaware of that.

“Here.” He thrust his shirt at me, knocking my hands free of his chest in the same motion. “Put this on if you prefer.”

I quickly did so, the scent of him falling over me in an instant. It was a smell that was uniquely him. Oak and cinders. And it made my heart beat even faster. He surrounded me in this room; there was no refuting it belonged to him. It was as vacant as he was, no sign of true life between its walls, but his taint was here. Ever haunting me.

“Now,” he said in a dark voice, capturing my wrists and making the cuffs shift against his firm fingers. “Give me your fears.”

He placed my palms against his chest again, his muscles flexing beneath my hands and as his eyes caught mine, I was lost.

He sifted through my mind, watching Ransom hound me through the woods, hurling sticks and stones at my back. I re-lived the sweat collecting on my spine, the way my lungs would feel close to bursting, and how the thorns catching my legs would leave little trails of blood on my calves.

Then there was a new fear that the soul-tie forced from me. Kaiser saw me in that damp room beneath the Keep where I’d slept for so many nights. He saw me curling inward upon myself and tasted the loneliness in the air, my terror that I would lose Harlon and be left alone forever. Abandoned entirely.

The fear sharpened until it was all I could feel and I wanted to sob and beg Harlon to stay, losing sight of the Fury who watched ever on and just feeling the suffocating terror of being all alone in this unwelcoming world. Once more, I was in that store room with Harlon, his mouth on my skin, holding my skirt aside as his tongue rode over my clit. My fears poured from me, making it impossible for me to come even while Harlon painted lines of ecstasy over my skin, causing me to pant and moan. But the fears grew louder than my desire until I was clouded by them.

This will never work.

He will leave.

He’s a Reaper now.

Somewhere, outside of this sharp and cruel memory, hands gripped me, tightening on my body and pulling me close.

I was clogged with the fear of losing my friend and I leaned into the embrace offered to me, soothing the panic. I softened in the cage of those large arms and the Void opened itself to me, unpredictable as always. Tugging on its power, I let the rush of its strength gild my bones, thinking of Harlon and falling deeper into the memory of his body pressed against mine. Perhaps we could make it work. Maybe there was still a chance for us.

My mouth found Harlon’s in the dark and his fingers tangled in my hair, his kiss hard and full of a feral brand of desire that I’d never tasted on his lips before. His tongue pressed against mine, and his palm firmed against my lower back, pulling me tight into his lap and making my bare pussy grind over the hard length of his cock. I moaned into his mouth, biting on his lower lip and he bit me back in return, showing me a savagery I had long wished to see from him.

My eyes cracked open to seek the heat in his amber eyes, but two blood-red irises stared back at me instead.

No.

I gasped, breaking the kiss in horror. Confusion rippled through Kaiser’s eyes followed by a fierce, potent emotion that was crafted from pure bitterness.

“Yes, he will abandon you. And if he does not, the next time I see his face, I will drive my sword into his worthless chest,” Kaiser snarled.

“Fuck you,” I snapped.

My knees were pressing into the bed either side of him and the hard ridge of his cock was still rutting between my thighs. Kaské, I had to move. I had to get away from him. I was so wet, so embarrassed, so damn ashamed that I wanted to crawl into the shadowy corners of this room and never show my face again.

Kaiser’s hands tightened on me, one palm still on my lower back and the other knotted in my hair. The Void was humming in my chest, latching onto him too and I could see the effect it was having. He was in torment, his eyes searching mine for answers I couldn’t give as rage clung to his face.

“No, I am not done with you yet,” he growled, grabbing my wrists and forcing my palms back onto his chest. My Void had receded enough to let him get control again, forsaking me in my moment of need.

“Stop,” I gasped in panic, but I was lost once again, diving into the worst memories of my past.

He threw all of his strength into unveiling my deepest terrors, ripping them from me mercilessly and demanding I relinquish it all to him.

His Order did all the work, dragging my fears from the depths of my mind and offering them to Kaiser, making me relive them while he watched too, breaking me apart piece by piece. He fed on every memory of Ransom’s cruelty, then sought out that darker place where I never wanted to go. But this time, I couldn’t stop him, his power like an anvil crashing through my resistance.

My father’s face came into view, his nose crooked and his features hardened by battle, his mouth twisted in a sneer. I knew what came next and I so desperately didn’t want him to see it. Kaiser’s soul yanked violently on mine as my fears sharpened and his hand latched around my throat. My eyes flew open, the connection between us shattering, and the Void blossoming to life once again, offering me salvation - only that wasn’t what I found awaiting me.

“Who is he?!” Kaiser bellowed, his eyes lighting as I fed his Order and terror blossomed in my chest.

Kaiser threw me to the floor on my knees, standing up and towering over me as fire ignited in his palms. “Speak or burn.”

“My father,” I blurted, scrambling away from him in confusion. “Commander Abraham Rake.”

The Void had left Kaiser wide awake, rage pouring from him in bloody waves. I could sense the way it was burning, screaming, and wailing inside him, yet he seemed to have no idea what to do with it.

“Your father?” he snarled. “Then you’re the spawn of the warrior who brutally killed my family.”

The knowledge jarred through me as viscerally as it did him, and I glared up at him from my knees in shock.

“My father killed them?” I rasped, the memory of their cruel deaths blazing at the forefront of my mind.

“Yes, Raincarver,” he sneered. “And his blood runs in your veins. You’re his filthy little prodigy, and the stars dared to gift you the power of the Void, the one thing that could possibly stay my hand in killing you.” He scraped a hand through his dark hair, his muscles flexing, power emanating from him and promising me retribution for my father’s sins.

“I didn’t know,” I said uselessly because what good would it do me? Father had done the unthinkable. He had hunted civilians; he’d murdered innocents. And I was his flesh and blood.

“Perhaps destroying the Void is as good as wielding it,” Kaiser said darkly, his head cocking down, his face shadowed with the wings of death. “Then none can have it and you will lay dead in payment for your father’s bloodshed.”

His eyes were wild, anger not even close to describing the pits of fury tearing open inside them. If there was one true thing to fear in this world, it wasn’t memories that lived in the past, not really able to touch me, it was this man when his soul was split open. When his inner demons were awakened.

“My father despises me,” I said hurriedly. “He wouldn’t care if you wrang my neck. He’d probably thank you for it.”

“Lies,” he barked, the loudness of his voice setting my heart thundering.

“It’s true,” I insisted, but he stalked toward me with violent intentions, casting me in his shadow.

I glanced around for a weapon, unable to cast magic with the cuffs on my wrists and knowing I needed to act fast. I could shift. Fight him in my Leopard form, but as I prepared to do just that, Kaiser grabbed me with force.

He dragged me to my feet and released a growl of utter rage as he prowled over to a tall window.

“Wait,” I gasped. “Look in my head again. See my fears of him. They’ll show you the truth. My father hates me.” Despite the terror of the situation, it still stung to admit those words. “I’m a runt. My death won’t be revenge because I’m nothing to him!”

Kaiser kicked the window open so it swung out on its hinges and I screamed as he shoved me through it, his fingers knotted in my shirt the only thing keeping me from falling.

The cold air whipped around me as I dangled over the deadly precipice, the thin material of the shirt threatening to rip as my weight hung from it. I yelled in fear as my feet kicked wildly in thin air, and I grabbed his arm, digging my nails in to try and hold on.

My death was painted in Kaiser’s eyes by the stars and his possession latched onto my soul again, refusing to let me fight back. Somehow, both of our powers were awake, my Void pushing against his possession, crumbling pieces of it but not nearly enough.

“You are more trouble than you are worth,” he hissed as I scrambled to hold onto his arm to pull myself back from the drop. Below me, a stone courtyard waited hundreds of feet away, beckoning me into its yawning mouth.

“Fuck the prophecy, I will rid the world of you instead and there will be no victor in the four lands,” Kaiser snarled.

“Coward!” I cried. “If you want my death, at least let me fight like a fucking warrior, not a chained animal.”

“You are so determined for this fight,” he sneered, yanking me close so I was nose to nose with him, and the tips of my toes managed to scrape against the outer wall. “Come then, see if you can lay a mark on me while you are my Fearsire. See what resistance you can put up against the Nightfire. Place one scratch on me, silka la vin, and I will let you live, but if not, I will hurl you to your death and be done with you.”

The Void began to sleep again. It was ebbing away, leaving me to the fate of the Fury who had just declared my death.

His eyes cooled as the dulling of my Void left him numb once more.

He dragged me inside, pushing me past him so I stumbled back into the room, working to slow my rapid breathing.

“Lay on the floor like the rat you are and do not move,” he commanded, his possession forcing me to obey.

I lowered to the flagstones, pressing myself against them and hearing my pulse hammer in my ears.

Kaiser crouched down and his three dark red hounds shimmered into existence around him. He watched me with a cruel detachment, his mouth a harsh slash across his face and his gaze barren of life.

One of his hounds nuzzled him and he brushed his fingers over its brow. “A Fury’s Banes will always take the form of their deepest torment,” he told me, making my throat thicken as I realised what he meant. “Mine take the form of those wretched dogs that your father cast from ice and commanded to tear the ones I loved to pieces.”

Horror trickled through me as I fought to get up, to move at all. But his possession was a writhing serpent in my veins, keeping me still.

Kaiser’s head cocked to one side, watching me with a cold, detached curiosity. “All these years, I had nothing but a face to haunt me in my dreams. What are the chances that face would glare back at me from the mind of my Fearsire? Older, more scarred, but him all the same. The stars have brought us together, silka la vin. They gifted me your mother’s death in penance, and all along they have been offering me yours too.”

The stars were truly wicked for this and I resented them for entwining my fate with this Fury’s. Perhaps this damning hatred between us had been born the moment my father had mercilessly killed Kaiser’s family. But my mother hadn’t deserved to pay with her life.

The power of Kaiser’s Order form dripped over me and poured into my mind, forcing me to re-live the moment my mama had died. I screamed, trapped in a snare of the Fury’s making as she burned in the Basilisk venom, protecting me with her final moments of life. The scent of burning flesh and the tang of blood made bile rise in my throat. I was helpless, unable to rewrite the past and instead forced to witness its cruelty over and over again.

Never rest, Everest.

My muscles trembled as I called on the Void, begged it, then commanded it to come to me. And this time, it answered.

It shuddered through me, fighting away Kaiser’s power just enough to let me drag myself toward him.

I wasn’t going to die here on my enemy’s floor. This wasn’t the death the stars had in mind for me. I hadn’t fought my way through hardship and misfortune to die here as a nobody.

I pulled myself along, my limbs half numb, leaden under the weight of Kaiser’s power, but my Void was fighting it, scorching through it.

“I am Everest Arcadia,” I panted, the exertion it took to move exhausting me. “I am vengeance.”

I dragged myself another few inches.

“I am retribution.”

A few inches more.

“And-” I took a heavy breath, glancing up at him where he crouched, his hounds growling at me as I lay a trembling hand on his arm and drove my nails into it, marking him with a bloody scratch. “-I choose my own death.”

Kaiser regarded me, emotionless still, and I was thankful for that, because logic should lead him to keeping me alive. His avarice would not.

“You will live then. For now,” he decided, and a heavy relief washed through me. “But Mirelle wishes for you to be locked up and guarded, so there is only one place in Cinder Vale that will ensure that.” He guided me to my feet with his possession and urged me to follow him from the room, grabbing a heavy black coat as he went and shrugging it on.

We took a back staircase down past narrow windows, winding ever lower until we arrived at a doorway where flames flickered to bar the way forward. Talons stood either side of it, nodding to Kaiser as he parted the fire with a movement of his hand.

He led me into the room and I steeled my nerve as I prepared to find a dank prison with rusted cells beyond. But instead, I found a single, large cage waiting for me in an opulent chamber.

Kaiser opened the cage door, directing me inside it and shutting it in my face with a loud clang.

“You will remain here until I require you again,” he said, casting magic over the lock to secure me.

“So you’re going to leave me here half naked?” I hissed.

He shed his coat, thrusting it through the bars at me and I snatched the damn thing.

He turned, leaving me there as I wrapped myself in it, though it did little to thaw out my icy toes.

I huffed, moving to the single cot at the back of the cage and dropping down onto it, but a body was concealed there under a blanket, shifting at once. A hand grabbed my hair and yanked. My fist came up, swinging for the face before me, but I stopped it dead as I came eye to eye with the most beautiful woman I had ever met. A woman who should have been dead. And who couldn’t possibly be in Pyros in this cell with me. But here she was all the same. The fucking Sky Witch.


[image: ]


CHAPTER FORTY

Abroad smile spread across my lips as I eyed the startled Raincarver who was staring at me like she’d just seen a ghost.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the enemy of my enemy,” I purred, and her lips parted in what was nothing less than utter shock.

“But you’re dead,” she accused.

“Really? How did I die? Was it heroic? A tale to be sung over fireplaces for all of time, my name painted among the stars themselves in honour of my epic exit from this world?”

“I…well, no. It was a really dull, nothing death. You were just gone. Everyone else who was left in those caverns was dead. I saw the bodies. I saw your friends…”

She trailed off as the smile fell from my face, and my moment of unexpected excitement at meeting her here of all places slipped away to nothing while my grief raised its ugly head once more.

“My death was a lie of convenience,” I admitted because she’d seen me now anyway, so what was the point in lying to her about it? I supposed I really should have been lunging for her, wrapping my hands around her throat and choking the life from her to protect the secret Prince Dragor had made me swear to keep, but where was the gain in that? Pyros had already figured out that I was alive anyway. For all I knew, word of my continued good health would be spreading across The Waning Lands already, causing celebrations and commiserations alike - depending on what land the Fae hearing of it hailed from.

“Convenient for who?” Everest asked.

I hesitated, but only for a moment. I’d had no one else to talk to for weeks, and my initial assessment of her arrival in this cage was the truth. She was no more of a friend to Pyros than I was.

“When my prince discovered that I was alive, he gave me a task to fulfil, and the fact that the whole world happened to think I was dead was as good a cover as any.”

“But how did you end up away from the Keep and back with your people?” Everest asked.

I considered my answer. She knew about the archways after all, but I had been confident she hadn’t figured out how far they were able to transport you, let alone that one of them had been able to deposit me right back in Stormfell. I couldn’t tell her that, but I supposed it didn’t hurt for her to know that I had used one of them to escape the Keep. “I made it through an archway which spat me out in the snow. From there, I decided to head back to Stormfell rather than return to my training. I had other things I felt were more pressing,” I said finally. Not a lie but not the whole truth of it either. If she got the impression that I was referencing the snow outside of Never Keep and had used my air magic to make my way across the sea and return home, then that was her mistake.

“And when you got back, your fancy Prince Dragor decided to keep up the lie of your demise and use you as a secret spy or something?”

“Yes, something like that,” I agreed vaguely.

“Because no one would ever recognise you?” Everest deadpanned, arching a disbelieving brow.

I breathed a laugh. “My face and reputation do precede me, but sketches and rumours tend to add details that reality lacks. I coloured my hair for a time, but the pink always returns and my time in this cell has reverted it to my natural colour. Aside from that, I was travelling away from populated areas for the most part and Succubuses aren’t so rare that they’re unheard of. Then again, they clearly figured out my true identity, so perhaps you’re right in thinking I was a poor choice for the task. It wasn’t like I wished to accept it anyway.”

“So why did you?” she blurted, moving to sit on my cot beside me, and I arched a brow at her presumption. There weren’t many Fae who would willingly choose to come so close to me without my allure reeling them in.

“Perhaps I don’t know a lot about the way you do things in Cascada but surely even your ragged bunch of ruffians follow a chain of command. Have you never been given an order you didn’t wish to follow?” I asked.

“Oh please, don’t start with the ‘ragged’ bullshit. Cascada has put Stormfell on their ass more times than I can count during this war. Our armada is the greatest in all the seas, our cavalry is-”

“I’m going to stop you there because I really don’t think there’s any point in the two of us getting embroiled into a dick measuring contest on behalf of our sovereign lands. We’re both a little far from home at the moment for it to matter anyway.”

Everest pouted, glancing out through the cell bars at the lavish room which surrounded the cage we’d been placed in.

“Well, I suppose we can at least agree that Pyros is a shithole,” she said firmly, glaring at the wide fireplace where flames flickered merrily as if it had personally offended her.

“Oh yes,” I agreed. “The prisons in Stormfell are far finer. We hold balls for the prisoners every night with a feast included, of course. Here, they only change the sheets once a week. It’s practically a hovel.”

Everest barked a laugh, plumping up my pillow as if testing it for softness.

“Okay, so maybe they do have nicer prisons here. But that’s hardly a boast when their people are all self-serving, annoyingly tall, disgustingly muscular assholes with weirdly strong jawlines and the personality of a tree and the stubbornness of a stupid old ball of moss clinging to a rooftop in a storm.”

“That’s…very specific and seems to reference one particular Flamebringer above the rest. Though if you’re certain it’s a common trait among all of their people, then who am I to argue?” I taunted and she huffed, sweeping her tangled mane of hair back over her shoulders.

“If you must know, I am referring to a specific Flamebringer,” she admitted bitterly. “The one who kidnapped me and dragged me all the way here like a sack of potatoes just because he believes I can win this stupid-” She cut herself off, glancing at me before looking away and winding her arms around her legs.

The desire to hide the truth from me coloured the air, replacing the need to escape this cage which had been consuming her up until that point. Everest was so passionate that her wants could easily have restored my magic a dozen times a day if I spent enough time in her company. Not that that served me much while my hands remained cuffed.

I’d be lucky to keep my sanity for much longer at this rate. Fae went mad if they were cut off from their magic for too long, and I’d already been stuck like this for weeks.

I drummed my fingers against the edge of my bed, wondering what she might be hiding.

“Want to swap truths?” I offered, and she glanced at me warily.

“What kind of truths?” she asked cautiously.

“Small truths first,” I offered. “Then we can decide if we want to build up to any big ones.”

Everest considered my words. “Fine. Tell me what happened back at the Keep after you shoved me through that archway. You saved me that day, and don’t go trying to pretend you didn’t do it on purpose. When I found out that you, Moraine, Cayde and Dalia were dead, I-”

“Don’t say his name in the same breath as theirs,” I growled, and her lips parted in surprise at the menace in my tone, her muscles tensing in anticipation of the violence she could clearly see simmering in my eyes.

“I hated that you were dead,” she said finally, and my brows pinched at the admission. “I know we aren’t, well, anything. And I know that we only spent time with one another because of the secrets we were trying to unfurl. But we got to know each other in that time, at least a little, and I’d like to think we came to respect one another.”

I nodded in silent agreement of her assessment and she went on.

“I felt like you deserved a better death than that, you know? You were the fucking Sky Witch. You deserved to go out in battle and glory, standing alone on a field against a thousand warriors and killing half of them before you were overwhelmed, causing a victory for Stormfell by sacrificing yourself, that kind of thing.”

“You’re rather fond of fanciful ideas, aren’t you?” I teased.

She smiled. “I just think you deserved that much. You’re a legend. You built that reputation for yourself, you earned it in a hundred ways if half the stories I’ve heard whispered in taverns and around campfires about you are true. And I’m going to be a legend too, so I know what kind of end I’d want, that’s all.”

I could feel her desire to boast, some secret touching her lips which she really wanted to let spill free of them.

I caught hold of that desire, having every intention to tug on it and make her offer up her truth to me but for some reason, I didn’t do it.

“Well, now I’ll get the honour of a public spectacle at least. I’m expecting them to haul me out of this cell at any given moment and drag me to the biggest amphitheatre they’ve got so that all of Cinder Vale can watch them butcher me for sport.”

Everest wrinkled her nose at that suggestion. “They’ve said they plan on that for you?”

“They haven’t denied it,” I replied. “And it’s what I’d do if I were to capture Derrick Longclaw or Luna Furfiend or Earl Tarlord or Sirus Whitetoes or Seamus Vonsnuff or even your sweet father for that matter. Anyone who has earned a reputation for prowess on the battlefield from a land other than my own basically.”

“My father isn’t all that impressive,” Everest sneered, her hatred of him painted all over her face. “I’d be a far better catch, and I’d put on a show when I died too. I’d sing a song while you carved out my heart or dance a jig while you burned me at the stake.”

I breathed a laugh. “Very well. I’ll take you over Commander Rake, but only if you promise me a spectacle if the tables are turned and you’re the one putting me to death. I quite like the idea of having to fight in the arena against beastly Fae in shifted form if we’re voting on it. I’d like to go down swinging, if nothing else.”

“Deal,” Everest agreed. “Though we don’t have arenas like that where I’m from. It’s usually more of a hanging situation I’m afraid.”

I stifled a yawn. “How dull. You don’t even get to hear them scream for long.”

“Well, if it counts for anything, I’m glad you’re still alive and can claim the epic death you’re owed,” Everest admitted. “Perhaps I’ll be the one to offer it to you on the battlefield one day.”

I looked into her bronze eyes, forcing myself to see her for the Raincarver she was, but it was harder to do than it should have been. “I hope that day never comes, kitty cat. I think I’d rather regret robbing the world of you.”

Everest blinked in surprise, then tried to cover it with a shrug. “More fool you then. Because that means you’ll hesitate and that’ll equal the end for you at the tip of my sword.”

“Unfortunately, my death has already been promised to another,” I admitted to her. “But should he meet an untimely end before he manages to claim it, I’ll gladly let you take the place of first reserve.”

Everest laughed like I’d been joking, and I didn’t see the point in correcting her.

“Dalia and Moraine deserved an epic end,” I said softly, reaching into my collar and lifting the vial filled with their blood out from beneath it so that I could twist it between my fingers.

Everest watched the movement of the blood inside the vial but didn’t ask about it.

“They did,” she agreed. “I’m sorry you lost them.”

A lump thickened in my throat so hard that I couldn’t swallow past it. My eyes burned and tears swam in them for an endless moment before tipping over the brim of my lashes and spilling onto my cheeks.

If Everest noticed my tears, she said nothing of them, and I forced myself to take a steadying breath before any more could follow.

“And Cayde,” she said softly. “Were the two of you…did you love him?”

“No,” I spat, rage burning through my pain as I shoved myself to my feet and stalked away from her to the other side of the cage. I fisted and un-fisted my hands, my eyes roaming over the bars which contained us, the injustice of it all pressing in on me until I felt like the bars themselves were closing in around me.

I let out a furious yell, punching the metal bar and receiving nothing but a shot of blinding pain through my hand for my efforts.

I kicked the bars next, the flat of my boot connecting with one right in the centre of the door to our cell, but it did nothing other than make the hinges rattle loudly.

I released another furious yell and the flames which barred the door to the room beyond our cage flickered as two guards came hurrying into the room to see what all the commotion was about.

I raised my eyes to them, giving them a wicked grin before unleashing the full force of my gifts and bringing them to their knees with their own desires.

“I have to pop this boil!” the Talon on the right screamed, yanking his pants down and grabbing hold of a furiously red boil on his ass cheek before squeezing it with a war cry that resulted in the thing exploding violently and making me want to gag.

“Fucking gross,” Everest complained, but my focus was on the man to the left who was pressed to the floor and professing his undying need for me in a garble of words which all ran together incomprehensibly.

“Lemme lick your skin from toe to earhole,” he begged. “I need you more than air in my lungs. I need to touch you, worship you, hail you above all others. I want to sink my dick into the fold at the back of your knee while you slap me and call me worthless. I need to sniff your hair!”

“Ew, Vesper that’s really weird. I don’t think you should be proud of making him say those things,” Everest hissed.

“Are you wondering what you might say to me if I turned this power on you?” I teased, crooking a finger at the man who had lost his mind with lust for me.

“No thanks,” Everest replied quickly.

The other Fae had started scooting his ass across the flagstones, leaving a bloody trail from his burst boil in his wake while his trousers tangled around his feet. He was no use to me, but the lust-struck fool I could work with.

“Come here, dog, and let me out of this cage if you want to follow through on those desires of yours,” I purred.

He groaned in pleasure and started crawling towards me. “Call me a bitch,” he pleaded.

“You’re not a bitch,” I sneered. “You’re a pitiful, worthless cunt. You can’t even open this door. You’re not even worth killing because your life is so utterly pathetic.”

“Wow, you’re really not holding back, are you?” Everest muttered, moving from the bed to stand at my side, watching as the man who had been trained as one of The Matriarch’s elite soldiers was reduced to a simpering mess at my feet.

“He likes it,” I shrugged. “He’s looking to be shamed and dominated, aren’t you, worm?”

“Please,” he begged, reaching the cell door and grabbing at the lock. He fumbled with the keys at his belt, whimpering and begging me to slap him but I didn’t really want to dirty my hands on his flesh.

Everest reached out and snatched the ring of keys from his hands and I tugged on his desires sharply to stop him from reacting to her.

“Oh stars,” he groaned, gripping the bars and jerking wildly, his hips thrusting at nothing but thin air and a wet stain appearing around his crotch.

Everest was trying to fit the keys into the lock one at a time, cursing when none of them would turn.

“Cuffs first,” I barked, holding my wrist out to her, and she frowned at me.

“You can’t tell me what to do,” she growled.

“I just did. Now get these fucking cuffs off of me before-”

The door banged open again, a squadron of ten Talons racing through it with Kaiser at their lead, his eyes glowing red as he took in the scene.

I sighed dramatically, backing away from the bars while the Talons rushed to stop the guy who was still butt scooting all over the flagstones and drag the one who had come in his pants away from the bars of our cage.

“What is going on in here?” Kaiser asked in a deadly calm tone.

“It was her,” I said, jerking my thumb towards Everest who glared at me over the top of the key she was trying to jam into her cuff.

“Give me the keys,” Kaiser barked, and Everest’s spine straightened, a battle taking place within her eyes for the count of three before she cursed in Cascadian and tossed the keys out through the bars into Kaiser’s awaiting grasp.

“How did you do this, silka la vin?” Kaiser demanded while the two Fae who had been lost to my gifts were dragged from the room to wails of protest.

“Kick me in the dick and call me a worm again!” the one who had messed himself shrieked as a last goodbye, and I snorted in amusement.

Everest broke a laugh too and the Talons who remained in the room started yelling profanities at us, calling out for our deaths. Kaiser silenced them with a bark of command.

“Tell me,” he ordered, his eyes only on Everest, and though she locked her jaw defiantly, words still slipped past her gritted teeth.

“Obviously that wasn’t my work,” she snarled, and Kaiser’s eyes shifted to me.

“Oh,” he said.

“Oh,” I echoed dumbly, looking to get a rise out of him, but he only swept his eyes over our cuffs to confirm they were still in place, checked the cell door was locked, then commanded the remaining Talons to follow him from the room.

“Your new boyfriend is a delight,” I drawled as flames exploded over the doorway behind them and the bang of the door closing at their backs echoed through the room.

“What? I fucking hate that man. He’s not my anything,” Everest spluttered, and I shrugged innocently.

“Must have been someone else’s lust I felt tainting the air when he came charging in here flexing his muscles and barking orders then.”

“Must have been,” she agreed before dropping back down onto the cot with a sigh of frustration. “I’ve never seen your kind of gifts in action like that before,” she said, and I could tell she was keen to change the subject, so I let her.

“I suppose you thought my power was only good for sex?” I asked, my tone bored at the predictable summary of my gifts. I didn’t really care that so many Fae liked to narrow my power down to nothing but lust in their imagination. It only made it easier to gut them on the battlefield when they realised just how potent my magic really was.

“I mean…there may have been a rumour or two to that effect circulating Cascada about you,” she admitted.

“Well, when I’m not turning battlefields into orgies for my perverted delight, I do occasionally use my gifts to make fools of Fae too weak to resist them.”

Everest’s lips twitched. We were almost smiling at one another, joking among ourselves and acting very much like we were allies instead of enemies.

“So the Fury has you in his thrall with his possession?” I asked, and she huffed irritably.

“That’s the least of it.”

“What kind of range does he have with that power?”

“The possession?” she questioned. “I’m not sure. It usually wears off once I put some distance between us. It’s the-” Everest cut herself short, the words clogging in her throat and her furious desire to spit the truth from her lips flickered out around me.

“There’s more?” I guessed, crossing the cell to sit beside her.

“No,” she said quickly.

“Liar,” I contradicted.

Everest spread her hands in defeat. “I can’t tell you anyway. Can’t tell anyone.”

I considered that, my mind working over all the things I’d learned about Furies while looking into Kaiser at Never Keep. They were a strange and rather rare breed, their need for fear making them both bloodthirsty but also unpredictable on the battlefield. They were usually risk takers, ever hunting for ways to claim more fear from their prey, though Kaiser didn’t seem to fit that description at all, the calm in him eerily dominant.

“Is he threatening you with your greatest fear?” I guessed, but Everest shook her head.

“I wouldn’t let fear control me.”

“Control…he made you his Fearsire,” I accused, and her eyes widened in shock, her lips parting though no words came out. “Well that is shit for you,” I went on, pleased with myself for having figured it out. “But why would he waste such a gift on a random Raincarver?”

“I’m not just some random Raincarver,” Everest objected. “I’m meant for greatness.” Her desire to claim glory flooded over me more powerfully than any other want I’d felt from her, and I nodded thoughtfully. “You owe me a truth now. That was the deal. Tell me why you just lost your shit so spectacularly when I mentioned Cayde.”

My lip peeled back in a snarl at his name and I turned away from her, staring instead at the flames which blazed over the only exit from this room.

I didn’t want to voice that truth, but what was the point in hiding it from her? Shame? Did I really care so much about my precious reputation? No, I didn’t give a fuck about that anymore. But I knew Dragor did and I was still beholden to him, awaiting his permission to hunt down the man who had taken everything from me.

I couldn’t tell her all of it. I couldn’t admit to her that he had been a spy from Avanis, but I could give her enough of the truth, and for some reason I found I wanted to. I wanted someone to tell my woes to so that there was at least one other Fae in this world who understood my pain.

Dragor was the only Fae who knew the full truth of it, but he didn’t count. He didn’t care. Moraine and Dalia had been nothing to him, and I doubted he even remembered their names now, but Everest had known them. Not enough to have called them friends or even liked them particularly, but I had the feeling she wouldn’t simply forget them, that she would have memories of their last hours which would stick with her just as I had memories of them which would forever haunt me.

“Cayde betrayed us,” I admitted, still not looking at her as I let the words spill from me. “We fought the Vampires off. We threw three of them through one of those archways and even managed to kill one. Dalia did that. She ended one of those monsters and her reward was to give her life for mine when Cayde struck.”

“He attacked you?” Everest gasped, and I nodded hollowly.

“He killed Moraine before I even realised what was happening, and then he came for me, but Dalia…” I trailed off, the words sticking in my throat, my heart racing frantically at the memories, pain twisting through my chest.

Everest took my hand in hers and I stiffened, glancing at her and finding she looked as awkward about the gesture as I felt.

For a moment, I just stared at her, my hand unresponsive in her hold, and her cheeks reddened as she moved to pull back, but my fingers snapped shut around hers to keep them there, squeezing hard.

I wasn’t sure anyone had ever offered me comfort like that before. The Fae who had raised me in the waif house certainly hadn’t cared for me in any kind of emotionally supportive way and the other Sinfair had only ever feared and reviled me, hating me for the truth of my conception, envying me for the position I’d clawed out for myself above them.

Even my sisters had known that I was too savage a creature to ever require softness from them, but this Raincarver, an enemy of mine in every respect, whose land I’d sacked and pillaged, whose people I’d butchered and terrorised, was offering me refuge in the storm of my grief.

My distrust of all Fae rankled at the thought of me taking this small comfort from her but I could feel her desires plainly enough and all she wanted was to offer me some brief reprieve from the pain she could see so clearly painted across my heart.

“Did you kill him?” she asked, a vicious note to her voice which betrayed a need for vengeance in her which mirrored my own for Cayde.

“Not yet,” I growled.

“You will,” she said so forcefully that there was no denying it. “Just as I’ll be the death of the man who took my mother from me.”

I nodded, agreeing to that wholeheartedly.

“How did he escape you?” she asked, eyeing my neck where a small scar marked the point where the Vampire had bitten me.

“He was coming after me but I led him into a trap. I took him through the archway which led to the Dragon,” I admitted.

“No way,” she said, her eyes lighting with excitement. “You tried to use a Dragon to kill him? Damn, Vesper, I knew you were a badass but that’s just insanity. How did you even survive that thing for a second time?”

I considered whether I should tell her that. Dragor hadn’t wanted me to breathe a word of the Dragon to anyone, least of all a warrior from an enemy land. But Everest already knew about the Dragon, so it wasn’t like I was really giving her anything new.

“I set it free and it thanked me by ripping its way out of that cave and saving me from Cayde in turn.”

“That thing is free? Where the hell did it go?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly because Bastian still hadn’t arrived here to rescue me and I was beginning to think he’d taken his chances with the seven years of bad luck and abandoned me to this place.

“And what about Cayde? Why did he turn on all of you like that?”

“He figured out what the archways were and wanted to give the information to his people,” I said, realising too late that I’d just betrayed the full power of them to her as her eyes widened in understanding.

“Those things led to the other lands? Not just different places in the Keep?” she asked, a million thoughts buzzing through her expression and I cursed internally, knowing I couldn’t let her live with that information, yet for some reason I hadn’t lunged, hadn’t wrapped my hands around her throat or even so much as moved to attack her.

“Prince Dragor came to the Keep,” Everest blurted, not seeming to understand the danger she’d awakened in me with her realisation, the memory of what she’d witnessed bright in her eyes. “That must have been why he destroyed all of the archways – so that no one else could ever find them and make use of them against Stormfell. I guess he didn’t think it was worth the risk of trying to use them in case another kingdom got to them first.”

I blinked in surprise, relaxing as I found I didn’t have to move against her after all. My prince had already fixed the problem, and now neither she nor Cayde would ever be able to use that information or those archways against Stormfell.

“I guess,” I agreed, though I was surprised to hear that Prince Dragor had destroyed the archways instead of utilising them. I’d thought that knowledge would have been invaluable to him, that he would have wielded the magic of that place to transport his armies right into the heart of enemy lands. It was the kind of thing that could have won the war for us if wielded correctly but he’d just destroyed them instead?

“He went to your chambers and stole a bunch of your stuff too,” Everest said, drawing my attention away from that question.

“Bastard,” I muttered. “I wonder if he’ll give it back. Anyway, how do you know what he took from my chambers?”

“I was there,” she said all too innocently, and I arched a brow at her.

“Why?”

“I might have been stealing some of your stuff too. That windrider thing of yours nearly hurled me out of a window by the way.”

I wasn’t sure if I should have been angered by that or amused, so I shook my head in exasperation.

“I suppose the rumours of my death allowed all manner of scavengers to assume they had free range to take my personal property. Next you’ll be telling me the Flamebringers stole my undergarments to use for hats. How did you even get into my chambers anyway? The doors and windows were all warded heavily against intrusion.”

“Maybe you’re not as good at magical wards as you think you are,” she said quickly, taking her hand from mine and turning to look around the room as if she’d only just decided to make a full inspection of it. Her desire to conceal the truth from me was plain enough though.

“Bullshit,” I stated, and her bronze eyes darted back to mine.

“I’m actually really good at disabling wards,” she insisted.

“Bullshit,” I repeated. “Not mine.”

“Now that I think of it, you hadn’t warded it. You must have forgotten that morning – were you running late, or-”

“Don’t make me say it again.”

“You can tell when I’m lying, can’t you?” she accused, narrowing her eyes.

“Yes.”

“Well that’s fucking rude of you.”

“I’d argue it’s rude of you to lie.”

Everest considered me for a moment, then shrugged. “I offered you some truths but I can’t give you this one. Just like I’m sure you aren’t telling me all there is to know about Cayde. Tit for tat, Vesper.”

“No one calls me that,” I muttered.

“I do. So at least one person does,” she contradicted, and damn her, but I almost smiled again.

“Fine. I can feel it when you don’t want to tell me something, but I’m no Cyclops, so I can’t pluck your secrets from your mind and I don’t feel inclined to torture them from your lips right now. So you can keep them.”

“I’d never break.”

“That’s what they all say, kitty cat,” I drawled.

“You’re kind of a psychopath, you know that right? Like, I know that half the Fae in The Waning Lands claim to be a psychopath but they aren’t really, they’re just hardened by war. You, however, are like a walking tick box for all the symptoms. You’re reckless, impulsive, manipulative, utterly lacking in remorse for all of the murdering you do as a hobby, just casually mentioning how easy it would be to torture me despite us sitting here having a perfectly civilised conversation. And don’t even get me started on the size of your ego-”

“My ego? You’re the one claiming to be a legend in the making,” I pointed out.

“Well yes, but that’s true so it’s not the same.”

“Is there a truth you do wish to share then?” I asked, deciding to leave that declaration where it was.

Everest hesitated then nodded. “I kept going with our investigations at the Keep after you died.”

“Not dead.”

“I grieved. You died. Now you’re just un-dead again.”

“You grieved?”

“No.”

I smirked at her and she huffed.

“Like the tiniest bit and only because I wanted to kill you myself on the battlefield one day,” she said.

“Ah, that makes much more sense.”

“I know it does.”

“So, the Reapers?” I reminded her and she nodded, pushing her wild curls away from her face distractedly.

“The Cardinal Reaper showed up at the Keep after the Vampire attack. He claimed to be trying to help figure out what was going on and my friend Harlon-”

“The one you were all moon-eyed over?” I asked and she scowled.

“Not moon-eyed. But yes, the one I was looking for that day and who you shoved me through the archway to find.”

“Yes, I remember the way I saved your life. It left quite the impression upon me. You can thank me for that whenever you’re ready by the way,” I offered and she rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, thanks, whatever. Point is, when I found him, that thing was there. It was ‘testing’ the acolytes to see if they were worthy of being elevated into the position of a fully-fledged Reaper.”

“And did this test involve that heinous shadow thing eating some of them alive by any chance?” I asked, reading the truth of it from her expression.

“Are you going to let me tell you all of it or will you be constantly interrupting with random guesses?” she demanded irritably.

“I was right though, wasn’t I?” I pushed.

“Fine. Yes. But no more interrupting if you want to hear the rest.”

I mimed zipping my lips and forced myself to remain quiet while she recounted the rest of what had happened at Never Keep after I’d left it. She told me about the Reapers and the thing beneath the Keep which had spoken to her of chaos and the unravelling of all, promising to make its way to our lands and claim dominion over everyone and everything.

Everest eyed me warily like she expected me to protest the truth of her words but they made all too much sense to me.

“Where I come from there are Sages – practitioners of blood magic who have given their life to the pursuit of ether,” I told her.

“I thought that was what you do?” Everest asked and I shook my head.

“I’m a novice at best. I learned all I know from my Sage, Moya, but without offering myself up in full devotion to the arts she practices I could never hope to hold more than a drop of her ability.”

“Well, that’s utterly horrifying,” Everest deadpanned. “Because the things you do with blood magic are all kinds of fucked-up. I don’t want to know what she gets up to in the dark if you’re nothing more than a novice.” She shuddered and I laughed.

“True. But ether isn’t bad or good. It’s simply power of a different kind, one not governed by the stars but made up of all the energy of the world itself. It’s the lifeforce which sustains us, it’s ancient and endless, not interested in the fates of simple creatures like us. The stars interfere with our destinies because they can only touch the world through us but ether is the world itself. We are no more important to it than a flea or the droppings of a dormouse.”

“Lovely. So what about this connects to that thing beneath the Keep?”

“There is a hole in Moya’s chambers with an endless drop beneath it. Something lingers down there too.”

“You think it’s the same thing?” she asked.

“I don’t know. But the ether has been whispering my name in the dark. It called me to a place below the ground where the ley lines run like rivers of pure energy through the heart of the stone itself. I found something there which shouldn’t have been.”

I explained everything to her about the keystone and the iron spike which had been diverting the natural course of the world’s magic. I told her how I’d ripped the spike free and returned the energy to its natural rhythm too.

“But if it really is too much power for anybody to harness then why would they do such a thing?” Everest asked.

“It’s too much for a Fae to harness,” I agreed. “But what of that thing beneath the Keep? What if the Reapers who worship it have been corrupting the ether for its design? Could that be what’s making it more powerful? Could that be how it plans to cross over to our world?”

Silence fell between us as we considered that, everything hinging on the answer to the questions we’d raised.

“But you fixed the keystone, right?” Everest asked. “You returned the ether to its natural state. So even if the monster at the Keep had been responsible for stealing it, you’ve already fixed it. We can just forget all about it and get back to the war instead of worrying about-”

“I’ve been hearing the ether calling to me again,” I said, shaking my head. “The voice is distant but urgent. I think there’s more to this than just one corrupted ley line.”

“Of course there is,” Everest groaned. “And here we are, the only two Fae to have even the faintest idea about it and we’re trapped in fucking Pyros like a pair of caged animals, unable to do a damn thing about it.”

“It’s rather inconvenient, isn’t it?” I agreed, dropping back to lay on the cot and Everest flopped down beside me. It wasn’t really big enough for two so our sides pressed together but I didn’t protest. There was only one cot and though I could have insisted she take up residence on the floor, I didn’t find I wanted to.

“I need to get home,” she said wistfully.

“Okay then. So our problems start with getting out of this fucking cage,” I said. “Then you have that little Fearsire issue to deal with. From what I read, the only way to sever that bond is death.”

“I can’t kill him,” she said angrily. “Believe me, I’ve tried. I’m stopped by his – by the-”

She struggled to finish that sentence, clearly under the Fury’s spell and unable to tell me the whole truth.

“Alright. So I’ll be the one to kill the Fury,” I offered. “You can take the mutt if you want? He’s easy prey and he has a big mouth on him which could do with silencing.”

“Agreed. North can die too. We should probably take out The Matriarch while we’re at it,” Everest joked but I didn’t laugh.

“We should,” I said decisively. “Assuming we can get to her, we should take her head with us when we leave. Pyros will be thrown into disarray by her death and we will only have a better chance of escape in the chaos.”

“You’re serious?” Everest asked.

“I’m not much of a one for jokes,” I replied.

“Alright then. Fuck it, I’m in. We kill The Matriarch too – I’m going to claim the credit for that kill when I get home though, just so we’re clear.”

“Same.”

“Fine.”

“Then…” I turned my head to look at Everest and she turned to look at me too, just a pair of mortal enemies sharing a bed small enough for two lovers to embrace upon and little more.

“That monster needs dealing with,” she said hesitantly. “There won’t be a Waning Lands to war over if it makes it here.”

“We could follow the voices in my head?” I suggested, knowing it sounded as insane as it was.

“Or go hunting Reapers to put an end to whatever they’re concocting,” Everest countered but I shook my head.

“There are too many of them and they’re too powerful. Besides, from what your friend Harlon said, they aren’t all in on it so we wouldn’t even know who to hunt.”

Everest sighed and we fell silent for a long while.

“I have to get back to Cascada,” she said finally. “There’s something important I need to do there.”

“And I have a murderer to hunt down and butcher,” I replied, my hatred of Cayde far outweighing anything else.

Everest pursed her lips. “Maybe the monster can wait a while?”

“Maybe,” I agreed though it was clear we both knew that an entity set on devouring our entire world was a pretty pressing issue.

“I suppose none of that matters anyway. Not until we can find our way out of this cage.”

“How about another truce then between you and me?” I suggested. “Allied again. At least for now.”

“At least for now,” she agreed. “Are you going to make me swear it with blood magic this time?”

I considered that, my mind straying to the ether, reaching out for it, asking it to heed my call. But in this cage I had nothing of value to offer for its assistance. I had no herbs nor blood to sacrifice and though I still had the vial of Moraine and Dalia’s blood tied tightly around my neck, I refused to waste their sacrifice on something as insubstantial as freeing myself from a cage, or even saving myself from the hangman. I could probably cut my skin open with my teeth and offer it just enough to bind Everest into this bargain with me, but I didn’t feel the need to.

“No blood magic this time,” I decided. “I guess we’re just going to have to trust each other.”

Everest nodded, seeming pleased by that choice.

“So it all comes back to us escaping. Any ideas from the big, bad Sky Witch?” she asked.

I eyed the little window in the top corner of the room. “Someone might be coming for me,” I admitted. “Though I’m beginning to lose hope in that. If he doesn’t arrive soon then we’ll have to find another way.”

“We will,” Everest said, sounding far more certain of that than I was and I smiled as I relaxed back into the cot. Everything might still have been going to shit but at least I wasn’t locked in the monotony of my own boredom anymore.
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CHAPTER FORTY ONE

Iwaited in the Astral Sanctuary with bated breath. The Seers had seen an impending battle and mayhem had broken out in the Reapers’ quarters over some truth that had come to light. Among the chaos, Solomon had sent me here to wait for him and I hadn’t managed to grasp the knowledge before I’d left.

My golden cloak spilled around me, catching the light of the everflames that shivered in jars laid upon the zodiac wheel carved into the floor of the sanctuary. Never Keep was alive with the arrival of new neophytes and Solomon had come and gone over the past weeks, demanding I stay here and continue to assist the other Reapers in training them.

I had hoped to be travelling south to Cascada already, but upon Solomon’s most recent visit to the Keep he’d suggested I take the Reapers’ Pilgrimage with the other newly-made prophets, travelling from land to land and visiting the Astral Sanctuaries to better acclimatise to this new way of life before rooting myself to one location.

All I really wanted was to go home. But it seemed his promise of a permanent position in Cascada was conditional and I couldn’t exactly go against his wishes. Especially while I was still helping to gather information on the Never Keep Reapers who were up to dark deeds. Though it was hard to gain access to their inner circle when they gathered in secret so often and rarely invited the newer ranks to join them.

Finally, the wooden doors parted at the far end of the sanctuary and the Cardinal Reaper swept toward me through the flickering everflame jars.

He cast a silencing shield as he closed in on me, a frantic gleam in his eyes telling me that the bedlam was only just getting started.

“Harlon Brook, you have been my only confidant in these darkened halls since my arrival at the Keep. You have kept your vow of secrecy and proven true devotion to myself and the stars. What I impart to you now can never leave your lips lest I command it, do you understand?”

“I do,” I breathed. “And I have practiced my mental shields daily like you asked. I believe I can contain certain memories now and keep them from being taken by a Cyclops.”

“Good,” he sighed. “That is very good. Now listen.”

I moved nearer to him, unblinking as I waited to learn what he knew.

“The Seers have seen a terrible battle breaking out in Pyros. News has travelled from ear to ear across The Waning Lands. News of the Void’s emergence, the one spoken of in the Elysium Prophecy. Pyros has laid claim to this almighty weapon and will wield it upon the coming of the full moon.”

“What can we do to stop them?” I asked anxiously.

If what he said was true, Pyros would win the war. They would take over The Waning Lands. My home. I simply couldn’t let it happen.

“Then you agree they must be stopped?” he whispered.

“Yes, of course.”

“And would you declare the same if Cascada was privy to the Void?”

The question hung in the air, muting me. Because the answer was, of course, no. I would be overjoyed if my land had claimed such a power.

“This is your sin, Harlon,” Solomon said gently. “You are no longer a civilian of the Cascadian land. Your loyalty must lie with me. With the stars.”

“It does,” I said. “But I can’t forget my roots.”

“No, I do not wish you to. But you must think in terms of the greater cause now. And I think you will see it clearer when you know who the Void is.”

“What do you mean ‘who’? Isn’t it a weapon? Some sort of magic?”

“No, it appears not. The stars do not lie. The Seers have confirmed it. The Void is no weapon, it is a Fae. A woman.”

“Who?” I demanded, my tone gruffer than it should have been with a man so holy, but I had to know.

“Everest Arcadia.” He watched my reaction closely as shock dawned on me.

“Pyros has her?” I blurted in fear.

“Yes.”

“Then she needs help. And she can’t be the Void. There’s been a mistake-”

He cut over me. “The Seers have seen her face. And they have seen what she is capable of.”

“Which is what exactly?” I pressed, my pulse rioting in my ears.

“She can counter all magic. She can suppress it, halt it entirely, it seems. If Pyros wields her against the other lands, she will nullify their powers and they will slaughter them in droves.”

I grabbed him by the collar, yanking him nose to nose with me as a bearish growl left my throat. “She would never be their puppet.”

“Do not forget your place, boy,” Solomon warned, and I released him, recomposing myself. But when it came to her, I never had much sense.

I was starting to understand it all now. Why Kaiser Brimtheon had been hunting her. He must have caught up to her despite my efforts and taken her to Pyros.

“Forgive me,” I muttered, pained by all this knowledge. “But she is the closest thing I have ever had to family. I love her. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to protect her.”

Solomon relaxed. “Which is exactly why I told you this truth. I saw what you were to one another when she came here to answer my summons.”

I nodded, saying nothing as I thought on the time she had lied to the Cardinal Reaper.

“They have found a way to wield her, the Seers have seen it,” he said and my throat constricted.

I knew the answer before he said it, the truth shiningly obvious now. The Fury who had captured her had the power of possession; I’d been snared by it myself and felt the potency of his Order’s magic.

“The Matriarch’s son, Kaiser Brimtheon, will wield her beneath the rising moon,” Solomon said darkly. “Unless…”

“Unless what?” I snarled. “How can we stop this?”

“You must go to her, Harlon. You are the only one she will trust. You must find a way to free her from the Flamebringers and bring her here to me where she will be guarded from harm. I will not let her be wielded by any of the four lands.”

“How will I get there in time? The full moon is tomorrow. I can’t travel to Pyros overnight.”

“Oh but you can,” Solomon whispered, taking my arm and guiding me to the centre of the zodiac wheel on the floor. He crouched down and placed his palm at its heart, a flash of magic igniting at his touch. The wheel began to lower beneath our feet, revealing a stairway into a hidden chamber beneath us. At its centre was a stone archway beside a plinth with a bowl containing glittering black grit.

“What is that?” I breathed as Solomon placed a hand on my back and guided me down the steps into the room. The zodiac wheel rose back into place above us, sealing us in the confined space.

“The Reapers have long been privy to secret magics, Harlon. This here is one of them.” He took a handful of the grit and tossed it into the archway. Glittering light was cast through it and the feeling of flames warmed my face, beckoning me forward. I marvelled at the magic, unsure what I was witnessing as I crept closer.

“Go,” he urged. “This portal will transport you to Pyros.” He scooped another small handful of the grit into a pouch and offered it to me. “Carry this with you and use it to bring her back here.”

“I can’t just wander through Pyros,” I hissed.

“You are a Reaper now, Harlon. You have power and respect in all lands. They will not see you as a Raincarver any longer, and Pyros will let you move freely through their territory. But be careful, for the ruling monarchs will fight tooth and nail to seize a prize such as the Void. They may not bow to your commands as they rightfully should when the battle is ripe. You will have to use cunning and stealth to claim the prize they all covet so dearly. So be swift to find your friend and bring her to me.”

“Alright, I will, I promise,” I vowed, stepping toward that glittering light and trusting in the Cardinal Reaper.

“Hurry,” he urged at my back. “The fate of The Waning Lands depends on you.”

I walked into the light, placing my destiny in the hands of the stars and hoping I could get to Everest before the whole world fell to the hands of the Flamebringers.
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CHAPTER FORTY TWO

Iwas a fool. A damn fool and a fucking idiot too for that matter but here I was all the same, creeping through the back streets of Cinder Vale, looking to rescue a woman who couldn’t have been further from a damsel in distress if she tried.

I didn’t even know her cursed name but still I was prowling down side streets and listening to the drunken bragging of Talons who were off-duty and far too loud-mouthed in their inebriation. Not that they were offering out much in the way of detailed information but I had heard several mentions of the Sky Witch being held somewhere in the palace.

Of course she was in the palace. There were at least ten prisons between Leergaith and this fucking city which would have housed her sufficiently but no, she had to be too important for such treatment, didn’t she? She had to be the fucking Sky Witch, a prize the Blazers wanted to covet and croon over instead of a normal warrior who I could have broken free two weeks ago.

The moon was mocking me in my search, its light following me as I skirted back and forth through the market held in the square outside the palace, trying to figure out how best to go about finding her in that monstrosity of a building.

For the hundredth time I considered giving up the hunt, abandoning her to her fate and letting providence have at me for the next seven years. Could my luck really get any worse at this point anyway? I’d lost every person I’d ever known or loved to the ravages of time. There were generations dividing me from the people I’d left behind when I’d been captured and there was no undoing that. Perhaps that was why I remained on this fool’s errand to rescue her. She was the only Fae in the entire Waning Lands who I could actually claim to know anymore.

And I didn’t even know her name.

Was this really what had become of me? The last Dragon, born for greatness but doomed to wander backstreets in search of a woman who had told me plainly she desired nothing more than to return me to captivity once we were back in her homeland.

Even with that knowledge I missed her. I had been too long without conversation already and I could admit to myself that I missed the sight of her face too. It wasn’t the beauty she claimed, though clearly I’d taken note of that, but it was more the deception in her. She was a walking contradiction, breathtaking to look upon while writhing with darkness within. She claimed so wholly to be nothing more than the vengeance she sought but I had learned to see the cracks in that visage. Yes, she harboured pain and grief within her heart but there were glimpses of more than that too.

She was a puzzle and I was a man who had spent too long without anything to intrigue me.

I paid a few karmas for a bowl of stew and a mug of ale, dropping onto a seat at a table laid out in the middle of the courtyard where a few street performers were working to impress the passing Fae for coin.

I let the sound of the crowd wash around me while I ate, tales of war and rumours of upcoming battles spilling between them. In that regard, not much had changed in the last few hundred years. Cinder Vale itself was remade, however. I’d been here when the old palace had been sacked and burned, the royal family torn from their beds and butchered before a baying crowd of Stonebreakers. They’d deserved it, the whole bunch of them responsible for the razing of every village along the western border of Avanis. They’d killed man, woman and child alike, leaving none in their wake. We’d at least let their children run free.

I supposed the offspring of those same children surrounded me now. The last I’d known of it, Cinder Vale had still been in the hands of Avanis but clearly the Flamebringers had retaken and rebuilt their city.

This new palace was a work of art, spires and towers built from obsidian black glass which reflected the flickering firelight of the countless flames that lit the night surrounding it.

“Where are you hiding, spectre?” I mused, sopping up the last of my stew with a piece of bread. The food here had certainly improved. Though I supposed anything would have tasted divine in comparison to the carrion I’d been forced to survive on in that dank cave for the last few centuries.

A soft thud made me look to the table in front of me and I arched a brow as I took in the pale blue Sayer Dragon which had taken a seat before me, a small chirrup escaping it as it inspected my near empty bowl.

“Hello, little beastie,” I said, offering it the last bite of my bread and the bowl for it to lick.

The magical creature chirruped again, clearly pleased with its offering and it chomped down on the bread enthusiastically.

“Come to sell my secrets to your master, have you?” I asked and it blinked at me innocently but I knew better. Sayer Dragons were fiercely loyal to the Fae they chose to bond with and they never mixed with our kind unless they were imprinted on one of us. For all I knew, someone was watching me through its eyes at this very moment.

“Well I suppose I’ll start at the beginning then, shall I?”

The Sayer Dragon bobbed its head which I took for encouragement and I smiled.

“I’m looking for someone,” I said conspiratorially. “You see, I lost track of her during a battle and I don’t know if she lives or died. But if she lives then I think my best chances of tracking her down are here. Perhaps you’ve seen her? She’s the most beautiful-”

Clearly the Sayer Dragon and its master had decided I wasn’t worth the bother of listening to the end of that sentence because the little thing gave me a chirp of thanks then took off on its tiny wings into the sky above.

I watched it depart with interest, wondering if it really had been spying on me or if it was just hungry and had taken me for an easy mark. I hadn’t done a single thing to draw attention my way since splitting from my spectre so I had no reason to believe anyone would still be hunting me here, though I couldn’t be certain of that. I’d been seen in Leergaith with her after all and if there had been an interloper in my lands I would have wanted to be sure I tracked him down.

The Sayer Dragon didn’t disappear into the crowd as I had expected but instead turned and flew straight through the open doors into the palace itself. I drummed my fingers on the table, wondering if that might have been a sign sent to me by the stars themselves. They certainly owed me a little grace after the shit I’d endured beneath their watch.

I had no better leads so I decided that taking fate into my own hands was as good a plan as any.

I stood, striding away into the crowd, not paying attention to any of the Fae I knocked into as I pushed through them. They soon got the message and parted for me, eyes falling my way and low mutters circulating. There were a lot of big Fae warriors in the crowd but I claimed several inches on even the tallest of them, towering above the rest, my Dragon shifter’s body a reflection of the beast that lay dormant within me. I was used to the attention I drew in my old life but it had been a long while since I’d spent so much time among other Fae like this and the buzz that surrounded me set my skin on edge.

It had been easier with my spectre somehow. She’d had a way of creating distance between us and the crowds we moved within. Or maybe she’d just drawn my focus to the point where all others became little more than noise.

A sharp whistle drew my attention as I strode through the wide doors to the palace and I glanced at the culprit, finding a male at the foot of a curved dais staring right at me.

“You!” he yelled and there was no real denying that he was talking to me but I pretended not to realise it all the same, turning with the crowd and moving through them, my eyes on the archway to my right which led deeper into the palace. “I’m talking to you, asshole. The Matriarch requires your presence.”

I tried to keep walking but another Fae stepped into my path, the brawny woman slapping her hand to my chest to halt me and making me growl a warning.

She jerked her hand back, straightening her spine as she realised what she’d done. “The Matriarch wants to ramp up the celebrations. Two of her children are home from Never Keep and the Talons are stronger than ever before.” She was tall, probably around six foot and her blonde hair was cropped short and styled away from her face to better reveal the magpie tattoo which roamed up the left side of her neck, its outstretched wing touching her jaw.

“Good for her,” I grunted, moving to step around her, but she defiantly stepped into my way. “It’s not a good idea to keep putting yourself between me and where I want to go,” I warned her.

“I can see that,” the woman agreed but she didn’t step aside. “But The Matriarch wants a performance. We need warriors to fight for her in the inner sanctum. It’s a great honour to be selected for such a role. And if you impress her then she is often inclined to offer out positions within the Talons. Don’t you want to prove your worth to her?”

All I really wanted to do was knock this woman out of my way and continue on my hunt but I could tell that I was supposed to react enthusiastically to this offer. From the way so many eyes had turned to watch this little exchange I knew that my hesitation was already causing suspicions.

“I can’t fight for sport,” I said slowly, trying to talk my way out of this farce without making it obvious that I had no interest in it at all. “When the bloodlust takes me I no longer have the ability to shut it down. I lose control. If you put me in a ring with any other Fae here then none of them will be leaving it alive.”

The woman didn’t back down like I’d hoped she would, only smiling widely at my words. “We’ll stop you before it comes to that, brother,” she said confidently. “There are more than enough of us to use magical restraint when it becomes clear you’ve lost yourself to the carnage.” She clapped a hand on my arm and steered me around, turning us back in the direction I’d just come from.

I snarled at her and she jerked her hand away again, but I had no choice other than to keep pace with her. The male who had whistled to me caught up to us in the crowd, his eyes moving over me appreciatively as he made his assessment of his choice.

“We’ve picked a winner in you, haven’t we big fella?” He slapped my arm and I caught his hand in my grip, a violent snarl radiating from my lips as I crushed his fingers in my fist and he screamed as they snapped.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I hissed at the female while shoving him away from me.

The Dragon fire in my blood was heating, the proximity of so many Fae making my skin itch and all I wanted to do was shift right here in the middle of them all if for no other reason than to make them back off.

“I’m placing a hundred karmas on you to win,” she said excitedly, the two of us leaving the male to croon over his broken fingers. “I’m Kayla Brimtheon by the way. I’m one of The Matriarch’s adopted children which most people already know but it kinda seems like you’re not from around here so I figured maybe you don’t.”

“Is that supposed to impress me?” I asked, not knowing what a Brimtheon was but she barked a laugh like I’d been joking.

“It does most Fae. But I guess you aren’t most Fae. What are you anyway? Big bastard like you has to be a Polar Bear or a Hydra or-”

“A Dragon?” I supplied and she laughed again, louder this time.

“Well at least you don’t try to pretend you aren’t full of shit like most of the other assholes around here,” she said.

“Is that so?” I drawled, but if she could sense the irritation in my words or posture she didn’t mention it.

“Mother has a fighting ring set up in the central courtyard,” she explained as we moved through doors and down long corridors towards the heart of the palace. The crowd never thinned, the scent of smoke clinging to everything as the rowdy Flamebringers played with their fire in the enclosed space, flames flickering all around us.

“This palace is a maze,” I muttered, mostly to myself but apparently Kayla thought we were having a conversation because she replied as if we were.

“Oh I know, right? Mother has been doing some modifications to add a few more direct paths between the halls and chambers here but for the most part we have to take the long way round to get anywhere. It was designed that way in case of siege. You know, back when they rebuilt after the Stonebreaker scum tried to seize our city a few hundred years ago. I heard they all ran out of here crying for their mamas but I guess they still managed to destroy the old castle.”

“Is that so?” Funny how her history had rewritten so much of the truth. I’d seen the old castle fall and in the ten years that had passed after then while I was still a free man, the entire city of Cinder Vale had still been under the command of my people, not hers. Yet she believed they’d been run out of here on the day the castle fell. History, it seemed, was as riddled with falsehoods as ever.

“Yeah, then the Fae who replaced it with this palace decided to add a damn confusing layout to the design in the hopes that if the Stonebreakers ever came back, they’d have a much harder time of overrunning the place.”

“A pointless exercise,” I said flatly. “Stonebreakers would simply do what their name suggests and break the walls down rather than waste time trying to run around them.”

Kayla blinked at me, her mouth dropping open in horror at that suggestion and I wondered if I’d said too much before she forced a laugh.

“Never,” she dismissed. “These walls are three feet thick and reinforced with stone and steel within the hardened glass. They’d waste all of their magic on trying to get through the outer wall and have none left by the time they made it inside. We’d burn them all alive before they even managed to realise their mistake.”

It was endlessly tempting to press my hand to the nearest wall and make the entire thing collapse just to call her out on her bullshit but I forced myself to resist the urge, thinking of my spectre and nothing else.

“I guess you aren’t from Cinder Vale then, as you know none of this?” Kayla asked when she received no reply from me.

“No,” I grunted.

“Accent like yours would have to place you at the…southern border? Maybe? Honestly, I never really travel aside from to the battlefields and back so I don’t know as much about the distant strongholds as I should.”

She clearly expected a reply but I had no way of knowing whether any of the Pyros cities I recalled the names of still stood anymore, so I chose silence again.

“Did you hear we caught the Sky Witch?” she asked brightly, apparently hunting for something to occupy the silence between us.

My steps faltered as she inadvertently gave me the opening I needed.

“Bullshit,” I said, stopping dead and forcing her to halt with me.

“It’s not,” she replied defiantly.

“I heard she can’t be held in any prison because she turns the hearts of Fae to her favour so easily that the guards set her free any time she’s captured.”

“That happened in Cascada, not here. We aren’t so easily conned by a pretty face in Pyros.” Kayla narrowed her eyes at me suspiciously but I barrelled on.

“I was in a battle where the Sky Witch was present once,” I said, taking a guess that she must have fought against Pyros enough times for that to be plausible and hoping I wasn’t asked for details on which battle. “Her power was unlike any other I’ve seen.”

“Yes, well it’s still no match for The Matriarch’s,” Kayla said proudly.

“When will she hang?” I asked roughly.

“Not sure yet. She’s still locked up. I think mother is picking her tiny little brain apart piece by piece. We’ll probably get the order to march on Stormfell soon, every bit of information we’ve stolen from the witch assuring our victory against them.”

“She’s locked up here?” I asked sceptically. “I didn’t know there were dungeons in the palace.” In fact, I knew there weren’t any dungeons here because I’d interrogated several guards about it and left them choking in puddles of their own blood in payment for the information they’d squealed. Not that any of them had given me a scrap of the knowledge that Kayla was now offering me so freely. Perhaps I should have played nice from the start.

“There aren’t dungeons here,” she agreed, glancing around before leaning in conspiratorially. “But we do have a cage for feral beasts beneath The Matriarch’s chambers. She’s in there. At night you can hear her sobbing and pleading to be let go.”

Now I knew she was full of shit. The spectre I knew would sooner choke on her own tongue than utter a single plea, no matter the duress she was under. But I sensed there was some truth in the boasts Kayla was making. She was here. Now I just needed to figure out where The Matriarch’s chambers were.

“Will my reward for winning this brawl include a front row seat to the execution?” I asked.

“Sure – I’ll save you a seat. We’re all hoping that Mother decides to let each of us take a turn cutting pieces off of her too.”

“Good.”

I started walking again and Kayla directed me down more long corridors before finally leading me through a pair of wide double doors which led out into a huge courtyard. The crowd was thicker than ever but over the head of the surrounding Fae I could see the wide arena which had been roped off for the fight, bloodstains already marking the sand.

I followed Kalya to the ring, taking in the towers around us, surmising that the largest of them was most likely to house The Matriarch’s quarters.

An imposing woman sat on a throne-like chair on a dais behind the ring with sleek braids in her long, black hair, a group of Fae surrounding her on seats of their own, ready to watch the fight. There was no question as to who she was. Power oozed from her, eyes lowering as they moved her way, Fae simpering and bowing around her though she paid them no mind.

A golden chalice was clasped in her manicured hand and she leaned in to say something to the man seated beside her before taking a sip from it. The Matriarch was a woman who commanded power from every look she cast, those dark eyes having laid upon countless of her murdered enemies.

I was about to turn away from them to assess my opponents but my gaze caught on the little blue Sayer Dragon which was now perched on the shoulder of the man The Matriarch was speaking to. His eyes moved over me without any real curiosity, noticing, assessing, dismissing before he looked on to the next fighter approaching the ring.

“Do you want me to place any bets on your behalf?” Kayla asked and I considered her for a moment before taking the bag of coins from my pocket and handing it to her.

She arched a brow at the weight of them. “Are you hedging your bets? Placing some on your opponents to lessen the sting if you lose and-”

“All on me,” I said dismissively “What are the rules?”

“Rules?” she laughed, shaking her head. “No rules, just winners. Try not to kill anyone, but like I said, someone will haul you off if you lose your shit. You won’t be the first warrior to fight here with demons from war haunting you. Shift, don’t shift, use magic or don’t. Are you going to use your own blade or just go rogue?”

I looked over the ring, noting the weapons which lay scattered around its edges, swords, daggers, axes. All close-range weapons which were best for putting on a show. Nine other Fae were already moving into the ring, some of them stripping so they could shift; a Manticore, Griffin and Werewolf already prowling across the sand.

I sighed and took my jacket off. The thing was tight across my back and restricted the movement of my arms. Aside from that, I needed nothing else.

“Look after my things,” I commanded, thrusting the pack into Kayla’s arms.

Everything of mine and my spectre’s was in there aside from the two pieces of comet we’d stolen from Zayad. Those were tucked firmly in my pocket, their immense value keeping my magic fully replenished at all times. Not that I could use it here. But luckily for me, Dragon fire could pass for Pyros flames easily enough so I’d be able to make use of it during this brawl in place of my earth magic. I wasn’t concerned about her searching the pack as I’d warded it against intrusion and was confident in my own power being more potent than hers.

“Why do you look like this is a supreme waste of your time?” Kayla asked me as she adjusted the pack in her arms.

“Because it is. I’m bored already.”

She arched a brow, eyeing the ferocious-looking warriors who had already taken their places in the ring but I ignored her. I had things to do and beating these assholes to a pulp hadn’t been on my list for today. Though I could admit that it wouldn’t hurt to blow off a little steam.

I stepped over the rope and The Matriarch grinned, leaning forward in her chair in preparation of the entertainment.

Another of the Fae in the ring with me shifted, this one transforming into a towering Bear. I could have eaten each one of them alive in my Dragon form but I supposed there was more sport in doing this in my Fae body.

I hoped my spectre appreciated the effort I was going to on her behalf.

“Fighters ready?” The Matriarch called and none of us protested. “Then begin!”
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CHAPTER FORTY THREE

Patience had never been my virtue, and I called on the strength to keep it now as we crept along the narrow line of the Blackthorn Canal, easing ever closer to Cinder Vale.

Clouds hugged the imposing form of Ironwraith, hiding us and the Cascadian fleet which sailed beneath us from view.

I’d stationed General Imona on the boat with the esteemed Commander Rake to be my eyes and ears among my enemy and he in turn had gifted me with his own son to watch over me. The blathering fool talked incessantly, making boasts of both his own prowess and that of the ships his father led beneath us. Ransom Rake was a muscle-bloated imbecile who clearly hadn’t seen real battle yet despite his bragging. I was almost intrigued to find out what breed of beast he truly was once the blood started spilling.

“My father’s fought in more battles than any other commander in our entire army,” he said proudly, his chest puffed up like a preening peacock.

We stood at the windows of Echo Fort, looking out at the nothingness of the clouds which surrounded the flying island and I could tell that being up here with us was making him nervous despite his bluster.

“He was the champion of Brissale Beach, the master of the iron waters and hailed a hero at-”

“The last time the Commander and I met on the battlefield I sent him scurrying back to Cascada with half of his forces dead and his tail tucked firmly between his legs,” I said, my voice icily cold. “Or does he only tell you of his victories and spare you the details of his defeats? Because if that’s the case then he has done you a disservice. It is a fool’s game to believe only in the possibility of victory when you ride out to war. We all lose as many battles as we triumph in. The only win that matters to someone of your rank is the one you claim by continuing to draw breath.”

“I’ll have you know that I am one of my father’s most trusted and important men,” Ransom growled.

“You’re disposable to him until you prove otherwise,” I countered. “Don’t go thinking that he is showing you any form of favour by placing you upon my island and making you head into battle among my warriors. He is just as wary as I am of this alliance and he knows well that if it falls apart, yours will be the first head I claim as proof of that.”

Ransom shifted on his feet, seeming torn between the urge to step back or hold his position beside me.

“You wouldn’t dare,” he breathed, a hitch to his voice which told me plainly enough that he knew I would.

I gave him a hollow smile, my fingers twitching with the desire to draw my dagger and call his bluff then and there.

I exhaled slowly, forcing my gaze back onto the clouds ahead of us. Cinder Vale was out there, closer with every moment. The brief thrill of this boy’s death wouldn’t compare to the prize I would claim by sticking to this tenuous alliance.

Out there in the mist lay a prize we all coveted. Of course Abraham Rake knew it just as well as I did. We converged upon the Void though none of us would admit to such, but that was why we were here. Not for The Matriarch, no matter how pretty her head would look upon my mantlepiece, though I wouldn’t hesitate to claim it too if the opportunity allowed for it.

If my plans came together the way I intended, I would leave this place with the Void and Cinder Vale would burn alongside Rake’s fleet in our wake as we stole our prize back to Stormfell.

Closer and closer we crept through the mist. And all the while, Cinder Vale had no idea we were coming.
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CHAPTER FORTY FOUR

The crowd roared in excitement as the beastly Fae in the ring below us laid out yet another opponent, rolling his shoulders back and smiling at the carnage he was causing.

North howled keenly beside me, boasting to a group of our brothers and sisters about how he had put a hefty bet on the newcomer the moment he’d seen the murderous look in his eyes. It seemed he would be getting a large payout of karmas once the fight was done.

“Shall I speak to him of becoming a Talon, Mother?” Kayla asked Mirelle brightly, her eyes darting down to the muscular Fae as he swung a hard punch and shattered another nose. The crowd bayed again and Kayla smiled, her eyelashes fluttering as she tucked a short lock of blonde hair behind her ear.

Calcifiend chirruped on my shoulder, seeming enthralled by the fight too, his own eyes remaining consistently on the huge Fae who was yet to break a sweat.

“The fight is not over,” Mirelle muttered, seeming distracted as her attention trailed to me again.

“He’s laid out six Fae and counting, it’s over alright,” North chipped in, practically bouncing in his seat. “Let’s invite him to party with us once he’s washed the blood from his knuckles, hey Kai?” He nudged me and I nodded curtly, having no real interest in continuing the celebrations or not, but my brother’s wants were important.

“I wish to speak with Kaiser once the fight is done,” Mirelle said firmly.

“Boring,” North sighed. “Are you going to talk war and leave me out again?”

Mirelle cast a tiny flame in her palm, sending it flying right into North’s ear.

He howled and slapped a hand to it, shooting her a glare, but his eyes dropped in deference when he met her sharp gaze.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

Mirelle nodded curtly then leaned in to speak to me in a low whisper. “Perhaps we should go before the fight ends. I am not done with our conversation.”

She’d come to my room earlier and I’d told her every detail I knew of the Reapers’ schemes at Never Keep. All I had learned of their secrets and the monster they’d begun to summon. There were pieces of information I was missing, things that didn’t add up to a full picture of what was truly happening. But it seemed, as Mirelle had suspected all along, that corruption was rooted in the prophets of the stars. There was more to them than they let The Waning Lands at large know.

“The girl is the key to all of this,” she continued in a frantic whisper. “And I need to tell you something I should have told you sooner. It’s about your emotions and why you cannot-”

“Ma’am!” A Talon burst onto the dais from the door behind us that led into the palace. Sweat beaded on his brow and his large bronze wings flexed at his back. Fear poured from him into me. I saw what he had witnessed before he even uttered a word. He’d been flying high within the cover of clouds when he spotted a sky island sailing through the air above a fleet of Cascadian ships, all of them headed directly for us.

“Cascada and Stormfell have colluded,” he blurted, causing a stir of alarm among my brethren. “They’re combining magic to cast the most powerful of concealment spells which has allowed them to traverse the Blackthorn Canal. I was on guard on the northern bank and noticed a strange rippling in the water. I investigated along with the other Talons stationed there and we cast a blaze that made their concealment shudder. I saw them. Just for a moment. A mere glimpse before the Skyforgers dragged my group from the banks and the Raincarvers drowned them in the canal. I managed to get away but the rest are dead,” he panted, urgency painted in his eyes. “Ma’am, I believe they’ll be at the palace gates in under an hour if we do not act quickly.”

“Then we must move fast,” Mirelle growled, rising to her feet, her wings bursting from her bare shoulder blades as she prepared to take flight. Her gaze fell on me as my brothers and sisters gathered close for direction.

The crowd had yet to notice the shift in all of us, still baying for blood as the fight raged on before us.

Another Talon raced through the door onto the dais, exhaustion making her pant. “Ma’am, news from the south. Our spies have confirmed the trader Mavus Angelico is selling news of a great weapon in Pyros’s possession.”

“Then our enemies will know we have her,” Mirelle cursed. “It is why they have joined forces.”

“I’ll head out for battle and cut them off before they reach the city,” I said firmly as I got up but Mirelle shook her head, stepping closer to me.

“No. You have a more important task than that,” she hissed under her breath. “You must fetch the Void. Prepare to wield her.”

I nodded, moving to pick up my swords and strap them in place, running my finger over the dagger I’d tethered to my hip too. Everest’s dagger, the one marked with my name. I’d taken it from her bag and spent some time examining the blade, the craftmanship undeniable.

Mirelle amplified her voice with magic, her words carrying out across the crowd, off through the palace and likely out to the entire city too. “Civilians, retreat for the citadel! Enemies from Stormfell and Cascada approach. Make haste. All warriors are to converge and prepare to defend Cinder Vale.”

A calamity broke out in the courtyard and my eyes fell to the ring where the fighting Fae had fallen still to look our way. The brute who had floored most of his opponents stared right at me, a moment of recognition passing between us, one unhinged soul acknowledging another.

It made him feel almost familiar to me, and as the tide of Fae raced from the courtyard to head for sanctuary or war, he was the only one among them that walked straight for The Matriarch’s dais with a calm assuredness.

My siblings were working to make plans with Mirelle, but my gaze remained on the Fae who climbed the steps, knocking past the gathering Talons before coming to kneel at my mother’s feet.

“I offer my services to you,” he boomed.

Mirelle ignored him, striding up to me again and gripping my arm. “I gave you my orders. Head to the cell, Kaiser. Now.”

I nodded, walking past her through the door into the palace and finding another fifty Talons sprinting up the corridor to offer their services to The Matriarch. She began shouting orders that echoed after me in the narrow passage.

“I want archers on every roof in the city. Winged Orders, fly to the canal and attempt to lead our enemies off course to the volcanic wastes. Lure them there so that we might draw upon the molten fires in the ground.”

There was a flurry of movement around me as she continued her demands and the magpies out in the city began to crow loudly, an alarm set to rouse the people into action.

I focused on my sole task, increasing my pace as I made it to the staircase that would lead me down to the room where Everest and the Sky Witch were being held.

I made a quick descent and stalked past more Talons who were running in the opposite direction, strapping on weapons and murmuring prayers to the stars.

I reached the door where flames barred my way forward and two guards looked to me with hopeful eyes.

“Can we join the fight?” one of them asked keenly.

“And leave the Sky Witch unattended?” I asked dismissively, parting the flames and leaving them to mutter in disappointment.

I walked up to the cage, finding Everest talking in whispered tones with the pink-haired Skyforger.

“Fury,” the Sky Witch sneered.

“Succubus,” I said blandly then unlocked the cage and pointed at Everest. “You. Out. Now.” My possession rolled over her and she spat curses at me while following my order.

The Sky Witch lunged for freedom too, but I unsheathed a sword in under a second, raising it to her throat. “One more move and I shall behead you. Your face will likely be less beguiling to my kin then,” I warned.

“I’d still want you, my love! Oh headless wonder of mine! I would covet your skull so dearly and brush your pretty hair until it gleamed so brightly that no one would even notice your head’s displacement from your breathtaking shoulders,” one of the Talons called from the door and I recast the flames there to block his view.

The Sky Witch raised her chin, her eyes locking with mine as she tried to work her allure. But whatever maddening spell she was able to cast on others had no effect on me.

“Do as he says,” Everest warned and the Sky Witch looked her way, for some reason listening to her enemy and backing up a step.

I snapped the door closed in the Skyforger’s face, but she only smiled.

“My land has come to destroy yours, hasn’t it?” she purred.

“Your land has come to die at our hands.” I turned my back on her, gripping Everest’s arm and tugging her along with me. She glanced back at the Sky Witch and I noted the strange, lingering look they gave each other. There was no hatred there that I could place, but then again, I had always been bad at judging emotions.

“What do you want with me?” Everest growled as I parted the fire and led her away from the prison.

“To see if I can wield the Void through you.”

“I can hardly wield it myself,” she scoffed, a lilt of laughter to her voice.

I had considered this. I’d wanted time to practise, to be sure I could use her power and get a grasp on it so that I might direct it away from myself and the people of Pyros. It was a risk, but one I was forced to take now. With two armies on our city borders that were conspiring together, it was the most logical move to make.

I led Everest to the foot of the stairs and through a door to one of the Talons lounges. There were spare clothes there in a cupboard beside a suite of sofas so I grabbed some, tossing them at Everest’s feet. “Get dressed. Be quick about it.”

I gave her no option to refuse, my possession bending her to my will. She put on the dark pants, warm shirt and thick jacket along with a pair of boots which she laced up tight.

“Hey, that’s mine,” she snapped suddenly, pointing to the dagger at my hip. “Give it back.”

“I’m hardly going to arm you,” I said dismissively.

“Are you going to leave me cuffed too?” she snarled. “What good will I be to you if I’m killed because I’m unable to defend myself?”

“I can defend you just fine.”

I willed her to get moving while she let out another tide of angry words which I chose not to acknowledge.

I took a passage toward the entrance hall, keeping Everest walking at a fast pace so we made it there in good time.

Mirelle had arrived too, standing up on the stairs calling out orders to the gathering warriors, the glint of weapons shining at me from their hands. There were many Fae here already and more joining by the second. One glance out the open palace doors revealed a crowd of the elderly and young children who were racing through the gates into the safety of the walled citadel. Though how safe it would be if our enemies made it this far, I couldn’t be sure. If needed they would have to evacuate but I didn’t plan on letting it come to that. There were ancient magical protections on this part of the city that would ward off enemy strikes for a time. But they would be cracked eventually. I could not let things get that far.

North broke through the crowd dressed for battle with a sword in his grip.

“Let’s have at them, freyin,” he said with a wide smile.

“We will not let them take Pyros,” I said with a nod.

He howled keenly and the sound was echoed by a large group of Werewolves among the Talons. I expected to see the big bastard who had been fighting in the ring but there was no sign of him.

“By the ocean,” Everest murmured under her breath and I felt a ripple of her fear at what was coming.

Mirelle noticed me and took off on her black and white wings, coming to land before us. “We must ensure the Void is not taken from us. Do you understand the magnitude of your task today, Kaiser?” She laid a hand on my cheek.

“I do.”

“You must wield her,” she urged.

“I will.”

“This won’t work,” Everest cut in, glaring at Mirelle. “I can’t even wield the Void myself; you’re going to fail. You and your army will die and Cascada will take me home.”

Mirelle dropped her hand from my face, instead closing it around Everest’s throat and I forced my Fearsire to remain still. “You will do as you are bid. Kaiser could wield the wind if he desired it enough. You will be no challenge for him.”

Everest growled deep in her throat and Mirelle regarded her before releasing her and turning to me.

“Take her to the northern ridge above the city. Use her against our enemies and let them see who the stars have chosen to win this war.” She kissed me on the cheek and wished me luck before turning back to the mass of warriors.

“Make ‘em pay, Kai!” North hollered. “I’ll see you on the battlefield!”

“You’re going to fail, you cannot wield the Void through me,” Everest insisted.

I made for the door, forcing her along with me and I tasted the truth of her fear on my tongue.

“Then why are you so afraid, silka la vin?”
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CHAPTER FORTY FIVE

Kaiser used his possession to lead me through the streets of Cinder Vale at a ferocious pace while a sea of civilians raced for the protection of the citadel. The crowing magpies swooped overhead, urging on the city’s people as if they truly cared for them.

Children were gathered in their parents’ arms or running along at their feet, their faces pale with terror. I doubted Kaiser would need a single drop of fear from me to recharge his magic while the air was this thick with it.

I’d always thought my battles would be fought on open ground, warrior against warrior, but that had been foolish now I considered it. I’d witnessed first-hand the attack on Castelorain, and Cascada wasn’t above doing the same to our enemies.

My stomach knotted as a crying baby was carried past me.

Some of these people were going to die today.

The huge dam that held back the canal at the peak of the furthest hill came into view beyond the houses, but Kaiser pulled me to the right, turning me to the north.

We knocked into a teenage couple who were hand in hand and the girl staggered into me. I righted her, our eyes meeting as a word of thanks passed her lips but I remained mute in response. My people were the cause of the panic in her eyes. She shouldn’t have been thanking me for anything and I shouldn’t have been helping her either. But as I looked at her pale face, I couldn’t help but see her for the innocent adolescent she was instead of the enemy I’d been raised to despise.

She ran on with her partner and Kaiser forced me to keep running beside him with his possession.

A formation of flying Orders raced by overhead, a stream of Flamebringers splitting into two paths, one for the dam and the other for the rocky northern plain where Pyros planned to lure the Skyforgers and Raincarvers away from the city. The brightly-coloured pelts of Pegasuses, the golden fur of Manticores and the flash of winged Harpies all blurred together as one as they headed for battle. Cries of encouragement rang out from the civilians in the city, wishes of good luck and prayers to the stars.

Archers were gathering on the rooftops, leaping from one to the next before crouching down and vanishing into the haze of a concealment spell, ready to defend the streets if their enemies got this far.

I looked to Kaiser, my teeth clenching against his possession. I’d only used the Void on one person at a time before, did he really think I could subdue an entire army or more?

An old man was hobbling down the street ahead of us, and his entire family were surrounding him, urging him on.

“I’m going, I’m going,” he grumbled, his legs taking achingly small steps.

“I’ll carry you,” offered a teenager who I assumed was his grandson.

“Not a chance.” The old man waved his cane at the boy. “I won’t be carried like a sack of grain.”

We ran past them and I looked back over my shoulder, my throat tight with concern. These people didn’t deserve to die. They might have been Flamebringers, but they weren’t warriors. I doubted any one of them had struck a blade against Cascada.

“You’re afraid for them,” Kaiser commented.

Heat burned a line across my cheeks at being caught out.

“They’re civilians. No innocents deserve death in this war,” I growled. “Just like my mother didn’t deserve it.”

He said nothing in answer to that and a biting coldness took root in me. I didn’t mention his family, but the unsaid words were loud enough. Neither of us should have lost the people we loved in the ways we had. But I wasn’t the one who had been the deliverer of death.

The northern cliff loomed ahead, the towering expanse of volcanic rock curving up toward the star-lit sky.

A clash of magic rang out somewhere beyond that high ridge along with the roar of battle. It had started.

Kaiser guided me to a wide tunnel that cut right into the rock and we hurried into the pitch black space. Calcifiend appeared from his jacket pocket, lighting his tail and taking off on small wings to guide the way. The steps were as steep as the Escalade at Never Keep, the black rock polished to a sheen. We began the climb, never slowing, and I was thankful for all the years I’d spent scaling the hills of Castelorain because this ascent would have been a bitch otherwise.

“Where are we going?” The pointless question left my lips.

Kaiser didn’t reply.

I thought of the Sky Witch back in that dungeon, wishing I could have gotten her out of that hellish place before the fighting started. I supposed her fate depended on who won this battle now.

Everything was out of my control. I wished to fight. To run to my people and join them in battle. But at the same time, I didn’t want to play a part in overrunning Cinder Vale. I couldn’t bear the thought of my homeland’s warriors spilling into the city and killing innocents.

We finally reached the top of the endless steps and my breaths came heavily as we ran out onto a high ridge that stood at the precipice of the northern cliff. Beyond us, a field of volcanic wastes spread toward the horizon where mountains clustered like colluding beasts. To the west, the Blackthorn canal cut through the wasteland like an arrow, the heated water steaming as it speared through the black rock all the way to the dam at the tip of the basin which housed Cinder Vale.

A fleet of Cascadian ships lined the canal, our finest war vessels waving the flag of Cascada, the sea serpent Typhon gazing hungrily out at enemy lands. Shock jarred through me at the sight of the sky island above them, its imposing shadow casting the Cascadian fleet in darkness. The air elementals were pouring off of Ironwraith to clash with the winged Flamebringers while the hulking mass of land continued ever onward toward the city, almost upon it already, but not one strike was made against the Cascadians beneath them. I couldn’t understand what I was witnessing.

“Your land has allied with Stormfell to fight. They’re working together,” Kaiser said and I turned to him, every fibre of my being rejecting those words.

“Bullshit,” I snapped, feeling viscerally sick at the insinuation. “Cascada would never ally with them.”

The thunderous sound of war built around us as the Cascadians disembarked from their ships and blasted magic at the Flamebringers who had come to intercept them.

“See for yourself,” Kaiser said, pointing to them again and I forced myself to look.

Cascadian warriors were fighting side by side with the descending Skyforgers. Stormfell warriors were even landing on some of our ships and driving air into the sails to carry them faster toward the dam.

“No,” I refused. “They wouldn’t.”

“They have,” Kaiser said simply. “They know we have the Void. Their alliance is in aid of claiming you.”

I was silenced by those words for several seconds, shock rendering me speechless.

“How could they possibly know what I am?” I demanded.

“Mavus Angelico has been selling the information from land to land.”

Those words cut deeper than I ever imagined they might, gripping my heart and digging their claws in.

“Mavus sold me out?” I whispered to the wind. He’d called me his friend and as pathetic as it was, I’d believed him. I’d thought I’d meant something to him. But the second I’d shared my greatest secret with him, he’d travelled to the nearest place to sell it. I was just another fucking product to him. Goods to be traded to the highest bidder.

“Fuck!” Pure rage took the place of my shock and I released a cry of utter anger, kicking a nearby boulder. “That slimy, piece of shit conman. That manatee fucking trince o kaské. I’ll kill him. I’ll slice him open and feed every piece of his traitorous guts to the fishes!”

“It is inevitable that a man such as he would betray you. Are you truly surprised? I believe I am assessing your emotion correctly.”

“Oh just shut up,” I barked at him, hurt lancing through me. Because of course Kaiser was right. His logical, basic, tree mind would never have fallen for Mavus’s compliments and sweet talking like mine had. What care did a tree have for compliments about its apples? But me? I’d been a damn fool who’d started to believe Mavus had my back, that he really wanted the best for me. I’d actually thought he might come here to rescue me.

But that weaselly asshole had made whatever money he could out of me the second he’d seen the opportunity. And of course he had. It was so blindingly fucking obvious now. I’d let him talk me up, fallen for those lies he weaved about how great I was, how talented.

You fool, you fucking idiot, Everest. Mavus played you.
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CHAPTER FORTY SIX

Ikicked the bars of my cage, the sounds of attack echoing in the distance as if they wanted to remind me of what I was missing out on.

“Hello?” I called, leaning against the metal and pressing my face to the bars, the cold iron chilling my cheeks as I eyed the flames coating the door which led out of here. “Have you forgotten me down here?”

Nothing. I couldn’t even feel the desire for me to shut the fuck up coming from beyond the flames which often accompanied the guards set to stand beyond them. No curiosity, no lingering need for a shit, no malice, no nothing. They were gone. And that would have been great, the perfect opportunity for me to run - apart from the mild inconvenience of these damn bars.

I slapped my hand against the thick iron angrily. It had to have been an hour since the Fury had dragged Everest out of here and by the sound of what was going on beyond this room, battle had broken out in the city. It looked like the guards had decided the fight was worth abandoning me for despite Kaiser Brimtheon’s comments about not doing such a thing. But Flamebringers did tend to be a dumb breed.

Ironwraith had come, my people so close I could almost touch them yet here I was, languishing in a fucking cage. They probably didn’t even know I was here and even if they did I wasn’t foolish enough to believe they’d come all this way for me. There was no rescue party on its way here. I’d already been written off. That was just the way it worked. Same went for any warrior, even my prince. Stormfell didn’t negotiate for hostages and wouldn’t waste lives on rescue missions either.

I shoved away from the bars, turning towards the rear of my cell but my steps faltered as a flicker of movement caught my attention and I spun back around.

My lips parted as I found that arrogant Dragon asshole smirking at me through the tiny window in the top corner of the room, looking so fucking amused by my predicament that I was damn tempted to smack that look right off of his face. But then reality caught up to me.

Bastian was here. And that meant I was rescued after all.

He pressed his finger to his lips then dropped his hand to the flagstones by his feet.

I fought a smile as the wall below him shuddered and split, lumps of rock and rubble spilling onto the carpet beyond my cell as he used his earth magic to force the crack wider.

The window shattered, fragments of glass tumbling down the newly-formed staircase just before Bastian himself strode down it.

I’d forgotten how damn big he was, my eyes rolling over the breadth of his chest and the cut of his muscles which strained against the ill-fitting Flamebringer garb he wore. His dark skin was shadowed in stubble, the line of his jaw accentuated by it and the silver of his eyes flashed in the light of the fires in the room.

“I’ve spent the last few weeks hunting you down and I finally got your location by following The Matriarch’s emotionless lump of a son down here, spectre, but you don’t even look thrilled to see me,” he drawled, strolling across the chamber in no hurry at all.

“I’d have packed you a welcome basket but the pickings in here are a little slim,” I replied. “Besides, I’m not kidding myself that you came here for me. It’s that tricky little star bond which has you striding in here like a dog hunting a bone.”

“Your gratitude is a balm to my cold heart,” he said, placing a hand on his chest solemnly and I smirked.

“You want me to thank you?”

“I’m not sure. Why don’t you try it out and we can see how it fits?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Why don’t you get me out of this cage and the cuffs they slapped on me first and I’ll see how grateful I am when the whisperings of insanity recede from my mind.”

Bastian made it to the other side of the bars, reaching through them to take my wrists in his grasp, his fingers encircling the cuffs which had locked my magic away from me. Fae couldn’t go too long without expelling their power once it had been Awakened and though I’d been vehemently denying it to myself, I knew the itching in the back of my skull was really the first signs of my deterioration beginning. I needed to flex my magic soon or I suspected I was going to start hearing and seeing things that weren’t really here.

As I considered that, I had to wonder if it was happening already, if the man standing before me was nothing but a figment of my imagination. But then again, if I was going to conjure an imaginary version of Bastian Carderrin to while away the madness in my mind, I’d have created one with less clothes covering that powerful body of his and a fondness for silence in favour of his constant rabble.

“Well?” I asked when Bastian continued to do nothing more than hold the cuffs between his large hands.

“I was waiting for you to ask nicely,” he explained and I huffed out a breath of irritation.

“Oh please, dear, cursed Dragon who’s bound to help me for his own sake, won’t you do me the great favour of finishing what you came here for and breaking me out of this fucking cell so that we might get back to the business of trying to be the first to betray one another?” I purred, reaching for his desires, intending to tug on some sense of urgency to get us out of here but instead finding his focus on my mouth.

He surged forward, tugging me towards him, and I gasped as his lips crashed against mine, a flood of want exploding through me and my eyes falling closed before I realised that I couldn’t feel a thing. There wasn’t the slightest pressure of his mouth against mine nor the urgent heat of his tongue pushing between my lips.

I blinked my eyes open, finding him grinning broadly, still a good foot away from me and not attempting to kiss me in any way. “I thought you said I couldn’t fool you with that trick anymore?” he taunted, causing a burst of fury and embarrassment to flood through me.

I snarled at him viciously, snatching my right arm from his grip and throwing a punch straight at his stupid mouth to show him just how much I’d like to kiss him with nothing but my fist.

Bastian leaned back just enough to make my swing miss him, my knuckles brushing the air an inch from his lips as I slammed into the bars and jerked to a halt.

“Bad girl,” he chided, kissing my knuckles so fast that he was gone again before I could snatch my hand away.

“Don’t do that,” I growled.

“Maybe you should work on blocking me out rather than blaming me for your inadequacies,” he suggested.

“Maybe you should get me out of this cage before I strangle you,” I snarled in reply.

An enormous boom sounded from high above us and the ground bucked beneath my feet as the sound of breaking glass and stone was quickly followed by the thunder of it crashing to the ground.

Bastian caught my hand and yanked me to him, the bars crushing against my chest between us while he threw his free hand upwards and formed a dome of solid rock over our heads to shield us from the falling rubble.

My lips parted in surprise as I stared up at him, his muscles tensing with the strain of exerting so much energy, magic pouring from him so powerfully that I could taste it on the air.

A grunt of effort escaped him, the weight of the collapsing building pressing down over us. With a surge of madness, I tightened my hold on his hand and made him an offer I never would have thought myself capable of.

“Remove these cuffs and use my magic,” I said, his eyes snapping to mine at the suggestion.

“You trust me enough to power share with me?” he ground out, a bead of sweat rolling down his brow as the building continued to collapse overhead.

“Enough to trust you with my life in this instance,” I clarified. “So hurry the fuck up before we die down here.”

Bastian’s silver shot eyes flashed with intensity, his hand shifting to my wrist and encircling the cuff there. His magic shattered it so suddenly that I gasped, the metal falling to my feet in lumps. I raised my other hand so that he could break that cuff too, our eyes staying locked as I took his hand in mine again.

“Trust goes both ways, spectre,” he growled, the thunder of more masonry slamming down onto his shield almost drowning out his words. “And I don’t even know your name.”

My tongue stalled against the roof of my mouth, another Stonebreaker whispering in my ear, sweet nothings and promises which were only ever twisted lies. Cayde had known my name and look where that had gotten me.

A lie curled its way around my tongue but I couldn’t push it free, the demand in Bastian’s gaze cutting through me as his grip on my hand tightened. I could feel the tremor of his muscles in that grip. We didn’t have long. The whole tower we were housed beneath was crashing down on him and he was burning through his magic too fast to hold it off forever. It was do or die and though I still coveted death, I knew this wasn’t the end I was owed. My hands were still too clean.

“Vesper,” I admitted, the name a curse on my lips but he drank it in, his pupils dilating as the weight of his power pressed up close to the edge of his skin, my palm buzzing at the promise of its kiss.

I drew in a shaky breath, concentrating on the division between our palms, the roughness of our callouses like battlements on two towers, each as defiant as the other. But both would fall unless they leaned into each other.

My breaths grew ragged as I forced my mind to calm, my power burning hotly against the confines of my skin. It had been trapped inside me for weeks. Much too long, much too potent. And it wanted out.

The barrier between our magic shattered like a pane of glass, cutting into us as it fell and slashing the divide between us to ribbons.

I gasped as the solid weight of a mountain drove itself beneath my skin, the howling wind of my own power whipping around it, tangling with it, combining with it and making me release a heady moan. The joining of our magic was like a fuse finally meeting with dynamite, the following explosion ripping through the two of us in a wave of potent pleasure before diving into Bastian’s body and tearing free of him again with a blast that had my breaths coming raggedly.

Bastian’s grip on my hand was brutal, my grasp just as tight, neither of us ever wanting to part our power again.

It was sinful, blasphemous. I could feel the might of earth and stone in my veins, my own magic turning to feed his, becoming one with the element of my enemy so easily it didn’t seem right that this could be so very wrong.

Dirt and rock exploded away from us, blasting out into the sky and revealing the heaped ruins of the tower which had tried to bury us, a jagged wound left in the side of the palace.

I tipped my head to face the sky, the rush of Bastian’s magic still burning through me in blissful pleasure more intense than any orgasm I’d ever known and more addictive too.

Freedom beckoned me to it and Ironwraith blotted out the clouds overhead.

I stared up at the floating slice of my homeland, the relief I should have felt in its presence lacking because that meant that I was home already. This stolen time away from my role in that place had come to an end before I’d even realised how much easier I’d been able to breathe away from it.

Bastian gripped the bars which still divided us and bent them away from me, never once releasing my hand, making no attempt to part the rampant flow of our magic.

The cage crumpled under the influence of his power and as the cage fell away, he stepped closer, the few inches those bars had kept between us dissolving. And then his mouth really was on mine.

My shock was stolen quickly by the heat of his skin, the rough demand of his lips and the powerful hunger in his body.

My traitorous lips parted for his, welcoming the press of his tongue against mine alongside a rough moan which rolled up the back of my throat to join in the betrayal.

His fingers pushed into my hair, pulling me closer and my body fit against him like it had been moulded to do nothing other than that.

It wasn’t a kiss between enemies. It wasn’t blind lust or selfish want. It was fire in the dead of winter, a shock of lightning to my bruised and silenced heart, it was thunder breaking over a desert and it was the awakening of a creature I’d almost forgotten I could be.

Kissing Bastian Carderrin was treason of the highest form. Yet even with the shadow of my homeland looming over us, it was a sin I couldn’t stop myself from committing, no matter the consequences for my infidelity, or the price I’d no doubt pay for it in the end.
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CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN

The underbeast roared as it powered through the tunnels my people had carved over generations, the time to utilise them finally upon us. The contraptions my army rode upon were a marvel of metal and magic, its long body having carried us through the tunnels beneath Avanis and then into Pyros at high speed. We’d spent years perfecting them in secret in caverns far beneath the mountains where not even the enemy spies had been able to discover them.

They were powered by blazing coal and a hundred sharpened legs imbued with earth magic activated by runes which drove us through the tunnels like a millipede racing from a bird.

But we weren’t the prey in this encounter. We were the enemy they’d never see coming and as we sped through the rocks deep beneath their land, I couldn’t help but think about how right that was.

The people of Avanis had always been destined to rule over the entire continent because we were masters of the land itself. Without rock and stone, root and soil, fauna and forest, they had nothing to squabble over. The wind might blow and the flame might burn, the river may run but without the earth they had nothing to show for any of it.

We would remind them of such and the despicable Flamebringers who owed me so much would be the first to fall beneath the axe of that truth.

“Rah! Rah! Rah!” The repetitive strike of the pincers which flung us through the tunnels were echoed by the war cries of my warriors. I bellowed along with them as the underbeast took a sharp and sudden turn towards the surface.

The ascent grew steeper and I pulled my golden war hammer from my back, holding it aloft as I gripped the metal bar before me so that I wouldn’t go tumbling back through the centre of the underbeast as it angled ever upwards.

We slowed a fraction as we reached the end of the tunnel, the warriors before me all lifting their hands to blast the earth and rock aside as we made to embark upon the land of our enemy.

“Cinder Vale will fall to us this day!” I boomed and my warriors cried out their agreement. “Leave none alive in your wake!”

My pulse thundered in my ears, the screams of my family echoing through time itself to haunt me even here. They were the reason I fought on, the reason I never backed down, the reason for all I did. And today I intended to finally reap the justice they deserved from the land of the heathens who had caused their demise.

The cries of bloodlust and fury echoed out as the dirt before us exploded into open air and we emerged from the ground like a great serpent cresting a wave, the first of the underbeasts to pierce the land and make our presence known.

Cinder Vale stood just beyond the edge of the volcanic plains we’d just breached and the panicked cries of their guards met my ears alongside the roar of a battle already taking place.

I looked out at the warring Fae, taking stock of the carnage before us and smiling darkly. Taurus was on our side this day.

Ironwraith hung in the sky above the plains and over the palace in the volcanic basin, raining down hell on the city from above while the Cascadian fleet attacked it from the Blackthorn Canal on the other side of the plains.

The Flamebringers were trapped between the three of us, scurrying like panicked ants whose rock had just been turned to reveal every crevice of their nest.

A booming laugh escaped me as I took in the destruction, weighing how long this battle had already waged.

“We find three hobbled mules awaiting us instead of one defiant crow!” I boomed, my voice magically echoing out across the land to all of my people as more and more underbeasts punched through the rock to bolster our forces. The other Earls had joined me in this attack and the sight of Avanis united made pride burn through my chest. “I say we put them all down!”

The bellow of agreement that followed made my ears ring and I laughed wildly as I took off at the head of our army, charging out onto the black lava rock which made up the field before us, ready to watch the world fall to our fury.
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CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT

My pulse elevated as I watched the ground crack apart a few hundred feet away and the battalion of Stonebreakers continued to burst from the ground, rising like the undead. They came in waves, riding upon beastly contraptions with a hundred metal legs a-piece, each of them carrying several hundred Avanis warriors who were emerging onto the battlefield thirsty for blood.

Kaiser laid a hand on my arm - the gesture could have been misinterpreted for comfort had I not known his true intentions. His possession burrowed deeper into me and true fear took root as his eyes lit red with his demonic Order form. He worked to draw upon the Void, trying to lure it to do as he bid, but it was as fickle as ever and Kaiser Brimtheon was not its master. I wasn’t even sure I was.

To the west, the battalion of Flamebringers who were fighting to hold back the Raincarvers and Skyforgers split apart so that a third of them turned to meet the army of Avanis. They were vastly outnumbered and they’d barely had time to assemble themselves for this fight, but their eyes were bright with determination, their spirits not close to broken yet.

At a cry from a Flamebringer commander, the volcanic ground split apart beneath the charging Stonebreakers and molten lava spewed into the sky. It splashed down onto the Avanis warriors and some of the strange contraptions they’d been riding, forcing them to break ranks to avoid the lethal cracks in the earth.

My gaze fixed on a fierce Stonebreaker as he led the charge from the head of the first metallic beast to have erupted from the ground, a golden hammer raised in the air above him and bloodlust gleaming in his eyes. He called out for his warriors to follow him and they swiftly raced along in his stead.

“Earl Tarlord is one of the few Earls who leads his army into battle from the front,” Kaiser commented as if he was watching something as calming as the shifting tide. “His bravery will earn him his death soon enough.”

“I heard he’s launched more attacks on Pyros than any other ruler across The Waning Lands in the last decade. It seems he hates your people as fervently as I do,” I replied coldly, my eyes locked on the legendary Avanis warrior as he led the charge towards death and glory.

Kaiser nodded and Calcifiend chirruped on his shoulder, his own gaze honed in on the enemy army. “Our people butchered his family in an attempt to assassinate him. They managed to destroy most of his bloodline aside from the most important one. Him. Since then, Earl Tarlord only launches his troops against Pyros – his engagements with Stormfell and Cascada are only ever defensive, his sole focus on destroying the Flamebringers in payment for the deaths of his wife and children,” he said without emotion but my blood curdled at that snippet of truth, a stirring of empathy finding its way into me as I watched the ferocious Avanis warrior tearing into battle like a harbinger of death.

“I hope he gets the vengeance he’s seeking,” I hissed.

“He butchered the entire legion who were responsible for his family’s demise and decorated his throne room with their bones. He has had his vengeance but his hatred pushes him to seek more and more of it. He will not be satisfied until he has taken the heads of every Fae of power in Pyros. It makes him predictable and will be his downfall in the end,” Kaiser said, his attention on Earl Tarlord too, though his focus wasn’t in awe or understanding of the man’s pain, it was purely analytical, one predator assessing another.

I wasn’t certain what to make of the idea of the warlord’s morbid throne room but it was hardly my most pressing concern right now.

As more lava spewed, the Avanis warriors wielded the great, jagged lumps of black rock to their advantage, creating bridges over the pools of spurting magma and swinging their heavy swords in skilful arcs. Blood spilled as the front lines collided. Flamebringers versus Stonebreakers. And their fight was drawing ever closer to us.

I was unarmed. Entirely at Kaiser’s mercy as the threat headed our way. We were going to be caught up in the battle if we didn’t move soon. But Kaiser continued to tug on the threads of my soul, trying to seek out the power of the Void, acting as if we had all the time in the world.

“I’m going to die here if you don’t let me fight,” I growled. “Uncuff me. Give me a blade.”

“You will do as you’re bid,” Kaiser said darkly and ice crept into my blood, a hatred so potent it burned.

He tugged on my power, drawing on my magic, but the cuffs blocked any use of it.

“Free me,” I demanded. “You’re mad if you think this plan will work. That battle will be upon us any moment. Are you so stubborn that you’ll kill us both?”

“Quiet,” he sniped, wielding the power within me, making it stir and dance.

“Stop,” I snarled, hating the sensation, my body no longer mine, but his. Always his.

My gut lurched as Kaiser’s possession latched onto something deeper, more terrible than water magic even in its most ruthless form.

I inhaled sharply as the Void awoke, offering itself to me, but in doing so, it offered itself to the Fury too.

“There, now let’s see what you are truly capable of, silka la vin.”

“Wait,” I gasped as he turned me to face the oncoming Avanis army, the rows of bellowing Stonebreakers clashing with the dwindling Flamebringers and drawing terrifyingly close.

Kaiser drew his sword, his gaze fixed on the enemy. Death spread out before me, bodies strewn aside, stepped over or trampled on. The Stonebreakers never stopped coming, pouring from the ground in those strange contraptions and overwhelming the Flamebringers with sheer numbers.

Many of the warriors had begun to shift, a clash of Werewolves among them, and a pack of vicious Nemean Lion shifters tearing through the masses. It was pure carnage and it was closing in on us second by second.

“Go, Calcifiend. Assist our people,” Kaiser encouraged.

The Sayer Dragon took off from his shoulder and flew away over the battle. A tremendous explosion sounded as the tiny creature used its own deadly magic to take out a group of Stonebreakers, knocking them down into a pit of magma and my lips parted at the lizard’s strength.

An Avanis Medusa spotted us on the ridge, her hair replaced with strands of snakes that hissed and spat at us. She ran to meet us, bloody sword raised and murder written into her eyes.

“Arm me,” I commanded the Fury, but I knew it was futile.

Kaiser tugged on the power within me and somehow he wielded the Void. I cried out in shock as it spilled from me and Kaiser stepped behind me to avoid its strike, the rush of magic slamming into the Medusa all at once.

Her Order form melted away, her hair returning to golden strands and though confusion crossed her features, she didn’t slow. She raised her sword while lifting her hand too, angling it at the earth beneath our feet and releasing a battle cry. She glanced down at her fingers, clearly confused that no magic was cast and Kaiser sent a barrage of fire over my head, consuming her in the flames and killing her fast.

I gasped at the savagery of the attack, how easily he had managed to wield the Void through me when I had struggled so much to use it.

“Onward,” Kaiser commanded in a word I felt down to my bones.

I moved in front of him, tethered by his monstrous Fearsire magic and the sense of his possession running blood deep. He walked me toward the battle, placing his hand on my spine to deepen our connection and hatred blazed within me.

Avanis were my enemies but being used like this made me sick. I was just his tool, forced to plant the seed of death wherever he aimed me.

He cast the Void power from me once again, angling me toward a group of Avanis warriors who were cutting down three Flamebringers between them, hacking at their bodies with blades while holding them down with magical vines.

Kaiser made the Void answer his call and its power slammed into them, five Stonebreakers at once this time, all of them staggering in confusion as they felt the strange attack. Shock rushed through me at the amount of power I had somehow cast, wielding the Void against so many enemies at once.

Their magic stuttered out and they looked around, raising their swords. Kaiser blasted fire at them and their screams coloured the air as they were consumed in the blaze, running to try and escape but only finding a pit of lava waiting behind them.

I cursed at the use of such magic, the fire heating me through and making me feel like the deepest kind of traitor as I was forced to assist my enemy.

A whoosh of air and clash of battle above made me look up. Skyforgers were descending from the edge of Ironwraith, using the gift of air to stay aloft and pick off enemies. They brutally killed a Flamebringer Manticore then set their eyes on us, speeding our way like hawks focused on their prey.

“Kaiser, look up!” I snapped, having no way to defend myself and not wanting to die here at their hands.

He forced the Void to tear from me again and as the invisible power impacted with the Skyforgers, their air magic was torn from them, guttering out. They yelled in fright as they fell thirty feet from the sky and slammed into the scorched rocks with sickening cracks.

A yell of fury made my head turn and a flash of black and white wings caught my eye. The Matriarch flew into battle in her Harpy form, throwing small blades at the Stonebreakers with incredible aim, slicing into their necks and killing them quick. She released fire from her hands, burning the backs of a line of Avanis warriors, sending them running into the jaws of a Flamebringer Werewolf pack that was following in her wake. I recognised North’s grey and white Wolf form among them, ripping into his adversaries with tooth and claw.

A line of magpies burst from the tunnel we had taken to leave the city, leading another legion of Flamebringers to intercept the Stonebreakers, but it still wasn’t enough. The Pyros warriors were eclipsed by the number of their enemies and there was only so long this could last. Cinder Vale would fall.

When the Flamebringer reinforcements clashed with the Stonebreakers, it was bloody chaos.

Kaiser kept me on the verges of the fight, his fingers snaring my arm as he pulled me close and spoke low in my ear. “You can do more than this.” His possession bit into me so deeply that it hurt, every part of my body becoming his.

I despised him to the root of my being and I ached for his death beyond anything else in this world.

“I will wield every drop of your power,” he growled, the Nightfire coming to life inside me, burning me and demanding I give everything he asked for. “It is caged somehow, not fully unleashed. You must free it. I command you to.”

I cried out as the Nightfire begged me to answer that demand, blazing through my body and hurting me for defying him. But I didn’t know how to do what he asked and I desperately didn’t want to either.

He was burning me alive from the inside and I fought him with every ounce of strength I possessed, but I buckled to my knees as the fire clawed its way through my soul.

“Release it,” Kaiser ordered.

“I can’t,” I growled. “I won’t.”

“Well which is it?” he asked, crouching down and pulling my hair to make me look up at him. “Because I think it’s neither.”

His possession raked against my soul and made a strangled scream escape me, the pain it caused like an inferno searing the inside of my skin.

“There’s nothing more,” I spat at him, breathless and agonised.

“You’re a fool if you believe that. Do you really think a prophecy would have been written about a power so meagre? You are unstoppable, silka la vin. And you will prove it this very hour.”
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CHAPTER FORTY NINE

The wind whipped against my face as I stood on the edge of Ironwraith, watching the battle unfold below us. Prince Dragor stood next to me with a host of Skyforgers at his back, occasionally turning to speak to them within a silencing shield.

We’d moved out of the relative comfort of Echo Fort, the squat building now standing at our backs while we exposed ourselves to the elements to gain a better view of the ongoing battle.

I was growing frustrated. The pompous prince clearly thought he was better than me, and I was tired of his dismissive comments and the way he was acting as if I was just my father’s pawn. Dispensable to my own flesh and blood. It was bullshit. I was Father’s greatest warrior. Born and bred for battle.

The Cascadians were still spilling from our ships below us onto the expanse of volcanic rock, meeting with the Flamebringers who had assembled to fight them. It wouldn’t be a long battle. They weren’t prepared for our arrival and they had nowhere near the numbers we did when combined with the forces from Stormfell.

Soon, Cinder Vale would be ours.

Dragor cast me a withering look. “Are you not eager for battle since your graduation? You look like you are yet to get your hands dirty.”

“I’ve got my hands plenty dirty,” I growled, though the truth was a little different. “I may not have fought in a battle yet but I’m well made for it. I’ll gut more Flamebringers this day than you will, sky prince.”

“Is that so?” he mused as a line of Skyforgers hurled themselves off of the island with whoops of excitement, sailing down into battle using air magic, windriders, or shifting into winged Orders.

“Yes it’s so.” I took a subtle step back from the edge. The height of this thing was starting to knot my stomach.

“You look nervous, Raincarver,” Dragor goaded. “Why not take a better look?” He grabbed the back of my armour, shoving me right to the edge of the island so rubble crumbled away into the abyss beneath my boots.

“What are you doing?” I barked, trying to push my way back onto the island but his grip was iron and I couldn’t make him retreat.

“You want to fight, don’t you? Well you’re not much use up here anymore. So go fight.” He shoved me so suddenly that I didn’t even have time to attempt to resist and I went tumbling off of Ironwraith in a split second.

My arms cartwheeled uselessly, a scream hitching in my throat at the speed I was descending toward the black rocks of the volcanic plain. I was going to die, I was going to hit that ground so hard I would be splattered all across it in an unrecognisable smear and no one would even be able to tell who I had been.

I slammed into a Skyforger on a windrider, the air slamming from my lungs as pain splintered through me and I was knocked aside again, pinwheeling off of it and shrieking in terror.

I raised my hands to cast water, not knowing which way was up while I spun like a cork in a whirlpool.

Wings flurried in my face and I collided with a Pegasus, bouncing along its back toward its head. I grabbed onto its mane, crying out in fear but it bucked its head and I lost my grip, the spiral horn on its head pricking me in the ass as I began falling again.

I could see the ground this time, raising my hands and blasting water out erratically as I tried to remember how to cast a tower to catch me. But under the pressure and in the panic, I couldn’t manage it.

I was going to die. I was going to hit the ground and fucking die!

A Manticore slammed into me, fire spewing from its open lion’s mouth and setting me alight like a star-damned marshmallow.

I opened my mouth to scream in panic but instantly fell through a blast of water being shot from the Cascadians below, my scream turning into a chocking cough as my mouth was filled with it. I couldn’t languish in the relief from the flames though because within moments I tumbled from the jet of water too, only to find myself falling again.

My legs kicked and my arms thrashed as I fought to gather my wits and cast the magic I needed to save me. I had to catch myself or I was going to hit those rocks so hard my whole body would probably explode.

That image made me retch and lose focus, and in the next harrowing second of my descent a Harpy was thrown into me, a flash of wild hair and black and white wings ringing a bell of recognition in my head. I wrapped my whole body around her, looking up to find The Matriarch herself glaring at me in surprise.

I tried to clamber up her body, my face slamming into her tits and she cursed in anger, blasting me with fire. I had no choice but to let go to avoid the flames, crying out in terror again as the world came rushing up to meet me.

“Ahhhh!” I yelled, seeing my death calling for me in the face of the rocky ground below but at the very last second water coiled around me tightly, yanking me up by my ass before depositing me gently on the ground.

I was shaken, my whole body trembling as I met the eyes of my saviour.

“Oh boy, I do not like you. But I did not wish to see you go splat.” Galomp nodded to me, patting my head then lumbering off to join the warriors fighting against the Flamebringers.

I righted myself, straightening my armour as I cleared my throat, but then a rising sickness burned up from my stomach and I reared over, vomiting on someone’s boots.

I looked up guiltily, finding Father there with a furious look on his face. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

I straightened, trying to compose myself and come up with an answer that didn’t involve admitting that I had just been hurled off of Ironwraith and almost killed by the sky prince without even putting up a fight.

“Everest is out here,” I said quickly. “I was gathering intelligence, er, from the sky. I saw her from, um, above. Er – that way.” I pointed across the hardened lava field and Father raised an eyebrow.

“Oh. Well good work, my boy.” He clapped me bracingly on the shoulder then scowled. “But when this is done, you will scrub my boots until they shine, understood?”

“Yes Father,” I said quickly and he marched off, letting his Merrow Order form take over his body, the navy spines peeking out beneath the plates of his armour. I let my own Order form come out too, gilding myself in the thicker skin of my Merrow and following after Father. We were two beasts of the ocean, the firm scales against my skin glinting with iridescence and the spikes between my knuckles promising violence.

“Everest, you’d better fucking be out here,” I muttered, raising my sword and preparing to face true battle.

Father swung his blade at a group of Flamebringers who were cutting through our ranks, gutting two of them, but one got past him, heading straight for me.

I gasped, raising my sword but hesitating a beat too long. A Cascadian Centaur mowed him down before I got close to doing so myself, saving my ass and leaving the Flamebringer twitching on the ground in front of me. Father glanced back and I jabbed the man quickly with my sword to make it seem like I’d done it and he nodded his approval.

I released a sigh, my shoulders drooping. I was exhausted already. I’d always thought more about the after-parties of war. Coming home from battle to be greeted by merriment, ale and my pick of men to bed. But the actual battle part was not quite as simple as I’d initially thought. I could die out here. Like, actually die. But I was far too young and handsome to die yet.

I swiped the sweat from my brow and prepared to face the toils of war. But if these Cascadians wanted to go ahead of me, then that was fine. Because I would be in charge of the area back here. Directing people. Yes, that would suit me just fine.

“Onward,” I called confidently, ushering some more Fae ahead of me. “That’s it. Good man. On you go.” I pointed a few others past me then kept in their shadows. “Bolster your courage! We fight for Cascada!”
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CHAPTER FIFTY

The battle was well underway. I’d come through a portal in a cave near the Blackthorn Canal and had followed it until I’d arrived here on the cusp of war. The Raincarvers and Skyforgers appeared to be working together, a fact which left me unsettled. Only the most dire of situations would have driven them to it.

Skyforgers raced overhead, a herd of Pegasuses sailing away toward the Flamebringers who had come to meet them. I used concealment spells to keep myself hidden, moving unnoticed for the most part as I studied the faces around me and sought out my best friend.

Come on, Ever, where are you?

I hurried further up the canal, hugging its shore and closing in on one of the first Cascadian ships. It was a vast thing built to carry as many warriors as possible and they were racing from it now down the gangplanks or leaping straight to the earth and charging for battle. Some of my homeland’s fleet were sailing on toward the dam that stood above Cinder Vale, but it looked like Everest’s father had chosen to alight close by. His bright ship, the White Mare, stood out among the darker hulls, the hulking vessel anchored and its warriors already disembarked.

I wondered if I might have a better view of the battle up on one of those ships, so as soon as the flow of warriors slowed, I made a run for it, sprinting up a gangplank onto the deck and gazing back at the battlefield.

My jaw tightened as I took in the bloodbath. I’d expected to find myself here one day, swinging my sword and cutting down my enemies. My whole life, I had trained for that. But now that fate had been snatched from me and instead I wore this cloak of gold, branding me as other. I wasn’t sure I’d ever grow used to this new life.

“Who’s there?” a woman barked and I turned to find Alina Seaman pointing a sword at me. “I can see you’re trying to conceal yourself. Unveil yourself now.”

I let the concealment spell drop and her eyebrows raised.

“You,” she breathed, lowering her weapon. It wasn’t unusual for Reapers to attend and witness battles. Our kind kept records of the Endless War without bias, laying watch to all that took place and keeping the truth guarded in archives far from battlefields.

“Me,” I said darkly.

She glanced at my cloak then remembered to bow. “Praise to the stars.”

“And praise to those who tread their destined path,” I uttered back to her.

Her eyes lifted again and if I wasn’t mistaken, she looked a little guilty.

“You’ve sinned,” I accused, the weight of my Reaper authority making her bow her head again. “Name what you’ve done.”

She cursed under her breath. “Stars forgive me.”

“For?”

“I ate something dodgy on the way here, alright?” she clipped.

“And?”

“And I’ve sinned all over the captain’s quarters.” She glanced back to a door, turning red as she looked to me again.

I bit down on a laugh. “Well now that you mention it, there is a fair stench in the air. I had put it down to the sulphur.”

She looked like she wanted to curse me out for that, and during our youth she certainly would have. But I happened to be a prophet of the stars now and she wouldn’t dare speak a word against me.

“Can you fix it? I can’t go to war with the shits,” she whispered desperately, lurching forward and reaching for me.

I backed up. “I haven’t started my studies in the intricacies of healing magic I’m afraid.” Even if I could have healed her, this girl had tortured Everest for years and I wasn’t inclined to help. “You’d better get out there or you’ll be hung for defecting.” I nodded to the battlefield. “Perhaps the stench will aid you anyway.”

Alina scowled, but nodded in defeat and walked to the gangplank, letting out a loud fart and clasping her ass cheeks with one hand. “Stars save me.”

I fought a snigger as she disappeared into the battle and I started climbing the rigging, seeking Everest. It was a clash of chaos and I quickly realised this would do me no good. I’d never be able to spot her among the fray. But what I did notice was the Flamebringers using tunnels to climb out of Cinder Vale. Everest might be down there in the city being watched over by The Matriarch – they wouldn’t want to risk such a powerful weapon after all.

It was the best idea I had, so I steeled my nerve and headed off of the ship to see if I could find a tunnel that wasn’t overrun with Flamebringers.

No matter what happened today, I vowed that I would find her. It was my duty to protect her, not just to keep my word to Solomon, but because she was my friend and I wouldn’t abandon her to Pyros. So I would see it done.
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CHAPTER FIFTY ONE

Bastian led the charge through the rubble which barred our exit from the citadel, downing walls and opening up tunnels through rock and steel alike as we fought to escape.

The Flamebringers had found us locked in our desperate embrace and the madness which had consumed me when feeling the heat of his lips against mine had fled as we came close to being burned alive. I’d stolen the oxygen from the fire intended to end us and Bastian had speared the offending Fae through the chest with a wooden javelin he’d crafted so quickly I’d almost missed it. From that moment on, we’d been running.

Flamebringers filled the citadel, their most powerful warriors absent but like all Fae of The Waning Lands, even the young knew how to defend themselves when battle came calling.

We’d had no choice but to flee, yet neither of us was clear on where precisely we should be running to.

“Damn these twisted passages,” Bastian snarled, throwing a wall of rock up to shield us as a group of Flamebringers appeared at the end of the passageway we’d been taking. We might have been dressed like them but it was clear they knew who I was the moment they laid eyes on me. News of the Sky Witch’s captivity had spread far and wide throughout the city and between my pink hair and the obvious truth of my Order, I knew I wouldn’t be able to sneak out of here unrecognised.

“We need to head skyward,” I demanded, looking to the roof above our heads and wishing we’d never moved inside the damned palace in the first place. But we hadn’t had much choice with thirty Flamebringers hounding us inside.

“Straight into the arms of your people? I’ll pass thank you, spectre,” Bastian growled.

“My curse on you won’t break until you set foot on my land,” I reminded him. “Why not take your chances on Ironwraith? Once you’ve stepped upon its shores you could try to fight your way free again?”

Bastian barked a laugh. “You like my chances against a legion of your best?”

“I like them better than I would most Fae’s,” I agreed because it was true. Even outnumbered twenty to one I wasn’t certain the Skyforgers would be able to hold him. And maybe some part of me didn’t want them to anyway.

“Such a pretty liar,” he cooed. “I say we head west and outrun the battle altogether. We’ll take the long way back to your land and I’ll take my chances against you alone when it comes to a fight.”

“Is that cowardice I hear in your voice?” I taunted.

Flames erupted around the stone shield and I guttered them with a huff of annoyance.

“Better a coward than a captive,” Bastian purred but I didn’t buy it for a second. He wasn’t a creature capable of fear.

“Or maybe you just want me to yourself for a few more weeks?” I teased.

The silver in Bastian’s eyes grew sharper, a wicked glint to the steel that lay there. “And if I did? Would losing yourself in the wilds with me for a week or three be so very bad?”

“Bad? I’m certain it would be nothing but sinful. That doesn’t mean I’m going to take you up on it.”

Bastian grinned at me.

The sound of a group of bodies collapsing to the ground through lack of oxygen reached us from beyond the shield. I kept control over the air they were struggling to breathe for a few more seconds to make sure they were definitely out cold.

“That way then,” I barked, pointing at a solid wall beside us.

Bastian sighed heavily, like I was so utterly unreasonable, then carved a hole straight through the wall ahead of us like I’d directed. I resisted the urge to praise him like a good dog but the way he narrowed his eyes told me he could read the thought in my head.

We ducked into the hole, moving through the solid palace wall before emerging on the other side in the streets of the citadel.

Flames were fired at us from both left and right and the two of us threw up shields to block a side each.

“I need a sword,” I complained, eying the blades adorning Bastian’s belt and slung over his back.

“Here,” he forged a little clay dagger with a crudely drawn Dragon on its blade in his fist then tossed it to me.

I caught it, my lips parting to argue the uselessness of the brittle weapon but a blast of fire hit my shield so hard that it almost shattered.

“Time to go,” I snapped, taking the lead and racing down the closest alleyway.

Bastian followed with only minimal grumbling about me being a bossy asshole and I chose to focus on getting us the hell out of here over responding to his jibes.

We were lucky, darting down several alleys before breaking out into the market square without anyone else spotting us. The bellows of battle sang out across the entire city, blasts of fire and air colliding around us and I couldn’t help but look up towards my people as they launched themselves from the cliffs of Ironwraith far above.

We were closing in on the edge of the floating island, our chance to board it slipping by as it moved overhead, turning in the clouds to position itself for another strike at the palace.

“Come on,” I barked, moving to grab Bastian by the hand before wrapping us in a knot of air magic and hurling us skyward.

He snarled aggressively, snatching his hand from my grip and throwing earth magic around us so that rocks formed over our boots, their weight dragging us back towards the ground.

“For the love of Gemini, stop!” I yelled, taking a swing at him but he deflected my blow, only grinning at me as he cast more rocks into place, making it even harder for me to haul us skyward.

Flaming arrows arced through the air towards us and I only just managed to throw a shield out to block the attack in time.

The dip in my concentration saw us tumbling towards the ground and Bastian snatched my hands into his grip, clamping them in his fists to stop me from casting and launching us upwards again.

I lunged for him and he narrowly avoided my forehead as I took aim for the bridge of his nose so I sank my teeth into his neck instead.

A Dragon’s snarl escaped him and we crashed heavily into the roof of one of the market stalls, wood splintering all around us as we were thrown away from one another.

I scrambled to my feet, his blood staining my lips and a wicked smile accompanying it.

“Back to this again, are we?” Bastian growled, shoving a lump of awning off of him and regaining his feet.

The heavy shadow of Ironwraith moved overhead, blotting out so much moonlight that it appeared pitch black down here.

“Were we ever not?” I replied.

A boom of impact made us both lurch around as a great lump of the palace wall came crashing down from above.

I cursed, throwing up a shield and Bastian caught my hand, driving his magic into it too and stealing my breath from my lungs as our power combined.

The heavy lumps of black glass and stone exploded around us and I stared into his silver shot eyes with my heart racing and every lie we’d ever told each other keeping us company.

“What are we to one another, spectre?” Bastian asked me but I had no answer that I could give him to his question.

“We’re both dead if we don’t get out of here,” I replied instead, my chest heaving with the roiling combination of our magic beneath my skin.

He nodded, taking his hand from mine and severing our connection more efficiently than a bucket of ice water.

I drew in a shuddering breath, focusing my mind as the weight of his power abandoned me and we were left standing amid the rubble of our enemies’ stronghold.

“No way up anymore,” Bastian pointed out and to my utter frustration I had to admit he was right, Ironwraith had swallowed us within its shadow and making any attempt to fly up to it here would be suicide. We’d be shot from the sky long before we could reach the edge of the island and make it to its top.

“West,” I grunted irritably because that had been his preference all along.

Bastian grinned, revealing the dimples in his cheeks and the scheming in his eyes before turning and running for the wall which ringed the citadel.

Flamebringers came for us as we ran and I had no choice but to follow him and shield us the best I could.

We made it to the wall and Bastian blasted a hole in it for us to escape.

The streets beyond it were chaos, soldiers racing to and fro, barking orders and running to meet the enemy. We had all of five seconds before one of them noticed us and then we were running blindly, unable to do anything other than shield as fire rained down on us from all around.

My magic blossomed within me, there was so much desire for death, glory and most of all, survival, that no matter how much energy I poured into shielding us, my magic never once began to wane.

Bastian relied on me to keep us from being burned alive, forging ahead of me and swinging the heavy sword he carried with brutal and lethal efficiency every time a Flamebringer dove into our path.

We tried to run west but kept getting herded north instead, the great dam which held back the Blackthorn Canal looming between the houses ahead of us.

The flags of the Cascadian Armada beat a violent rhythm against the sky up there, blasts of water magic colliding with fire so frequently that a fog of steam hung above this end of the city.

There was a roiling undertone to the cries of fighting Fae too, some seething mass of force drumming against the walls of the city itself.

“What is that?” I demanded as the rushing crash sounded again and Bastian skidded to a halt, dropping into a crouch and placing his hand against the cobbled street.

I fought to shield us as a group of Flamebringers took aim at us from a rooftop to our right and the piercing cry of a terrified child drew my attention to three tiny figures who were scrambling out of an alleyway ahead.

The children ranged in age from around two to seven, the older girl gripping the hands of the others tightly as she hauled them along. Her gaze snapped to mine and she skidded to a halt with a cry of pure terror, recognition spilling through her brown eyes.

She shoved the smaller children behind her, tugging a little dagger from her belt and holding it up defensively.

I sneered at the insinuation that I might butcher a trio of fleeing children but Bastian’s shout of warning shattered the thoughts from my skull.

“They’re going to take out the dam!” he cried. “It will fail at the next blow.”

His words fell over me in the company of another great crash and I sucked in a horrified breath as his prediction came to pass. The dam splintered and split apart beneath a barrage of water magic and a wave of deathly force came crashing down upon the city to the sonnet of its peoples’ screams.

Bastian lurched to his feet but my gaze had snapped back to those little children standing in the street ahead of us, the mighty wave rushing for them so fast that I knew they’d be swallowed within moments.

I broke into a run, Bastian right behind me, the two of us racing towards the wave instead of away from it, the roar of water deafening me as it swallowed the city whole.

The children screamed as I collided with them, my arms banding around the group and knocking the little dagger out of the girl’s hand.

Bastian’s embrace closed around me a heartbeat later and I choked back a scream as the enormous wave rushed for us with deadly precision.

Magic exploded from me and we shot for the sky, the shrieks of the Flamebringers surrounding us as the water engulfed them and the Cascadian fleet sped into their city at a ferocious speed.

Water peppered our skin, drenching our clothes, but we shot above it a mere second before the wave could engulf us.

The children clung to me in fear, Bastian’s hearty laughter at complete contrast to the panic which had just threatened to consume me. Death had very nearly taken us there and I had so very much left to set right before I could let that happen.

I hurled us away from the flood and the Cascadian ships, aiming for the rocky hill which led to the top of the basin where the city was contained and deposited us on a narrow ledge high enough up to be safe from the water.

I released my hold on the children and Bastian released me in turn, the five of us gazing out at the destruction which had been caused by that devastating tidal wave. Cinder Vale was destroyed in every way that counted and despite me knowing that I should have been relishing this victory, I couldn’t help but feel a sourness to it as so many of the houses of its citizens were destroyed so callously.

To either side of the basin where the land rose up in a curving valley the buildings had been safer but the wave of destruction had torn through the lower ground destroying everything in its path on its way to the palace at its heart.

I watched with bated breath as the water collided with the walls of the citadel and miraculously, they held, the Cascadian fleet spreading out around the walls and continuing their attack on them from there.

I turned my focus back to the three children I’d just snatched from the jaws of death.

“Are you alright?” I demanded and they all nodded mutely, the biggest among them stepping forward and holding the hands of her companions. Or maybe they were siblings. They certainly shared the same brown eyes and heart-shaped jawline. “Good.”

“You saved us,” the oldest girl accused and I frowned.

“You did,” Bastian agreed, amusement colouring his words while water swept through the city below us and battle still raged on.

“No one would ever believe such a thing,” I spat. “So don’t go telling anyone.”

The girl arched a brow at me and the youngest boy tiptoed up to whisper in her ear.

“He says you’re not as mean as you pretend to be. He says you should listen to your heart more often.”

“That child is all of two summers old. He said no such thing,” I barked.

“He thought it,” the middle girl replied defiantly before shrinking back behind her older sister as my focus flicked to her.

I huffed out a breath, uncertain if I was amused or annoyed. “Where are your parents?”

“Fighting. Where are yours?”

“Dead,” I snarled because whoever the Fae who had sired me were, I would never find out their names anyway, so it had always seemed most honest to claim they were dead. They might as well have been so far as I was concerned.

The little boy tiptoed up to his big sister again and I scowled, awaiting his damning judgement.

“He says that figures. It’s why you’re so grumpy.”

Bastian chuckled and I threw him a look that threatened violence.

“Death makes tyrants of us all,” I agreed. “Now go scram somewhere safe.”

“We’re clinging to a rock face beside a river of doom,” the girl deadpanned, gesturing to the deep canal water which now took the place of the streets we’d just escaped from. “Where would you suggest?”

I huffed angrily, tilting my head back to look at the rocky incline ahead of us. The sound of battle from beyond that ridge was even more intense than down here, so clearly they didn’t want to head that way.

“Where’s your house?” I asked irritably.

“There,” the middle girl said, pointing to a row of buildings on the far side of the raging flood, set on higher ground, making it safe from the water at least. The fight with Cascada had moved deeper into the city, focused now on the citadel. Ironwraith was still hovering over the palace and the plain to the north, its warriors attacking from both sides. The citizens who had survived the breaking of the dam were all scrambling out of the remaining houses now, forgotten by the fighters at least for the moment.

“Gee-ma is there,” the little boy said.

“We’re all supposed to be vacuating,” the oldest girl said knowledgably.

“You mean evacuating. And yeah, you should do that. Fast. You got some secret way out of this city?” I asked and the little boy nodded excitedly while the other two shushed him.

“Nope,” said the oldest of them firmly. “There is no secret steam engine hiding anywhere and no way for us to sneak away and nowhere in the mountains for us to run to.”

“’Specially not a magic cave with an oasis where nargalumps swim,” the middle girl agreed firmly.

“Good.” I glanced at Bastian who seemed content to watch me struggle with this moral dilemma, but they were just fucking kids. I wasn’t a monster, despite the rumours which circulated to the contrary. “Hold on to each other. I’m gonna fly you back to your Gee-ma and you’re gonna run with her to that non-existent steam engine as fast as you can go. Got it?”

They huddled together, the two girls hugging the little boy between them, and I glanced around to make sure there were no Raincarvers nearby before wrapping them in a cocoon of air magic.

“Thanks, witch lady,” the middle girl said, her little brother peeking out at me from beneath her arm with a grin.

“You know, you’re not even very scary actually,” the oldest girl said. “I’ll tell my momma not to chop your head off like she always said she wanted to. Kay?”

“Gee, thanks,” I said, lifting them into the air with my magic. “Now get the fuck out of here.”

I launched them across the water at speed, their shrieks breaking into laughter as they found themselves flying for what I supposed was the first time in their lives.

Bastian moved to stand at my shoulder as I set them down outside the distant house they’d pointed out to me and I released a heavy breath when an elderly lady burst from the door and swept them all into her arms with a cry of relief.

She looked up as the children all started to speak, her gaze snapping to us, and I knew what they were telling her, a lump forming in my throat as recognition sparked in her gaze. She saw me and she knew me.

“This is going to come back to bite me in the ass,” I cursed as the family turned and hurried away into the house together at last.

Bastian opened his mouth to say something but I snatched the air from his lungs.

“Not a fucking word,” I warned him before turning my focus back to the climb ahead of us and sending out a silent prayer to Libra to watch over those infuriating little beasties. Because if the symbol of justice held any real power in this world, then surely he would only think it fair to let them live. They hadn’t asked for this war after all.

I allowed Bastian to breathe again and we started on our ascent. The cries of battle rang out at the top of the hill we climbed and adrenaline trickled into my veins in anticipation of what awaited us at the summit.

“We’re going to have to fight our way out of here,” Bastian commented.

“Nothing new about that,” I muttered, reaching for another handhold and heaving myself higher.

“I suppose not,” he agreed.

We finally made it to the top of the rocky cliff and I hauled myself up just high enough to take in the raging battle beyond it.

“Well, shit, Avanis came to play too,” I said, staring out at the Stonebreakers who littered the lava field ahead of us, a group of Flamebringers battling to hold them back.

“Maybe my great, great, great grandkid is out there?” Bastian mused and I cut him a glance.

“You had kids before you were trapped in that cave?” I asked.

“Well, no. But some kind of distant descendant could be there.”

“You have no descendants if you didn’t have kids.”

“I could have grand-nieces.”

“So your siblings had kids?”

“I didn’t have any siblings.”

I resisted the urge to keep playing this nonsensical game with him and turned my focus back to the battle. It didn’t make sense. The Stonebreakers had the numbers five to one, so why hadn’t they overrun these Flamebringers already?

As the thought burned through me, my gaze fell on a pair of Fae standing closest to us, the two of them dressed in Flamebringer garb but the wild hair of the one on the left was definitely familiar to me.

“Everest?” I murmured, watching as the Fury yanked her around to face a group of advancing Stonebreakers before seemingly forcing her to do something which made her cry out in pain.

Whatever he was doing worked because the Stonebreakers’ magic stuttered out and he struck at them with brutality, blasting them with fire while they did nothing but scream their deaths to the wind.

“Ever what?” Bastian asked, his gaze following mine to the pair.

“That girl,” I said, pointing to her. “I made her a promise and I intend to keep it.”

“It’s a violent promise, isn’t it?” he sighed, sounding all kinds of exasperated.

“Aren’t they the best kind?” I purred.

“I suppose they are,” Bastian agreed. “So how are you fulfilling said promise?”

“By killing that big motherfucker beside her.”

Bastian eyed Kaiser with intrigue. “What is he?”

“Fury.”

“Nasty bastards,” Bastian mused. “Better to do it quick.”

“Oh, but where’s the fun in that?” I flashed him a smile then heaved myself over the edge of the cliff before darting to the charred corpse of a Stonebreaker and taking up his sword.

It was a little longer and heavier than I was used to but it would sever a head from its neck surely enough.

“I’m here, kitty cat,” I purred as I stalked up behind them. “Now watch me play.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY TWO

Everest’s power was increasing, the Void able to block the magic of fifteen Fae at once now. But I was certain it could do more than this. The Elysium Prophecy wouldn’t have named it if it wasn’t an unimaginable force.

“Enough,” Everest growled as I held her firmly in front of me, aiming her towards another line of Stonebreakers. “Let go of me!”

The wind stirred at my back and I lurched forward, swinging around and keeping Everest behind me a breath before the swing of a sword took my head from my shoulders.

The Sky Witch grinned as I met her grey gaze, feral in her nature as she lowered her sword and air magic exploded from her instead.

I was thrown onto my back and held down by the immensity of her power and a heavy growl built in my throat as I strained to get up.

“Vesper,” Everest gasped, naming the creature who I had never heard named before. “You came.”

“I’m not a hero, I just don’t like being called a liar,” the Sky Witch growled.

She prowled toward me to finish the kill and my gaze flitted to Everest who was glancing between her and the man she had come with, looking like she might turn and flee. Recognition rippled through me as my gaze tracked over the tall Fae. He was the fighter from the amphitheatre, so why was he accompanying the Sky Witch?

Vesper’s gaze met mine as she prowled forward to drive her sword into my chest, but I looked to Everest, snaring her with my possession, focusing to try and wield the Void without needing to touch her. I felt the connection my Order had to my Fearsire, our souls woven deep. With a wrench of effort, I forced the Void to answer my intentions and the power ripped from Everest, slamming into the Sky Witch and evaporating her magic.

The pressure of air on my chest released and the Sky Witch looked down at her hands, flexing her fingers only to find no magic there.

“What the fuck is this?” she murmured.

“Vesper, watch out!” Everest cried as I rose to my feet, swinging my sword for the witch’s throat, but she leapt back at the last second and raised her own weapon to counter the blow. I swung at her again, and her sword clashed with mine as we fought to strike the other.

“Need a hand there, spectre?” the man called to the Sky Witch.

“Fuck no,” she called back, her sword smashing into mine again.

I turned my possession onto the Sky Witch, meeting with the force of her mental shields and trying to break through them. But there was no affecting her, her Order not allowing my power in as mine didn’t allow hers to affect me in kind. She smiled at me like she knew what I’d been attempting and found humour in it. But I wasn’t sure I would ever understand such emotions.

A blaze of fire built between my fingers and I blasted them at her face. She whirled aside to avoid the flames and my sword sailed out to slice across her arm though even that blow didn’t land as heavily as I’d intended.

“Barely a scratch,” she laughed as she leapt back again and I swung for her once more, using the sword I had taken from Everest all those months ago. It was a fine thing, cutting shapes into the air like it had a life of its own, but Vesper’s sword work was immaculate and I couldn’t get the upper hand.

“Take her, Bastian, get her away from this poisonous beast who has his claws in her mind,” Vesper called to her male companion and the man strode toward Everest.

It appeared he held no loyalty to Pyros. Traitor or spy, he would die this day too.

I forced my Fearsire to run, escaping the man as he shot vines toward her, and wielding her Void to gutter out his magic too. So he was from Avanis, an intriguing detail. Was he allied with the Sky Witch? I could not see the purpose of such an alliance and as my mind ticked over possibilities, I returned my focus to the fight at hand where my attention was currently best placed. Killing them both would solve all complications.

Despite the loss of his magic, he didn’t slow, trying to get hold of her while I forced her to run. The Sky Witch swung her sword low and it scraped against my thigh, cutting through my trousers and drawing blood but I barely felt the pain, never one to react much to injuries.

I parried her next strike, but she was a menace on a warpath, like she could scent my blood in the air and it drove her on for more of it. She raised her blade, aiming for my head this time and a clang rang out as I brought my sword up to meet hers.

“You should never have let me spill your blood, Fury,” she snarled through a grin, my blood rising from the wound to coil in the air between us.

Blood magic.

She tugged upon that dark power and it drove pain into my body, tearing through my limbs and trying to force me to submit. The agony might have been paralysing to any normal Fae, but my mind was a fractured thing and I had long ago learned to relish in the sensation instead of bow to it.

The Sky Witch’s eyes narrowed as she tugged on more of my blood, ready to wield it against me, perhaps drain me dry of every drop. But I slammed my hand to my thigh, fire blazing against my palm to cauterise the wound and cut off the flow.

The pain continued to hammer through my bones as I cast a ring of flames around her, but she leapt free of them before I could cage her completely. Her clothes were slightly singed, the scent of burning hanging in the air and she cursed as she realised the very tips of her hair had been seared.

“You’ll pay for that,” she spat, coming for me again, ducking and weaving as my sword carved through the air mere inches from her skin. She managed to get beneath my guard and threw a punch into my jaw, blood coating my tongue from the impact and my head wheeling aside.

I kicked out at her, forcing her back and swung my sword in a wide arc to slit her throat, but she threw herself to the ground to avoid it, leaping back to her feet and coming at me again faster than before but I threw a fistful of flames between us to halt her.

The bastard chasing Everest caught hold of her, yanking her against his chest and I threw my attention his way and snared his mind. I wielded his earth power to break apart the cuffs on Everest’s wrists, unleashing her elemental magic and making her blast him with water.

He was thrown away from her and she cried out in anger as I cast two ice blades in her hands, ready to kill the man for good. But as I tried to wield his mind again, his mental shields flew up, iron clad and unyielding. I must have caught him unawares before, but now, there was no breaking into his head.

The Sky Witch came at me again, our swords clashing, blow for blow. Fire bloomed from my palm, racing down the blade, along hers and scorching her fingers. She dropped her sword with a curse then called upon her blood magic again, drawing blood to her from across the battlefield, so much of it here to feed that power. The dying bodies around us lurched upright at her call, hurling themselves into my path.

I swung my sword for her head, ready to cleave it in two, her guard open while she worked to wrangle her blood magic, the weight of it building in the air I breathed, an acrid taste sliding down my throat.

I cut through the dead that barred my way to her, sword raised.

Her death was mine or my death was hers. This moment would decide it.

A roaring explosion tore the air apart, molten lava spewing and the ground bucking violently. Rock and stone burst up beneath us, throwing me away from the Sky Witch, from the Avanis spy, and from Everest too.

I hit the ground, directing the lava away from me and my head smacked against the rocks, making me lose my hold on Everest as my possession stuttered out. I lifted my head, feeling a line of blood trickling down my neck, but one touch to the wound on the back of my skull told me it wasn’t fatal.

I reached for Everest with my possession, trying to summon my Fearsire to me, but I couldn’t sense her close by.

My ears rang, the roar of battle falling upon me and the smoke hanging in the air veiling my view of where we’d been stood just moments before.

More explosions sounded across the plain of lava, the Flamebringers working to destroy our enemies with the violent attacks intended to destroy them all and cries of death echoed across the land.

I rose to my feet within the blackish smog, seeking the girl who may have been Pyros’s only hope at victory now.

And as ever, in the midst of war and on the brink of losing everything, I felt nothing at all.
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CHAPTER FIFTY THREE

The explosion had hurled me away to land on the rocky ground with Vesper and her dark-haired companion, leaving us bruised and dazed as we gathered our senses on the smoking battlefield. I could no longer feel Kaiser’s claws in me, the relief at being free from him enough to bring a smile to my lips.

I tried to sense whether the soul-tie was broken, wondering if there was a chance that explosion had killed him, but I couldn’t be sure.

As Vesper righted herself beside me, three Avanis warriors rushed at us as one, and I blasted them with serrated ice shards while Vesper sent them tumbling away on a powerful wind. I shared a glance with her. How easily we had just worked together again. There was something so effortless about her company, despite everything I knew about her and who she was. If we’d been born on the same side of this war, perhaps we could have been friends.

Bastian stalked closer to the Sky Witch. “Those are my people,” he barked at her.

“And they were pointing swords at us,” she tossed back. “Face it, Bastian, you’re dressed as a Flamebringer and keeping the company of a Cascadian and me – they aren’t looking to be your friends right now.”

He grumbled a curse but said no more, breaking into a run with us as Vesper and I led a path to the west.

“This is the man you claimed was on his way to rescue you?” I asked Vesper.

“Yes.”

“He’s a Stonebreaker.”

“Yes.”

“That’s it? You’re not going to offer me any more explanation than that?” I demanded as Vesper threw a hand out and blasted a group of Pyros soldiers away from us on a violent gust of wind.

“A Skyforger, a Raincarver and a Stonebreaker cross a battlefield together,” Bastian mused, his voice a low growl and his eyes flashing with amusement which I had trouble feeling. “I believe we’re missing a punchline here.”

“You’re the punchline,” Vesper deadpanned and he chuckled darkly.

“Can we trust him?” I hissed to her, keeping my eye on the man who looked at least a little unhinged.

“Likely not,” she said which wasn’t reassuring at all and I made sure to keep her between me and him as we ran on.

We were closing in on the canal where Cascadian warriors were meeting with the dwindling lines of Flamebringers, my people working with the Skyforgers to cut through their ranks. It made my skin prickle to witness, but then again, I was fighting alongside a Skyforger myself. Still, this alliance was a clear tactic to overrun Cinder Vale and if what Kaiser had said was true, they were here, at least in part, for me.

I glanced at Vesper. She hadn’t spoken a word about me being the Void and I had the feeling she still didn’t know, which could only be a good thing so far as I was concerned. This tentative alliance between us surely didn’t need to be tested by that knowledge.

“That power the Fury forced you to use on me, what was it?” Vesper demanded and blood pounded in my ears.

“An Order gift,” I said quickly. She had come to save me. She’d kept her word in trying to kill Kaiser. But naming myself the Void felt as good as handing myself to Stormfell. She would surely claim me as their weapon if she knew the truth, alliance or not.

“I read about your Order, there was no mention of such a thing,” she said and I felt her eyes drilling into the side of my head.

The ground splintered around us as four Stonebreaker Centaurs charged at us, and I had to be thankful for the distraction even when their hands raised to cast magic and wield the earth.

Vesper stumbled on the shifting rock and I caught her arm, creating a bridge of ice for us to run onto while the man she named Bastian whirled to intercept two Flamebringers from behind.

Up on the bridge, Vesper and I cast powerful strikes at the Centaurs, two of my ice blades finding homes in their hearts while Vesper stole the air from the lungs of the others and left them collapsing to the ground.

We descended the bridge and Bastian raced after us once his kills were done, but we soon met with the backs of a line of Pyros warriors.

My heart thundered, the chaos of war setting my veins alight with adrenaline. There was no sense or order to this, no lines being held or clear divides between one side of this fight and another. Everywhere I looked enemies surrounded us and it was hard to keep track of where we were heading.

Ahead, a row of Pyros soldiers were being forced toward us by a row of Monolrion Bear shifters from Cascada, their sharp teeth ripping into the Flamebringers, tearing off limbs and shattering bone with swipes of their massive paws. The true carnage of battle was painted before me in blood and bone.

Vesper looked to the sky island hanging above us, determination making her jaw flex and I followed her gaze to that hulking mass of land, my throat tight with hatred. I was reminded all too sharply of the Sky Witch’s true home. Up there, she and I could never be allies. And as I looked to Cascada’s forces beyond the field of bloodshed and to the warships and their flags of Typhon, I sensed our truths pulling us apart.

I wasn’t sure what my heart wanted. Aside from glory and revenge, freedom was the deepest thing I wished for. In a place where I belonged, where I was wanted.

Two of the Monolrion bears broke through the Flamebringers and lunged for Bastian. He engaged them with ferocity, countering the swipes of their mighty paws with his sword, clearly needing no aid from us at all as he savagely floored the first then fell into a magical fight with the next and as Bastian tore the ground apart, I wheeled toward Vesper.

“Explain this madness,” I demanded, pointing to the brute of a man as he fought with the element of our combined enemy. Surely Vesper didn’t make a habit of befriending people from the lands she was sworn to destroy?

“He’s my prisoner,” she said with a shrug.

“He doesn’t look very imprisoned,” I tossed back.

“Look, are you really going to question my allegiances right now when I’m standing here with you? Regard him as my property and little more. He has no reason to harm you in this moment and is magically sworn not to harm me for the time being either. That’s good enough.”

I glanced at Bastian again and sighed. Whatever the Sky Witch’s intentions were with this man, it was probably the least of my problems right now.

“So what now then?” I asked and she met my gaze, knowing what I was really asking. Were we going to stay together? What really was our plan now that we had come this far?

Vesper glanced at Bastian while he fought then stepped closer to me, a shield of air magic encasing us to keep us safe from attack, at least for the moment. “If we go after the truth, try to hunt down the keystones and figure out what’s happening to the ley lines together in hopes of stopping that monster from making it to our continent then we’re effectively betraying our homelands.”

I nodded, taking her hand and our fingers locked together. She felt it too, this bond we had. This strange kindred spirit we shared that should never have been. “Those ley lines, the monster, the Reapers, all of it could end up destroying the world if we do nothing.”

“There are so many things that could destroy the world, kitty cat. And I’ve never been the hero type before. Do you actually think two enemies could save the world together?” She asked the question like it was a taunt but there was a want in her grey eyes which made me pause. Was she truly hoping I might agree to follow this insane path with her? Did she really think I might be the one to tell her that choosing to follow the mystery which had brought us together to its conclusion would be the right thing to do?

I looked to the Cascadian ships again, the flag of my people, the roar of the ocean sounding out in their battle cries.

“I’ve waited my whole life to fight for Cascada,” I said, my own truth burning within my heart. If I’d simply been another warrior then maybe I could have run with her into the madness she was suggesting. Maybe we could have hunted ley lines and keystones and figured out what was lurking beneath Never Keep. We might have become the type of heroes who never got songs sung for them but perhaps were more worthy of them than those who did. But…I was the Void. I was the one thing that could end all of this bloodshed for good. With Cascada in charge then peace could reign at last.

I swallowed, feeling like my answer was going to disappoint her, but what other choice did I have? “No, Sky Witch. I don’t think we could save The Waning Lands together. Not in a world like ours.”

She blinked at the use of her honorific in place of her given name. I knew I’d used it to re-draw a line between us because that was what had to happen here. She was the Sky Witch, bane of The Waning Lands, one of the most terrible warriors to ever hail from Stormfell. And I was Everest Arcadia. The Void. The ender of war.

My destiny was written for me and for all of us. I would claim victory for Cascada and finish the bloodshed at last. I couldn’t turn my back on that. Besides, once the Magistrine knew of my power, they would assist in ensuring that monster never stepped into The Waning Lands. Going home was the answer to everything. It was the only fate the stars were really offering me.

“So that’s it then?” she asked, disappointment bitter in her tone though I knew she’d never admit to such. “We go our separate ways, stay on the paths we already chose?”

Our fingers clasped a little tighter and I felt Bastian’s eyes burning into us, but I couldn’t look away from Vesper’s roiling grey gaze.

“You have your own destiny to follow. You have your sisters to avenge,” I said, trying to remind her of the oaths she’d sworn and perhaps trying to relinquish myself of the burden of this decision too because it was the only one which made sense in a world such as ours.

Something shuttered in Vesper’s expression, the pain of her loss flickering across her features before stilling to nothing in the icy pool of her gaze.

“I do,” she agreed quietly.

“I think we would have been something in another life,” I said earnestly, feeling like the stars were glinting a little brighter as they watched on too.

“Friends maybe,” Vesper scoffed, but there was a hint of a smile on her lips.

“Fuck it.” I tugged her close, hugging her, and after several seconds of her going stiff in my arms, she returned my embrace. I wasn’t one for much affection, but she’d gotten under my skin, clawed her way in there somehow. Since I’d learned she was still alive, I’d been far too happy about that truth to acknowledge what it meant. We were supposed to be enemies, and the moment we parted, we would return to being so. But just for a moment in time, maybe we were friends.

I nuzzled her cheek with a low purr and she released a rare laugh as we parted.

“Take care, kitty cat. Don’t die out there.”

“You either, witch,” I said, then our smiles fell and we stepped apart. “When you catch up to Cayde, make him scream a few times for me, okay?”

“I can manage that,” she said darkly.

I turned for Cascada and she turned for Stormfell.

Our choices were made, our destinies set, but I never could have prepared for the pain of that goodbye.
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CHAPTER FIFTY FOUR

Iworked my jaw as I strode away from Everest, my gaze fixed on Bastian who prowled towards me with his own look of determination in his silver shot eyes.

“What’s it to be?” he asked me, not even bothering to glance at the surrounding battlefield, as if the screams of dying Fae were utterly insignificant to him in comparison to my next words.

“My curse binds you until you set foot on the land of Stormfell,” I said firmly, nodding towards Ironwraith high above us to the south of the battlefield. “Follow me there, then run. I can’t offer you more than that.”

“Can’t you?” he growled, and I raised my chin at that challenge.

“What is it you seem to think you see in me, Bastian?” I asked plainly. “Because I have only ever been noted for my worth to other Fae. I have been used, coveted, betrayed in all forms, and abused by all Fae I have sworn loyalty to aside from those who died in thanks for their connection to me. And I can tell you that it has left me lacking in any of the emotions you seem to be seeking when you look at me the way you are now.”

“Have you always been in the habit of spouting bullshit until you believe it yourself?” Bastian growled. “Look at me. Look what I’ve endured and what I’ve lost and yet I emerged from that cavern because of you. A warrior from another land, born to be my enemy.”

“I am your enemy,” I protested but it was as weak as it sounded in my own head.

Bastian scoffed. “Enemies don’t kiss the way we did, spectre. Enemies don’t go to the lengths we have to keep one another alive.”

“You’re my ticket to getting what I want. My orders are to keep you alive,” I snapped. “Besides, I’m offering you freedom. All you have to do is fly up there with me to break the curse, then run.”

“Run where?” he sneered. “Run to those people over there who are trying so very hard to kill us?”

He threw an arm out towards the battlefield where Stonebreakers bellowed as they fought, Earl Tarlord still standing in the heart of them, his body splattered with gore, his expression terrible to behold.

“You’re a Dragon with earth magic, Bastian. Of course they’ll take you back.”

“Back?” He shook his head, striding away from me before turning sharply and lurching into my personal space. “There is no back for me! Don’t you fucking get that? I’m alone here. Everyone I ever knew died in the time I spent stuck in an unchanging form. I know one Fae in this entire cursed land and that’s you, Vesper!”

His accusation struck me like a blow, the use of my name from his lips coming as a shock and a sting at once because he had hurled it at me in anger, weaponizing it the way everyone always weaponised everything against me.

The backs of my eyes burned beneath his fury but I swallowed the emotion down and tempered my will in steel.

“I fell for the confessions of a Stonebreaker before,” I breathed. “He was the man who robbed me of my sisters. So look where that got me.”

Bastian straightened at my accusation, his silver gaze darkening to molten metal and the wall which we had picked apart between us, brick by tumbling brick, suddenly slammed right back into place.

I didn’t flinch. It was what I had wanted after all. What I’d said to Everest had been right. I wasn’t a hero and I wasn’t a saviour either. The more time I spent with this man, the more easy it became to lose my focus but I couldn’t do that.

I wrapped my fingers around the vial of blood at my neck, taking strength in the oath I had given to my sisters. I wouldn’t fail them again.

A boulder the size of a small house slammed into the ground beside us, grit and dust surrounding us in a cloud and when it settled, there was nothing but fury left in Bastian’s gaze.

“To Stormfell then,” he spat. “And I will run, spectre. But don’t you go forgetting the other promise you made to me because I will come to collect on it. I’ll claim your death just as you promised me and you’ll think of this moment then. As my hands lock around that pretty throat of yours, you’ll remember this as the chance you had to turn from this path. But instead you chose to cling to it like the loyal servant you were forged into by Fae who never once gave a shit if you lived or died.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY FIVE

The heavy pounding of my footfalls echoed through my bones as I ran for Cascada. I felt like a coward when I should have felt like a saviour of my people. I was making the choice that would aid my homeland. I was choosing them over everything and everyone.

One glance back.

The Sky Witch was no longer in sight.

Battle waged, death and blood and the hellish cries of the almost dead were the only things in my wake. But ahead of me Cascada was a gleaming light, the Flamebringers dwindling around them, this fight an easy win.

But a gutless win it would be.

Cascada had allied with the enemy. They’d snuck up on Pyros unawares when they weren’t able to defend themselves.

It was Castelorain all over again. The same pattern repeating. The cycle would never end.

My feet tracked to a halt.

I was following the ridge that curved around the basin where Cinder Vale sat in a watery grave beneath me. It was carnage down there just as it was up here. I could just make out the wall of the citadel and hear the echoing ring of magic as my people tried to crack through it. It wouldn’t be long now and the palace would be overrun. The civilians hiding in there would die. Children, the elderly. Would Cascada show mercy? I already knew the answer to that.

My gaze moved back to the fleet of warships and indecision tore me apart. A piece of me wanted to turn and run back to Vesper, regret inching into me at the decision I’d made. But it hadn’t really felt like my decision. War was war. I was a Raincarver, she was a Skyforger. The lines were drawn.

“I belong to Cascada,” I breathed then frowned at what I’d said. “I belong in Cascada.” Or perhaps it was the same thing.

Mavus may have been a traitorous asshole, but he had been right about one thing. We were all raised to die. These warriors swung their swords for their lands, and they would likely receive a bloody end in payment for it. But what was all this death for if not peace? What was its true purpose?

“Everest!” a desperate cry made me look up and of all the people I expected to find here, it would never have been him.

Harlon raced out from the Cascadian warriors, his gold cloak catching the moonlight as he sprinted straight for me. I started running too, following the line of the ridge to meet him, overjoyed at seeing my best friend in this darkest of moments. We collided so hard we nearly went crashing to the ground.

He hugged me to his chest, his lips pressing to my forehead and a heavy sigh of relief falling from his chest.

“I’ve been hunting for you. I went down one of those damn Flamebringer tunnels to check the city, but the flood forced me to come back,” he growled, holding me even tighter. “I kept searching up here, asking the stars to guide me to you, but there were times I feared the worst. I can’t believe I’ve found you.”

“But what are you doing here?” I pulled back from him, our fingers remaining on each other’s arms.

“I’ve come for you,” he said urgently. “I know you’re the Void. Solomon does too. He has offered you sanctuary. A place away from war. You’ll be safe. Just come with me.”

“Safe?” I scoffed hollowly, my hands dropping from his arms. “Harl, I’m not asking to be saved. Don’t you understand what I am? What it means?”

“Yes, and that is why you must leave with me.” He grabbed for my arm again but I stepped back, frowning at him in confusion.

“What makes you think Solomon doesn’t want to use me for himself?” I demanded.

“He’s the Cardinal Reaper,” Harlon said firmly, shooting a concerned glance at a host of Skyforgers who were swooping close by and picking off Flamebringers below them.

“And you think that means he doesn’t covet power?” I sneered. “Look at them, at what they do – they choose only the strongest Fae for their ranks, those with multiple elements, the Seers – anyone who might have a gift that places them above the masses. Of course he wants to claim me too, all they ever claim is power!”

Harlon looked as though I had slapped him with those words, my own vitriol surprising me too because I hadn’t ever let myself think such things about the Reapers so clearly before that moment, but it felt so fucking obvious now.

“You’re in shock. The carnage of war-” Harlon began but I spoke over him.

“I’m not losing my mind, Harlon. I think I’m finally starting to see things clearly, that’s all. They keep the secrets of the stars for themselves, they can heal but hardly ever offer that gift out to the Fae who need it most. Can’t you see the corruption in their ranks? Aren’t you better placed than anyone to see them for what they are?”

Harlon stared at me in horrified silence for several seconds then shook his head. “This isn’t the time or the place for this madness. Come, Ever. We have to go. Now.” He grabbed my arm, yanking me forward so hard that I stumbled into him.

“No,” I snapped, but he didn‘t release me. “Get your hand off me.”

“I cannot,” he gritted out. “You’re not safe here. I have to protect you.”

“Stop it,” I snarled, trying to peel his fingers from my arm. “You have no right to make this decision for me.”

His amber eyes blazed with desperation. “I will take you whether you agree or not!”

My lips parted, shocked silence pressing in on me. My fingers twitched, magic tingling at the tips as I considered casting against him. Was he really going to force me to that point?

“You said you would never choose the Reapers over me,” I hissed, acid dripping from my tongue, the betrayal of his actions cutting into my heart.

“It’s not – I’m not, Ever. I’m just trying to protect you,” he implored.

“By taking me unwillingly to a man I don’t trust?” I snarled. “By going against my wishes? By forcing me to submit to the Cardinal Reaper’s demands?”

Harlon faltered, shaking his head, but his grip didn’t soften on my arm. “I know what’s best.”

“Because you’re some holier than thou prophet now?” I scoffed.

“Solomon Imai holds the ear of the stars and I am a servant to him.”

“You’re his minion,” I accused icily. “Serving him blindly, never questioning his intentions.”

“How can his intentions be bad when he was chosen by the stars?”

“Says him,” I spat. “I’d like to hear it from the stars themselves.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying.” He frowned at me and a vine slowly crept around my wrist, his fingers casting it there to bind me.

I stared at that tether in horror, looking up at Harlon and realising I was about to be forced to fight him off.

“Harl.” My voice cracked on his name, pain splintering through my chest at what he’d done.

Something shattered in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Ever. It’s for your own protection.”

“Let go of me.” Magic hummed in my hand and I cast a small ice blade, cutting through the vine on my wrist, but he quickly cast another one in its place.

“She told you to let go of her, Reaper,” Kaiser’s dark voice fell over me like a black cloud and I turned to find him walking along the rocks that lined the ridge. His shirt was half torn off of him, his red armour on show beneath and his horns curled up from his head as he let the full force of his Order form free.

“Fury,” Harlon growled, stepping in front of me. “You cannot have her.”

“I am no one’s to keep,” I snapped, raising the ice blade, ready to fight them both if I had to.

“Come, silka la vin,” Kaiser commanded and his possession wrapped around my soul, binding me at once and forcing me to walk around Harlon towards him and drop my blade.

Harlon grabbed hold of me, keeping me from him, and Kaiser used his power to make me thrash.

“Enough!” I shouted but neither of them were listening to me, eyeing each other like two mutts about to fight over a bone.

Kaiser walked straight for Harlon with flames flickering in his palms, his eyes glinting red with his sinister intent.

“Give me the Void!” Kaiser boomed.

“The Void?” a woman called and I looked up to find a Skyforger Harpy coming to a halt on her brown wings, staring down at us in surprise. Her eyes narrowed on me, a hungry flare in her gaze but I could do nothing to subdue her while bound by Kaiser’s power.

She touched her throat to amplify the sound of her voice, crying out to a group of Skyforgers higher up in the air.

“The Void is here!” she bellowed and a cry of excitement went up from some Cascadian warriors who overheard her.

Kaiser’s possession dug into me and he forced me to drive my elbow into Harlon’s gut, making him curse and release me. I ran to Kaiser against my will and his arm banded around me just as the group of Skyforgers collided with us from above, knocking us both to the ground. Hands grabbed me, pulling and tugging me from Kaiser’s grip while he blasted fire at the warriors trying to take me. But they never stopped coming.

Panic seared through me. I froze every hand that touched me with magic, crying out as their nails raked at my skin, the frantic desperation in their eyes telling of how much they wanted to be the one who claimed me. I was a scrap of meat being fought over by wolves and I couldn’t escape. There was no way out.

Air magic wrapped around my hands, my ankles, forcing me down and Kaiser was ripped away from me. Fire bloomed in my periphery but more Skyforgers had come to help and the Fury would soon be overwhelmed.

Yells went up and shots of ice overhead told me the Cascadians had arrived just as a clamour of battle broke out.

I thrashed as a fearsome man with wings pinned me down, his knee driving into my chest, his tongue slicking his lips as he tried to lift me into his arms and take flight. But one of his comrades threw a punch to his face and tried to drag me from his arms, keeping me on the ground.

“As if I’d let you have the glory,” she spat and more Skyforgers scrambled to be the one to take me.

“Ever!” Harlon bayed to me over the din of war, but he couldn’t reach me.

My hands were bound with air, forced against my sides to stop me from casting and the pressure mounting on my body was making it hard to breathe.

“Stop,” I gasped as someone fisted a hand in my hair and more fingers clawed at me, trying to keep their claim on me.

“Enough of this. Let’s take her to Prince Dragor,” a woman barked. “Hurry now. She’s ours. She belongs to Stormfell.”

“I belong to no one,” I growled. But no one heard me. Not the stars, not the warriors, not even the wind.
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CHAPTER FIFTY SIX

The wind whipped around our bodies as Vesper launched us into the sky, her power still blazing from her while mine had begun to dwindle. I supposed there was no lack of desire on a battlefield to slow her down but the force of her gifts was staggering all the same.

I gripped her waist and she held my bicep tightly in turn, her free hand controlling the magic which propelled us skyward. There was a stiffness to her posture which only further enforced the words she’d pelted me with.

This was the last time she’d be in my arms until the moment I came calling to collect on our bargain and everything from her expression to the dark storm twisting in her grey eyes only punctuated that pronouncement.

I said nothing. I’d given her my truth and she’d hurled it back at me plainly enough. She didn’t care if I was alone in this world and I’d been a fool to believe she might have.

Everything between us had been based on this end. She’d been leading me here all along and I’d been nothing more than a beast in her chains.

The rush of the wind against my bare arms and face made an ache form in my chest and smoke tumbled up the back of my throat as the Dragon within me stirred.

I hadn’t truly flown in so long and the urge to spread my wings and take mastery over the sky was a constant draw. But that was only another thing that had been stolen from me by the ravages of time, my wing broken beyond use, my body betraying me with that fact.

I looked at Vesper, though she didn’t deign to look back.

Strands of pink hair whipped around her face, lashing at her cheekbones and tumbling across those stoney eyes. I wondered once again whether she shared in my agony. I knew far more about her kind than I suspected even she did and I knew that she was hiding a great deal of herself from the eyes of the world.

“Do you ever fully shift?” I asked her and those storm cloud eyes whipped to mine, thunder flashing through them which almost masked her flinch.

“No,” she replied darkly, only deepening my suspicions.

“Because of them?” I asked, jerking my chin towards the sky island which was now almost close enough to touch.

“Because of all of it,” she spat and I let the issue fall away beneath us.

We shot up the cliff face of the floating island and Vesper propelled us over the heads of the Fae gathered on its precipice. Most of them ignored us but a few caught sight of her pink hair and cried out in greeting.

“The Sky Witch lives!”

“She’s home!”

“It’s a blessing from Gemini themselves!”

“More likely a curse.”

She ignored every word, launching us beyond them towards a squat stone fortress which lay like a hulking beast at the head of the island.

“That’s Echo Fort,” she said darkly. “He’ll be there.”

A man clad in white battle leathers splattered with bright blood and smeared in soot tipped his head back to watch as we approached, his attention as sharp as an eagle’s as he looked not to her, but to me.

“Your master, I assume?” I sneered but she held her tongue.

Her silence burned, the sharp wit on her tongue no longer offered to me either. She was shutting me out and I was like a mutt with a door slamming in its face on a winter’s night, whining to be let back in.

The sting of her choice made my blood heat, the beast inside me pacing back and forth. She hadn’t thought to dose me with the suppressant since we’d been reunited and in truth I’d tossed the lot of it into the river at the start of my journey to retrieve her anyway. I wouldn’t be controlled again. Not by her and certainly not by the bastard whose cold eyes had just lit with something akin to triumph.

“You did it,” he breathed as Vesper lowered us towards him and her chin lifted, spine straightening like a dog called to heel.

“I did, Prince Dragor,” she agreed, her tone void of all emotion.

I looked at her again as the ground drew closer to our boots, willing her to turn her head, begging her to show me who she truly was beneath that mask.

But she didn’t turn to face me.

A smear of soot stained her jaw, blood peppered her tanned skin, mixing with the faint freckles which covered her nose. Her full lips were drawn tight, not pliant and wanting as they’d been such a short time ago and her eyes, those grey eyes which refused to meet mine were so much darker than they’d been before. Like a gale had rolled through her and was only growing fiercer by the moment, no sign of letting up at all.

Her postured tightened and I knew she could feel what I wanted.

Look at me. Just fucking look, you coward.

But she didn’t turn her head. She only dropped us to the gravel right before the man who had placed her on my trail.

The moment my boots hit the ground I felt the curse she’d tied me with shatter, the power her blood magic had held over me crumbling apart like a fistful of sand.

She felt it too, her throat bobbing on a swallow as I released her abruptly and took a step back.

Her hand fell from my arm more slowly, her nails biting into my flesh then fingertips burning a path right down to my wrist, palm, fingers…

Then she was gone.

A stone fell to the pit of my stomach, weighted there through years of solitude and captivity. I knew that feeling well. I’d felt it in the dark moments when I’d tried to take count of the years which had passed me by. I’d felt it in the ache my limbs had endured from being cramped in that cave for so long that time had lost all meaning entirely. I’d felt it in the pain of every death I’d had to accept had come to pass without me there to bear witness to any of them. My mother, father, aunts and friends, warriors and kinsfolk, each face I’d once known, no matter how briefly, all taken from me one, by one, by one.

My captors had been faceless, their features hidden beneath golden cowls which only enhanced my solitude. I’d had nothing and no one in that darkness.

Until there had been her.

Pale pink hair and tempest grey eyes which held all manner of otherworldly power. She’d captivated me in that first look and claimed me with the swing of a golden axe which spelled my freedom.

And now here she was, turning her back on me and condemning me to the same torture which I had endured for far too long before.

The man she’d named Prince Dragor stepped forward, his hand shifting from his pocket, a flash of green awakening a host of unholy memories within me and with a bellow of defiance, I tore free of my flesh and shifted in a flash of wild movement.

A Dragon’s roar escaped my lips as the beast within me was released, Vesper and her prince hurling themselves aside with barely enough time to be saved from the crush of my enormous body landing on them.

Screams broke out around us, warriors bred for battle and bloodshed crying out for mercy as they beheld the truth of what I was.

The Dragons had been lost to our lands a long time before I was born and the Fae here knew of my kind in nothing more than legend and fairytale. The truth was something far more ferocious than any could have imagined.

I was a beast ten times the size of any other they’d ever beheld, my gunmetal grey scales reflecting the flash of starlight and raging battle alike from their metallic sheen. My mouth was filled with teeth the length of their bodies, fire blazing in my chest so hot that it could sear the flesh from their bones. I was a monster among men, a legend forgotten to time and a beast which would never again be caged at the hands of inferior Fae.

Prince Dragor bellowed commands for his warriors to surround me but I blasted Dragon fire at those foolish enough to try, burning them to dust in the blink of an eye and causing the panicked screams to raise in pitch.

I reared up, my claws slamming into the side of the fortress which stood sentinel over its people and tearing a great chunk of stone from its wall which went crashing away across the island. The great lump of stone made the entire island quake. All who remained in its path were crushed into bloody smears of flesh and bone before it tumbled free of the floating land and hurtled down to the battlefield below.

“Dragon!” some fool screamed as if there were any around us unable to see the truth of what I was for themselves. I whipped my head towards him, incinerating him with a blast of Dragon fire that scorched the sky itself.

“Stop him!” Dragor commanded, running at me with his sword raised and though I pelted him with Dragon fire, his air shield held firm to protect him from my wrath.

A group of Fae rushed me from behind, throwing themselves at my tail in an effort to pin me down and I thrashed it wildly, cracking their skulls and spines alike, the long spikes on my tail gouging great lines into the dirt which were soon filled with their blood.

Swords crashed against my scales and pierced my sides, my legs, more and more warriors running to follow the orders of their prince and incapacitate me.

I thrashed harder, my wings snapping out like I might take flight but the broken one only partially spread, pain biting through me as I fought to force its compliance. I would burn the sky itself if only I could claim it as my domain once more.

A flash of pink hair had me whipping around, my jaws snapping at Vesper’s heels as she threw herself through the doors of the fortress to escape me. I sent a flood of Dragon fire after her in my fury then launched myself at the building, my claws biting into the stone and tearing great gouges from its sides.

I tore at the front of the pale stone building, my tail thrashing against the ground so violently that the entire sky island trembled beneath the force, Skyforgers crying out in alarm all around me.

Echo Fort groaned as my claws pierced it, rubble tumbling from the wounds I caused it and falling towards the Fae at my feet who cried out and fought to shield themselves from the falling missiles with domes of air.

Blood spilled from my wounds, their swords slicing into my scales wherever they could reach me while Prince Dragor barked commands at them to refrain from using lethal force. But that was a mistake he would quickly regret. Nothing would stop me now short of death itself. I would not return to the dark. I would not be a pawn to any Fae ever again.

I swung my head around, slamming my skull into the side of the fort and knocking more brickwork tumbling to the ground. My eye aligned with one of the windows and Vesper stumbled to a halt within the building, a dagger in her hand and her jaw tight with tension as she met my gaze.

We stared at each other for a lingering moment, the world quieting to the malice which echoed between us before it snapped like a chord as I parted my jaws and released a tremendous roar to the stars.

More Skyforgers leapt at me, launching themselves from the ground and clambering onto my back where they could strike at me with steel and magic alike. My scales were thick and rigid, their attempts to subdue me hindered by the simple reality of what I was.

Rage unlike any other captured me and I swung my head around to face the fools who dared to climb across my flesh like ants upon a blackbird. I met the terror in their eyes with a torrent of Dragon fire so potent that it seared the skin from the bones of any who felt its kiss and sent them tumbling from my back like stalks of grass in the wind.

I threw my body into the side of the fortress, the walls cracking and splintering beneath the barrage. My tail crashed against the ground and the Skyforgers who hadn’t yet burned screamed as the dirt beneath their feet began to crack open.

I slammed my tail down again, the thunderclap of its connection with the earth sending a judder through the bones of the fortress and the entire sky island along with it.

Skyforgers shrieked in alarm as the land beneath them cracked and crumbled and I clawed my way up the side of the fortress as it fell apart with Dragon Fire pouring from my jaws.

“Echo Fort is falling!”

“The sky is burning!”

The warriors who had been set on attacking me ran for their lives as the island split apart beneath their feet, tumbling into crevasses and away to the land far below or launching themselves into the air in a desperate bid to escape the destruction.

I clawed at the fortress, tearing it apart in great chunks of broken masonry and sending it all crashing down onto the desolate battlefield below while fighting my way over the crumbling ruins.

Echo Fort was falling apart beneath me as I scaled it, the building groaning and quaking in protest to its demise.

I scrambled over tumbling towers and the screaming Fae trapped within them, my furious gaze locked on the woman who had blasted her way free of the debris, now hanging in the air before me with a wild acrimony in her storm grey eyes.

I released a roar which sent her hair flying back behind her shoulders but the fire which should have followed it didn’t come, my claws scrambling across falling stone as the world fell away beneath my feet.

The ruins of the fort collapsed under my weight and I dug my claws into its crumbling remains, letting its skeleton fall to the battlefield beneath me, my gut swooping as I plummeted with it and a defiant bellow parting my lips.

The wind tangled in the strands of her pink hair as she lurched towards me, her lips parted on a cry that might have contained my name.

The cliff rose up to snatch her from my view before I could confirm it and I plunged towards the battlefield amid a ball of Dragon fire and ruins, an echoing roar dominating the sky to draw all eyes closer in witness to my demise.
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CHAPTER FIFTY SEVEN

Iwas pinned to the rocks, held there by five Skyforgers who were fighting back a tide of my people. The battle raged around me, heavy footfalls and blasts of magic making the earth shudder, but I couldn’t see past the clamour of bodies holding me down.

Every time one of the Skyforgers tried to launch into the air with me, they were met with a dome of ice or blast of water that stopped them from making it far and we were knocked back to the earth.

I could no longer feel Kaiser’s possession, but every now and then fire bloomed from the direction of the ridge and I felt sure he was still fighting.

Harlon’s voice called to me too, but there was no way he could reach me while so many Skyforgers kept me bound and guarded.

A tremendous roar echoed across the battlefield, accompanied by a blaze of fire so bright it illuminated the entire sky until it seemed the heavens themselves were burning but I couldn’t see through the throng of bodies to discern what had caused it.

My eyes clenched shut, my breaths becoming shallow as I fell into the darkness of my mind. The din of the fight roared in my ears, a constant drone of carnage that sang a lullaby of dread to my soul. I was the symbol of what they had all been raised to fight for.

I was victory to them. I was their lands’ hope of peace. I could cease the war for good. The stars had decided that path for me and every Fae here had been told through prophecy that I, the Void, was their salvation. Yet here on the brink of it, they chose only more violence to claim it. And I would soon be made a prisoner again.

Hands tore at me more desperately and my eyes flew open to find the Cascadians salivating to get hold of me, striking at the Skyforgers pinning me down. From the ferocious look in their eyes, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be claimed by them either.

A sword cleaved a Skyforger’s head from his shoulders directly above me and blood splashed over my face to reveal the warrior standing beyond. I exhaled in shock at the familiar eyes staring down at me, the tang of blood on my lips sharpening the moment of our reunion.

My father was caked in gore from head to toe, his brown hair sticking to his brow and his breaths coming in low, rough exhales as he reached down to seize me.

The other Skyforgers were torn away from me and one look to my right showed Ransom plunging his sword into the chest of a nearly dead Manticore who had been mauled by some vicious creature among the Cascadians.

My half-brother looked to me, ragged from battle, but light entered his eyes as our gazes met.

My father hauled me to my feet and I realised the air magic was no longer binding me, the Skyforgers who had cast it now lying dead on the rocks around us. The scratches across my body stung in the cold air, but warmth found me when my father laid his palm against my cheek.

“Everest,” he sighed, so much relief in his voice that I could almost be fooled into thinking he loved me. But I knew better.

Hollow, I looked around me, finding another battalion of Skyforgers arriving to clash with the Cascadians and my people turned to hold them off.

Kaiser and Harlon were fighting each other on the ridge, Skyforger bodies strewn around them as magic clashed in the air.

Harlon missed a step as flames plumed toward his head and the stumble cost him everything. Kaiser caught hold of him with his possession, using the second of distraction to break through Harlon’s mental shields. My breath hitched in my lungs as the Fury forced my best friend to raise a dagger to his own throat.

I saw his death coming like an unstoppable wave. And a shuddering, violent tremor broke through my mind, snapping the remnants of my sanity.

I had been bound and battered and fought over. Now I was going to be forced to watch as my best friend died. I refuted that fate, denying the stars of it, because I would rip the sky apart if that was what it took to protect him.

The Void rose in a potent swell, more powerful than it had ever been before.

I screamed as it poured from me, that power unleashing itself, unhinged and entirely awake. Never once had it felt like this, completely consuming, making me a goddess among Fae. It crashed from me in a formidable surge, slamming into Kaiser and Harlon, guttering Kaiser’s possession over him and the dagger which had been poised to slit my best friend’s throat clattered to the ground. But my power didn’t stop there. It swept out into my father. Then it raced beyond him, delving into the Cascadian army and the Skyforgers above.

The warriors of Stormfell fell from the air as their magic was halted by the Void, slamming into the ground with hard cracks and screams of agony, their bodies falling like missiles without them even knowing what had happened and I was left stunned by the Void’s strength. My strength.

Movement higher in the sky drew my gaze to Ironwraith out over the volcanic plain and shock gripped me as the sky island began to fall, the Void ripping through the magic holding it aloft and making it groan as it slowly tilted into an undeniable descent.

Echo Fort had tumbled from its edge already and debris plumed up from the wreckage on the battlefield and I didn’t know if the Void had somehow caused that or not.

The unimaginable power I possessed left me speechless and more of it was still tearing from me, cutting through every scrap of magic it found.

Order forms shivered out of existence, leaving Fae naked and confused before their enemies. The Void silenced the magic in the atmosphere, the shock of it quieting the raging barrage of death until finally, I could think clearly again. Because I was in control.

I turned my gaze upon Kaiser as the red armour on his chest receded and his horns vanished before my eyes.

I stepped away from my father who was staring at his own body as the scales of his Merrow Order form vanished and he was left powerless. Confusion mixed with fear around me because now they all saw my true might. They saw the weapon for what it was and many were afraid, eyes scorching against my flesh, feasting on the truth of my power.

I prowled toward Kaiser with one task in mind, my jaw set and the Void tearing from me even more potently than before. The Fury looked perplexed, true emotion rising in his eyes as he turned his gaze on me.

“You have harnessed it,” he said, stepping toward me, but he should have been stepping away. I was a creature of vengeance and not a single Fae in this world could hold me back now.

I turned the entirety of the Void upon him and my lip curled back as he cried out and staggered another step toward me, reaching for me as if I might offer him sanctuary instead of death. But he should have had the sense to run.

A cry of purest hatred left me as I slammed a hand to his bare chest and let the Void cut through him, tearing apart any magic it found. I gasped when I felt the strength of the soul-tie resisting, rising to meet the Void and bucking against its vigor. The magic of the Fearsire was rooted deep and I groaned as it writhed inside me, thrashing against the Void as it worked to undo it.

Kaiser didn’t pull away, only moving closer as his possession flared and tried to take hold of me. But he couldn’t. Not anymore.

The Void poured from me into him so fiercely that it made tears pool in my eyes, sliding down my cheeks to carve through the ash and blood marking my skin.

“You are not my master,” I told him venomously. “You will never control me again.”

Kaiser gripped my arm, his eyes blazing, burning with want.

“More,” he rasped.

I let him have more, whether it was what he meant or not, I gave him every scrap of the Void and he groaned as if with relief, stumbling into me and pulling me to him. My ear pressed to his heart, the wild, erratic thumping of it nothing like the steady, even pace it usually beat to.

The Fearsire power rose up, screaming and roaring but the Void ripped into it again, devouring it, tearing and tearing until it finally fractured. And that was all it took to break it apart completely, one crack turning into two then countless more until the magic shattered and I felt my soul part from this foul creature’s in a shuddering tremor.

Impossibly, that unbreakable magic had broken. And I was free.

“It’s gone,” Kaiser exhaled and he held me tighter. Tight enough that I could slip my hand to his waist and free my dagger from where it hung at his belt.

My tears came thicker, because it hurt to do this when it shouldn’t have. It should have been the most joyous moment of my life, but it was one of the most painful, and I couldn’t comprehend why.

I drove the dagger up between us, hard and fast and punishing as it sank into his skin, under his ribs and heading for the beating muscle of his heart.

Kaiser gasped, his muscles bunching around me, our embrace like one of lovers instead of enemies. He staggered back, his fingers skimming my face as he reached for me, but he was already falling toward the sheer edge of the ridge.

“Silka la vin,” he croaked a laugh, a beautifully tragic freedom in his eyes. “Killer of mine.”

He fell, there one moment then tumbling into the great crevasse of Cinder Vale the next.

I rushed to the edge, finding my hand reaching for him and my tears coming thicker as I spotted him falling, hitting a ledge of black rocks halfway down the cliff.

He didn’t move.

Broken.

Dead.

Instead of relief, I felt some twisted, voracious creature devouring everything inside me until I was just left…empty.

“Ever,” Harlon’s voice forced me to turn from Kaiser’s body and I blinked through the tears to find him reaching for me. “Come with me.”

“No, Everest,” Father called. “Join Cascada. I’ll take you home, my child.”

I looked to the sea of confused warriors beyond him, knowing it wouldn’t be long before the fight broke out again, magic or not. My Void was still subduing everyone’s power and I didn’t know how long it would last.

I turned my gaze to the hulking form of Ironwraith which was still falling, but it was shuddering now, something slowing its descent, some power resisting the pull to the ground and saving it from being shattered on the battlefield below.

“You belong in Cascada,” Ransom said, drawing my attention to him. “I’m sorry I didn’t see it before. I’m sorry for being the worst brother, Everest. I’ll be better. Just come home.”

Home.

I looked to Harlon again. He had always been home to me.

“You belong with me,” he said earnestly. “Not them.”

My heart tugged me toward him with a painful urgency, but now that he was under the Cardinal Reaper’s control how could I trust him? He had made his loyalty clear. He’d placed the Reapers above our love for one another. So there was only one place I could go.

“Not anymore, Harl,” I whispered, my voice a broken rasp and I saw the agony he felt at those words.

I walked numbly to my father, each footstep heavier than the last and the weight of the stars’ eyes falling upon my skin. As I stepped into Rake’s open arms, a shudder raced through me, uncertainty cloaking my thoughts. But as he held me tight, drawing me to his chest and claiming me for our land, I felt my old desires rise. To finally receive the love of this man.

“You will not regret this, daughter.”

I nodded stiffly, wondering if I was good enough for him at last. Perhaps one day he could love me as much as he loved Ransom. I was a powerful warrior worthy of Commander Rake’s legacy after all, so maybe I would find a new home at my father’s side.
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CHAPTER FIFTY EIGHT

Iclung to the edge of a brick wall which now only stood a foot high, Bastian’s claws having ripped the rest of it from the ground along with the entirety of Echo Fort.

My boots kicked gravel over the jagged edge of Ironwraith as the island groaned and howled, its magic torn away by some unknown force and only the runes imbued with old energy keeping us from plummeting directly to the ground below.

But we were falling.

The enormous sky island, victor of so many battles and bane of the skies themselves was sinking like a ship with a hole torn in its hull.

My heart thundered with panic as I fought to regain my power, the sudden lack of it terrifying. I didn’t know what foul magic had stolen it from me but only luck had saved me from falling to my death when it was snatched from my grasp. I’d been mere feet from the ground when my power spilled from my grasp and though I’d hit the dirt hard, I’d managed to save myself from tumbling over the edge of Ironwraith when it had begun to fall too.

The land juddered beneath me and my fingernails cracked and split as I fought to maintain my grip while my magic still failed to rise to my call. Even my gifts wouldn’t come to me, the desires of the Fae surrounding me hauntingly absent as I was left vulnerable by the lack of every drop of power I could claim.

A bellow of fury made me turn my head to look up at the tilting landscape of the sky island, the whirring of the turbines growing to a desperate whine as they fought to hold us aloft.

Prince Dragor scrambled to find a handhold as he tumbled towards the edge, the fall beckoning him to it with a hiss of prophecy which made my gut knot.

We were much closer to the ground than we had been but not nearly close enough to save that fall from being lethal.

My pulse pounded in my ears, Dragor’s body skidding closer to me, his furious cries of denial colouring the air. At the last moment I lurched for him, my body acting on instinct alone, my hand locking with his before he could go tumbling past me and over the edge.

I cried out as his weight joined with mine, the precarious hold I maintained on the broken wall threatening to fail as I clawed at the bricks and he hung from my grip.

I gritted my teeth and swung his weight to the side, hauling him to me and cursing beneath my breath as he fought to take hold of the edge.

Rocks fell away beneath his hand as he fought to grasp them and I almost lost my grip on him before he dug his fingers into the dirt once more and managed to help me heave him back up to the relative safety of our sinking island.

Dragor took hold of the wall, his fingers meeting with mine, our bodies pressed close and heavy breaths mixing as he met my empty gaze.

The island groaned and shuddered and I sucked in a sharp breath as I felt my magic returning to me at last, the weight of it a balm to my racing heart as it was blissfully returned.

“What was that?” I breathed, still clinging to the wall in case it happened again, not trusting in my magic even as I coiled it around us, using it to anchor our bodies in place.

“The Void has joined the battle,” Prince Dragor sneered. “The Elysium Prophecy is finally coming together.”

I blinked at him stupidly, my eyes widening in shock at that suggestion but my prince clearly had no time for my stunned silence. The Void? How was that possible? But what other explanation could there be for what had just happened to all of us?

“Finish this,” he spat, thrusting something into my hand and snarling at me with such ruthless fury that my cold heart skipped a beat. “Do as you were commanded, Vesper, or so help me you will spend the rest of your days caged at my mercy and wishing you’d met death alongside your precious sisters.”

He got to his feet, hauling me up with him and I fought to get my balance as I looked out over the ruined battlefield before us.

The Cascadian fleet was retreating, its ships already distant, its people retreating at great speed. The remaining Pyros soldiers were fleeing in admit of their defeat and Avanis had taken the field and were headed straight for the smouldering, flooded remains of Cinder Vale to claim the city too.

All too many of my people lay in broken heaps on the ground, those who remained now launching themselves skyward towards Ironwraith at speed, terror filling their expressions as they dared to trust the magic which had just betrayed so many of their brethren and sent them falling to their doom.

My attention landed on the heaped and smouldering ruins of Echo Fort directly below us and Dragor stepped closer to me, his fingers curling around my shoulder and breath hot against my ear.

“Do this, my pet, and your place with me will be assured. You won’t be the crossborn whore any longer. You’ll be revered by all as the witch who delivered us the world’s last Dragon. The woman who won us the war.”

His words stirred something inside of me but it wasn’t what I was certain he meant them to. All the same, I tightened my hold on the weapon he’d given me and called the wind to my design.

I didn’t turn to look at my prince as I stepped from the edge of his island. I simply fell into the embrace of the tempest I’d summoned and let it hurl me towards the destiny I’d chosen for myself.
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CHAPTER FIFTY NINE

Icursed roughly as I panted on hand and knee in the heart of the ruined fortress which I’d torn from the edge of the Skyforgers’ precious island. Something had ripped my Dragon from me and forced the shift but not before I’d completed my fall to the ground where my powerful body had protected me from the worst of the injuries I might have gained.

My head spun with the pain of the wound which marked my temple, blood dripping through strands of dark hair into my eyes and obscuring my vision.

Every heavy breath I dragged into my lungs was laced with masonry dust, the dry scent of it staining my bare skin and marking me so thoroughly I doubted I’d ever fully cleanse myself of it.

I was concealed within a piece of what I assumed had once been a wing of the fortress I’d destroyed, one wall and half of its roof still miraculously intact and shielding me from the battlefield beyond.

Everything had changed while I’d been trapped in that cavern and yet nothing had changed at all. This battle was just like so many others, the hatred which tainted The Waning Lands never ceasing.

Perhaps I should have been running already. But I had nowhere to run to.

Footsteps picked lightly across the crumbling stone which surrounded me and I lifted my head, the heavy weight of my injuries making my vision spin around the point of muted pink before my focus fell on her.

Her lips parted, some vicious plea burning in those grey eyes as we stared at one another without any words left between us.

Of course it was her. It had been her ever since she’d first stumbled upon me in that miserable cavern.

She stepped closer and I pushed myself back onto my haunches, kneeling before her as if I were her creature alone.

Her fingers brushed my jaw and a moment hung between us as that point of contact made my skin burn with far more potency than my Dragon fire had ever claimed.

She swallowed thickly and I placed my hand over hers, holding it against my skin.

“We can run,” I told her. “I know the old places, or we can find new ones. This war isn’t all there is.”

Pain burned in her grey eyes and my heart stilled as a tear slipped free of her hold, her fingers shifting against my jaw until something sharp pressed to my neck.

“Perhaps it’s not,” she said and there was genuine want in her words, a heartache so plain I knew she wanted to take me up on that offer, to turn and run from here with me into the unknown, to abandon all of this for the promise of something more. But that pain which haunted her burned brighter than any wants of her own heart and as she set her jaw, I knew she wasn’t coming with me.

More words stuck in my throat, the ache in my chest a visceral thing, the pulse in my ears pounding so violently that it was all I could do to keep my eyes on her as this divide formed between us, a chasm so deep neither of us could cross it. But still her hand was on my skin, the heat of her touch driving into me, making me regret every word I never spoke to her, making me want to take every moment back and replay them again because I hadn’t realised we’d been stealing them all along.

I was a Dragon and my kind hoarded treasure so of course I’d been capturing each memory with her and savouring it for the precious gift it had been. She was sharp and bitter, broken and hurting but she was real. The first real thing I’d held close in longer than I could remember and I’d never even told her that.

I should have asked her to run with me before this moment had crept up on us. I should have bound her in chains and dragged her from this place and these people and forced her to open her eyes to everything else the world might have been able to offer her.

But we’d both been too caught up in the ghosts of our past to see through them, to think clearly in our fleeting freedom. And now here we were, precisely where we’d both known we’d been heading and yet somehow I hadn’t really seen it coming.

There were no words I could offer her which would soften the hardness in her eyes. She was what they’d told her to become so often that I doubted she could even see the truth of it. A soldier, hardened in war and all else. I’d asked her to run with me and despite the want which had flared in her gaze at those words, I could see all too clearly that they’d come too late and they weren’t nearly enough to corrupt her.

Something splintered in my chest as I took in that choice, her rejection stinging even more sharply than the bite of pain from the green gemstone as she drove it into my skin.

I lurched back in horror, a Dragon’s roar escaping me as I fought to shift but it was already too late for that.

I grabbed at the stone which she’d driven into my flesh but her magic encased me, forcing my arms away again while I fought and bellowed, her betrayal making the fear of my captivity so much more forceful.

I couldn’t go back to the dark. I couldn’t keep on existing while failing to live. I couldn’t return to that hell and ever hope to emerge with the truth of me intact again.

She’d done this. She’d promised me that I could run and yet here she was, thrusting me back into the hell which had already destroyed me once. Something inside me splintered as I fought against the enormous weight of her power, my own magic churning violently, making the ground quake and the remains of Echo Fort crumble above us.

Vesper gritted her jaw, raising a hand to shield us from the falling masonry and as the world fell apart around us, I found myself fracturing too.

Another roar parted my lips, this one bound in pain and betrayal, this act too heinous to endure, this fate too cruel to claim me twice. I begged the stars to end it, for Taurus to strike me down or Capricorn to cleave me from this endless existence which held nothing but pain and grief but they ignored my calls as always.

The stars had forsaken me as thoroughly as she had.

I thrashed as she bound me more tightly, her tears doing nothing to dispel the vitriol which burned through my veins as I looked at her, the hatred which coiled more tightly than a noose around my neck.

Perhaps I’d never had a choice in this but she had. She’d made her decision and mine was the head her axe fell upon. My saviour, my sanctuary, my demise.

“Your death is mine!” I reminded her in a raged yell which made the crumbling ruins that surrounded us quake. “It’s mine, Vesper, and when I come to claim it from you, you will remember this day because I will carve every piece of this betrayal into your body and make you watch while I burn it from your bones.”

My words lashed against her and I could feel them ripping pieces from her soul like flesh from her bones but even the tears which parted the soot and gore on her cheeks didn’t rattle the iron in her eyes.

“My fate is coming for me, Bastian,” she said roughly, her magic encasing me entirely and binding me to the destiny I feared more than any other, the fact that it came at her hands only making the pain of it worse. “And no man will ever turn me from it again.”
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CHAPTER SIXTY

My head was roaring. A bloody, thunderous bellow tearing apart my skull. The sharpness of my injuries was nothing to this calamitous noise.

The sound of my soul reawakening.

From the very depths of my being, a fault line had ruptured and the true creature I was spilled out at long last.

My hand raised to clasp the hilt of the dagger stuck under my ribs, the tip so close to my heart it was only the stars’ mercy that kept me here. My fingers tracked over my name carved there by the hands of Everest.

Kaiser Brimtheon.

Me.

But I didn’t know who I was. I only knew that my mind was wide awake and the rampage in my chest spoke of a thousand unfelt feelings. The person I was between that chaos was impossible to comprehend.

A wild, unhinged laugh tore from my chest, echoing up to the onlooking sky, the stars regarding my madness unfolding. My laugh staggered into a bellow and a sharp and twisted feeling tore through my chest in its place. A feeling I couldn’t name amidst the riot in my head.

I tried to get up, clutching the dagger tight to my body so it didn’t dislodge and leave me bleeding out. I grunted as the pain splintered through me, keener than I had felt it before, but nothing compared to the tumult of emotions clashing together within me.

My right leg was twisted and useless, but my thoughts couldn’t align to take stock of further injuries as I gripped the rough edge of the cliffside and tried to haul myself up. Up, up, up to a nameless fate. I was reborn, a newly created being lurching toward an uncharted future. But the only thing I was truly aware of wanting up there was her.

She; the dealer of my fortunes and misfortunes. The Fae who had sliced apart the soul-tie with the Void and ripped out the piece of me that had kept me muted all these years. It was gone. Crumbled apart to become kindling to the thriving fire of my true self. And up there, she might still breathe. She might be waiting to drive her dagger deeper into my chest.

I laughed again, the sound a rough and musical noise that made so little sense to me. It was light and stirring but there was something so desperately fucking broken about it too.

To name myself joyful would be wrong. This was not like the easy smiles that North wore so well. This was something darker, rooted in decay. It was the laughter of the Flamebringer I had freed from years in captivity in Cascada. That toothless, emaciated man had lasted no more than a day before he had died, withered and cracked. Yes, he had laughed this laugh. This tormented, hollow sound which spoke of terrible omens.

My focus honed on Everest and the laughter faded, my nearly-pierced heart thumping more keenly as she came to my mind.

I clawed my way higher, the bellow of retreat sounding out in the cawing of the flurrying magpies above. My throat felt tighter at the noise, the announcement of Pyros’s defeat.

My thoughts turned to North, to Mirelle, and my chest became heavier like iron blocks had been placed inside it. I was uncertain of what these sensations meant, the reasoning behind them abandoning me as I fought to remember North’s teachings.

A groan left my throat and I tasted blood on my lips, the tang of it sharpening my decision to keep going.

A flicker of blue made my head lift and my connection to my Sayer Dragon made me breathe his name in a sigh as I spotted him. “Calcifiend.”

He landed on my arm, his head cocking as he took in the cut of me and chirruped low. He crept forward to nuzzle my cheek, perhaps encouraging me on, but he could not assist me here.

I sent my will into him, finding my Order form rising in offering again, confirming the Void was no longer near, yet I was left awake, assuring me that whatever power had subdued my emotions was truly gone.

“Go,” I rasped at Calcifiend. “Seek Mirelle or North. Bring them to me, so long as it will cause them no harm to come.”

Calcifiend nuzzled my cheek once more then took off into the sky.

Up I climbed, somehow hauling myself to the top of the cliff and gazing out across the rocky plain. The Cascadian ships were retreating along the Blackthorn Canal, already distant, and Ironwraith was sailing away to the north, leaving the Avanis army behind to collect the souls of all those they came across.

The Stonebreakers were crying out their triumph, surrounding the bloodstained form of Earl Tarlord who roared his victory for all the heavens to hear, the sound cutting across the battlefield.

The rumble of train engines carried from the south. I turned to watch the steam plume from the vehicles that would carry the people of Pyros to safety, evacuating them south to Ravensview. Mirelle would not have called the retreat if our defeat had not been imminent, but there was no sign of the Flamebringer warriors now. They were gone and I felt a strange knot unfurl in my chest at the knowledge that my family were likely on that train. If they had survived.

I dragged myself over the ridge and a gasp left me as I jarred my injuries and clutched the dagger tight to my chest. The Stonebreakers were close. Too close. I should move. But my eyes were half closing. I could feel the blood now, the heat of it warming my chest and stomach as it seeped out around the dagger’s edge.

I gazed up at the stars, finding the Pisces constellation taunting me from above and another manic laugh bubbled from my lips. Of course she had come to watch me die. She had been the maker of my killer after all. Silka la vin. I supposed some part of me had known Everest would be the one to end me.

I fell quiet at the knowledge that I would die alone though. Especially as I had never truly lived. But at least I could feel the full force of life, even if only for a moment.

Thanks to her, I was me again. A damaged version whose only reference for emotion pertained to his childhood, but I was still me in a fractured form. And that had to be the greatest gift to die with.


AUTHOR NOTE


Okay, so how was that? Are you filled with rage, questioning why you read our books and wondering how hard it might be to track us down and give us a good shake for all the pain and angst we have once again caused?

Well, sorry if you are but we are well hidden away within the writing cave and you won’t find us for shaking purposes or otherwise. But don’t worry – we will fix it in the next book. Maybe. Might be the one after that if I’m honest. Or never. It kind of depends on the moon and you know how fickle that bitch can be.

Anyway, let’s put your general rage at us aside and focus on the positives. I’ll let you think about what those are because at the moment I’m actually coming up blank.

So let’s assume that your rage has been successfully shelved and we’re now sitting drinking a refined and very English cup of tea – kettle present and teapot brewing away nicely, not a slice of fruit in sight but maybe a digestive biscuit or three on hand for emergencies. While we sip our tea we can reminisce about the general agony this book put us all through because truthfully we took a long ass time writing this beastie and she put us through the wringer while we debated the pros and cons of simply killing all of the characters in hopes that they might at last cooperate in moving towards the final doom we have planned for them.

Thankfully they did listen eventually and got in line like the cheeky ducks they are and we all got to get back to swooning over little baby Prince Dragor and snuggly Commander Rake and of course we can now look forward to seeing much more of them in book three.

If you’re here lingering on the cliff then fear not because the next book is well underway and looking forward to emotionally damaging you very soon – if you happen to be reading this after book three is already out then why the hell are you wasting time on my nonsense when you could be diving into the lake of despair which is Cinder Vale?

But in all seriousness, this book was a long time coming and that was at least in part due to the fact that 2024 decided to kick me in the ass and send me tumbling down a hill of chaos which included many disasters from a fire to many a blown tyre, a little dog with a penchant for tasting turds and culminating in me falling over while wearing a pair of platform crocs and breaking a bone in my foot. (It’s ok to laugh). It was a dark time but in that darkness we found relief in the ability to torture our characters and we hope that you managed to find an escape from the chaos of your life into our fantasy world too.

So buckle up and brace yourselves for Cinder Vale because we aren’t done with the torment yet and The Waning Lands have plenty more torture to offer all of us.

Thank you as always for reading our curious worlds and falling for our perfectly imperfect cast of characters. We look forward to seeing you again in the next chapter…

Love, Susanne and Caroline X


WANT MORE?


To find out more, grab yourself some freebies and to join our reader group, scan the QR code below.
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