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I will not have you without the darkness that hides within you. I will not let you have me without the madness that makes me. If our demons cannot dance, neither can we.

— NIKITA GILL
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Glossary/List of Gods


Ariadne: (Upper God) Goddess of Darkness

Avia: (ancient language) endearment meaning “grandmother”

Axlan: (Lower God) God of Victory

Azai: (Upper God) God of Strength

Caedmon: (Upper God) God of Prophecy

Day of Descendance: a national Anatol holiday to celebrate the day that the Gods descended upon the mortal realm.

Danai: (Upper God) God Queen, Goddess of Beauty and Pain

Dea: (ancient language) endearment meaning either “goddess’’ or “fortune/treasure”

Demia: (Lower God) Goddess of Birds

Denza: money, currency

Divinity: magic or otherworldly abilities possessed only by those who are Gods or descended from Gods.

Dolos: (Lower God) God of Imprisonment

God City: A city chosen as tribute to the Gods, usually more opulent and wealthy than smaller cities that are ruled by God Lords.

God Lord: A God/Goddess that has been granted rights to rule over a specific town, city, or territory as its governing head.

Gygaea: (Upper God) Goddess of Strategy

Hatzi: (Lower God) God of Travel

Hinterlands: unsettled lands outside of mortal and immortal civilization inhabited by monsters and Nezeracians. The only piece of land upon the Anatol Continent that is not ruled or inhabited by Divine Beings.

Lautus: (Lower God) God of Cleanliness

Makeda: (Upper God) Goddess of Knowledge

Maladesia: (Lower God) Goddess of Praise

Mors pallium: (ancient language) garment given to those with whom death has claimed. Usually sent to enemies as a warning of bad intentions or a curse; literal meaning “death comes for you.”

Mortal God: A mortal with God/Divine ancestry

Narelle: (Lower God) Goddess of Scribes

Neptis: (ancient language) endearment meaning “granddaughter”

Nezeracians: Nomadic mortal tribes or individuals that usually live in the hinterlands.

Pachis: (Lower God) God of Study

Sigyn: (Upper God) Goddess of Strife

Sollemnitas: (ancient language) referring to a ceremony of the third and final stage of power transference; literal meaning “a solemnity,” a “cruel feast.”

Talmatia: (Lower God) Goddess of Vanity

Terra: term used for the human/mortal servants that dwell and serve the Gods and God children within the Mortal Gods Academies.

Traiectus: (ancient language) referring to a ceremony of the first stage of power transference; literal meaning “transference.”

Tryphone: (Upper God) King of the Gods

Venatus: (ancient language) referring to a ceremony of the second stage of power transference; literal meaning “game.”


Content Warning


This is a dark fantasy romance and it includes some disturbing content that may include the following.

Cannibalism

Filicide

Parricide

Mention of Child Death

Child Abuse

Suicidal Thoughts/Ideation

Servitude

Class System Prejudice

Dubious Consent

Intoxication

Nonconsensual intoxication

Self-harm

Torture

Humiliation

Death/Blood/Gore/Murder

The Act of Reanimating the Dead


Chapter 1

Caedmon
[image: ]


20 years ago…

Blood soaks into the pale linen sheets, spreading towards the edges like a sinister disease wishing death upon all that it touches. There’s so much of the damned liquid, that it's a wonder the body can hold it all within the thin confines of skin and bone. Another gush of crimson is preceded by a groan from the woman splayed out on the sunken bed of the hovel-like inn.

Ariadne had demanded that we stop for the night, her brow puckered and face cold with sweat. I’d never seen a woman in the throes of labor before. Even as old as I am, it just wasn’t done in our world and in this … well, pregnancies between ‘Gods’ and mortals aren’t exactly celebrated. Now, I know why all the tales of childbirth are so secretive. I can’t imagine that any woman would want to bear this kind of agony if they truly knew what to expect.

Ari’s baby is coming, and I fear it will kill her.

"Hold on," I urge even as panic seems to skim up every single one of my nerve endings. Oh, God. The baby. I close my eyes as I pray to long-forgotten phantoms of the old world—our old world—for strength.

"I can't." Ariadne's face holds no color. Her cheeks are sallow and jaundiced-looking at the edges. That's not right, is it? Shouldn't she be flushed from all of the grunting and pushing she's been doing? From my position at the end of the bed, I glance up the length of her body and then back to the sheets soaked in red.

She's not going to make it.

For the first time in my life, I'm not sure if it's a knowing from the future or my own fear. Normally, I can distinguish the two. Not now. Now, my best friend—my only love in the whole of this forsaken existence—is dying and she's giving birth to another's child.

"Caedmon." When I look back to Ariadne's too-pale face, staring into eyes the color of ocean storms, sometimes blue, but most of the time a stark gray, I want to beg her not to do this. I know it's ridiculous, the plea I wish to make of her. I can forgive her for loving another. I can forgive her bearing this child. What I cannot forgive is her death. I don't care if it means that this child will not exist. Nothing is more important to me than this woman. "Please." The word is far hoarser than it should be, pain tinging her lyrical voice and turning it into something new. Something I do not want to hear. "Help my child."

I close my eyes. Help my child. Not 'help me.' Fresh pain lances through my chest. When I reopen my eyes and settle them upon her face, I realize that she's reclined back. Rather, she's sunken down, unable to hold herself up on her elbows any longer. A grimace steals over her beautiful face. All around us, I can hear the skittering of little creatures—in the walls, in the ceiling, beneath the floorboards. They've all come to her aid, lured by her pain and power.

Fine silvery lashes flutter as Ariadne closes her eyes and breathes shallowly. If I don't do something here and now, she'll die. I nearly sway on my feet. That is a true knowing; the reminder of my own abilities and what I can see means that I can change the outcome—at least, in this instance—if I work fast enough.

"Stay here," I say, whirling towards the thin door.

A low, tired chuckle follows me and as my hand lands on the handle, I look back over my shoulder. Her lashes lift and she turns her head my way, a shadow of a smile playing across her lips. "Are you sure?" she asks. "I thought I might go for a turn out in the garden."

My jaw drops. Her lower body is coated in fresh blood, her face is pinched tight with agony, and yet, she still makes jokes. With a shake of my head, I turn the handle and step out into the dimly lit hallway. "I shall return quickly," I tell her. "Hold on until then, Ari. Please ... if you care for me at all, do not die before I return."

When I next look at her, the smile is gone. Her eyes are hardened pits of steel and stone. "I will not die before this child is brought into the world," she tells me, and somehow ... that eases my concern. No matter what the future I am forced to foresee holds, I have the distinct impression that Ariadne, my closest friend and confidant, would bend the laws of the world to see her child born. I have never been more grateful for the evidence of her rejection of me.

I bow my head slightly and let the door shut. The second she's out of sight, I race to the end of the narrow passageway. When we'd come into the small village on the outskirts of the Hinterlands, far from any of the God cities, I'd seen plenty of the mortal farmers in their fields. They had oxen and horses. Surely, someone in this village had helped an animal give birth. Though it's less than she deserves, Ariadne will have her help and she will have her child.

Half an hour later, with a harried female rushing on my right side and a rather plump man with a gray beard on my left, I return to the structure that acts as both a tavern and inn for the village. I rush the two of them up the creaking stairs to the second floor, taking the steps two at a time for myself until I'm barreling back into the room.

Gasping and chest heaving, I stride across the room to Ariadne's side. Her eyes are open as my knees hit the uneven floorboards. "Ari, I've brought help," I tell her, taking one hand into both of mine. She's cold. Too cold. I try to rub some warmth into her flesh, but it doesn't seem to work.

The man waddles into the room and takes up residence between Ariadne's legs. The woman is at his side in an instant, her face pinched. The man, a cattle farmer, had confessed his experience with assisting many living creatures give birth, and the woman is a retired midwife. Though she claimed to not have assisted in a birth in several years, she was better than nothing, and I hadn't been willing to waste any more time on my search.

"Can you help her?" I demand, rubbing insistently at Ariadne's hands.

The man bows his head, lifting the sheets that had fallen back down over Ariadne's legs now that they are no longer bent upward at the knee. She must've been too tired to hold them up. The midwife's face is pale as she takes in the scene. Please, I beg silently. Please help her.

When the man appears once more, his face is set in disapproving lines. "I'm sorry, sir, but with all of this blood, I don't have high hopes for the woman or the child."

"But you can still do something," I snap. "Can't you?"

He shakes his head. "In instances like this, I would recommend cutting the mother to save the child—that way at least one of them will live. If it continues much more like this, they will both die."

Cutting the mother... "No." Rage bubbles up inside me, an emotion I've never felt quite this strongly before. Wrathful. Hot. Full of sharp fury. "No, she is not going to die."

The woman comes forward, her face scrunching up in that way I've seen plenty do when they're feeling sympathetic. I wave her off with a curse. "Don't," I seethe. "Don't you dare tell me that there's nothing else to be done."

The man stands, looking down at Ariadne with his hands planted firmly on his hips. "This much blood tells me that the child is probably turned," he says. "It's trying to come out the wrong way. Were your wife one of my heifers I'd simply reach in and turn the calf, but..." He holds both hands up and I see the problem without him having to explain it. He's a large man with rather large hands. No matter that Ariadne's body should be built for birth, her strength against his mortal bones would break him if he even managed to get inside. I don't bother to correct him on the assumption of our relationship. The man slowly lowers his arms back to his sides and takes a step back. "I am sorry, sir. I cannot help you."

With that, he turns and strides for the door. Hope sinking, I cast a look to the woman who's hovering nearby, her eyes going from Ariadne to the collection of blood-soaked sheets at the edge of the bed and back again.

"Please." I don't know what else to do, who else to seek out for help. As the farmer leaves, quietly shaking his head as he closes the door behind him, I'm left with no one else but the mortal midwife.

Wringing her hands together in front of her dirtied apron, she frowns as she turns her attention back to Ariadne and me. "You are not like us," she begins.

I close my eyes. Ah, that fucking class system of Tryphone's. Mortals and Gods. I want to curse his arrogance. To come to this world and set our society up as benevolent Gods to the people here is such a sick kind of oppression. I turn my head down.

"No, ma'am," I say. "We're not."

"I-I want your assurance that I'll not be punished should I fail." Her stuttering, fear-filled demand has my head snapping back up and my eyes opening to settle on her.

"You'll help us?"

She inhales deeply and moves forward. Grabbing a crate set against the far wall beneath a wall sconce illuminated by a collection of burning oil, she drags it to the end of the bed. "If you promise me and give me your oath that I shall not be punished if nothing can be done," she tells me. "If you are"—she pauses and swallows—"what I think you are then no doubt, your wife will survive this birth. The child..." Her brown eyes spear over me, examining. "Is it half-mortal? You worry that it will not survive? I was always told that, erm, special blood would heal any wound and that death could not come for those of ... Divine lineage for something like this."

The reality of what I am asking of this woman and the danger it would put her in crashes over me. Of course, all of Tryphone's propaganda about the damned 'Gods' and our 'Divine Blood' would have reached even the furthest regions of Anatol in the last several hundred years.

"You don't want them in pain, yes?" she asks.

I latch on to the excuse immediately. "She will survive, as will the babe, but undying as we are, the pain may make her wish for a death that will never come." Lies. Lies. Lies. "I give you my word, here and now, that you shall not be blamed should you fail to..."

She nods as if that was the answer she expected. "I'll need a clean set of towels, hot water, and..." The woman begins listing off a collection of other items and I release Ariadne's hand—only realizing when it falls to the bed that it'd gone limp—to do her bidding.

When I glance down, Ariadne's face is contorted in a mess of pain and her chest pumps up and down rapidly. Unable to stop myself, I brush a strand of her hair back from her sweat-coated forehead and press a kiss to her temple. "Not long now, Ari," I whisper. "Just hang in there a little longer."

I leave her and turn to go attend to the midwife's demands. When I return with several fresh towels from the tavern's innkeeper as well as hot water and the many other things requested, I find that the midwife has propped Ariadne's feet on either corner of the slender bed. Ariadne's knees are tilted outward, and her upper body is half-sitting with another crate between her at the wall with pillows to cushion her spine. I settle the objects at the midwife's side.

"What else might I do?"

Sweat coating her face, she points to the place between Ariadne's legs. "I shall need you to be here," she orders. "I will tell you what to do, but due to your ... circumstances"—I want to grunt at that comment, wishing more than I ever have before that I could slit Tryphone's throat. I've never been violent, but if anything the Great Divine Liar should receive some punishment for what he's put us all through—"I fear that if I try to turn the babe, a contraction will shatter my hand. Your fingers are far slimmer than Gazzeg’s." I assume she means the farmer, so I simply nod. "I shall talk you through how to turn the child to allow the birth."

All at once, the midwife and I switch places. I find myself positioned on the crate between Ariadne's legs with the other woman at my back, her soft hand gentle on my shoulder.

"Alright," she says, "we're going to ease our way in." A strange sort of sickness takes root in my gut as I follow the woman's commands. More blood, all over my hands, pours out. Ariadne cries out.

"She's in pain." I move to pull out. "I should stop."

"No!" The midwife's hand becomes punishing on my shoulder. "We must turn the child now." I glance back and see that her eyes aren't on me but Ariadne. She shakes her head. "If I didn't know better about you Divine Beings, I'd say that she's already on death's doorstep."

Fuck. "What do I do?" I snap, grabbing her attention once more. Should Ariadne die here and the woman find out the truth of our secrets, I'll have to kill her. As much as I don't want to, to leave her living with the knowledge of our kind would be to punish her with something far worse. Tryphone would torture her for the information on who revealed themselves and then he would kill her, slowly and painfully.

The midwife shakes herself and refocuses on the task at hand. Then, after much twisting and turning, the sensation of a small body descending, head first, through Ariadne's womb makes my heart thud a new beat in my chest. A knowing. Not now. Please, not now. I clench my teeth and shove back the vision with sheer force of will.

"Almost there." The midwife's voice comes from somewhere far away, though I know she's still right next to me. "Alright, let me⁠—"

She moves into position, ready to take over, but it's too late. With another gush across my hands, I draw back and the babe follows. A sharp infant's cry echoes throughout the room and for the first time in hours, Ariadne seems to gain some strength. She sits up a bit more.

"My baby?" she asks, breathless.

"Oh, dear, good job," the midwife says, breathing a sigh of relief.

Bright gray eyes open as I hold the child in my palms, one behind her small head and the other beneath her butt. The midwife moves around, soaking one of the towels in the hot water and grabbing one of the utensils she'd asked me for to snip the cord still attached to the child's belly. I find myself unable to move to help her. All of my focus remains on the red-faced infant in my palms. Tiny. Fragile. Resilient.

"Congratulations, Mother darling," the midwife says as she wipes around my hands, cleaning the babe of the blood and other things coating her small form. "Your daughter is beautiful and, going by those lungs, quite healthy."

"A girl?" Ariadne's voice is high, hopeful.

Standing on shaky legs, I take four jolting steps around the frame of the bed to the head where Ariadne's wide eyes are staring at me and the bundle I hold. She reaches out and though it pains me, I release the infant into her waiting arms. "Oh, she's beautiful." A misty sheen I've never seen enters Ariadne's eyes. Through all that we have experienced—fleeing our homes, fighting with her parents over their poor choices reigning over the people of this world, losing friends—she's never cried. Not once.

She does so now. Big, fat tears roll down her face as she holds the babe close to her, right between her breasts. I'm only distantly aware of the midwife, cleaning things up, collecting as many of the bloodied sheets as she can and stuffing them into one of the crates, turned back over so that the hollow side is open.

The knowing is back and it's centered on the tiny, little thing resting against Ariadne's bosom. She is the key.

"Oh, my darling," Ariadne coos as she gently strokes the babe's soft cheek. "Oh, my sweet girl."

Through a choked voice, I speak. "She looks like you."

Ariadne's eyes lift to meet mine. On any other new mother, her expression would be prideful, but at my words, her forehead pinches, twin lines forming between her brows. "You're right," she answers, and we both know it's not a good thing.

"I shall leave you to take care of your young, my lord and lady." Turning at the interruption of the midwife, I realize that the woman has finished her duties and is standing by the door.

"Thank you," Ariadne murmurs, dipping her head in the woman's direction. She's still quite pale and obviously shaky, but now that the babe is free from her body, her natural healing has taken over. No doubt she wants the woman gone so that her familiars may come to greet the child.

Taking that as my cue, I head over to the midwife and withdraw a heavy pouch from the confines of my robes. I hand her the entire thing. "I cannot thank you enough for your help, ma'am," I whisper as I hold her hands in mine and set the heavy sack of denza within her palm.

Her eyes widen at the feel of it, moving from the pouch to my face. "My lord? Sir? I cannot take⁠—"

I shake my head, cutting her off. "You shall take it all. You are our savior. All I ask in return is that you do not speak of this to anyone else."

Her head tips. "If you are the father, my lord, then you have nothing to worry for? The child would be whole Div⁠—"

"Please," I beseech her. "Speak of what you have done for us to no one. Should anyone ask where the money came from, you may say that you worked for us and that we were heavy with drink when we paid you." I squeeze her hands in mine. "It is for your safety as well."

Straightening, the midwife finally answers me with a nod. "Yes, my lord. Th-thank you for your generosity."

I release her and reach for the door handle. "Thank you for yours," I say as I usher her into the hallway.

When we're alone once more, I flip the lock and turn back to face Ariadne. She seems to pull the babe closer, though I don't know how it's possible considering that the infant is already plastered to her chest and seeking out one of her breasts beneath her thin shift with a natural instinct. My chest constricts at the sight.

"What is it?" Ariadne demands. "Your eyes ... you've seen something."

Her palm cups the back of the child's head. "You're right," I tell her. "I have seen something." Many pathways, all of which lead to doom, death, and decay. All but one. One that may actually lead to the liberation of us all. Despite the midwife's cleaning, the scent of blood is still heavy in the air as I make my way back to the bedside and go to my knees.

More tears fill Ariadne's eyes. "No." She begins to shake her head back and forth. "No. Not her." With both hands, she wraps herself around her newborn daughter, protecting her ... from me.

I dip my head. "I'm so sorry." Sorrier than she can ever know. "We must find her father and then ... we will go to the Underworld."

Her gasp is an echo in the room. "The Assassin's Guild? Why?"

"You know I cannot tell you the why." I lift my eyes back to hers and find her face full of pain and anger.

"I just had her," she snaps. "You want me to give her up now? Henric is safe where he is. He cannot care for her that way that I⁠—"

"If you keep her, she will enter the Academies," I warn her. "She will be seen as a threat."

"I will keep her a secret from Tryphone." Ariadne's strong voice is accompanied by a note of firmness.

Raising myself back to my feet, I stand before her deeply aware that for her survival and the survival of her babe, I am to become a great villain. A monster. Instead of giving her a hint of my plan, though, I reach out and cup her cheek.

"Alright," I lie. "I don't wish to scare you. We will discuss it later. For now, you should rest with your babe."

She relaxes almost instantly, heaving a great breath of relief as she sinks back against the pillows. A violent stab of guilt nearly unmans me. I force a small smile to my face as I reach behind her and remove the crate, allowing her to fully recline. "I shall go and see about travel arrangements."

My body moves as if it's a puppet on a string. I feel nothing as I leave the room, and using the last of my denza left over from paying off the midwife, I obtain from the Innkeeper a sleeping tonic and food. When I return to the room, the babe is nursing steadily at Ariadne's breast. Halting in the doorway, I take in the resemblance between the two. Fine tuffs of silver hair matching Ariadne's crest the infant’s head. Her skin is the same pale creamy shade. Those eyes ... those gray eyes.

Ariadne lifts her head and offers me a smile, spurring me into action as I head towards her. "You need sustenance," I tell her. "You're weak and as competent as our healing is, I will not feel comfortable until you're full of more color." I set the plate of food on the crate I took from behind her earlier and hand over the mug of hot liquid. She takes a careful sip with one hand while the other holds the babe to her chest as easily as breathing.

Bastard, I tell myself. Taking advantage of her needs this way is cruel. Yet, I cannot help the bubble of hope and relief when she downs over half of the mug in one go. I take it from her when she fumbles to set it down.

"You'll come with me?" Ariadne mumbles, her tone already slurred as she reaches out and finds my hand with one of hers and twines our fingers together. I freeze. "With Henric in hiding, I don't know that I can do this without you. You're my oldest friend, Caedmon."

Another stab. I resist the urge to look down and see if my shame has sprouted visible signs. Her voice grows softer with each word. The heavy weight of exhaustion caused by the birth and hastened by the tonic in the tea makes her fingers go slack against my own.

"I will never be far from you and your babe," I tell her, meaning the words. Never.

Ari's hand falls from mine completely and I turn to see that she's fallen into slumber. Her head rolls to the side against the thin, flat pillows behind her. The babe makes a noise and before the infant can roll from her chest, I reach out and pluck her free. A button nose, petal-soft lips, and rosy cheeks. Staring into the face of my friend reflected in a new being makes my chest ache.

"I am sorry, little one," I whisper as I pull her towards my chest and wrap her in the confines of my robes. "This is for the best, though. I promise you. The two of you will meet again."

Some day.

Hours later, as I race down the dirt path between two fields of yellow stalks of wheat with the babe strapped to my chest, I swear the ground beneath the horse's hooves trembles. A scream echoes into the night, one of betrayal and a misery so deep that I know I'll hear it in each of my nightmares forever more.


Chapter 2

Kiera
[image: ]


Present Day…

Aheavy pressure sinks onto my shoulders as if the world itself is weary and needs a rest. The feeling is like an invisible force field pushing in from all sides. Shifting in my seat, I turn to look up at Ruen only to find a strange film has drifted down, shielding him from view. I can sense him next to me, Theos on my other side, but other than that, I cannot see them. It's as if a fog has rolled in from nowhere, separating where they are from where I am.

I open my mouth to call out their names, but nothing emerges.

Tendrils of the fog reach out, white branch-like creatures that slither over my arms and up to my shoulders. I jerk away and try to stand. Nothing happens. I remain sitting in place.

Ruen? Theos? Kalix? Still nothing. No sound from my lips. No response from them.

My ears fill with a shrieking sound so suddenly that I jerk upward, covering the sides of my head with my palms. Almost as soon as I do so, though, my arms drift back down, urged to do so by the white branches of fog.

It's alright, a masculine voice soothes. Everything is alright. You are safe here. You will let me in.

My shoulders relax, lowering. I sway in my seat, back and forth, blinking rapidly as a wave of exhaustion hits me. I haven't been sleeping well, I know, but I shouldn't be this tired ... should I?

You are safe, the voice repeats. You are whole. You are well.

I am safe. I am whole. I am well. Yes, that's right. I'm completely protected here in this fog. I'm not being restrained. I'm being held. Assured. All ... is ... well...

My head lolls to one side and then the other as I feel warm hands at the back of my skull. Heat spears through me, almost, but not quite, uncomfortable. A ruffling sound is in the back of my mind, reminiscent of someone shuffling through papers, searching ... searching for something. Searching ... for what?

It's becoming harder to keep my eyes open. I want to close them so badly. I want to sleep. Something keeps me from doing so. A bad feeling. Dread in the pit of my stomach. Horror spreading through my veins.

Instinctively, I force my eyes back open and my back to straighten. The hand comes away from the back of my skull, and the fog clears though only marginally.

Eyes darker than any abyss I've ever seen are in front of me, full of fire and brimstone. My chest locks up, allowing no air to pass through. I am not safe here.

Immediately, I pull away from those eyes, from the sound of the man's voice that attempts to soothe me.

Yes, you are, he insists. You are well. All is well.

When there are too many spiders around me and all of their emotions and muddled thoughts intrude upon my mind, I've learned to block them by throwing up invisible mental barriers. That's what I do now. Barrier after barrier goes up between the man and me. Spider webs building on top of one another, overlapping to form a shield around my mind. Then the bricks. Stone block after stock block appears in a circle where I sit.

Around and around I go, building the framework of my safe haven. A sharp curse from the man echoes back to me and then pain lances through my head. My lips part on a cry. More bricks. More stone. More webs. Though I can feel my physical body remains unmoving, in my mind I throw up the barriers as fast as I can, clutching the sides of my head as more of the sharp stabs spear through me.

You will give me the answers I seek, child, the man demands, angry now that I've figured out his intentions.

No! I shake my head back and forth, but the pain only increases. Throbbing, red-hot agony stabs into my mind. No. I cannot let him win. Whoever he is, whatever he wants, all I know is that it spells disaster. Danger.

The speed with which he changes tactics, though, warns me that there's little he won't do to get what he wants. Therefore, I need to go on the offensive.

Almost as soon as that thought occurs, a small hole opens up in my barriers. More pain splinters into my head, but I don't hesitate to move towards it. I slam a hand through the barrier's opening and feel something slip past. Closing my fingers around it, I squeeze and pull hard.

The shocked burst of energy that slams into the outside of my barrier is followed by a low growl. I yank harder, tightening my grip. Whatever it is feels stringy, like long strands of very fine hair, but at the same time, each one is wickedly heavy and it takes considerable effort to bring it towards me, back through the barrier.

When my arm is inside once again, I slam shut the opening of my barrier and stare down at what I have. Long black strings, not hair, but ribbons. Each one is frayed at the edges and shimmering with ... colors? No, not colors. I bring the ribbons closer to my face. Images form.

Bodies with open ribcages, faces splattered with blood, monsters with sharp teeth and black eyes. I drop the ribbons to the ground at my feet and back up, staring in horror as I lift my palm and see that the darkness has shifted to my flesh. Black stains the skin of my fingers and wrist. The shadow of the ribbons' powers stretches and changes, turning into veins that burrow beneath my skin.

Then, suddenly, the images reflected in the ribbons are in my head, pouring into my mind.

Malachi, sobbing and struggling beneath ebony chains—brimstone chains—a large angled blade rising over his chest. Blood spilling, not from Malachi, but from the wrist of another, onto the Mortal God strapped to a stone table. More struggling. Pleading. Confused words.

"Why?" he asks. "Why me? Why are you doing this? Please! I only want to serve—" A scream echoes out of his mouth, interrupting anything else that he might say. The blood on his chest bubbles up and does exactly what the ribbons had done. It takes on a life of its own, spreading out like rivers over his chest and abdomen, up to his throat and down to his thighs.

Voices, low and hypnotic, begin to rise up around him. A language I don't recognize. Malachi begins to shudder upon the stone slab, twitching and seizing under some phantom disease that has taken root inside him.

A hard bang slams against the outside of my barrier, but I'm too far into the scene to pay attention to it. It's not just a scene but the man's memories. This is a memory.

Horror and revulsion fill me as Malachi screams in agony as his chest cavity cracks and splinters open. Bones break. Blood spurts. The shadows surrounding him move closer. As one, they connect hands from beneath their robes and hoods and begin to breathe. At least, that's what it seems like. Beneath their clothes, the figures inhale, chests expanding, and through Malachi's pained wails, a cloud of shimmering light emerges from him.

The light glistens, floating above Malachi's jerking body, and then, as the figures continue to inhale in deep draws, it splits apart. As if the light itself is a cloud of smoke that can be sucked inside, equal tendrils of it disappear beneath the hoods of those surrounding Malachi. As more and more of the stuff ceases to exist, Malachi's body slows its twitching. His cries dull and then, ultimately, go silent.

All five of the figures release each other and throw back their hoods. My stomach rolls and vomit threatens to come up my throat. "Much better," Tryphone says as he cracks his head to the side.

I watch the thin lines of age fade from his face as if by ... what had Caedmon called it? Magic. Not Divinity.

This is the taboo. My eyes go to Malachi, but he's no longer there. The shell that remains has withered. Gray skin stretched over bones that are far smaller than they should be. The opening of his chest appears like the mouth of an ancient beast, the ribs protruding outward like long bleached teeth. All of his youth is gone. The skin over his body appears like that of bark, lined and almost transparent. The blood has dried and turned to dust.

Lifting my eyes, I break away from the memory and find myself staring at the barrier surrounding me. Now that I'm here again, I can hear the rage on the other side and I know who it is. Tryphone.

A crack forms across the stones surrounding me, growing wider and wider until a dark, clawed hand penetrates through. Coated and bleeding from my webs, Tryphone's voice echoes through my head.

I will know who you are, he warns me. You cannot hide from me. You cannot run. You are mine. You are all ... mine.
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I wake slick with sweat and panting for breath. Sitting up, my hand passes over the opposite side of the mattress, patting around in search of something—someone—only to find it empty. Blinking away tears that I hadn't known I'd let slip free, I slow my racing heart with steady, even breaths. The dream is not my reality, but this room, this bed, and the scent of rum and spice on the air is. Tryphone is not in my head anymore. I'm here. In the Darkhavens' chambers. Safe. I'm safe.

But for how long? a voice whispers back. In response, I lift my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them.

Breathe. I need to fucking breathe. In and out. In and out. I force my lungs to work, counting down the seconds between each breath as I go. Rocking back and forth against the pile of pillows that take up the headboard of Ruen's bed, I try not to sob at the fresh new scar in my head.

The memory of Malachi's death is only one of many. Caedmon's face had been there too, amongst the ribbons, his face bloodied and beaten so badly that one eye had been swollen shut. He'd been saying something to the man—to Tryphone, to his fucking killer—but what had it been?

I don't know how long I sit there, rocking myself on the soft cushion of Ruen's mattress, but as the dusky light of dawn begins to peek through the curtains over the lone window, I decide it's long enough. Getting out of bed, I walk across the room to the armoire and retrieve a pair of solid black pants from inside. Donning them, I bind my chest and slip on a blue shirt, adding a leather belt around my hips.

No doubt the tossing and turning I'd done during the night had kept Ruen up. As shaken as I am by the whole ordeal that Tryphone had set upon me during the arena announcement a few days prior, I'm not the only one struggling to sleep. I pause in front of the long mirror on my way to the door, stopping as the sight of my own face shocks me into stillness.

Hollow cheeks. Sunken eyes. I reach up and pass a hand over my throat, which seems to stand out more above my jutting collarbones. Have I really gotten this bad?

I know that this isn't right. This isn't me. I need to get myself together. A plan needs to be made, actions taken. We can't let the Gods win this way.

Caedmon is ... I shut my eyes, both against the image of myself reflected back at me and against the reminder of what I'd seen when Tryphone had attempted to insert himself into my consciousness.

While presenting himself before the Academy and informing all of us of his plan to move everyone to Ortus, he'd been silently attacking my mind. That kind of power ... I truly don't understand what Caedmon had been thinking, why he swore that I would be the one to kill the God King.

Reopening my eyes, I turn away from the mirror and move towards the door. Twisting the handle, I let myself out of Ruen's bedroom. The living room, to my surprise, is empty. Frowning, I glance around, seeking out any sign that might tell me where the others have gone. A whisper of emotion in my mind has me turning towards the window and striding forward.

Aranea, my little Spider Queen, rests against the wall, her mental call answered by me as I lift a hand and let her hop onto my palm. Her fuzzy little legs twitter as she circles and then sinks down against my skin, the weight of her belly so small and fragile despite the fact that she's one of the largest spiders I've ever had.

"Do you know where they've gone?" I ask her gently.

It soothes me to press a fingertip to the top of her tiny skull and rub lightly. I've never owned a pet before and I'm not entirely sure I'd consider familiars to be pets, but this one is far closer to me than any that have come before her. She nuzzles my fingertip back and the burst of emotion in my mind that comes from her is all affection. My eyes mist over and I have to swallow the lump in my throat. Perhaps all it takes to really cherish the things in life is more than near death—but complete mental annihilation. As if she senses my uneasy and complex thoughts, Ara nudges me and answers my earlier question as well as she can.

My head tilts upward and I start for the stairs. A light nip—no venom—on my palm has me putting the spider onto the banister and leaving her behind as I ascend to the second floor. I don't stop until I'm in front of Kalix's door. It's then that I hear the male voices on the other side. I lift my hand and knock.

Seconds later, the door opens with Theos on the other side, his glittering gold-white hair shoved back from his face and color high on his cheekbones. "You're awake." He holds the door wider, inviting me in.

Regis is sitting up in Kalix's bed, seeming far livelier than he had the week prior. His face is no longer the strange ashen gray that it had been and his shoulders don't droop as if a heavy weight sits on his back. Across from him, Ruen stands, feet braced shoulder width apart and arms crossed over his chest. At the window, Kalix strikes a dark figure of relaxation where he sits upon a settee, dagger in hand as he carves grooves into the side of the furniture.

I can’t help but stare at those long wooden slices, feeling each one as if it’s a scar branded on my soul. Twenty years I’ve been alive and yet not a single of those years have prepared me for this. For what I now know. We are alone. Four Mortal Gods and a human against everything—and everyone—else.


Chapter 3

Ruen
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Kiera’s face is a shadow of paleness. In the past week, the crescents beneath her eyes have grown darker, longer. Her body is thinner than it had been days ago as if she’s wasting away with each passing hour.

Caedmon is dead.

I close my eyes, shutting out the image of Kiera on the stone floor of our living quarters, eyes wide and unseeing, hair a tangled mess around her face, and the slightest hint of red rimming one nostril. A bloody nose none of us had even scented and proof of her claim—Tryphone's attempt to get into her head and her subsequent reprisal earning that horrible knowledge.

Caedmon is dead.

Spoken in a hoarse near whisper, those three words have turned the world upside down. Yes, I've known Gods could be killed—and more so after Caedmon's admission to the Gods' lack of actual Godhood—but not Caedmon. In my mind, he has always been and would, beyond my own time and death, continue to be. Caedmon was supposed to be a fixture of the world. Now ... I don't know what the fuck he is. Dead. Gone. A God in the wrong world or not.

"They're going to call us sometime today." Theos' words have me reopening my eyes and focusing on the room once more instead of the riot of emotions buried in my head and chest.

The mortal—Regis—begins to slide back the covers of Kalix's bed and get up. No one moves to help him even though as his feet land on the hard floor, he wobbles slightly before righting himself. "I cannot be here," he states. "I should go while everyone is occupied with the Gods."

"That's a good idea," I agree. "No one can know you were ever here."

Regis nods to me. "Do you still have my clothes?"

Theos answers him. "They were too ruined and had to be thrown out," he says before striding across the room to an armoire.

I glance at Kalix to see how he'll take Theos giving over his clothes to a mortal, but he's not even watching the man. His eyes are focused purely on Kiera. Glancing between the two of them, I dimly realize that this was bound to pose issues. Kiera hasn't just been with one of us, and any infighting right now will surely result in one of our deaths if not all of ours.

Quelling the vicious, demanding beast inside, I turn to face him and make short work of the space between us. "Are you going to be a problem?" I demand, lowering my voice until I'm sure only he and I can hear my words.

As Theos pulls out clothes for the mortal, Kalix's green eyes flick up to meet mine. "Problem?" he repeats, tilting his head. "Why would I be a problem?" He arches a brow and smirks as if he can read my mind. Then again, it doesn't take a genius to know what I'm thinking. Now that the week of reprieve is over from the Gods' announcement and the impending trials we're about to embark on hover just beyond the door, he must know that I worry for the sanctity of our dynamic. "You're the possessive one of the three of us," he concludes.

"No fighting," I snap, ignoring his final words. "Promise me. No matter what happens—until we're through this, until whatever the Gods have planned for us has come to an end—you will not lose it on us or our allies."

"We have allies?"

"Promise."

Kalix lowers the knife to his side and frowns. "I don't care if you fuck her," he snaps, though thankfully he still keeps his voice low enough for no one else in the room to hear.

"Then why won't you promise not to cause issues?" I demand.

"Because I don't need to." Kalix bares his teeth at me, the twin incisors of his canines lengthening as he hisses at me. "You are not my master, Ruen. You are my brother. Just because I have followed you before does not make you my lord and king. I respect your ability and your intelligence—after all, you're smart enough not to get in my way when I want something."

"You want her." It's a statement, not a question.

"I have her," he replies. "She is mine."

I'm already shaking my head. "You cannot own a person," I tell him. One good thing the Gods had done for this world when they'd come hundreds of years ago was ban that horrid practice. "Even if you could, though," I continue, glancing back to ensure that the others are suitably occupied, "Kiera is not someone who'd allow it."

"She doesn't need to allow it for it to be true," Kalix grits out. His pupils grow slitted and his fangs don't recede, but I don't give a fuck if he's getting pissed off. This needs to be addressed, and though I know it should have been well before now, we're almost out of time. "Just as you are mine, she is also mine. That's why I don't give a shit if you fuck her. My things may play as they wish together provided that they do not go beyond those boundaries."

I blink and for the first time in a long time, I feel my face go slack with shock. A regular occurrence when I'd first met my brother, I'd honestly thought he and I had both grown past the point of surprising one another. Kalix's fangs retract back into his gums, and he presses his tongue against the tip of one now much duller point. Then he stands up, forcing me to step back.

"Any other demands, Brother?" he asks.

Frowning, I continue to stare at him. Kalix, amongst all of the other Mortal Gods I've known, has always been a bit separate. 'Departed of his moral faculties' as one instructor had once said. Yet, still, over the years we've known one another, I haven't felt remotely fearful of him or concerned with my safety in his presence. This would explain why. He thinks unlike others. People are not people in his mind, but possessions to be had and owned and cared for.

That is what Kiera is to him and, apparently, Theos and I. We are Kalix's and as such, he will slaughter whole armies before he allows harm to befall us. I don't know how Kiera managed to crawl so deep into him so fast, but I'm grateful for it now. In the coming days, we will need a man like Kalix. Someone unafraid to spill blood, someone the enemy may fear, someone ... cruel.

"No," I finally say, stepping to the side to allow him to pass. He nods at me before striding across the room and leaving through the door, not bothering to look at anyone else as he goes.

When next I look up, Regis is behind a partition, his shadow confirming that he's changing and getting ready for his departure. Kiera is sitting on the edge of the bed, eyes still just as hollow as she stares at the floor, and Theos is standing, stone-faced, with his arms crossed over his chest in the center of the space.

"Is he going to be okay?" Theos asks, tipping his head back to the way that Kalix had left.

"Yes." I glance at the door. "I believe so."

The sound of metal-on-metal echoes around the partition as Regis appears at the side, sliding a leather belt through the loops of his new trousers with a frown. "What is in these..." He reaches into the pockets and withdraws a pair of star-like blades and a dagger of pure ebony. Brimstone.

Theos winces. "Sorry about that," he releases his arms and jumps forward, taking the weapons from the mortal. "Kalix tends to forget to remove them."

Blinking, Regis stares at the star blades and dagger for a moment longer before shaking his head and finishing the act of dressing. He gathers up the longer strands of his dreaded locks and ties them quickly at the base of his neck with another string of leather that'd been locked on his wrist.

"I need to try and find Ophelia," he announces.

That brings Kiera's head up. "Do you think she's still alive?" she asks.

Regis snorts. "Ophelia has lived in the Underworld nearly all of her life. Carcel might be her son, but he wasn't one of her top assassins. He's greedy and we've already concluded that he has to be working with a God." The reminder of the new enemy creates a dull throb between my eyes.

The Gods have been at war with us for eons, and we are just now realizing how cornered they have us. We haven't even begun to discuss our biggest asset and our biggest problem. The other Mortal Gods. Scrubbing a hand down my face as if that will somehow erase the headache and the worries that might be pointless if the Gods decide to kill us all, I refocus my attention on the room.

"It will be good to have someone on the outside who can communicate," I state. "Your crow knows Kiera's scent and can find her anywhere, yes?"

Regis nods, but it's Kiera who speaks next. "Do you think they'll allow us to have the same freedoms as you had here at Riviere versus at Ortus?"

"Numbers," I hear myself say as I consider her question. Yes, we are all birds in a cage, but there are more birds than there are handlers. "They'll want to keep the masses of Mortal Gods calm, so yes, I think they'll have to maintain at least a semblance of normalcy at Ortus Academy."

The tightness in her shoulders eases slightly. "We were told that we would be called back to the arena at week's end," Theos says. "But they didn't say anything about packing and luggage. How are they going to get hundreds of students across Anatol? We're at the top of the continent."

"They're Gods," Regis says with a shrug. "They can do anything."

Anything? No, most certainly not. "They are killable," Kiera snaps as if she heard my thoughts. Standing and facing her friend, she scowls. "If you have to keep up the facade in public, fine, but not here. Don't treat them like Gods when they're nothing but murderers. I told you what I saw, Regis—after the others—I told you⁠—"

"I know." Regis' voice is quiet, his head tilted down. In respect or shame? I'm not sure. Silence stretches between them, and after a moment longer, I step towards Kiera and put a hand on her shoulder.

"I understand how you feel," I say quietly. "Your friend understands what's happening here, too, but the lessons of a lifetime can't be erased in a week, sweetheart. Give it time. Let's talk about what we're going to do moving forward."

Kiera glances up at me, her storm-cloud eyes darker than normal. "You're right." Her acquiescence is a balm to my battered heart. She faces Regis again and slips out from under my hand, going to him and wrapping him in a hug. "I'm sorry," she tells him. "I'm just wound tight."

"We all are," he agrees, hugging her back. I dislike the intimacy between the mortal and Kiera, but I keep my jaw tight and my mouth shut as I wait for it to end. When it does, I take the first opportunity to start making plans.

"Since Ortus is an island, the only way we'll be getting information is through those birds of yours," I say. "We don't know what we'll be walking into guard wise. There's very little information on the original Mortal Gods Academy."

"I'll charter something in the city and start traveling," Regis states. "I might even arrive ahead of you since I'm only one person and you'll be traveling with the entire Academy."

"I wouldn't be so sure of that." Theos resumes his position with his feet shoulder-width apart and arms crossed over his chest. "The Gods made it sound like we'd be in Ortus soon. I think they really do have a way to get us there all at once."

"A spell?" I guess.

His gold eyes meet mine. "It's likely."

"Well, damn." Regis curses. "I was hoping I'd be able to search for Ophelia along the way."

"Oh, you'll definitely have time for that," I tell him. "I think it's best if you get into contact with as many trusted members of the Underworld as possible at this point. If you find Ophelia, tell her about," I pause, my mouth going dry around the name, but I force it out anyway, "Caedmon."

Regis' brow creases, but he nods his understanding and agreement.

"I honestly don't remember much of the announcement," Kiera confesses. She presses two fingers to a temple and grimaces as if the phantom sensation of Tryphone attempting to claw his way into her mind remains behind like an old scar that will never heal. The rage I feel towards the man, the imposter, is surprising. I always thought Kalix to be the most unhinged of us, yet I find myself completely and utterly open to the idea of killing the God King myself. "All I can recall is the pain in my head and those images..."

Theos unfolds his arms and moves closer to her. The softness of his features as he pulls Kiera against his side and keeps one arm wrapped around her protectively is another indication that Kalix is not the only one I need to talk with privately.

"They gave us a week," Theos explains, "which is now over. They said they'd call us to the arena."

"Yes, I know that." Kiera rolls her shoulders back. "But why are they taking us to Ortus? What reason did they give the others?"

"The Spring Equinox." The answer is out of my mouth before I realize I've spoken. All eyes fall back on me. Blowing out a long breath, I continue. "The Gods announced that this year is the official third-century anniversary of their arrival in Anatol. They claim that they are hosting a special Spring Equinox ceremony to celebrate bringing the two worlds together by bringing all of their children together in one place. There will be events at Ortus Academy that we're expected to participate in."

"The Academies have never met in one location before," Theos says. "It's unheard of."

"That's what bothers me." Shoving a lock of silver hair off her shoulder, Kiera chews on her bottom lip. "The Gods are threatened by their offspring—they fear us and yet they need to use us to make themselves immortal. Why would they bring us all together in one place? We could overpower them with so many extra Mortal Gods."

"Maybe they have to bring you together?" Regis suggests. When everyone glances his way, he holds up both hands palms out. "What if—and yes, I know this is probably insane, but⁠—"

"The Gods are insane," I point out mildly. "There's nothing you could suggest that would make them worse."

Theos snorts. "Doubt that,” he mutters. I shoot a dark look at him before Regis continues.

"What if they need to have you all together in order to complete some sort of spell?" Regis rakes a hand up into his hairline, his fingers sliding flatly over the ridges of his dreads. "There are just as many Gods as there are Mortal Gods and if they want to keep up the facade of their immortality for all of them, wouldn't they need all of their children to perform the ceremony?"

"They aren't planning on letting any of us live, are they?" Despite the fact that those words are phrased as a question, it's clear from Theos' horrified tone that they are anything but. They're a realization.

I close my eyes and realize that I was very wrong. It can get worse. So fucking much worse. I shouldn't be surprised anymore by the lengths Azai will go to in order to maintain his status. Somehow, though, I'd always wondered if, deep down, there was ever even a kernel of actual paternal affection or inclination. No. Azai will go after what he wants as will the rest of his brethren. That's just the way they are.

Obsessive. Cruel. Greedy. Monsters.

"Okay, so if we work under the idea that they're gathering all of the Mortal Gods in one place to perform some sort of ceremony then what does that change?" Kiera asks, her eyes moving over the three of us—first Regis, then Theos, and finally me.

"Change?" I tilt my head to the side and feel my brow crease.

"We're still being forced to go and it's far too late to try and escape their notice or the Academy," she comments.

Turning away from me, from the group, she crosses to the window and places her hands on her hips. Her head lowers as she turns back and repeats the path, pacing out her thoughts as she speaks. I find myself smiling as I picture her doing that in my room, her long hair loose like it is right now and her body flushed from recent sex. Then she talks and dispels the image with the reminder of what I truly should be focusing on.

"Even if they are planning on killing us, we're frogs caught in a cauldron," she says.

"What?" Regis looks at her like she's crazy. "Frogs?"

Kiera stops in front of us once more and lifts her head, delivering an exasperated huff at him as she does so. “My father used to tell me that a frog that jumps into a boiling pot will jump out to save itself, but if you put the frog in the pot and slowly heat the fire under it, the frog will stay in the water—not knowing that it's dying." She gestures between our two bodies and then Theos'. "That's what's happening here."

"We're ... boiling?" Theos asks, dumbfounded.

"Not literally," she practically growls. Her hands turn into anchors on her hips, her fingers clenching so tight on her own body that her knuckles pale further. "The moral of the story is that we tend to accept things when they are introduced to us slowly—even if they're horrible. The Gods have always put us in Academies—well, most of us," she amends. "Mortal Gods are accustomed to being under their command and being given little freedoms. They see how mortals are treated and think they have it good."

"They don't?" Regis' comment earns him a withering glare, not just from Kiera, but from both Theos and me. He raises his hands again. "Alright, alright, you don't. Sorry!"

"I'm saying," Kiera grits out through clenched teeth as if silently tempting the rest of us to interrupt her again at our own peril, "that because the rest of the Mortal Gods are used to being under the Gods' rule and doing whatever they say that they won't recognize that they're marching towards their own deaths even if the evidence is right in front of them. They will fight the truth because they don't want to disturb the comfort they currently have." She looks to the floor, her hands clenching into fists as she takes a moment before she continues. "And we can't erase the fact that the Gods are our sires. They are our parents, even if they've never acted like it before. If anything, the blood ties we have with them will make it all the more difficult to understand or even believe that they're capable of such a taboo."

"That's ... disturbing," Theos mutters. Ice invades my chest as I recognize the truth in Kiera's words. Yes, it is disturbing, but not untruthful. "Surely," Theos says, looking between the group, "most of them will see the truth if we tell them, though. They can't be that blind."

"They can," I hear myself say, "and they are." Kiera's sharp gaze meets mine. "Manipulation can often feel like love and that's what children want from their parents." Love.

Kiera's lips pinch tight and she nods my way. "He's right," she confirms. "All children want to be loved by their sires, but the Gods want something more from us. They need us and they will use any means at their disposal to get it. They haven't tried to kill us all yet and there has to be a reason for that."

A thought occurs to me. "Does Tryphone know what you did?" I ask. I should have asked immediately following the attack on her mind at the arena. I silently curse my short-sightedness.

Kiera frowns, her bow-shaped lips curling down. "I don't think so." She doesn't sound too sure.

It's Theos who cuts in. "He can't know," he says, diverting all eyes back to him. "If he knew that Kiera was aware of what the Gods have been doing, he would have sent someone after her, surely." He gestures to Kiera and then to me. "Wouldn't he?" he prompts. "Tryphone isn't just the God King because he's powerful, he's intelligent and he has the God Council on his side."

"I wouldn't be too sure of that," Kiera murmurs absently.

I step closer to her. "Why do you say that?"

Her head lifts and she blinks as if realizing the nearness of our bodies. It takes a moment for her to respond. "Caedmon was on the God Council and he was obviously not in league with Tryphone. He was working against him. I don't like the Gods. They've done too many things to be good to me, but ... maybe they're not all evil. It would be reckless to not consider that other Divine Beings might not agree with Tryphone's rule or what he's doing. Generalizing them all as evil..." She grimaces. "It's hard to admit that any of them could be ignorant or to forgive them even if they are. Ignorance is not an excuse, but not all who benefit from evil are evil themselves. Sometimes, they're just complicit. Weak."

"I don't know what's worse," Regis mutters. "Doing it all knowingly or being so self-absorbed that they don't consider everyone they hurt by being so fucking greedy."

Though I'm still unsure of the mortal, I have to admit that his words reflect my own thoughts.

"Regardless," Kiera says, "there are bound to be Divine Beings not working with the God King. They may not help us even if we find them and inform them of the situation, but ... I wouldn't go so far as to say that the entirety of the God Council is on Tryphone's side. Caedmon wasn't and he can't be the only one."

"We would need to be careful about approaching any of them," I tell her. "I will say that I believe Azai is on the God King's side. He won't be of help."

"That's for damn sure," Theos agrees. "The bastard is likely working on his behalf and has been for years."

It would make sense, I silently acknowledge. After all, what other use would he have for siring three sons so close together? No doubt, he thought he could do a better job in raising us to be more powerful than the others before shipping us off to the Academy. He was right. My brothers and I are powerful in our own right. If I were Azai, I'd fear my own creations, but knowing the male as I do, I suspect he feels no concern. Azai is far too self-absorbed to consider that his sons might have enough power to kill him.

Distantly the sound of the Academy's bell tolls. The four of us turn towards the window as it shakes under the brunt of the audible calling. "It's time to go," I announce.

Regis nods, turning to Kiera. "I'll find Ophelia," he promises, "and I'll send a crow to you at Ortus when I do."

She reaches for him, grabbing his arm as she fixes a searing look on his face. "Be careful," she orders.

The wry grin he offers in return is all charm and it makes my upper lip curl back as the urge to pound his face into the hard stone wall at his back rushes forward. "I will," he assures her before disappearing out the door.

"Come on," I say, stepping closer to her side even as her eyes remain locked on the closing door. "We should gather our bags and meet everyone else at the arena."

Her eyes lift to mine. "Kalix?"

"He'll meet us there," I assure her. A beat passes and then another. Finally, on the third, she gives a sharp jerk of her head in acknowledgment.

Together, Theos and Kiera move towards the exit, each of them moving out onto the balcony towards the stairs with me at their backs. I watch them go, forcing my steps to move slowly and deliberately.

I consider Azai's ultimatum—to give him information on Kiera or suffer the consequences. His deadline has passed, but obviously something has changed his mind, otherwise he would have acted before now. As I reach the end of the staircase, I look towards the large carved window of our shared quarters. Clouds hover in the near sky, a massive blanket over the Academy. If nature could imply the future, I'd say that it's warning us all to be wary of what may come.

Caedmon is dead. Kiera's words from a week prior echo in my mind for the millionth time. Is he? Though I believe her, it's still hard to imagine how a God capable of such elaborate planning, one that supposedly knows all and is the Father of Prophecy could be killed so easily.


Chapter 4

Kiera
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Wind whistles through the bodies stationed upon the hard pack of sand and dirt underfoot. Despite the natural chill in the air, I feel all too warm pressed against so many. No one has more than a single bag with them, but even more don't have anything at all. The Gods will provide all, or so we've been informed. Even though the Darkhavens know the truth, what I've told them, I feel as if I'm the only one who truly comprehends where we're going.

We're not going to an Academy revered as the first of its kind. We're going to our deaths.

Like frogs sitting in a bowl of water heated over a fire, we have no idea that the longer we stay here, the hotter it will get. Until we're being boiled alive and eaten by those that lord themselves over us.

Gods. That word is a vile reminder of all things evil in my mind. Fucking Gods.

A figure appears on the balcony above us and then more of them, each shadow of a person cropping up several yards from the next. They span outward, circling the stands where the students are crammed on the ground of the arena. Faces both familiar and vague surround us all as they situate themselves in a large circle. It's just one big cage, this arena. It always has been.

A shiver slithers down my spine and I take a step closer to the man at my side. Ruen doesn't hesitate to reach out. His arm closes around my shoulders and drags me closer. "It's going to be okay," he whispers, pressing his lips into the hair at my temple. "We will not be separated."

He doesn't know that. He can't know that, and yet, I hope that his words aren't a lie.

With another look around, I take in the faces surrounding us. Ranging from young twenty-somethings to younger still, these Mortal Gods have no idea the monsters that command us. Reaching out, I latch on to Ruen's shirt, squeezing tight enough that all feeling in my palms ceases to exist. What happens to the younger ones if we fail, if I fail? Will they die too or will the Gods let them live?

"Little Thief." I jerk my head up at Kalix's voice and find myself speared by twin pools of forest green that grow closer and closer until they are all that I see. Kalix hovers so close that the heat of him sinks into my bones. "Open your mouth," he orders.

I gasp, unintentionally following his command and he wastes no time. Sweeping forward even as one side of me is held by his brother, Kalix takes my lips fiercely. His tongue delves inside, sliding against mine and all the while, he never closes his eyes. His kiss is as much a brand of his ownership as if he’d slit a dagger across my throat and taken my life for his own. He plies me open and inserts himself, slithering his way inside and curling up with a wicked look that tells me it would take an act of something otherworldly to remove his presence.

With a quiet groan, I finally allow my eyes to close and lean into him, giving myself up to his void. Arms close around me, yanking me from Ruen's hold and into a new, albeit familiar, one. Kalix kisses me harder, the drive of his lips devouring all of my thoughts and fears if only for the beat of a moment. Male fingers dig into my waistline, pulling me tighter to his broad chest. Warmth blooms inside my core, flowering outward.

Inappropriate. This is so fucking inappropriate. We have more important things to worry about. We shouldn't be doing this here, not in front of them. Placing my hands against his pecs, I push back. It's like attempting to move a stone wall. Kalix doesn't even stop kissing me. If anything, his kiss becomes all the more demanding. Tilting his head to the side, his tongue swipes over my lower lip right before his teeth sink into the soft flesh there. My body jolts at the sudden sensation and my eyes fly open once more.

"Stop." Breathless, panting, I glare at the man in front of me as Kalix finally releases my mouth. There's the taste of blood on my tongue. My cheeks feel flushed, my body primed and Kalix simply stands in front of me, his gaze dark and focused on me. There's no other indication that he's just as affected by the kiss as I am.

"Something's happening." Ruen's voice cuts through the sexual tension.

Both Kalix and I look towards the skies. The Gods have finished positioning themselves and have all raised their hands towards the sky. I follow the direction of their outstretched arms to the center where a heavy gray cloud has formed much lower than the rest, right over our heads.

That cloud descends closer as a dubious chant rises from the throats of the Gods. I can hear the deep voices of the males melding together with the higher pitched and softer ones of the females, but the precise words? They remain a mystery to me.

Down. Down. Down it comes until our bodies are swathed in the dark milky substance that clings to our skin, our clothes, our hair. It grows ever thicker. Blindly, I reach through and find it not as easy to move, my limbs trembling as if they've been weighted down.

"Ruen?" I call out.

Silence is my only response.

"Theos?" I try again. "Kalix?"

It's as if the clouds compress over the words as soon as they leave my lips, swallowing them up and transmitting no actual sound. I take a step forward, pushing my bones and flesh through the hard wall of invisible mist that fights against the movement.

A shadow passes by me so fast that it's barely a blip in my periphery, there and then gone a moment later. The visible evidence it leaves behind, however, is terrifying. Blinking, I try to erase the shape of a monstrously sized humanoid creature with long claw-like hands and twin jutting horns above its head.

I try to move away from where the creature had darted by, but my body is slower to react due to the dense air. My arms and legs are weighted down by invisible chains, and more so than anything Dolos had ever done with his ability, I feel as though there is no hope, no exit, no way out, and no future. My breath comes faster and faster, slicing out of my throat and turning the inside of it raw. Spinning in a circle, straining my eyes as if I could somehow, by sheer force of will, burrow past the fog that tightens its grip around me.

That low chant of the Gods rises, sounding as if it's coming from all sides, above and below too. I cup my hands over my ears and wince as the volume increases. Their voices rattle in my skull, reverberating. My knees threaten to buckle, but with gritted teeth, I stomp both feet into the ground and hold steady.

All is well. Be not afraid. My head twists at that soft, feminine voice as if searching for the source even though I already know that it resonated from my own head. I see nothing. I am nothing. Not in this place.

If limbo truly exists and isn't just a concept invented by the Gods—non Gods or whoever the fuck they are—then this is it. There is nothing here. No sound. No foundation. I stumble back and swipe an arm out in a circle, yet I touch nothing but that same dense fog. Panic climbs up my spine only to be tamped down by anger as I stomp it out and instead reach for the voice that had reached for me first.

Who are you? I demand, pouring my energy into the words in my mind and hoping that she can hear them.

Who I am isn't important, child, she responds. But you ... oh, you are very important.

Where are we? What is this place? I demand, ignoring her words.

This is the Veil Between, she replies. A real answer, though unexpected, is welcome even if it merely confuses me further. Before I can formulate another question, she talks again. Worry not, it will not be long now. We are almost done.

Shutting my mental lips, I realize what she'd said. We are almost done. So, she's a God. I shouldn't be surprised; what other creature could reach out to me with such a crystal-clear voice? Danai? Maybe, but ... closing my eyes, fighting against my memories, I recall how the God Queen had sounded on the rare occasions I'd heard her speak. This voice is nothing like hers. It's not thready, though it is soft. It is not regal, though it is elegant.

Who are you?

This time, the voice doesn't respond, not even to tell me that her identity is irrelevant. It's not.

Breathing in evenly through my nose and mouth, my attention diverts back to the problem at hand. I'm stuck in this dense fog, unable to really move, unable to call for the others, and bound by whatever constraints the Gods have placed upon me until they decide to release me from this prison. I've done this before though. Been relegated to nothing but a body with a disconnected mind. Hours and hours of darkness, no food, no water, no light. Training in the most brutal sense of the word. At least, in this place, I feel no pain—not yet anyway.

Crouching down, I slowly lower myself—pushing against the pressure that wants to keep me on my feet—and sit down upon a ground that is nothing but white and gray matter. Closing my eyes once more, I cross my legs into a folded position and straighten my spine. Then, with one hand on either knee, I begin to count backward from one hundred using the number three as my base.

Ninety-seven.

Ninety-four.

Ninety-one.

Eighty-eight.

Eighty-five.

On and on, I count down. Each inhalation is the sharpest of blades dragging over my tongue. I don't care. I keep listing the numbers, and I keep breathing. More shadows dart past, quick and silent. The only hint that they ever existed lies in the separation of the fog they leave behind for moments before the clouds go back together, forming the netting that cages me.

Soon, the heavy weight on my frame, shoulders, and back eases slightly. I open my eyes and look up. The chanting has stopped. Nothing but silence surrounds me. No, that's not quite right. Tilting my head to the side, I listen for any hint of other changes. In the distance, the sound of crashing waves—like the ocean—echo back to me in their natural, rhythmic pattern. I get to my feet and find that it's easier to move.

Is the fog lessening?

"Kalix?" I call out, licking dry cracked lips. "Ruen? Theos?"

There isn't a response, but a new shadow appears a few feet away. Unlike the others, this one doesn't dart away but remains still as if it's a statuesque guard. Then a second shadow and a third. More and more appear, cropping up in all shapes and sizes, but one thing is for sure—these shadows have neither claws nor horns.

"Kiera...?"

I turn and that voice is closer. It's familiar.

"Theos?" I reach out a hand and one of the shadows moves closer. It takes several minutes—a lifetime—until the dark shroud surrounding the body that approaches me dissipates and I can see the actual person.

Relief is a living thing inside my chest and I nearly throw myself at Theos as he blinks and slows to stop in front of me. How he seems to have walked a great distance when, before this started, we were standing right next to each other, I don't understand. In this moment, though, I don't care.

Theos' arms close around me and tighten. We stand there together for several more minutes, watching in shock and a strange sort of awe as the fog disappears completely in slow stages, revealing a completely new place than the one we'd been in before. Gone are the walls of the arena. Gone are the stands and the balcony and the ring of the Gods, holding their arms over our heads and chanting.

In its place is nothing but sand and ocean and ... a dark crown of brimstone hovering on the frothy sea waves.

Ortus Academy sits like a sea monster of old backdropped by a sky so gray that there's no hint of the sun hidden behind its clouds. Dark spikes of brimstone jut out from the island that houses the first-ever Mortal Gods Academy. All around us, more and more bodies appear. The fog rolling in from the ocean receding just as suddenly as it came with the students fading back into existence from whatever Divinity—or magic—had been used.

"Transportation Divinity," Theos murmurs. Yes, that must be it. The Veil Between had been used as a conduit to change our places, to get the whole of Riviere Academy here in what felt like the blink of an eye.

As I stare across the churning waters and over disturbed sand, I come to the ultimate decision that yes, the Gods have something planned for us all. The Spring Equinox celebration they’ve claimed as their reason is just that—a reason, an excuse. Whatever they want from us, I have the impression that it's just as bloody and cruel as the fading memories I'd stolen from the God King.

Turning my head, I scan the length of the beach, searching ... searching ... there. I spot Niall and Maeryn several paces off, together with a few other female Mortal Gods and their Terra. A hand touches my shoulder, but the scent that invades my nostrils is a familiar rum and spice. Theos' body is warm against my side, and I find myself swaying towards him, wanting to steal some of that heat.

Catching the action at the last second, I straighten and force myself to remain planted firmly in place. The fog separates even more and I arch up, frowning as I spy a series of boats in the distance, bobbing along the ocean's surface. Fishing boats for the nearby city? No. My eyes widen and I thump back to the ground as they grow closer, their front bows slicing through the water.

The figureheads towards the front of the prows are long, carved wooden structures. I've seen them before, long ago, but nothing like this. The ship closest to the front has the most disturbing depiction of a woman with a fin for legs that I've ever seen. It would be almost beautiful were the woman not but a dissolved half-fish whose scales are gray with age and time, chipped and shriveled, and the female half nothing but a skull and bones. The long hair carved into the wood acts as a halo around what likely would have been a beautiful face. The bones look real and not carved from the ship's frame. A shiver skates down my spine.

My throat goes dry. "If we get on those ships," I say. "We'll be trapped on that island." No way out. No other path but the one Caedmon laid at my feet all those weeks ago.

I know it as a truth deeper than any that has come before.

Theos' hand lifts away from my shoulder and drifts down. This time, when he touches me, I can't stop my response. His fingers twine with my own and he holds our palms against one another. "No matter what happens," he whispers back. "We will always have a way out."

Foolish. I want to tell him that being an idealist is sweet, but in the face of the harsh reality we're about to face, it's nothing but a dream. Dreams turn into nightmares. Nightmares can't be escaped.

Still, I clutch his hand in mine, squeezing until I'm afraid of breaking his bones. Out of the clouds still lifting from the beach's surface, two figures cut out and make their way towards us. Kalix and Ruen. They approach with rapid footsteps neither stopping until we're huddled into a circle. It's better Regis isn't here. If we're to do this then we'll need someone on the outside of the Academy, someone who can send information and gather ships.

Trapped. Locked in. Pinned down.

My nails turn in, digging into the back of Theos' hand. He doesn't even flinch. He just squeezes me back, letting me know that it's okay.

Staring beyond Ruen and Kalix, at the creature of brimstone and darkness that lingers amid those chaotic waters, I realize that this is where it all began. Ortus Island is the great brimstone mountain that even the Gods fear. We are at the edge of our world and we may not come back.


Chapter 5

Theos
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The others, Mortal Gods and Terra alike, gather at the edges of the sand where the ocean meets the land in an age-old greeting as the ships ease to a standstill before an invisible line that they cannot cross. Smaller boats are dropped into the water, one after the other and just as quickly make their way towards us. My heart thuds a rapid beat in my chest, and instinctively I pull the woman at my side closer. Not that Kiera notices, her eyes are focused on those ships and the island beyond.

Her lips are pinched and tight, her face wan and pale. A low hiss sounds to my side and I look over as one of Kalix's serpents peers out from beneath the collar of his tunic and flicks its tongue, tasting the new air. We all knew the Gods were powerful, that fact was never in question, but this...

I look around again, noting all of the faces of the Mortal Gods. More and more continue to arrive, stepping out of the fog behind us, confused expressions plastered to their faces as they take in their new surroundings. This is a whole new level of power. The ability to transport hundreds of people, even if it took several of the Gods to perform the task, is incredible.

"It's Dolos." Ruen's quiet words have me turning in his direction only to find that much like Kiera, his eyes are focused on the ships. I pivot back and realize that he's right; Dolos is at the head of the closest boat, his dark swath of power somehow more gray than ink-black. It's just transparent enough to see past to the shadow of a man standing, arms crossed, and staring down at the rest of us.

My eyes move to the next boat and the next and the next. "It's all of them," I reply. Each boat houses one God or Goddess. Dolos. Axlan. Demia. Hatzi. Narelle. Even Maladesia.

"They're not taking any chances," Kiera says. "There will be no escape."

I see what she means. As the other Mortal Gods wave excitedly and gather together in clumps to chatter enthusiastically, the Gods' eyes are closer and more fixated than ever. I peer over the crowd with new eyes, searching. Amongst the prattle of jumping and eager students, there are a few here and there that remain side by side with Terra who were also called to serve here and don't look nearly as thrilled by this turn of events.

"I don't recognize everyone here," I say, nudging Ruen to take a look.

He pulls his gaze away from the approaching boats to examine the others as well. "They must have called upon the Gods at Perditia to perform the same transport ceremony," he guesses. Because after years of living and surviving in Riviere Academy, we know all of the Mortal Gods there. The fact that there are Mortal Gods here that we aren't familiar with can only mean they're from the other Academy.

"Do you think they'll restart the battles with the other Academy students?" I ask, frowning.

Ruen shakes his head immediately. "No, they don't want us to kill each other," he answers. "They want us for something else." For now, at least. If any of us survive, no doubt they'll go right back to their expectations. My head begins to pound with an ache that has become all too familiar.

The fact that there are more Mortal Gods should be a sign of hope as the more Mortal Gods there are, the more potential allies we might gain. As I scan the faces of the strangers, though, I recognize that we know nothing of these Mortal Gods. Though they may be the same as us, descended of the Divine Beings, there's no telling if they would be amiable to allying themselves with us. For all we know, they are the chosen of Perditia and they could be even more ingrained within the Gods' plan. I linger on the few faces of seriousness in the horde, committing their features to memory.

There's a set of what have to be twins, a girl and a boy, with features so similar that were it not for the woman's longer hair and the slight rise of breasts beneath her light gray tunic and shorter stature, I might assume they were both sexless. They stand together, close enough to touch with a shadow standing at their back—a mortal by the aged look of the man. Something radiates from them. The longer I focus on them, the clearer it becomes.

It's almost as if there's a barrier encircling them, a ripple of air that doesn't touch their skin or hair, but causes the image around them to blur ever so slightly. They look past the group that's collected at the ocean's edge, past even the slowing boats and ships to Ortus Island itself. Just like Kiera.

"Students!" Dolos' loud voice calls out over the open air, sending a shudder through my bones. I tighten my hold on Kiera, pulling her impossibly closer even as Kalix and Ruen both step in. She doesn't bat a lash though. Not Kiera. She keeps her gaze trained forward, upper lip curled back into a grimace as she glares directly at the God of Imprisonment. "Welcome to the very first Spring Equinox celebration between the Mortal Gods Academies."

A cheer from the front of the crowd rises up likely spurred on by Axlan arriving alongside Dolos and the fact that there's no pressure of Dolos' power sweeping over us. The second Axlan's boat hits land, he jumps from the front, leaving behind the two Terra at the back of the vessel, their faces impassive, but their arm muscles broad and bulging. Next is Maladesia. The gentler Goddess descends from her boat and smiles widely as she approaches her charges. To say I'm surprised the Goddess of Praise is present would be an understatement.

"Each of you is the result of Divine Blood," Dolos continues, "and as such, you are the chosen souls amongst this mortal plain. You will all board these vessels and prepare to set forth upon the Ortus Island, the first of its kind and the mountain from which we, your Gods, descended to this realm."

Chitters of excitement. The crash of ocean waves. A breeze lifts a strand of fine, spider-web silver hair and flicks it across my vision. I glance down as Kiera pulls away from my hold, her eyes still on the God of Imprisonment. A fire burns in those depths, one that has my heart increasing in tempo as I reach for her, snagging her arm and stopping her forward momentum.

"Don't," I warn her quietly.

Her chest pumps up and down, body practically trembling with the effort it takes her not to pull away from me. Every muscle beneath my palm is drawn taut like a bowstring. She's vibrating with the urge to move. "Kiera," I growl her name, digging my fingers into her arm. "Do not make this mistake here."

"He's right," Ruen urges, grabbing ahold of her other arm. "Don't do anything rash."

Kalix snorts and I want to punch him. "Rash?" he looks at the three of us and shakes his head. "It wouldn't be rash to wish death upon our enemies. I say let's start the battle." He grins broadly and reaches up, cracking knuckles against one palm before performing the same on the other.

"No." Ruen's order is low and full of anger. "We are not prepared to fight them now. It would be a massacre."

"Sounds like my kind of party," Kalix replies with a shrug.

"What?" The startled questioning word comes out on a squeak of breath. Shit. We should have been paying better attention to our surroundings. Thankfully, it's just Maeryn and Niall, both standing wide-eyed like dual owls blinking at us a few feet away.

"Don't worry about it," I say to them, smiling tightly. "He's insane."

Maeryn recovers first and shoots Kalix a dark look. "That's for damn sure," she agrees.

"Sh-should we be worried?" Niall inquires.

Kiera sucks in a breath and seems to realize our situation as she turns to them, shaking off both Ruen's and my holds. "No," she says. An easy lie, it seems. "It's nothing."

Ruen and I exchange a look as Maeryn touches her Terra's arm. "They're calling for us now," she says. "We're supposed to start boarding the boats back to the larger ships." I arch a brow as her fingers trail down and intertwine with the mortal's but don't say anything.

Left with little choice, the group of us move towards the shores and slip into the horde slowly, marching towards the vessels that'll take us straight to the Ortus Island and the ground of the first Mortal Gods Academy.


Chapter 6

Kiera
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There is a deep power within everything—oceans, mountains, and even the Brimstone mountain that is Ortus Island. The ship beneath my feet bobs through the currents, slicing through waters darker than a moonless night. It carries the hordes of Mortal Gods closer to the giant beast of ebony spikes that glisten under the muted sunlight above. Clouds hover closer than they've ever seemed before and I'm not sure yet if it's symbolic of a threat or nature's concern. The pit in my stomach opens up and consumes everything within me as the ship coasts towards a rickety-looking dock that looks like it’s ready to sink beneath the frothy, diseased-looking waters.

I half expect the God Council to be waiting for us, but there's no sign of them as we disembark and are ushered by wan-faced Terra who appear more skeletal than any actual dead body I’ve ever seen. Ruen and Theos hover close by, but it's Kalix that draws my attention. He strides forward, the first of those descending from the ships to set foot from the docks onto the hard stone land of the island. I'm not far behind. Sniffing lightly, all I can smell is the sea salt air and musky smoke on the breeze as if someone recently lit a fire and let it burn out.

The entrance that leads from the docks into the island's mainland is twin jutting figures of carved brimstone. The faces of Danai and Tryphone peer down on us as we file towards the opening it creates. Two figures appear at the mouth, a man and a woman, a reflection of polar opposites. Where the man is pale from the shining bald top of his head to the ruffling loose pants he wears as part of his obvious Terra uniform, the woman is born of ebony with ropes of hair blacker than night and a full mouth that curves down as she examines us as we approach. When she speaks, it's with a resounding, confident voice.

"Welcome, students.” Footsteps slow to a stop at my back as I come to a halt alongside Kalix. He crosses his arms over his chest and stares back at the woman and man.

"My name is Zalika and this is Nubo. We are the Terra responsible for this island. We welcome you to our beautiful home. The Gods wish us to inform you that they will see you all very soon. Each and every one of you has been invited to this island, the first of its kind and the original Academy, to bless these lands to celebrate the three hundred year anniversary of the Gods' arrival to our world. Three long, glorious centuries with our Divine Lords and Ladies deserves only the greatest Spring Equinox ceremony we can provide."

Lights appear down the long dark tunnel-like pathway behind them, steadily growing closer. There are two and then more. A long line of them descending from the higher plains of the mountainous island towards us. The closer they draw, the more precise the outline of those carrying the staffs of lanterns becomes. Waxen faced men and women stalk forward, their faces empty of all emotion or expression. Their clothes are all the same, long loose pants and matching shapeless tunics. No dresses or skirts to separate the women from the men here like there were in Riviere.

"The Spring Equinox is a fortnight from today," Zalika continues as her associate remains silent, his dull glossy eyes staring out, unblinkingly over the growing horde of students. "Our Terra will direct each of you to your new residences and there will be no classes for the duration of your stay here. The celebrations will last for the next several days, culminating on the eve of the Equinox wherein you shall all be invited to a grand feast."

"What about our clothes?" I want to turn and tackle whoever calls out the question, but Zalika merely smiles at someone somewhere behind me.

"Not to worry, you shall all be provided for," she answers, her smile growing. I blink and focus on her mouth; black painted lips are stretched wide over pearl white teeth. For a moment, I could have sworn they were sharper than normal, almost like the teeth of a shark.

Both Zalika and Nubo stand to the side as the Terra behind them arrive. At least twelve on either side of the island's caretakers, twenty-four in total. "Those from Perditia please follow to the left and those from Riviere, follow to the right," Zalika announces.

"Come on," Ruen whispers as his hand touches low on my back. When it became normal to accept his touch, to accept all of their touches, I can't pinpoint, but I find myself following his quiet words. As we gather towards the emotionless Terra and start to make our way up the right side of the path, I pass Zalika and Nubo and a jolt shoots through me.

My feet halt and bodies spill around me. Ahead, Kalix continues to walk. When Theos pauses at my side, Ruen waves him on and then does the same with Maeryn and Niall. "What is it?" Ruen demands, his head pivoting back and forth. "What do you see?"

It's not what I see. Spinning, I look back at Zalika and Nubo as more and more students pass by them. As if they sense my attention, the two of them each lift their heads and gaze back at me. As one, the two island caretakers smile, the stretch of their lips mirrored on the oddly different faces. The teeth aren't sharp as I originally thought, but they're not the dull flat of a mortal’s and neither is their skin. They are acting like Terra, but they're not. Not at all.

Zalika and Nubo are Mortal Gods. Older than the students they’re now overseeing, but no less Divine. Power infuses each of their features, from the dots that line Zalika's brow to the clean-shaven head and face of Nubo. They're not Mortal Gods like we are. Instead, they must be older, perhaps decades or even a century older, and they are powerful.

My breath seizes in my chest. "Kiera?" Ruen's voice is distant as is his touch on my arm, urging me to turn around and walk towards the Terra leading us farther from docks, away from our only means of escape—an escape I knew before we even set foot on those ships would never be open to us.

We're all trapped now on an island of brimstone and darkness.
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Ruen has to practically lift and carry me away from the two Mortal Gods of unknown age to get me moving. It isn't truly until we're well enough away that they're a blur even to my heightened vision—vision that is slowly but steadily growing better with each passing day since the brimstone shard was removed from my neck—that I come back to myself and manage to walk on my own.

"Ruen?" I glance up at him, but he merely shakes his head.

"Later," he tells me, glancing around. "When we're alone."

I don't have a chance to question whether we'll ever be left truly alone in a place like this. We’re bustled along the pathway leading further into the island. The veritable sea of Mortal Gods flows towards the Academy walls as if they’re going to a festival rather than the gallows.

Only the Darkhavens and I seem to realize that we’re here for another purpose entirely.

I keep my mouth shut as we catch up with the others and finally reach the end of the long path separated by the jutting spikes of brimstone to our destination. It's a castle, though not from any of the storybooks or fairytales I'd read from or heard in childhood. This castle is all sharp angles, like a crown of knives reaching towards the heavens with a single slit of an entrance lit with lanterns on either side.

"This way," one of the Ortus Terra says, their voice devoid of intonation as they usher us forward. Two separate entrances, each one opening like the slice of a blade as we file in one at a time. The smell of fire and dust grows heavier in my nostrils. Despite the lanterns hanging at the front entrance, the inside of the structure needs no added illumination.

The walls, black and opaque on the outside, are completely transparent from a little more than halfway up the arching walls, allowing the sunlight to stream in from above, lighting up a new pathway forward. Kalix and Theos are already there, at the end of the long front hall with Terra calling names and separating off into groupings, leading more and more students down various tunnels off the main entrance. It reminds me of my first introduction to the Riviere Academy and being given a tour, but no, it’s something else entirely. Though there’s no denying the opulence of the beautiful brimstone building, there’s an air of decomposition in the wind. A stale scent that lingers, thick and headache-inducing.

How could I have known that accepting Caedmon’s job would lead me here? Then again, that was the point, wasn't it? I wasn't supposed to know because if I had, I'd never have chosen this. Salvation. Ruination. Two sides of the same coin. Why do I have to be the one to flip it?

The deeper we travel into the guts of the brimstone castle, the more the back of my neck itches almost as if the reminder of where I once held the shard beneath my skin is trying to warn me of something sinister. Our group ascends a staircase to a secondary floor. Unlike the primary hall, this one needs the assistance of oil-lit sconces embedded into the corridor at various intervals. The sound of voices and the chattering conversations of the others have faded into the distance as we pace behind a skinny, fragile-looking mortal with a staff gripped between two hands.

Sometime later, the Terra stops and turns to face us at the end of a short hall. "Males to the left," he announces, gesturing with his lit staff to a row of doors to one side of a hallway, then he immediately switches to the doors on the opposite side. "Females to the right." Cold eyes land on Niall where he stands slightly behind Maeryn. "The Terra may follow me to the servants' rooms."

My brow puckers, but I bite my tongue against requesting Niall to stay here with us. No doubt the Terra will run back to the Divine Beings and those strange Mortal Gods with the information. Maeryn, too, doesn't look happy, but she doesn't say anything as Niall glances over at us and then moves to trail behind the dead-voiced servant as they go back the way we'd come.

Peering up one side of the corridor and then down the other, I frown and cross to the corner wall to peek around and into the next hall. There are more doors on either side, but no one between. An eerie silence echoes back at me. It’s unnerving, almost as if we've entered a different world—one that swallows sound and turns its inhabitants into ghosts. Quickly returning to the others, I find Maeryn with her back pressed into a door and two of the five bedroom doors open to reveal large interiors with beds, wardrobes, and windows.

"In here," Ruen orders, tucking his head towards one of the open doorways on their side of the corridor.

We file inside, even Maeryn, though she maintains a careful distance from the Darkhavens as she strides across the room to a single chair against the wall and plops down into it. In turn, I move towards the window, frowning as I notice the grime and dust coating its surface. Running one fingertip down the pane of glass, it comes away brown.

"This is certainly different than Riviere," I murmur absently, rubbing away the dirt onto my trousers before pivoting to face the room.

It’s beautifully decorated with arching walls and ornate frames reflecting large flowery painted images in great depictions of sea monsters and castles. The cloak of ill use and neglect, however, hangs heavy over what might have been a luxurious chamber.

"Something's not right about this place," Ruen agrees, crossing his arms as Theos is the last to step inside the room and close the door behind him. "Surely the Academies are not this different."

"That’s because this isn't an Academy," Kalix replies as he strides across the room to my side. He takes a seat in front of the window, stretching out on the settee in front of it, propping his legs up on one end and reclining back on the other.

"What do you mean?" I ask, frowning at him.

He gestures to his lap. "Sit on my cock and I'll tell you." He grins.

Maeryn makes a noise of disgust in her throat as I give him a definitive ‘no.’ Kalix's green eyes flash red for a brief moment as he passes her a deadly look. Just as quickly, though, the red shimmer disappears and his features smooth out as he returns his gaze to me.

"My lap then," he insists.

"No." I grind my teeth as I repeat the word. “This isn't a playground, Kalix. What do you mean this isn't an Academy?"

He groans.

"Kalix." Ruen's tone is a warning.

Kalix snorts in response. "It's fucking obvious," he says. "This place isn't a school." He fixes me with his impenetrable gaze. "It's a prison."


Chapter 7

Kiera
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Hours later, when the day has waned and night has fallen outside the windows, Kalix's words still echo in my head. Bidding everyone goodnight, I leave the Darkhavens in their new chambers and head across the hall to the door alongside Maeryn's. I pause, looking back to the floor and checking my pockets before I reach my door, not finding my Spider Queen. With a sigh, I realize Ara has snuck off again.

It's common for spiders to exude curiosity alongside caution, but in this new Academy, I’m not so comfortable with her wandering. She knew Riviere well, was born and raised there—or so I’d guessed from the memories she’d shared with me in the past. Ortus is nothing like Riviere and had I realized sooner that she’d snuck along for the ride by burrowing into one of my trouser pockets, I might have left her behind.

I stare into the empty eyes of the brass animal knocker on the outside of my door with a frown. I’ve seen a multitude of wild animals from boar to spotted cats ten times the size of the tame street felines in various cities on the continent. I don’t recognize the animal the knocker on my door is fashioned from. Twin dagger-like canines jut out and down from an oddly shaped face, almost like that of an octopus—one of the few animals I’d only ever seen in books. Slitted eyes stare back at me, unblinking, and I’m left wanting to tear the damn thing off the face of the wood and cast it down the long dark corridor.

With a sigh, I twist the handle and enter the room behind. Darkness seeps from the corners of the chamber, keeping the majority of its contents in shadow. What I can see, however, tells me it’s similar to the Darkhavens’ rooms. Large and square with ornate furniture, but smelling of must and decay.

A lone window, wide enough for a body to fit through, but not so wide that it allows in much moonlight rests across the way. An iron frame juts up through the middle of the glass pane with a latch to open it centered unevenly lower than I know it should be. The muted light through the glass is the only illumination that reveals the rest of the pathetic corrosion of what might have once been a beautiful room.

Then again, I have slept in worse places.

The reminder that I was not always here—under the thumb of the Gods as their offspring and their hostage—almost makes me think of my life as an assassin as something out of a storybook.

In just a few short months, my entire life has altered and so have I.

Eyes burning and nose twitching at the dust that coats the furniture as well as the rest of the room, I walk across the stone floor until I come to the bedside. A fairly sizable piece, the bed has two stands on either side of its expanse. Twin candelabras along with matchsticks rest on the scarred wooden surfaces. Striking one, I light the series of candles on the larger of the two realizing that they might possibly be the only things in this place not covered in a thin layer of grit and grime.

Frowning, I lift the candelabra and turn in a circle, surveying the rest of the room.

It's not a school ... it’s a prison. Leave it to Kalix to point out something so terrifyingly obvious.

Riviere had been a school. The rooms had been immaculately cleaned to perfection every day by Terra. The windows had been washed. The walls white with age, but not sagging from ill sanitation. If I had to guess, I’d say no one has stayed in these rooms in a long time, years if not decades or more.

Why, then, are we? I have to ask myself. Why now?

Not for the first time, I wonder if it's my fault. The thought, however, makes me scoff at myself in shame. As if everything in this world revolves around me—ha. It’s the height of arrogance to think that all bad luck that befalls the Mortal Gods of the realm is because of me. It can’t be. It must be something else, some ruse or plan the Gods have created, but for what?

My head begins to pound behind my eyeballs and I reach up, pinching the bridge of my nose. It alleviates the impending headache but only marginally. There's no doubt that if I don't sleep soon, the pain in my skull will keep me from doing so for the rest of the night.

Carrying the candle flame to the opposite side of the chamber, away from the bed, the firelight glints off a shimmering surface. A standing mirror edged in gold filigree is propped against the wall, facing outward. The reflective glass is dull from lack of polish, but it showcases the old-world art style. Touching a fingertip to one of the delicately molded leaves at the side, I nearly jolt when a curious little face pops out from behind the mirror.

Half a dozen beady black eyes stare up at me, unblinking. Biting down on my lower lip in amusement at my own skittishness, I hold out the tip of one finger, allowing the creature to decide if it wishes to trust me or not. The spider quickly crawls onto my finger and then up my arm, traveling with speedy movements until it touches my shoulder where it pauses. A shifting movement from beneath my clothes and a known little beady-eyed spider appears from the pocket of one of my trousers.

Ara scrambles up my side to join the first spider on my shoulder, and together, the three of us look back at the mirror. My face appears sunken in the reflection, sallow and cold. I look startlingly like the servants that had taken our luggage when we first arrived—skeletal and half dead.

Scowling at the reminder, I turn and glance around the room, only then spotting the bag that I'd brought with me placed at the end of one of the bed's legs. The new spider reaches out and taps the side of my neck as I march back towards the bed, setting the candelabra down on the floor as I go to my haunches and rip open the satchel. Emotions pour through me at the new familiar's little touch. Confusion. Curiosity. Wonder. Hope.

My hands pause at the fastenings of the bag. Hope?

With a frown, I reach up absently and tap the small spider on the head with affection before quickly stripping out of my clothes. I find a bowl of standing water sitting in the corner of the room as a makeshift washstand. No private bathing chambers here, it seems.

Trying to rinse the dust that seems to have transferred from the rooms onto my skin as quickly as possible, I redress in my trousers and shirt. Even if I’d brought something to sleep in, the deep-seated anxiety in my bones at being housed in a prison of Brimstone wouldn’t let me relax quite that much. Not expecting to actually sleep, I still crawl onto the mattress, feeling it dip lightly beneath my weight. I’m shocked to feel how comfortable it is despite what I suspect is lack of use. Both spiders, Ara and her newest companion, crawl down my arm and settle onto one of the pillows next to my head.

My lips curve upward as I look at the two of them. Ara’s much larger and far browner frame rests against the smooth pale pillow and a black spider half her size cuddles closer. Spiders aren’t normally pack-like creatures, but around me, I wonder if they become so. As if I’m some sort of alpha spider speaker and they can relax their guards around me and become almost like pets.

Turning away from the side, I lean across the bed and blow out the candles before resigning myself to a night of staring into the darkness, waiting for some inevitable shadow to attack me. I count seconds into minutes and minutes disappear into hours. After what feels like an eternity, my eyelids begin to droop and I fall into oblivion.
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Whispers rouse me from my slumber, but I don’t wake into a crystal-clear reality. Instead, I feel as if I’m rising slowly from some deep underwater bedchamber. The sounds and smells and feeling of air on my skin happen in increments. Not growing louder until I finally open my eyes and peer around.

No longer in the room I’d been given, I stand in a long dark hallway shrouded in smoke and shadows. A shiver cascades down my spine and I quickly wrap my arms around myself protectively. Taking a step forward, I blink and try to clear away the blurry tinge of the corridor.

It doesn’t go away. Instead, the hazy outline seems to grow until it encapsulates the entirety of the hallway, and then the image shifts.

Wide and curved, as if I’m viewing the area through eyes that are bulbous and protruding. It takes me a moment longer than it normally would to realize I’m not myself and these are not my eyes I’m seeing through, but the eyes of a spider. Once I’m aware of that, however, relief curls through me and I release a sigh as the creature skitters down the hallway, everything becoming pillars of giant proportions.

The spider’s emotions are a riot in my mind. Anxiety. Fear. Curiosity. Love.

It’s the last emotion that gives me pause. Love?

Before I can truly consider that odd emotion from the creature, the corridor changes as the spider turns into a darkened alcove and then we’re leaping, air beneath me, brushing against a fuzzy stomach as a silken string shoots out and latches on to a nearby wall. Down and down some more, we fly into obscurity until a soft orange glow at the very end comes into view, making me realize we’d been descending above a set of stairs.

Frost covered ice oozes from cracks in the walls around the single torch attached to the wall. Casting a look around, I see more unending corridors that disappear into darkness far beyond both my ability to see and the spider’s.

The farther we travel into the strange lower corridors, the more I realize that it’s nothing like the old and dusty, but opulent levels above. This is still Ortus Island, but a lower floor that, if possible, is even more poorly kept. One good thing about it, though, is the fact that there are cobwebs aplenty in these dank quarters and that makes it far easier for the spider I’m with to glide up to them and use them as hook points as it examines the space.

Rows of open rooms—no, cells, I realize as the bars of blackened brimstone become visible against the flicker of flame from the single torch.

The rattle of stone on stone and metal chains echo into the empty air along with a hacking cough. My head—and the spider’s—turns towards the noise. More nervousness suffuses the spider’s emotions. It taps its little feet in a procession against the sticky quality of the web we’re perched on. Soothingly, I spread my own emotions into the creature’s mind, sending out thoughts of confidence and safety that I don’t truly feel.

A moment later, as the poor thing’s uncertainty eases, I prompt it with a desire. The spider responds quickly and begins to skitter away from the web, onto the wall, following the sound from before.

I wait, impatient, but forcing myself not to nudge the spider to go faster as we creep into the darkness. Shadows of orange disappear into hues of gray and green. The brimstone bars look like juts of teeth clamped shut on the opposite side of the corridor and every time I glimpse them in the near absent light, a cold weight settles heavily in my stomach like a millstone.

Prison. There’s no doubt now that Kalix’s hypothesis is correct. This is no dream, but a melding of minds between me and most likely the spider from my room. It’s showing me the hidden slivers of this place and revealing its secrets. These are cells meant to house Divine Beings or those of Divine blood.

The spider draws to a slow stop along the wall before dropping to the floor in a lithe, practiced movement that I couldn’t replicate even after all of my years of training under Ophelia’s tutelage. There’s only so much one can learn, but the natural inclination and abilities of ancient creature’s genetics cannot be replicated.

Closer. Closer. Closer. Another hacking cough. A low moan. The length of chain being dragged against stone.

Snick. Snick.

“Oh, fucking stop it, Caed,” a disgruntled, dry feminine tone echoes into the shadows. “It’s pointless. The stones are wet and the sound is getting on my nerves.”

A masculine sigh erupts and then the curious snicking noise ceases. The spider creeps closer, but we’re so far from the torch that nothing but gray shadows swirl around us, disrupting the arched surroundings. I strain to see past the gloom to the outline of the two figures side by side in matching cells.

“I’m sorry, Ari,” the man says, his throaty voice hoarse and deep. It’s almost lyrical in quality, but that’s not what causes my reaction.

That voice. Male. Deep. Even. It’s the voice of Caedmon, God of Prophecy.


Chapter 8

Kiera
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For the second time in just as many nights, I return to my body with a gasp and sit upright in the four-poster bed, distantly aware that I’m no longer alone. Dull light peers in through the window, shining over the warm male body on the other side of the mattress. My hand inches to the dagger strapped beneath my clothes—re-donned after I’d cleaned myself the night before—on instinct, but I freeze when I recognize the shiny white-blond locks against the pillow.

Ara is perched on Theos’ hip over the covers and her other friend is missing—no doubt still below in what must be the dungeons of Ortus Academy. My heartbeat slows rapidly as I take deep, steady breaths. Theos grumbles in his sleep and moves closer, rousing my spider Queen as she opens her eyes and jumps off his body, disappearing over the side of the bed—no doubt to find a more comfortable sleeping place.

My throat works reflexively as I consider the revelation from the Ortus spider.

I’d seen the blood in Tryphone’s mind. I’d seen Caedmon’s unseeing eyes, bloodied and empty as well as his crumpled body. How could anyone—even a God—have survived that?

“Kiera?” Theos’ groggy voice is sleepy and deep. Slowing my breathing, I glance down at his upturned face. Something in my own must reflect the tumult of emotions cascading through me because he blinks and the exhaustive layer of slumber disappears in an instant. He sits up and reaches for me. “What’s wrong?”

My lips part but no words escape. What can I say? How do I explain? I shake my head. It makes no sense. What if … what if it really had been a dream? A wish. A hope.

If Caedmon isn’t dead then maybe we still have a chance to gain his help. Caedmon knows what the future holds. He’s the one that’s supposed to guide us. I shake my head and blow out a long breath as I sink down against him, pressing my forehead to his shoulder before realizing that he’s naked from the waist up.

Rising once more, I blink at him. “What…” I reach for the blankets and rip them away, gaping at the sight of Theos in full nudity. “Did you walk to my room like this?”

When I meet his gaze again, there’s a curl of amusement at the corner of his mouth and one arched brow. “Perhaps…” he hedges.

I fling the blankets back up over his lap and the length of a slowly growing erection there. With a growl, I turn away from him and slide towards the edge of the mattress. “Fucking stupid,” I mutter. “We’re literally being held in a brimstone prison, awaiting a soul-sucking death, and you’re⁠—”

Laughing, Theos’ arms close around me and pull me back further onto the bed. Short of elbowing him in the gut and planting a fist in his handsome face, escaping his grasping clutches is an effort in futility. For a moment, I consider withdrawing my dagger anyway, but then give up on the idea as he settles me onto his lap and ducks his head into the curve of my neck.

Despite the straining cock prodding my backside, he breathes slowly and evenly for several seconds, not reaching for my breasts or the placket of my trousers. Instead, he seems to take a moment before even speaking. “Tell me,” he insists. “What is it?”

I close my eyes as dawn’s light brightens against the window and washes the rest of the room in flat illumination. My hands are on his forearms where they hold me to him. “Later,” I croak out. “I’m not exactly sure what it is, but I’ll tell you and the others later.”

Theos lifts his head and one hand reaches up, touching my chin. My eyes open as he urges my head around so that I’m forced to meet his gaze. Golden and glowing ever so slightly, he peers at me with a seriousness that I’ve rarely seen from him.

“You do trust us?” he asks, his voice light despite the strain of his features. “Don’t you?”

No.

Yes.

Fuck. I don’t fucking know.

My answer, when it comes, is all I can offer. “I trust you as much as I trust anyone, Theos.”

His lips curve upward and the divot between his brows eases marginally. “I suppose that’s the best I’ll get from you.”

I shrug helplessly. “It’s the best anyone’s ever gotten from me.” And it’s a lie, I think to myself, because over the last few months, I’ve come to realize something about Theos and his brothers.

The Darkhavens are cruel creatures, monsters in their own right, but to each other they are loyal … and to me… I think they might be everything I didn’t even know I was searching for.

Dipping his head once more, Theos settles his mouth over mine. His tongue nudges my lips apart and sinks inside. With a groan of both dismay and frustration, I open my mouth and let him have his way—a concession I’ve never given to anyone else. That is, anyone outside of the Darkhavens.

His kiss is easy and languid. Even with the hard ridge of his cock sliding against the fabric over my ass and lower back, he doesn’t push for more. Instead, he appears perfectly content just to kiss me. His tongue plies me open again and again, his head turns one way and then the other.

After several minutes, he repositions me, encouraging me to turn around and straddle him so that we can resume the kiss. Unable to help myself and somehow knowing that this is but a brief escape from our reality, I let him.

I sink onto his lap, grinding my cloth-covered pussy against him as I slide up and down and back and forth. All the while, his hands grip my hips and his teeth, lips, and tongue drive me wild. My thighs become coated in wet juices the longer the kiss goes on and my stomach rolls, contracting and releasing with desire.

“Theos…” I gasp his name as he pulls his mouth from mine and turns his head away when I lean up to kiss him again.

“No, Kiera, wait.”

Fuck no, I don’t want to wait. Grabbing his face with my hand, I force it back to mine and dive down, ravishing him with a harsh meeting of mouths. His low, rumbling masculine chuckle annoys me enough that I reach down between our bodies and take his cock into my hand.

The laugh cuts off immediately as he sucks in a harsh breath. “Kiera.” My name is a warning on his lips, one that I have no intention of heeding.

Looking up at the suddenly strained features of his face, I test the first stroke, gripping him tight against my palm and slowly lifting and lowering my hand from base to tip. He bares his teeth at me, snarling.

“Fuck, Dea,” he snaps. “You’re killing me.”

Arching a brow, I repeat the action. “I assure you,” I tell him calmly. “I’ve never killed anyone this way.”

His hips rise against the ministrations of my hand, pumping against my palm as he seeks out more pressure, more pleasure. I move back a bit and reach down with my other hand, lower this time, under his heavy cock and to the sack beneath. Theos grips the sheets and blankets on either side of our bodies, twisting and bunching them as another unintelligible curse slips from his lips.

After all he and his brothers have put me through, their conniving, sometimes demeaning, and more than often dominating personalities, I think this is the first time I’ve ever felt as if I truly have power over one of them. I find that I like the sensation.

Theos’ cock pulses in my hand, throbbing as I reach the head and rub a thumb over the wet open slit at the top. Rolling his balls between my fingers, lightly squeezing them, I continue to pump him in my grip. Up and down, repeating the movement until it’s not enough for either of us.

A string of curses and then a very agonized, “Dea,” escapes Theos’ mouth as I move back and down, lowering my body to the mattress until my face hovers over his shaft. One of his hands releases the blankets and spears into my hair, the fluttering of silver strands are pulled back, away from my face, and held in a hard fist.

“Yes,” Theos breathes as I kiss the top of his cock, licking at the slit and tasting the salty fluid there. “Take me, Dea. Take me deeper than you’ve ever taken anyone and let me come inside this pretty mouth.”

Dear Gods … Theos Darkhaven is a dark saint above me, eyes half-lidded and glowing dangerously. His lips part, the plushness of their form enhanced by the glistening of wetness on them.

My insides cramp with wanton need, and I open my mouth wider, letting my tongue lap up the underside of his shaft. He tastes like salt and sin, a heady flavor that I could get far too used to, far too addicted to. Leaving his sack, I grip his cock with both hands at the base. I carefully trace the bulging vein from the bottom to the top of his length before taking him inside. The second my lips close over the sensitive mushroom-shaped head of his cock, his hips jerk and he slides in several inches at once.

The hand at the back of my skull tightens against me, keeping me from pulling back. I descend further and further, sucking him in until he hits the back of my throat. Breathing through my nostrils in rapid succession, I glance up from beneath my lashes to see his expression. Theos’ head is tilted down, his glowing golden eyes fixed on me, on where his cock is between my lips.

A spark of something akin to lightning passes through my veins and I jolt sharply. It’s not just in my veins, but I can feel it in my body, between my lips, against my tongue, and at the back of my head where he grips me so tightly. My gaze widens on his face as a slow grin spreads his lips and the bottom whites of his teeth shine through the smile.

“You look so pretty on your knees for me, Dea,” he murmurs endearingly. Gathering up the long strands of my hair, he holds it up, creating a tail in his fist. “Your hair is so pretty,” he continues, sifting the long tendrils between his fingers. “Like spider silk.”

He rocks his hips against my face, pressing in and then withdrawing a scant inch or two, rubbing the underside of his shaft against my tongue. My pussy clenches in desire, with hunger. Though I want him inside me, to feel the hard press of him invading my body to give me just as much pain or pleasure he wants to deliver—this act I’m performing for him is entirely enslaving.

I want to close my eyes and suck him down more, to let myself be drawn in by the taste and smell of him and to let him use me as he would a common whore. I want him to drive out all thought from my head, all memory of that disconcerting dream. Because I know that’s exactly what it was—a dream. It had to have been.

Caedmon isn’t alive. He can’t be. It’s just wishful thinking; a desire from a scared child to have someone to turn to—someone more powerful, more knowledgeable, someone who can do something to save me.

There is no one to save me now. I am captured by the kindest of the Darkhavens, but even he has his darkness he wants to unleash and I have no choice but to let it happen. Deep down, though, I know it’s not lack of choice that has me unlocking my jaw and widening my hips, as I press my knees into the mattress. It’s greed.

There’s still a few inches left and I know if I want to take him fully, he’ll have to go further than I’ve ever taken any other man—just as he commanded. Despite the obvious tension and desire reflected in his expression, for a moment, Theos’ grin widens.

“Do you think you can do it?” he prompts, a challenging note in his voice. “Can you suck my cock all the way to the back of your throat, Kiera?”

My mouth contracts around the hard shaft and my tongue practically vibrates where it’s pressed down from the heavy length of him. Can I do it? I narrow my eyes on him. Does he really think I’m going to fall for such an obvious ploy?

Yes, he must, because it works.

Theos thrusts his cock into the back of my throat, a low groan erupting from his throat. His grasp on my hair tightens to the point of pain, the strands tugging sharply against my scalp that seems to send more of those strange bolts of lightning—hot and not quite painful but still very much present—through me.

Over and over again, he thrusts into my mouth, taking his pleasure from my lips as if the two of us were born to play these parts of ours. I let my eyes drift shut, slicking my tongue beneath his shaft as I taste more salt on his skin. Wetness from the head oozes towards the back of my throat and reflexively, I swallow against it, wanting more. The action causes my entire mouth and throat to clamp down and pulse rhythmically against the length of him, trying to perform the common act of taking something into my belly. The strange sensation seems to drive Theos over the edge. With a muffled shout, he slams himself into the back of my mouth, holding my head down with two hands now, keeping my face pressed to his groin.

“Fuck!”

Liquid fire streams into my throat and stomach, shot after shot of rich, hot cum filling me up until it threatens to overwhelm me and I choke on the amount. Theos pulls back, resting the head of his cock just inside my lips so that the rest can spurt across my tongue. I swallow back as much as I can, eyes burning and nostrils flaring as I drag in breath all the while.

“Don’t fucking swallow the last of it,” Theos growls. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

Blinking in surprise, I look up at him, but he’s already withdrawing from my mouth and deftly sliding from the bed. Bringing me with him, I realize a split second later when his hand hasn’t left my hair, but uses its hold to drag me off the mattress and onto the floor.

I’m too surprised and confused to fight him, nor do I see any reason to when he’s not hurting me. As my knees hit the floor, Theos’ hand releases my hair for a brief interlude so that he can reach for my tunic. Drawing it up and off my head, he unleashes my unbound breasts—the binding material I’d used that day having been left hanging next to the washstand behind me.

Twisting a nipple with his thumb and forefinger, Theos stares down at me as my lips part in shocking awareness. It’s as if he’s sending those fiery, burning bolts of lightning from my breasts down to my core.

“Gods, yes,” he murmurs. “Just like that. Look at me, Dea.”

Unable to help myself, I arch against the sharp pain he causes at my nipples and do as he commands, looking up at him. “Your lips are covered in me,” he murmurs, appearing mesmerized by my mouth. “It’s all over your tongue. Fuck, it makes me want to…”

He twists my nipple again, reaching out with his second hand and doing the same to the other. I cry out, arching harder, and he swoops down. Falling to his knee before me, Theos steals the sound from my throat by thrusting his tongue into the recesses of my mouth.

His lips against mine seem to be the breaking point of my passive prelude and I kiss him back fervently. Reaching up, I grasp his head and hold him to me, sliding my tongue against his, letting him taste his own release on me.

More fingers pressing against my nipples, tightening and twisting, wreaking havoc against my insides. My stomach flips and turns, my pussy contracts on nothing. My hands fall away from his head and go to the front of my trousers. Deftly undoing the ties that keep them shut, I feel the dagger at the small of my back loosen and thunk against the floor of the bedroom as I cut off the kiss long enough to stand and shuck the remainder of my clothes off.

“Fuck me.” The words are both a plea and a demand. Already, Theos’ cock is straining once more, looking even angrier than it had before he came in my mouth. The shaft is a light pink, but the head—oh, the head. It’s a rich burgundy color, weeping insistently at the tip.

On his knees before me, Theos’ eyes flash black for a split second before returning to the illuminated golden they naturally are.

“I am yours,” he whispers. “By the Divine Realm, Kiera Nezerac. I am yours.”

Hands arching up my now naked thighs, Theos nuzzles against the slightly rounded curve of my stomach and then down further, to the place between that is slick with my need. His hot tongue traces up one side of my pussy and then down the other, gathering my wetness before he delves deeper. Spreading my thighs and gripping his head, I bite down on my lower lip hard enough to taste blood. I want his cock in me, I want to drive that damned headboard through the stone into the next room, but I also want this. My payment and pleasure for making him come with my mouth.

“This is what the Divine tastes like,” Theos murmurs. “I could die right here, with my lips on your sweet pussy.” The last of his words are whispered against my soft skin right before he sucks the bud of my clit into his mouth.

White fire slams into me in a split second. A scream breaks past my teeth and in the next moment, I find myself lifted back onto the bed, flipped onto my front, and my face pressed to the blankets and pillows to muffle the noise.

A hard, hot shaft settles against the opening of my pussy. I jerk my head up with a gasp as one of Theos’ hands comes down hard on my shoulder and the other on my hip. He drags me back into him, impaling me on his cock in a quick movement that leaves my lungs depleted of air and my cunt stinging with ache.

Again and again, Theos fucks into me—shunting his cock not just back and forth, but with a rippling move of his hips that somehow manages to drag my sore and pulsing clit against the edge of the mattress with each withdrawal. I bite down on the blankets, clawing at them as he thrusts into me, pushing me past a second release and onto the precipice of a third.

Black and white dots dance in front of my eyes and my head lolls to the side. The room shifts and moves each time he penetrates me, shuffling the two of us against the bed. My gaze settles on the one point in the room that has the only other movement aside from us. The mirror. It’s us again—a reflection of the hot, sticky sex that’s now invading the room with its spicy aroma.

My gaze latches on to the sight of Theos hovering over me a split second before the driving force of his cock entering me sends me forward, breaking the contact as my head droops down with the sudden movement. I grit my teeth and curl my fingers into the sheets beneath me as he fucks into my body, sending tingling little tendrils of adrenaline from my toes to the nape of my neck. My limbs feel as if they’re full of liquid, my muscles are sore and my breasts are engorged and achy. Pressing my palms flat against the mattress once more as hot puffs of air leave my lips, I leverage back up, pushing back against Theos.

I raise my gaze and stare at the echo of us—Theos’ body over mine as the muscles of his shoulders contract and his arms bulge as he grabs ahold of me. I am both in the moment with him, feeling the crest of another climax racing towards me as his fingers threaten to bruise my hips, and I am divorced from it. My attention roves over every inch of him, the shadows beneath his eyes as much as the way his body powers into mine, seeming to need release as much as he needs the contact. Taking and taking and taking, even as he wants to give.

All too soon it becomes overwhelming and I can’t keep up the separation. I slam back into my own mind, the sensations flooding my system and erasing all anxiety with the feel of him so deep inside me. Every thrust and withdrawal drags me up the precipice. Low keening moans escape my throat, making me sound more like an animal than human or Mortal God. I can’t seem to bring myself to care. The heat that Theos is inciting under my skin is too much; it’s too good to stop now. A sharp cry emerges as with his next thrust, Theos sends me careening over the cliff’s edge.

Theos groans, bowing over me, his chest slick with sweat and illuminated by the rapidly growing light from the window. A dark saint, indeed. He looks like a creature of the old world, animalistic instincts causing him to press against my ass as he fucks me one last time and wrings the last vestiges of a release from both of our bodies.

When he collapses on top of me, Theos reaches his hands to my face, turning my chin more until he can take my lips. Licking against the seam of my mouth with impassioned desire, he demands entry once more. I let him. Opening my mouth and closing my eyes against the dust-covered reflection of us across the room, I kiss Theos Darkhaven—all the while knowing that this could have been the last time.

After all, the Gods will surely kill us before releasing us from this prison of theirs. Each day we now live is ripe with the possibility that it could be the last.

Somehow, that knowledge doesn’t change anything. Not the way I roll onto my back and wrap my arms around Theos’ sweaty and still trembling form. Not the way I stare up at the cobweb strewn ceiling of the unfamiliar room. And certainly not my resolve to see Caedmon’s request through.

This time, though, it’s not for denza or a mission—it’s for the life I want to have after this is all over.


Chapter 9

Kiera
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Ismell like sex. Even after washing myself thoroughly, I know it's true. It’s made even more apparent as I leave the bedroom with Theos and spy both Kalix and Ruen outside their rooms. Kalix grins as he raises a brow at the two of us. Scowling at his impudent expression of interest, I flip my middle finger and turn toward the end of the hallway.

Though we’ve been given no information about what's to be expected of us here in this ‘Academy,’ we follow the corridors back towards the main hall that we came through the day before. The sounds of voices lead us to a secondary hallway and antechamber where long wooden tables are filled with Mortal Gods and Terra are stationed against the wall, their faces waxen with long dark circles beneath their eyes.

I scan the sides of the room, searching until I find Niall—looking much like his companions with a ghostly pallor embedded into his skin. When he spies me back, he seems to straighten and gain some life back. His lips quirk and his hand twitches at his side as if he wants to lift it in greeting, but with a quick glance to the end of his row, he keeps it where it is. Following his gaze, I spy one of the Terra of Ortus standing as if presiding over the Terra brought with the Mortal Gods of the other Academies. As if under his direction.

For all I know, they could be.

“I see Maeryn,” Ruen murmurs, cutting towards the front of our group and heading towards a table on the edge of the room. “Come.”

I don’t hesitate in trailing after him and both Kalix and Theos take up positions at my back. The dining hall is wide and expansive with double the amount of tables that Riviere’s dining hall had boasted. No doubt, it’s due to the extra mouths they now have to feed. As we walk towards the table that Maeryn is seated at, I scan over the masses of both familiar and unfamiliar faces.

Mortal Gods talk animatedly about what’s to come now that we’re here. While some seem apprehensive about their new surroundings, more are exuberant and excited by the prospect of catching a God’s eye. Their voices and the snippets of conversation that I catch as I pass them serve to remind me that for most of these people, becoming a high-class servant to a Divine Being is what they think will be their best future.

My gut twists with disgust at the insight I have. Most likely the Gods will keep many alive to act as servants, but just as likely—these people, the children of the Gods, will end up being fodder for their greed. Facing forward once more, I keep pace with Ruen until we reach the table that Maeryn has commandeered for herself. She looks up from her plate as we approach, no surprise shining in the depths of her eyes as she spots the four of us.

Shuffling over to make room, she offers me a seat next to her and I take it gratefully. The Darkhavens, in turn, prod and shove their way onto the opposite bench seats, their massive bodies and dark glowers threatening anyone who has the misfortune of sitting too close to find new accommodations as expediently as possible. Maeryn reaches forward and snags a bread roll sitting in a basket at the center of the table and begins tearing it into small bite-sized pieces, dropping most of them into the bowl of brown and orange liquid in front of her.

“What’s that?” I ask, pointing.

She looks down and grimaces. “I’m not entirely sure,” she admits, “but it’s all they offered for breakfast.” She bites into the remainder of her roll, her jaw working just hard enough to tell me that the bread is stale.

I return to glancing around the cavernous dining hall. “They’re not even trying to hide their dissatisfaction with the Mortal Gods,” I murmur absently.

Gone are the large, ornate tapestries and the gilded paintings that adorned the walls of Riviere Academy. Ortus, in its place, depicts nothing but discontent and absence of care. The deadened eyes of the Ortus Terra seem to stare over the vast space of the hall, unseeing and yet, seeing too much. As if their sight cannot be weighed by what is in front of them but by what lies beyond the realm of the tangible.

“Do we have any idea of what they’re planning for us?” Maeryn asks, drawing my attention back to her as she swallows her bread with a barely repressed look of disgust.

“Kalix and I went out last night,” Ruen admits, lowering his voice so that only those in the closest vicinity can hear his words.

I lean closer to the table, my eyes fixed on Ruen’s scarred face. “What did you find?”

There’s a light creeping sensation on the back of my neck, where my hair has been lifted and tied into a plait down the back of my head, as if someone is watching me. Unwilling to turn and see if that’s the case, I keep my gaze focused on Ruen as he speaks.

“It’s not so much what we found as what we didn’t find,” he begins.

“What does that mean?” Maeryn asks, frowning.

Ruen’s brow creases and dual lines form between his eyes as he seems to consider his next words. Then, with a sigh, he says,

“There are no classrooms. This is supposed to be the original Academy, but there are no signs that this place was used for anything at all. The other accommodations for Mortal Gods are all the same—unkempt and dirty. Many from both Riviere and Perditia have complained to the Terra of Ortus, but they haven’t done anything about it.”

“I’m surprised the Mortal Gods haven’t lashed out at them,” I say mildly. Back in Riviere, a Terra could have been slapped or beaten for daring to even look at a Divine offspring wrong.

Ruen’s midnight eyes meet mine. “They have.”

Maeryn inhales sharply, and when she turns to glance back I know without looking that she’s searching for Niall to make sure he’s unharmed. Doubtful that anything would’ve happened between now and when we walked in and I saw him, I maintain my concentration on the man across from me.

“They’ve lashed out?” I clarify.

He nods.

“How? I haven’t heard anything?”

“Oh, you know how we are, Little Thief,” Kalix says, leaning back on his seat as he reaches for a bread roll. “They slap, they scream, they demand better treatment.” He shrugs. “The Terra of Ortus don’t respond. Not to any amount of abuse. Therefore, the others have figured out that no matter what they demand, only certain things will be provided. Cleaning their rooms and offering better food than this,” he pauses to gesture at Maeryn’s sad excuse for soup or stew or whatever the hell it is, “will not be provided here.”

“What do they want with us?” Maeryn’s quivering question cuts through the rapidly thickening tension over the table.

“That’s the question we all want answered,” Theos says as a Terra I recognize from Riviere pauses by the table with a tray in hand. The man, already too slender, looks as if he’s lost even more weight even though we’ve only been here for a day and night, but his hands are steady as he sets down four bowls to be passed out to the Darkhavens as well as myself. I take the bowl and lift it to my nose, sniffing.

Sour pepper spices and a thick meaty scent wafts up from it. Even knowing the kind of shit I’d eaten in the past simply because there were no other choices when training under Ophelia, I don’t want to eat this. Not only am I concerned that it has something that’s turned foul amidst its questionable contents, but I am suspicious of anything given to us by the Gods at this point.

Everyone leans back and remains silent as the Terra finishes his duties before disappearing down the row, delivering more bowls to newcomers that have arrived. Kalix tosses his half-eaten bread into the bowl and then lifts a spoon to scoop a mouthful out and swallow it back.

As one, Theos, Ruen, and I watch him, curious. He chews lightly for a moment before swallowing and offering a shrug. “It’s edible,” he tells us. Theos casts a look at his own bowl doubtfully.

Unfortunately, despite my conviction that the food is not to be trusted, there’s only so much a person can hold out. I reach for the food with a grimace. Our questions are put on hold as we try to consume as much of the odd concoction of food as possible. As I expected from the scent, it’s over-spiced and yet somehow fatty and hard to swallow, but I manage to choke down a good half of my bowl before sliding it away and washing it down with one of the jugs of water stationed at the end of the table and a stale bread roll.

“Well, even if what they’re feeding us isn’t fit for animal consumption,” I say absently, rolling the bread between my palms in front of me, “if they’re still bothering to keep up the pretense, then we won’t be killed right away.”

Maeryn chokes on a bite of her own bread roll and coughs wildly into her hands as three pairs of serious eyes—green, gold, and blue—settle on me. I look back at them and blink.

“What?” I ask when no one says a word. “You can’t say I’m not right.”

Ruen pushes away his bowl and crosses his arms over his chest. “We don’t know that they want to kill us,” he says, keeping his tone low.

I roll my eyes. “What, then, could they possibly have brought us here for?” I demand. Before he can answer, though, I forge ahead. “That stupid Spring Equinox thing?” I snort. “Don’t play the fool, Ruen, you’re too intelligent to believe that.”

“K-kill us?” Maeryn’s shaky voice reignites my compassion. So often, I forget that Maeryn wasn’t raised like me or the Darkhavens. Compared to us, she’s as innocent in this world as Niall is.

Dropping bread onto the table next to my bowl, I turn towards her. While I want to offer some sort of comfort, I don’t want to lie to her. When I look at her waxen face and pale lips, eyes round and shimmering with fear, it’s even more difficult to speak.

“Why would they want to kill us?” Maeryn asks, glancing between me and the Darkhavens. “We’ve done everything they’ve asked of us. They have no reason⁠—”

“They don’t need a reason,” Kalix says, cutting her off with an annoyed sound from his throat. Her attention swivels to him. “The Gods rule this world and us and we are nothing to them.”

“We’re their children,” she defends, even if from her tone I can tell she doesn’t hold any sort of affection for our sires.

Kalix leans his elbows onto the table, making the mass of wood creak under his weight. “Where is your mother then, Maeryn?” he asks. “When was the last time you saw her? Spoke with her?” When nothing but silence answers his question, he snorts derisively. “That’s what I fucking thought.” He waves a hand through the air as if dismissing her. “We’re nothing but their mistakes. They drop us off at the Academy’s doorstep and go on with their lives. Now, they want to thin the herd, so to speak. We’re nothing but baggage to them and potential power.”

Shit. Shit! Fucking shit. I shoot Ruen a quick hard look, but he’s already turning to Kalix, grabbing ahold of his brother’s arm and hissing something dark in his ear. I’m already focusing my attention on Maeryn.

“Mae—”

“Don’t.” Maeryn holds up a hand when I try to say her name, her eyes fixed squarely on the wooden surface of the table. “Don’t lie to me, Kiera,” she says. “Even if I hate him, I can at least acknowledge that he’s being honest. Cruel as he said it, Kalix isn’t wrong. My mother hasn’t sent me a letter in over a year and even before that, it was sparse. I know I am no great pride for her. None of us are to our God parents.” She lifts her head, the red curls that frame her face seeming less vibrant and flatter than ever before. A misty sheen settles in her eyes as she faces me. “I’m sure there are things that you’re involved with that are dangerous and I know they have to do with the Gods, but…” She lowers her hand and glances over her shoulder. I follow her gaze to Niall standing against the stone wall, his back straight and his face holding onto impassiveness by a mere thread.

When he sees that Maeryn is looking at him, however, any attempt at indifference washes away to reveal the yearning he has for her. So deep and powerful, that it makes my own cold dead organ of a heart beat a bit faster.

“Don’t tell me,” Maeryn half whispers. “Don’t tell either of us if you can help it.” She works to keep the tremor from her voice, speaking slowly as she does. “We already know too much and neither Niall nor I are fighters. If they try to get information from us…” She sucks in a breath. “You can’t trust that anything you plan won’t be revealed.”

To some, such an admission might be seen as cowardly or even pathetic. Not to me. The fact that Maeryn knows her limitations and is unwilling to lie about them only serves to increase my respect for her. Her hands tremble when she settles them on the edge of the table as she rises from her seat.

“If you need my ability, call for me,” she murmurs, lowering her voice as she draws her legs and the mass of her skirts up and over the bench. “But otherwise, don’t ask us for more.” She looks at me as she stands to her full height, her cheeks flushed with what I can only assume is shame.

I don’t hesitate to reach for her, snagging her hand and holding on to it as I stare up into her rounded, lightly freckled features. “Thank you.” Making a low noise in her throat, Maeryn tries to retract her hand from mine, but I grip it tighter. “I mean it,” I tell her. “I know it’s hard to admit faults, Gods, but I fucking know it’s hard.” I offer her a smile and then gently rub the back of her knuckles with my thumb. “Knowing what you can and cannot do is not something you should be ashamed of.”

She shakes her head, the curls flying around her face as she chokes on a watery laugh. “Only you would say that,” she replies.

I nod in Niall's direction and fix her with a new, different, look. “All I need from you is to take care of him,” I say. “He’s a good man and I…” Fuck, was it always this hard to tell the truth? To be so open and vulnerable? “I don’t want to see him, or you, hurt,” I finish.

Maeryn’s shoulders sag and it isn’t until that moment that I realize how tense her body actually was. “Of course, I’ll take care of him,” she says as if that fact was obvious from the start. “That’s why I can’t help you with whatever you’re planning now. I can’t get him involved and if I’m involved, so is he.”

Tilting my head to the side, I grin up at her. “So, it’s like that then, huh?”

Immediately yanking her hand from mine, Maeryn gives me a withering glare and lifts her skirts. “You, of all people, shouldn’t be asking about my love life, Kiera,” she replies coolly before flashing a glance at the men behind me on the other side of the table. “You’ve got more than enough on your plate.”

Too fucking true. Laughing lightly, I watch as Maeryn turns away and strides down the aisle between the dining hall tables towards Niall.

Behind me, Theos’ dry tone breaks the spell of ease she’d woven over me. “Well, there goes our only healer,” he says.

Turning back to the Darkhavens, I purse my lips. “We’ll manage,” I tell him. “She said if we needed her abilities we could call on her.”

Theos shakes his head. “She doesn’t want to be involved at all,” he replies. “She only said that to make herself feel better.”

My hands curl into the edge of the table, nails digging into the hard wood until I can feel it splintering beneath my grip.

Thankfully, Ruen speaks before I can. “You can’t blame her for wanting to protect herself.” That damnable mask of neutrality is back in place. “Let it go for now, Theos. If we need her, we’ll call on her.”

Theos props his elbows up on the table and opens his mouth, no doubt to launch into some explanation as to why Maeryn is a coward who can’t be relied upon. Before he can piss me off in that way, however, a loud gong rings out across the dining hall. All conversation ceases as everyone turns toward the opening at the end of the room where three figures stand. To either side are Nubo and Zalika and in the center, a face as familiar to me now as the Darkhavens. My upper lip curls back in disgust at the broad expanse of his chest, unclothed but adorned with ropes of gold chain crisscrossing the muscles there. His skin is radiant even if his eyes are hard, cold, and empty of all compassion. Turning his head from side to side, the glint of a crown atop his dark hair reflects off a ray of sunlight pouring through the upper half of the transparent brimstone surroundings. When his gaze settles on me, his lips split into a wide, almost beast-like grin.

Whatever news he’s brought can’t be good. After all, nothing pleases Azai, the God of Strength, more than torturing his sons and no doubt, me.


Chapter 10

Kalix
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There's something intriguing about a man with nothing to gain and nothing to lose. I've always found watching my father similar to figuring out a problem that seems, at least externally, complex, but is in actuality quite simple.

Azai is no man of great intelligence nor is he exceedingly handsome. His major strength is ... well, strength. And the fact that he can sire multiple powerful sons in a single year. Reclining on the creaking bench seat as much as I can without breaking the damn thing, I cast a bored look down the aisles of turned heads to where my father stands in the center of the entrance.

"Good morning, young ones," he says, his deep voice echoing through the vast space of the dining hall. "I am Azai, God of Strength and Virility. I welcome you to Ortus once more as I'm sure Zalika and Nubo have done so at our behest."

Annoyed and growing increasingly disinterested in the circumstances, I glance across the table to where Kiera sits, her back straight, her expression cold and impassive. Letting my eyes roam down her lithe frame, I inhale deeply and smile. She still smells of my brother beneath the soap and saltwater she no doubt attempted to clean herself with. Watching my Little Thief, unimpeded, I trace the angles of her long throat with my eyes. Imagining my snakes wrapped around her there and lower, using their minds and bodies to shift her to take my⁠—

My delicious thoughts cut off as Kiera's lips part and she sucks in a sudden breath. Recognizing the air of tension that lances through her body and that of the men at my side, I let my attention snap back to Azai only to realize he's no longer there.

Ruen and Theos get up at my side, their bodies moving quickly as several more start to rise from their seats. "What is it?" I demand, following the movement. Across the table, Kiera is standing and circling the slab of wood, not stopping until she's within touching distance. My palms itch to reach for her, to touch her, to drag her into my body and burn her shape against my flesh.

"Weren't you listening?" Theos asks, his face pinched just as tight as everyone else's.

I shrug. "Not really. Azai's words are never that important."

Theos casts me a look of utter bewilderment. I don't know why. He knows what Azai is like. A swollen, self-inflated bag of muscles lacking in anything else but the most minute of intellect.

"The God Council is here," Ruen states as the bodies rising from tables begin to make their way toward the exit. "They've called all Mortal Gods of both Perditia and Riviere to hear their decrees."

I roll my eyes. "It will be about their pathetic excuse of a reason to bring us all here," I say, turning as Ruen does and following behind the crowd of others.

Kiera steps up to my right and eyes me. "You guessed that this place wasn't a school, but a prison," she murmurs thoughtfully. "Any ideas on what they could have to tell us?"

A grin tugs at the corner of my lips and I arch a brow down at her. "Give me your tongue and I might give you another guess."

A scowl overtakes her and she stomps quickly ahead. "Never-fucking-mind," she shoots back. Theos, ever the dutiful lover and admirer, hastens to catch up with her. I don't mind lingering back though. After all, it does give me such a splendid view of her ass. More imaginings come to mind. Splitting those lush, rounded cheeks apart and sliding my cock between them, taking her there and relishing in her cries of pain as she's forced to accept every inch of my shaft into the darkest part of her.

Ruen rounds on me, disrupting my internal musings as if the man has a keen insight into my head. Then again, if anyone does, he might. His conviction to remain straightforward and honorable is almost sad when we both know that beneath all of his noble intentions and words, he's just as I am. Greedy. Selfish. An incurable monster. The only thing that separates us are the shackles of civility that he forces himself to wear, tightening them whenever they get too loose.

I cast a look back at Kiera's quickly retreating backside. She'll break those chains of his if he's not careful, and Gods, I cannot wait to see it.

"You need to be serious," Ruen growls, his voice lowering in warning.

I tilt my head to the side. "Why?"

He blinks as if he hadn't been expecting my response. He should know by now that few demands made of me are ever heeded. "We're in a precarious situation," he continues. "The Gods could kill us⁠—"

The tedious matter of listening to him becomes all too much. Waving a hand, I step around him and start walking again. As expected, he follows. "I'm fucking serious, Kalix. This isn't just⁠—"

"If the Gods wanted us dead," I say, cutting him off, "we'd be dead. Therefore, they don't want us dead."

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Ruen's brow crease. "Even if that's true, they obviously want something from us and it's⁠—"

"Of course they do." It's so damned obvious. The two of us exit the now empty dining hall and trail behind the large following of students several paces ahead as they're led—no doubt—by Azai and the two cronies of Ortus that had arrived with him. "They want our power. They can't exactly get it if we're dead." I slide him an overt look. "I thought you were the smart one, Brother."

"They know we wouldn't give our powers to them willingly," Ruen replies, that ever-present groove in his brow remaining in place. "It would kill us."

"Maybe." I shrug. "Or just make us wish for death."

"You're not concerned about this at all, are you?" he asks.

Reaching up, I place the palm of one hand against the side of my head and then crack it to the side. "Why should I be?" I offer in lieu of an answer. "I don't fear death."

A beat of silence passes where nothing but the sound of our boots scuffing against the stone floor beneath echoes around us, and then, "What about Kiera?"

Pausing as the mass of people ahead begin disappearing through an open archway, I turn to look at him. "What do you mean?"

The furrow between his brows is gone as he examines me. "You like Kiera, yes? You wouldn't want her to die, would you?"

"She won't die." She cannot die. I wouldn't allow it.

"She could very well die at their hands," Ruen says calmly. "You gave her one of your snakes when the God Council called her before. You must have been worried then."

"It was to keep watch on her," I remind him. "We were right outside."

"Yes, but now we're in a castle of brimstone," Ruen points out, gesturing above us to the arching ceiling. It's like standing inside a cluster of swords craning towards the sky. I hate it when Ruen asks me questions like this. It makes me feel as if he knows something I don't. "We're weaker here," he continues. "You and I both know that the Gods want something from her."

"They cannot have it," I snap, dropping my palm from my neck and curling both hands into fists. "They cannot have her. She is mine."

"Then we need to protect her, don't we," Ruen says. "Whatever you know or suspect of the Gods, you need to tell us."

Before I can provide him with an answer, a voice cuts through the air of quiet between us. "Sirs, the Gods do not like to be kept waiting."

As one, Ruen and I turn towards the owner of the voice. Dark skinned with glittering eyes of cut onyx, Zalika stands clad in a long robe the color of freshly spilled blood. Her lips spread into a smile and I blink at the sight. Where flat pearly white caps should be, Zalika smiles with sharp spikes filling her mouth, the difference just slight enough that it forces me to look extra hard at the pronounced effect. She gestures towards the now empty archway that the others disappeared into.

"This way, if you please."

Thoroughly annoyed, I contemplate closing the distance between myself and the woman as her back turns towards me. It would be nothing to stride up behind her and take her skull between my palms. To twist it until the crack of her spinal cord severing echoes in my ears and then, promptly rip her skin from side to side as I removed her entire head from her body. As I consider doing just that, the woman pauses in the juncture of the entrance, glancing over her shoulder. Her gaze meets mine and the hall appears to narrow in my periphery. Her smile widens, a small, almost imperceptible movement, but I notice it. No one smiles at me like that. Without a hint of fear or anxiety. A vein in my throat throbs as a strange sort of emotion creeps across my chest.

It is ... unease? No, I've never felt uneasy before. Intrigue? No, I am intrigued by Kiera and this emotion doesn't resemble such curiosity. What then could it be?

Perhaps ... but no.

Zalika turns back to the entrance, and Ruen and I follow as we step into a large assembly space with rows upon rows of stone benches already filled with students from both Perditia and Riviere. She moves away, faster now, not as if she's escaping me, but as if she has something to do. I watch her go even as Ruen urges me to the side, finding Theos and Kiera nearby and the seats they saved for us.

For the first time in my life, I think I might have looked into a person's eyes and seen nothing but an empty void reflected back. The same I see in my own gaze each time I look into a mirror.

Whoever or whatever Zalika is, she is of my kind.

Cruel. Unyielding. Immoral.

Instead of being more curious about her, I have the distinct urge to rush after her and follow through with my initial desires. To rend her head from her shoulders and end her life. Between two creatures such as we, there can only be one and I will not allow her existence to threaten my own.


Chapter 11

Kiera
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The assembly hall is packed with whispering voices. Despite Azai's initial presence, the students of the Mortal Gods Academies have overcome their awe and are now murmuring amongst themselves as Azai ascends a set of stone steps to the dais below where the rest of the God Council awaits. I try not to focus on the empty place where Caedmon should be.

I'm sorry, Ari... those words, spoken in his voice despite how raw and hoarse they'd been echo in my mind. I shake my head. It wasn't real. It's not real.

…was it?

The God Council congregates and then steps forward as one, distancing me from my thoughts. The Goddess I recognize as Gygaea with her long dark brown hair and olive-toned skin is the first to speak, her voice is crisp and clear despite how far away we are.

"You are all here," she begins, "because you are descendants of the Divine. Great and powerful, you are. Extraordinary creatures, our children."

I bite down, grinding my jaw. To listen to the lies in silence is an effort in restraint and though I clench my hands into fists in my lap and keep my back straight, I wonder if I can manage it.

"It has been three hundred years since the dawn of our descendance upon this mortal realm, and though we have already observed the Day of Descendance, we have never shared with you the meaning of the Spring Equinox. To us, the Divine Beings, the glory of the Spring Equinox is something we've kept for ourselves. This year, however, we have decided to share it with you." Her smile is brilliant, capturing more than a few worshipping Mortal Gods with its beauty. "We have decided that you are to be gifted with the opportunity to observe this most auspicious festival in the way of your ancestors, of your Divine sires."

Excited murmurings pass through the crowd, but are quickly quieted as she continues.

"There are three rites to this celebration," Gygaea announces. Holding up a hand, she lowers all fingers save for one, two, three as she counts them off. "The Cleansing. The Hunt. And the Feast."

My nails dig into my palms harder than ever before. I want to scream at her to get on with it, to tell us how they plan to deceive the lot of us and then steal from our bodies, the source for their long lives. My throat works as I swallow down a bit of bile that threatens to come up. Closing my eyes, I focus on the heat of the two powerful thighs on either side of mine. Theos and Ruen. Only when I'm sure I can keep my composure do I lift my lashes once more and focus on the flawless face of the Goddess below.

"All are required to participate," she states. "Anyone found not doing so will be punished."

My eyes skim away towards the row of bodies at her back. I tense as I pass over Tryphone's obvious frame. His face is impassive, his eyes fixed on some point straight ahead of him. There's no ruffling inside my head that belies another attempt to get into my mind. Yet, still, my breaths come a bit faster. I move on and nearly give a startled yelp, only managing to clamp down on the response at the last second, when I see that Danai, the Queen of the Gods, is staring straight at me.

Pinpricks of awareness slither over every bared inch of flesh that I have, from my cheeks to my throat, to the backs of my hands. Her eyes are open, framed in gold and swirling textures. There's no negative emotion in their depths. No hatred or suspicion. No rage or malice. My heart hammers inside my chest.

"Kiera?" Reaching out at Ruen's soft questioning tone, I latch on to him, loosening my fists and turning my hand over to dig my nails into the meat of his thigh. His responding grunt is so quiet that I almost don't hear it. His hand comes down over mine and thankfully, he doesn't remove my grip, but instead, presses me harder against him, giving me an anchor.

The longer my eyes stay on the Queen's, the more weightless I feel. As if my whole body is being lifted from the confines of the earth and set adrift into the ether. Fear makes sweat beads pop up along my brow and at the back of my neck beneath my braid.

Ruen leans to the side, sliding one arm around my back, and the heat of his body burns through our layers of clothing. "It's alright," he murmurs. "You're alright."

My throat closes up. My lungs seize. Ruen continues to repeat soothing phrases, but too softly for my senses to pick up. I can no longer hear him, nor can I hear the Goddess Gygaea below either.

All will be well, child. Those words enter my mind amidst the chaos of my body. I claw at Ruen's leg, needing to feel it. He grips me back tighter. Tears gather at the corners of my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. Instead, I glare back at the God Queen with all of the fury I possess.

Get. Out. Of. My. Head. I thrust each word like the practiced strike of a dagger. If I cannot be safe inside my own mind, then where can I be safe?

The answer is not lost on me and it only serves to make me that much more determined to drive her from my thoughts.

Though the God Queen's expression never changes, I sense her presence inside me easing away.

You have no need to fear me, she murmurs, her voice softer than before, further away. No harm will befall you at my hand.

I don't believe her, but the words she offers me make me pause. Why say them in the first place? She and the rest of the Gods have us right where they want us. We're slowly being boiled alive in the pot they've created and though I can see the opening of the sky, know that freedom is somewhere, I cannot seem to grasp it.

Suddenly, the sounds of the assembly hall roars back to me all at once as students jump from their seats, squealing with glee. Gasping for breath, I turn and press my forehead into Ruen's chest.

"What is it?" he demands. "What's wrong? Did Tryphone try to⁠—"

"No." I shake my head, cutting off his tirade of questions. "No, he—it wasn't him this time."

Feeling exhausted, I lift my head away from him and glance down the rows upon rows of seating. Danai is no longer looking at me, but is instead talking quietly with another Goddess—Makeda, the Goddess of Knowledge, I recognize. Leaning around Ruen, I reach for Kalix. My earlier annoyance with him is gone in favor of knowing what I'm about to ask of him.

"Kalix?"

Rich, forest green eyes meet mine. Kalix captures my seeking hand and brings the palm to his mouth. He bites lightly against the soft flesh, nipping with a single fang that sends a cascade of shivers up the limb.

"What is it, Little Thief?" he inquires. "Do you want⁠—"

Before he can suggest something obscene, I interrupt him with my request. "Have you managed to attract any of the snakes in Ortus?"

Kalix's mouth recedes from my palm. "Yes, why?"

I look towards the dais before lowering my voice. "I want you to send one after Danai, the God Queen," I say. "To watch her."

"Your spiders are unavailable?" he guesses.

I nod. "I have something else for them to do and I don't have many—at least, not as many as I did at Riviere."

"Why is that?" Theos asks.

Looking back at him, I offer him a grimace. "I don't know," I say honestly. "Ara is here and there have been a few that come to my call. I know there are more around, I can sense them, but it's as if a veil has been placed over them—as if they're already under someone else's command."

That has Ruen stiffening. "A God?"

I shake my head. "We haven't seen any new Gods here," I point out. "If the spiders were attracted to one of them then they would've been at Riviere as well. It might be one of the Mortal Gods from Perditia though."

Kalix presses an open-mouthed, wet kiss to my hand before lowering it. "I will send one to the God Queen," he says, "and whatever she may be hiding will be revealed."


Chapter 12

Kiera
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Long after everyone has retired to their new accommodations for the night and the sun has set, I remain awake, staring out of the window in my bedchamber. It was a fortunate discovery to find that it doesn't face the ocean as I'd anticipated. Instead, the narrow sliver of glass peers into a darkened garden below with pathways for people to travel between buildings. The Darkhavens and I had spent the better part of the afternoon attempting to map the winding corridors and strange openings of the Academy to no avail.

Unlike Riviere, there seems to be no rhyme or reason to this place. We'd found long hallways that led nowhere but dead ends, towers with no doors leading in or out, and gardens full of half-dead hedges. The further one travels down the hallways in search of an end, the farther any destination actually seems to get.

The most disturbing of all the discoveries, however, was the garden of statues. When one thinks of a 'garden' they imagine plants and life, but the garden of statues resembles nothing of the kind. Surrounded by archways and pillars of chipped and decaying stone, it was full of grotesque monsters from all manner of fairytales. Giant bat-like creatures with talons and large, arching wings. Various men and women in all stages of fear and decomposition. From a woman dressed in finery, her beautiful young face that of a serene maiden on one side and nothing but a skeleton on the other, to a man curled into himself upon the ground, bones and weapons jutting from every part of him until you could hardly tell that it was a man beneath it all.

I bend my head towards the window and let the cool glass touch my cheek. Lifting my gaze from the garden below, I contemplate the sky above, wondering if Regis and Ophelia have found Carcel by now or if he's found them and killed them. My heart beats a rapid drum in my chest.

"Don't," I warn myself, closing my eyes against those dark thoughts. Perhaps it's the air of Ortus Academy, but there's something so ... disheartening here. As if all of the cruel, wicked nightmares one has ever thought are possible here. There are no dreams, only horrors.

A tapping noise drags my attention from the window and the shadows below. Ara is perched at the end of the perfectly made bed that I'd slept in the night before. Knowing that a Terra had stopped by to clean up my things and remake the bed has me on edge. Other than Nubo and Zalika and the few Terra that serve the Mortal Gods, I haven't seen enough Terra in Ortus that were not brought here by their Masters in the other Academies to warrant extras to 'clean' the bedrooms. Then again, 'clean' is a bit of a stretch considering that the cobwebs and dust still coat the floor and ledges and it's truly only the newly made bed that reveals the fact that someone was here.

I leave the window and stride across the room to my Spider Queen. As I draw closer, she circles herself on the flat blankets and taps her feet insistently against them. With a frown, I lean over and offer up my hand. She practically leaps onto my palm the second it's within striking distance and as soon as her furry little body touches me, a kaleidoscope of emotions and images assail me.

"Ugh." Pressing my free hand to my aching temple, I slump onto the bed. "Slow down, Ara. I can't..." My words drift off as the images she's sending me become clearer. Chunky stone walls arching into a long, dark, and narrow tunnel. Broken webs drooping from the corners of ceilings with so much grime and dirt on them that their original color has become a mixture of grave brown and algae green.

"You found it?" I blink as more of her thoughts drift into my mind, curves and passageways. A door hidden in the shadows, larger than life to this small creature, but to me—it's simply a door, and where there is a door, there is something to hide behind it.

Standing abruptly, I turn and deposit my familiar back on the bed before patting her head. "Good job. I'll go check it out."

The door to my room creaks open. "Go check what out?" Ruen stands there, arms crossed over his massive chest, and an arched brow as he flicks a look between Ara and then me. "What did your familiar show you?"

I grimace. "It's⁠—"

"Tell me that it's nothing and I will be forced to tie you down and spank it out of you," he says before I can finish my sentence.

I clench my hands into fists at my sides. "It's none of your business," I snap defensively.

Ruen leaves the doorway and drops his arms as he strides across the room, not stopping until I'm forced to tilt my head back to keep our eyes locked. Though I'm not small by most standards, he still towers over me and it creates a feeling of unease no matter how strong and capable I know myself to be.

"Don't patronize me, Kiera," Ruen murmurs, his voice low, but silken in its dangerous quality. "Everything about you is my business." He reaches up, a single hand hovering near my cheek but not quite touching. It bothers me how much I crave to lean into him. I find myself swaying on my feet, nearly doing so against my better judgment. "What news did your spider bring you?" he demands.

"It's not news," I begin. "It's just..." Unable to hold his gaze any longer, I tear my eyes away and glance back to the bed, but Ara has already disappeared, fleeing to somewhere in the shadows no doubt.

Traitor, I mentally cast out towards her. The responding tapping against the wall behind my bed is the only answer I get.

Ruen's finger touches my jaw, nudging insistently as he brings my face back around so that I'm compelled to meet his eyes once more. "Tell me."

Perhaps it's the quietness of his tone or maybe even the bite of awareness that slithers through me when his flesh is on my own, but those two words are all it takes to break down the last of my resolve. He wants me to tell him, so I do. I tell him about the dreams, about the fears in my chest and the wondering if perhaps, somehow, someway, Caedmon isn't actually dead, but instead here. In Ortus.

When I'm done spilling my guts in a way that no one has ever managed to make me do—not even Ophelia with all of her torture training—Ruen's expression hasn't changed a bit. He remains just as aloof and dispassionate in his expression as he was before. It's only in the small movements he makes, the way his fingertips seem to glide up and down the side of my jawline as if he can't quite pull himself away from me, that tell me he's anything but indifferent.

"Your spider brought you something that tells you that whatever prison you found exists here, didn't she?"

Sometimes, it's both a blessing and a curse to know how intelligent he is. I nod my answer and he hums in the back of his throat before turning to look at the still open doorway. "Kalix and Theos are both still in bed," he murmurs. "I don't want to get their hopes up if we don't find what we're looking for."

"Wait a second, what do you mean 'we?'" I take a step back, unwilling to let myself be swayed by the feeling of his fingers on my skin.

Ruen's midnight eyes flash back to mine. "You're not going alone," he states. "Certainly not in this place. This isn't Riviere, Kiera. It's far more dangerous." He scans the room as if searching for some unseen force. "It feels as if even the walls have eyes and ears here."

Unfortunately, I know exactly what he means. Despite how alone the Gods have left us since bringing us to this place, there can be no doubt that we're being carefully watched. Tryphone isn't the type to simply let a defeat go and the fact that he was unable to enter my mind must have him on edge. It's more surprising that he's yet to drag me into some dark cell and demand answers. It makes me wonder what's holding him back, or who...

"Get ready," Ruen says, dragging my attention back to him. "If we're going to find your prison, then we should go now. It's dark enough and we don't know how long it'll take for us to return, but we should be back by sunrise."

Knowing that it'll take longer to argue against him going with me, I simply give up the fight entirely. If bringing Ruen along will speed things up then so be it. Ruen remains quiet as I hurriedly delve into my pack for a cloak and then tug on my boots and tighten the laces that keep them up my calves. He's already dressed as if he hadn't ever changed to bed down for the night. When I'm done he offers me a hand, leading me from my room to his, where he dons his own cloak and then the two of us are off.

"I have no lantern," I murmur as we head towards the main hall of the Academy. Ruen slides me a look before a burst of firelight flares to life between us. With a jolt, I nearly stumble back, but he catches my arms before I do.

"We have no need of a lantern," he reminds me, nodding towards the firelight.

With a frown, I examine the flame that simply hovers in the air between us with no gas and no container to hold it in place. “It’s interesting,” I murmur absently as I watch the flame sway back and forth.

“What is?”

I continue to stare at the flame, seeing through the edges to the stone behind it. “If Ortus is made entirely of Brimstone, why doesn’t it stop our abilities entirely?”

Ruen moves and the flame follows. When I glance back at him, he, too, is staring at the fire he’s created with a discerning expression. “You can wield a brimstone blade and it doesn’t dampen your abilities,” he reminds me. “The difference between being surrounded by Brimstone and actually controlled by it—wounded by it—is when it cuts through your skin. The shard in your neck wouldn’t have really hurt you if you’d merely worn it rather than having it embedded into your skin.”

“So, it’s like any other knife? Only dangerous in how it’s used?” I’d always wondered why the shard in my neck had hurt me when brimstone daggers hadn’t.

Ruen nods. “Yes.”

I gesture to the light between us. “And this?” I ask. “If you create illusions, why does this actually help us see in the dark?" I stare at the flickering flame, wanting to reach out and touch the dancing fire, wondering if it'll burn me. Curious, I lift my hand only for Ruen to capture my wrist and shake his head marginally.

"Illusions stem from the power of the mind," he says. "If you believe you can see due to a flame, then you can. You'd be surprised what darkness your mind can overcome if you simply believe in something hard enough."

Blinking at such a comment from someone like him, I don't get a chance to ask another question before he's weaving his fingers back through mine and gesturing to the wide hallway. "Let's hurry," he says. "Lead the way."

Recalling the images of passages and the pathway that Ara had shown me, the two of us quietly follow the invisible map in my head away from the residences of the Mortal Gods and back towards where we came in the first day. Just before we reach the entrance of the great hall though, I veer left and find a small alcove with a hidden corridor beyond. Much smaller than the hallways that lead to our bedchambers, it forces Ruen to release my hand and follow behind me as the two of us enter the darkness.

His illusionary flame floods our surroundings with muted light, just enough to keep us moving. Again and again, I contemplate the memories of my Spider Queen, pausing every so often as I realize the angle of the corridor is wrong and then backtracking to a corner that we should have turned before. Despite the multiple blunders I make that eat up time, Ruen never complains. He remains a constant silent companion at my back. At one time not long ago, having someone trail behind me would have made me nervous—the thought of allowing someone that could harm me to watch my back a foreign one. Now, I feel nothing but ... protected. Safe.

The two of us come to a dead end, and I frown, my hands touching along the stone wall. If I stand in front of it with both of my arms outstretched, I can touch either side of the corridor. There's no window, but the flame above our heads flickers as if sensing a new path of air. I glance up and then back at Ruen, but his face remains encased in shadows, revealing nothing of what he must be thinking.

With a silent curse, I grapple with the stones on the wall, looking for a handle or something that will lead us forward. "It has to be here," I mutter. "She went beyond this wall." Unlike my Spider Queen, however, I am not a small creature able to creep between the stones and into rooms beyond.

"Kiera." Ruen's hand touches my shoulder gently.

I yank myself away and grip another stone, tugging until it's obvious that it won't come loose. "No," I snap. "It's here. There has to be a door here. I know I saw⁠—"

"Kiera, I know you want him to still be alive," Ruen's voice is annoyingly understanding. "I want him to be as much as you."

My hands rove over the wall, but each stone I grip remains buried in the solid mass of the flat surface. Breathing heavily, feeling as if the walls of the corridor are slowly closing in on me, I close my eyes and lean my forehead against the stone. "I can't do this." The whisper is a croak pulled from the ravages of my throat.

Strong, male arms wrap around my waist and pull me back into a hard muscled chest. Pressing the sides of my cloak into me, Ruen dips his head and presses his forehead to my shoulder. "It's going to be okay," he whispers.

My eyes reopen and stare at the wall in front of me. Caedmon, for all his flaws and frustratingly vague innuendos, was powerful. He was a God that even Tryphone feared. Without him ... we're doomed. I know it. The others know it and, deep down, I think Ruen knows it as well. The book he gave me hasn't brought any answers no matter how many times I've checked it since we arrived, the pages remain frustratingly blank. Perhaps, I think, the power of knowing the future died with Caedmon and the book no longer works if he's not here.

The flame above our heads flickers once more, stronger this time. I glance up at it. "Your illusion seems to think there's a door here," I say absently.

Ruen lifts his head and follows my line of sight. In the muted firelight that reveals only half of his features, I realize he's frowning at the thing as if confused.

"What is it?" I turn in his arms, planting both hands on his chest and pushing him back slightly so that I can see the whole of his face. His eyes are locked on the flame above our heads. The fire dances and sways and then tugs, nearly bending in half as if a breeze is pulling it towards the dead end.

"Try the wall again," Ruen murmurs absently, as he flicks his fingers, drawing the illusionary flame closer. The fire practically leaps towards the stone.

"But you said⁠—"

Ruen nudges me towards the wall. "You try the right and I'll try the left," he says.

Scowling, I glare at him, but when his hands start to move over the uneven edges of the stones embedded into the wall, I don't bother to demand why the sudden change of heart. He's right, after all; I don't want to believe that Caedmon is really dead.

We spend the next several minutes going over the wall from top to bottom, grabbing on each rock, trying to find an uneven seam in the surface. Nothing. Yet, still the flame dances on over our heads as if calling us idiots for not finding a way in.

"Shit!" I snap, yanking my hand back as one of the rough edges of the stones slices through my palm.

"What—" Ruen stops and grabs ahold of my arm, tugging me closer as the well of blood appears in a perfect line from the bottom of my middle finger until it reaches the side of my hand.

"It's fine," I say, pulling my hand away from him and wiping it on my cloak. "It'll heal in a mom⁠—"

The flame goes out, interrupting my words, and as darkness descends, my heart leaps into my throat, swallowing the rest of my voice. I'm half convinced that Ruen was simply too startled to keep up the illusion when, after several seconds, there's no telltale sound of booted footsteps coming up the hall to trap us. Instead, though, a series of creaks and groans as if old wood is bending in a massive wind echoes into the confined space. Something hard brushes against the toe of my boot. I take a step back but it hits again.

Over and over again, I move away and Ruen follows me—the dull sound of his own footsteps and breaths my only indication of his whereabouts. The illusory flame flares to life, once more revealing that we've backed far enough away for the wall to come completely out. I gape at the wide space uncovered by the new entrance.

"There must be a spell on the locks," Ruen says.

I turn towards him. "No latch or pulley?"

Blue-purple eyes are locked on the chasm that descends into a staircase beyond. "No," he replies. "It wasn't anything that we pushed or pulled. This kind of spell only unlocks with the offering of blood.”


Chapter 13

Ruen
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Kiera is the first to move now that the wall has been revealed and opened. I watch her carefully. She stands at the top of the staircase, facing away from me enough that I can't actually see her expression, but it's no hardship to make out the rigid lines of her body beneath her cloak. Her shoulders are squared, her spine stiff.

I can't help but recall how she'd looked upon the ships that carried us over the black waves to this damnable place. Much like a criminal to the gallows, she'd faced the mountain of brimstone that is Ortus Island with a faraway gaze that seemed to catch everything in its path and, in the same instance, release them all.

"Kiera?"

She doesn't speak, doesn't even acknowledge me as she moves forward. One step down and then another. I follow her into the damp cold place below the hidden doorway. Perhaps it had been too soon to try and convince her that her dreams had been just that—dreams—but I'd hated how desperately she'd clawed at the stones in the wall, practically begging the inanimate object for answers.

My gaze strays upward, to the flame that hovers above the hooded head of the woman striding down the staircase in front of me. That flame had said differently. As I'd told Kiera, my illusions are from the power of a mind. I will all of my illusions to act as they would as if they were real. It was part of the reason I'd stopped her from touching it. Had I allowed it, she would have found herself burned. The flame had acted as if there were more pathways beyond the wall, insistently swaying as if air was catching upon it and trying to drag it through the stones.

Now, I'm wondering if I made the right decision.

Kiera's footsteps increase and mine do as well, until we're both racing, practically leaping down the staircase to get to the bottom. Icy wafts of wind rush up from the bottom, flinging Kiera's hood from her head. The spill of her silver hair flies into my face, the scent of her wafting into my nostrils and invading my every pore.

I reach out and grab her arm. "Slow down." Her head is turned away from me, fixated on something below. "Kiera?"

"We're almost there," she says, sounding as if she's speaking from some far-off, distant place. "It's around the next curve."

I don't know how she knows—it could be due to whatever was shared between her and her spider familiar—but the conviction in her tone has me easing my hold on her arm and releasing her. A moment passes and this time, when she moves down the stairs, it's at a more sedate pace, as if she's forcing herself to go slower than before.

I follow without comment, finding her assertion correct when after the next turn of the stairs, we find ourselves on solid flat ground. Catching sight of a torch on the wall, I send my flame forward to light it. Spiderwebs cling to the handle, but I pat them away, lifting the torch up and twisting it up and down the long corridor we've found.

The place we've found down here appears forgotten in more ways than the cracked and web-coated torch in my hand. The walls are dripping with globs of sticky green and black substances and there are no footprints set into the dust-laden floor to speak of any recent visitors.

"This way." Kiera starts walking, and wielding the only source of light, I follow.

The further we walk, the colder the place becomes until the puffs of my own breath form into clouds of actual fog on each exhalation. Kiera never lapses, her footsteps remain sure and unwavering as she strides down the hallway. I allow myself a brief moment to examine our new surroundings. On one side is nothing but a flat, slightly curved wall, and to the other...

"By the Gods..." Disgust roils in my gut. Rows upon rows of cells made of brimstone. Black bars jutting up from the floors and down from the ceilings to close like teeth over rooms empty of all life. In a few, there are remains of past prisoners, decomposed into little more than dust and bone. Claw marks, blade marks, and even teeth marks line the walls and bars of each cell as if its inhabitants weren't always quite human.

A clicking sound, like stone scraping stone, brings me back around to find that Kiera is more than several paces away, her steps eating up the distance as rustling towards the next aisle of cells can be heard.

"Kiera, don't⁠—"

She stops abruptly, whirling towards one of the cells, and I nearly drop the damn torch at the man that appears beyond the bars.

Sunken eyes that appear almost black in the lack of light peer out from a face so devoid of life that the skin has withered to a gray. The flesh pulled taut over bone and marks and scars slashed across his cheek, brow, and throat. Blood stains the dirty tunic he's wearing, but even beneath the foul odor that emanates from him, I can identify him.

I come to a stop alongside Kiera as the two of us stare back at the man and he does the same to us. When he smiles, his teeth appear to gleam in the darkness.

"You found me," he murmurs casually, his voice gruff and hoarse as if it's healing after screams stole it away.

"I dreamed of you," Kiera replies. Then her gaze turns to the cell adjoining Caedmon's. Yet another wall of brimstone bars separate the God of Prophecy from the woman in the cell next to his. "And of you."

Caedmon looks back at the woman hidden in the shadows. The only reason I even know she's there is the way the torch light I'm holding flickers and steals over bone-white flesh and threadbare garments that are held too stiffly to be anything but a living body. Even corpses cannot remain that rigid.

It's Caedmon who speaks first, turning to the woman and holding out a hand as if she can pass through the bars and join him at his side. "Come, Ari." His hand falters as a hacking cough overtakes him and he doubles over, blood dribbling from his dry, cracked lips. When he finishes and rights himself, he passes the back of one hand over his mouth, ignoring the stain of red on his skin.

The figure in the corner finally moves, turning their head and shifting an inch or two closer just enough that I catch sight of her features. Familiar features. I go still where I stand, my eyes narrowing.

"It's time to meet her," Caedmon continues, gesturing once more with his hand.

Kiera is just as transfixed by the woman as I am. She isn't merely watching the other woman, she's staring at her as if she can peel back the layers of her flesh and examine her insides. Storm cloud gray eyes are fixed, the color disappearing rapidly as the pupil expands. I return my attention to the stranger as she unfolds herself from the corner and steps forward.

The torch does drop from my hands then, the illusion of flame going out in an instant as the wood crashes into the stone floor and splinters apart. Even as the light disappears, though, the damage has already been done.

I see the woman and I recognize her from the glass painting in Caedmon's office.

The woman who looks like Kiera.


Chapter 14

Ariadne
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10 years ago…

The line between right and wrong is so thin that it’s impossible to know if you stand on one side or the other. What I know in my heart, though, is that right and wrong mean nothing to mothers.

Mothers live by a different code of honor—one in which death, murder, and violence are nothing but stones to climb. Whatever it takes. Whoever I must face. They are nothing but obstacles in my path.

Dark tendrils of shadow seep from my fingertips, curling along the length of my side and then sliding upwards to lick against where my cheek is bared to the icy air. I turn my cheek and press a soft kiss to the power and it shivers in pleasure before disappearing back into my flesh.

All it took to realize the change that had been wrought within me was a silver-haired, gray-eyed infant. With clouded exhaustion and blood seeping between my thighs, the feel of that small, infinitely fragile form against my chest made all of the agony, all of the months of fear of discovery, all of the years under my father’s thumb and the secrets of my lover and what we had created worth it.

Even now, as snow climbs up my legs, rising nearly to my knees as I trudge into the darkest part of the Hinterlands, it’s worth it. The smallest chance of finding her—of being with her—is worth all of the bodies I have left in my wake.

Whether he realizes it or not, Tryphone will know when he sees the last of his minions that I dispatched and the message on their bloodied, broken forms. His rage will be great and yet, I can’t find the energy to care. All of the power in the world and he still cannot control me, and I will die before I let him attempt the same to my daughter.

A decade of searching. Ten years of hunting and dodging those that would chain me. Now, I've finally made it. I've finally found them. Henric and ... her. There's a piece of me that resents Henric for his ability to hide from those who would hunt him. After what he's lost because of me, though, there's a glimmer of pride too. He has kept our child safe, hidden, away from the fate that would befall her if her existence were to be made known. I can only pray that he knows that I have not stayed away because I don't love him, because I don't love our child.

A single tear tracks down the side of my face, but it's gone almost as soon as it reaches my jaw due to the viciously cold wind that slaps me in the face. I stomp forward nonetheless. My hands curl into fists.

Caedmon's face appears in my mind's eye as I march up the next hill, the dark of night shrouding all of this piece of the Hinterlands in nothing but white flurries and slits of trees.

Betrayer.

Deceiver.

Monster.

More tears threaten to fall, but I refuse to let them. Not for him. Never for him.

Another step and another and another. A man's scream in the distance echoes back to me. Frowning, I lift my head and sniff the air. The scent of pine and smoke lingers on the wind. My heart thunders inside my breast and I reach out, throwing an invisible field of power around me and catching many spider minds. I send them along, flying on their strings of silk and silver to find what I cannot yet see.

My thighs ache from the physical labor, and my lungs are as raw as my throat as I suck in another breath of frosted air. I race forward, waiting all the while for what my spiders see. Images cascade into my mind, drawing me to an immediate halt as horror pours through me. In the next instant, I'm running—sprinting—towards the rise of the next hill. Not caring about the noise I'm now making, I hurry and nearly careen over the edge of a cliffside that overlooks a small valley with a plume of smoke rising high into the star-dotted sky.

I might have lost my footing were it not for an arm coming around my midsection and lifting me away from the drop that would most assuredly send me falling right down into the center of the bloody fight set before the burning cabin. "Stay quiet, Ari."

Utter. Fucking. Silence. Despite his warning, I throw myself forward and out of his grasp. The second my feet hit firm ground again though, I'm on the move. Twisting, I throw the first punch, catching Caedmon in the side of his face and letting my knuckles slice up to his eye socket. I connect with an audible thump and his responding curse echoes into the cold night air.

Rage pours into me. My old friend—at one time, my only friend—stumbles back, his booted feet making a hard crunch of sound in the snow. I crouch into a fighting stance and ready myself for the next attack. He’s not getting away from me. Not this time.

"Ari, please!" He holds one hand up and the other over his eye.

My body slams into his, a tangle of limbs and wrath. The snow is packed so tightly that it’s become a block of ice. Cold seeps past the layers of clothing and into my bones, but I don’t feel it. Warmth floods my veins as rage keeps me moving.

Landing squarely atop Caedmon’s lean frame, I rear back and punch him again. His handsome face crashes back against the ground. His left eye is already swollen, but I don’t let that deter me. What friendship and kinship we might have had is shredded to pieces and it drifts down like the snow that covers our bodies, falling gently from the sky.

Over and over again, I slam my fist into him as my anger fills my lungs and threatens to scream out. I don’t stop, not even when his legs lock around my body and twist, turning the both of us. Caedmon was never much of a fighter in the first place, so the movement sends both of us rolling down a dusty white-covered embankment. The crunch of ice and snow beneath us as well as the curses that slip free are the only sounds in the nearby vicinity. We’re far enough away from the cabin now, that the distant echo of male grunts and the crack of burning wood is hardly there anymore. Sticks and stones stab at my sides and my temple collides with a rather sharp branch. It rips across my forehead, cutting open a harsh wound. Blood spills into my eyes. The second my body comes to a stop, I stumble to my feet, turning to face my opponent once more.

"Bastard!" I hiss.

Splayed out, blood coating his face and a bruise already swelling in one eye socket, Caedmon coughs and huffs out cloudy puffs of air as he gathers himself. I don't give him the chance as I take a step forward and kick the one arm holding him aloft out from under him before delivering a second kick to his abdomen. "You traitorous"—kick—"piece of"—kick—"shit!"

He captures my foot on the next swing and twists. My back collides with a snow mound, the flurries raining down over my face as I sputter and try to sit up. "Listen to me, damn it!" Caedmon barks. "I didn't take the child to hurt you, Ari!"

"Bullshit!" I snap back.

He climbs over me and grabs my arms, pinning them on either side of my face.

I pull the darkness to me, shadows upon shadows coming at my call, wrapping around us in long phantom tendrils. They encircle his throat and wrists, pulling against him, choking the life from him. "You were my friend!" I scream. The harsh shout is swallowed by the wind, ripping away the last vestiges of civility, of sanity, and taking it to the wind. "I trusted you!" My throat chokes on the last three words, my voice cracking under the strain.

The image of him wavers and grows blurry. It's like I'm suddenly looking up at him from the bottom of a deep lake.

Fuck me, I'm crying. Again.

Crying as I choke my best friend to death.

A flash of gold appears in my periphery and then wraps long ribbons around my form. I grit my teeth, fighting against them as I hold on to Caedmon’s throat, squeezing tighter and tighter until I threaten to break my own fingers as well as his neck.

The ribbons go from caressing and sweet, trying to tenderly urge me to release my prey, to hard and tenacious as they wrap around my limbs, my arms, my wrists, my own throat. They separate and slip into the non-space between my hands and Caedmon’s neck.

When he’s released—against my will—he chokes for breath, gasping and clawing at his ravaged throat. I reach for him again and the ribbons become chains, pulling me back further and dragging me through the upper layer of snow until I’m a good several feet away from the man that I once considered my closest ally.

Hatred burns through me.

One of the ribbons slithers up to my cheek much like my own power had and presses against me. Jerking, I snap my teeth at the evidence of physical power. It evaporates, disappearing in an instant, and I sag against the crushed snow, gasping for breath of my own.

“While I understand your rage, Ariadne,” a softly feminine, yet all too familiar voice murmurs, “I would prefer if you didn’t kill our friend. It would be difficult to explain his disappearance.”

I close my eyes and let my head drop back against the icy ground.

“Makeda.” The Goddess’ name escapes my torn throat with a rasp.

“Yes, child.”

I want to laugh at the endearment, but truth be told, to Makeda, ‘Goddess of Knowledge,’ I am a child. She’s nearly as old as my father, and would be nearly as powerful too were it not for certain effects of her gifts. A fact, I’m sure, that both annoys and amuses Tryphone.

Opening my eyes, I try to sit up and find the small area swirling with the golden threads of power and more snow. Caedmon is hunched over, hacking and coughing as he struggles through his crushed windpipe. It will heal—much to my disappointment.

A dark figure dressed in a dark gold robe appears from the shadows, carefully moving across the messy embankment with ease. There’s no sound of boots crunching or even footsteps left in her wake. I don’t move as she draws nearer, not stopping until she’s between Caedmon and me, closer to me.

Bending, Makeda reaches up and carefully removes her robe’s hood. A cloud of curly dark hair fans out behind her head, pulled back, away from her forehead by a gold crown of sorts. Her eyes, kind as they have always been, are darker than I remember, clouded by pain and sorrow and something else I recognize because I’ve seen it in my own gaze for the last ten years. Guilt.

“Come on,” she whispers, holding a hand out for me to take. “We should talk.”

“Not with him,” I snap, even as I lift my arm and take the peace offering of her assistance.

“Yes, with him,” she states. “There is much you need to know.”

“You don’t know what he⁠—”

“Did?” Makeda hauls me to my feet as she finishes my statement with an arched brow. “Do you think I would be here if I didn’t know what Caedmon was here for? What he’s done?”

If that’s true, then she knows more than what he’s done. She knows about her—Kiera. Inhaling deeply, I find myself unsurprised by this information. After all, Henric is her son, and therefore, our child is of her blood as well. It makes sense that Caedmon would seek her assistance.

Before I can respond, though, the man in question lets out another loud hacking cough, blood droplets landing from his mouth onto the white snow. The way his body bows as he releases the noise looks painful. Good, I think. I hope it hurts.

“Ariadne, I understand your wrath,” Makeda starts as I pull my hand away from hers and let my own legs hold me up.

A scoffing noise erupts from my throat as I turn away from her. Kind as she is, even she hasn’t been able to stop Tryphone from doing what he will. “My wrath?” I bite out through gritted teeth. “He stole my child from me.”

Whirling back to her, I clench my bloodied hands into fists at my sides. More of the tendrils of power slip free from the confines of my flesh to curl around my sides, protectively, anxiously. It’s as if the shadows that live within me sense an impending battle.

Somewhere in these woods, my daughter needs me. The images from my spiders flash through my mind once more. “I don’t have time for this.” I take a step back and turn, trying to ascertain how far we’ve come from where I’d originally been.

The snow flurries come down harder and the dark jutting trees that stick up from the ground like knives in a butcher’s block encircle me, seeming thicker than before. As if they, too, want to hold me in this place.

“If you go to her, she will die.”

I freeze. The words are spoken in a near whisper, so quiet and hoarse that there’s no doubt where they come from.

Slowly, with infinitely small movements, I turn back to the man crawling up from the ground. Caedmon is as I’ve never seen him before. Disheveled. His clothes torn. Blood on his lip and his face half swollen and bruised. I let ice fill my veins as I stare back at the dark eyes I’ve known since childhood.

Only those words could have stopped me. Only the threat of my daughter’s life would give me a single pause and oh, how I hate him for it. His power, unlike many others, is one of great importance. It is one of the primary reasons my father keeps him so close.

Unlike many others of our race—Caedmon’s gift and curse is a knowing. The future has many paths and only he can see down them all. Perhaps if I were not so overtaken by my protectiveness and rage for my child, I might have guessed that this was his reason.

Though it doesn’t erase his betrayal, some modest part of me—small though it may be—understands that this must be why he took her.

“What do you mean she’ll die?” I demand.

Caedmon shoves one booted foot into the hard-packed snow and nearly falls for his efforts. I don’t move forward to help him and to my slight surprise, neither does Makeda. Together, the other woman and I watch as Caedmon struggles to his feet and then sways for a moment.

His eyes are so puffy that the minuscule slits of them seem almost impossible to see out of. Somehow, though, he manages to stumble across the clearing until he’s a few feet from me. He stops and lifts an arm as the scent of blood and sweat filters towards me on the wind.

“See for yourself, Ari,” he mumbles, his voice still barely perceptible. No doubt, it will take days for him to heal from his ordeal.

I take great pleasure in that fact as I reach out and grab ahold of his palm. I crush his fingers in my fist, squeezing until his bones threaten to shatter. To my utter disgust, Caedmon doesn’t even flinch. A moment passes and then a second, on the third a handful of images slam into my mind. An old power. Ancient and wasteful considering the pain it will cause him in the near future; I stifle any old concern for my once friend and the payment he will have to make on behalf of sharing his visions with another.

Long pathways open to my mind, and I have to close my eyes from the real world to sift through the timelines that have yet to happen. A face much like my own appears—at first in infancy, the same as that of the child I held to my breast nearly ten years ago. My hand clenches harder on Caedmon’s as fresh tears burn against the backs of my eyes.

Her looks change, going from the soft roundness of babyhood to the similar plumpness of a toddler, then that of a child through different childhood stages into adolescence and beyond.

Find the strongest two lines. Caedmon’s whisper penetrates my mind, clearer now because he’s sharing it through our connection versus his actual voice.

Annoyed at having to listen to him, I still follow his direction and see two similar paths, brighter than any of the others. To the right and to the left, the silver illuminations appear like snakes drifting down a river. Mentally, I brush against one, knowing from experience what will happen.

I’m sucked into the future it holds and find myself standing in a small cabin. Crack! I jump and whirl to see a reflection of myself sitting on a rug near a fire hearth. Her long silver hair drawn back into a low braid, the child of my heart glances up from a worn book in her hand and smiles at me.

“Mom, you’re back!” Tears fill my eyes as she tosses the book to the side and jumps up, rushing over. Her body is warm against mine as she wraps thin arms around my middle. My chest cracks wide open and I can’t stop myself from sinking into the future that I want more than anything in the world. Wrapping myself around her, I snuggle my face into her hair and inhale the smell of firewood and ink and dust.

When I speak, it’s through a ragged throat. “W-where’s your father, baby?”

She pulls back and frowns at me. “You didn’t find him?” Her brow pinches and worry steals across her features. As close as I am now, I see that she isn’t quite all of me. The shape of her nose favors her father far more as well as the coal-lined lashes of her eyes. The body against mine is thin, but not fragile. Her bones are thicker than mine. Dearly Divine, she’s beautiful.

I cup her cheek, feeling the smoothness of her skin and both hating and loving how real it feels. “Find him?” I repeat absently as I try to absorb everything about this would-be future.

Kiera takes a step back, my hand falling from her face as her features shift and change. The cabin around us falls away, a swirling mist overtaking its place. The face that appears next is that of a much older child—no, not a child at all. A woman.

Deadened gray eyes meet mine from a scarred face. Her hair is shorn nearly to her scalp. Her lips are cracked and dry and her very expression is the definition of hollow. Fear whips into my heart and I reach for her once more, only this Kiera is different from the other. She moves away from my reach.

The mist clears and with horror, I recognize where we are.

Ortus.

“No…”

“Come to me, Kiera.”

My head jerks up as I recognize that hated voice. Tryphone stands atop a dais with one arm outstretched. “No!” I scream as I hurl myself towards the once-child in front of me.

The second my body hits hers, though, the fate surrounding us dissolves once more. Wrapping my arms more securely around the frame of my daughter, I squeeze until I can’t feel my limbs. Still, she changes.

Her skin turning a dusty white-gray, her hair growing longer, but no longer with the thick vibrancy of a healthy woman. Purple and black-rimmed eyes twist towards me. My mouth parts on a wordless scream. Tears spill over onto my cheeks, dripping down and falling… falling… falling.

Still, I don’t release her.

Empty. My daughter’s face is nothing but a skull with skin stretched over bone. Her lips bloodless. Her eyes unseeing.

Dead.

Dead.

Dead.

Cradling her against me, my knees hit hard stone as I rock back and forth.

This is what will happen if you stay with her, Ari. Caedmon’s voice is gentle. This is why you cannot go to her.

“No!” I scream again as the body against my chest begins to disintegrate. Bones and flesh turning to dust. Gasping for breath, screaming, I claw at the ground. “Bring her back!”

The path falls away and this time there is only one silvery snake-like choice. I reach for it without thinking, knowing at least she must be alive again in this future. I’m ripped from the first rope of fate into the second and find myself standing in a wet, dark room.

My body aches as I twist on cold hard stone and sit up. A figure appears a few feet away, separated from me by a row of stone bars. Brimstone. It would frighten me were I not so focused on the person standing there, watching me.

Kiera.

I straighten, my bones protesting as I realize my hands are bound. I glance down and see that they aren’t just shackled, but bolts of brimstone have been inserted through my wrists. The pain fades, though, as Kiera raises a torch in her hand, illuminating the space.

Though I don’t recognize the prison, the brimstone walls and stone tell me it’s likely Ortus—once again.

Can we not avoid this terrible place? I wonder absently.

If Caedmon hears, he doesn’t answer.

I allow myself to look at her again, noting that her hair is long and twisted away from her face. Her features are thinner, but they are still strong. There’s no horrid scarring, no sunken eyes. Instead, there’s a fire burning in those stony depths. Power seeps from her in waves. It drifts over me, sensing of both myself and … him.

Oh, Henric. My eyes begin to burn once more. Our daughter is so strong.

A blessing and a curse.

“Who are you?” she asks.

I blink and realize that my tears have caught her attention. Her features are tight as if she’s trying to be intentionally impassive. Reclining against the wall at my back, I ignore the aches and pains of the future my body will endure as I take her in.

“You know who I am.”

Her brow furrows.

I have so many questions. So many wonders. I part my lips to ask them, but the room disappears once more into mist.

I’d curse Caedmon if I knew it would do any good, but it won’t. There’s only so much he can share even with this connection of his.

A race of images pass through my mind. An older Kiera than the one outside my prison, laughing with her head thrown back, her arms around a man with white-blond hair. A younger Kiera, dirty and grimy, tied to a chair with blood running down her arms and legs. Tear tracks through the dust coating her cheeks. Kiera opening her eyes as sunlight spills into a lavish room, her face soft with rest.

More tears flood me. I once thought that there were only so many a person can produce, but it appears not. They never cease. They come and they come as I watch a whole lifetime for my daughter, one that does not include me.

She will live, Caedmon finally says.

She will suffer, I reply.

He is silent for a moment, but then, yes, she will suffer in both lifetimes, but at least in this one… she will live and she will eventually find happiness.

I close my eyes and find reality once more. My hand releases his and I open my eyes to see his face pinched tight. The pain of sharing his gift has already begun.

“I can’t forgive you.”

“You wouldn’t have listened had I tried to tell you then,” he says.

“I know.”

Silence stretches between us and I offer nothing more. He’s right. I wouldn’t have listened, and yet … I still cannot forgive the choice he took from me.

Wind howls into the night and my spiders mentally reach out, their emotions full of confusion, of comfort.

“We must go soon,” Makeda says, breaking the silence.

Frowning, I turn to her. “What about you?” I ask. “Henric…” Even if I cannot see my child, there’s no reason she can’t go to hers.

There’s no outward betrayal of Makeda’s emotion, but a single golden tendril appears from beneath her cloak and wraps around her neck, lying against her shoulder like a beloved pet.

“It’s too late,” she murmurs. “If…” She pauses, glancing at Caedmon as if she needs his words rather than her own.

Caedmon understands in an instant. “She cannot interfere with Henric’s fate if the child is to live.”

Chilly numbness flows into my limbs. Caedmon’s knowing rests in the back of my mind.

If I go now to Henric’s side—our daughter will die. If Makeda goes, the same will happen.

So, here we are—two mothers losing their children both in death and in life.

My head dips. “I’m sorry.” That's all I can say. A thank you that I cannot truly express.

When Makeda speaks, her tempo is even, but her voice is full of biting woe. “I have watched him with her these last ten years,” she admits. “She is his joy and his strength as he is mine. My soul aches this night and it will never again be whole. Still, I cannot take from my child the heart through which he lives on. He would make the same choice as you, Ariadne. He would choose her.”

I look up and meet her gaze of liquid-gold touched soil. “I do,” I whisper harshly. “I choose her.”

Even if it means I cannot ever know her.


Chapter 15

Kiera
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Present Day…

No.

It's not real. She's not real. Not here and not now. I bite down on my lower lip hard enough to taste blood as I watch the woman unfold herself from her perch on top of a ragged-looking stone. Her clothes or what's left of them are nothing but dull gray and brown rags. The edges are ripped in many places as are the sleeves, but she carries herself as if she's wearing a crown as she steps closer to the edge of the cell until the only thing separating us are the brimstone bars.

A queen with her ribs showing through the holes of her clothes. The bulbous protrusions of her knuckles stick out from the thin frame of her fingers. She’s not half-starved; she is completely emaciated.

Something cracks inside my chest, like someone has reached into my flesh and snapped the pieces of my ribcage to either side. Pain lances through me, choking the words I want to say from my lips as her face becomes visible. Distantly, I realize that the light is back. It went out briefly when Ruen dropped the torch, but now the illusion of his fire hovers in vast quantities, small but strong little flames dancing feet above our heads and illuminating what I know to be true.

This woman—this sea witch-looking creature—is related to me. I can't say the word I know I should. Relation is so much easier than ... no, I can't even think of the word.

Ruen's shock is palpable as is the way he looks between the two of us. I can't seem to tear my gaze away from the gray eyes that match my own.

Caedmon grips one of the brimstone bars, the dark skin of his knuckles turning white as he hisses a pained breath through his teeth as he bends and coughs once more, fresh blood splattering the stones at his feet. I feel as if I've been set adrift in the ocean with nothing to tether me to this world. Her face, dirty and thin from malnutrition though it is, is remarkably beautiful.

Big eyes, dark coal-colored lashes, a straight nose, and full mouth. There are some minor changes, I note, latching on to the fact that my nose isn't quite that small and my chin not so dainty as if those differences can make up for all of the similarities.

"We thought you were dead, Caedmon," Ruen says, stepping up to my side as he faces the God of Prophecy.

Caedmon coughs again and then straightens. "Yes, well, I nearly did die," he admits. "But Tryphone was convinced to keep me alive in exchange for information on the future pathways that may become available to him."

My eyes flash away from the woman to him. "What information have you given him?" I demand, cold ice bleeding into my veins as I clench my hands into fists. "How did you not see him coming for you? I saw what he did to you. The blood..."

Caedmon's dark eyes meet mine. "There is no running from certain futures, child," he murmurs. "I had to remain and allow him to capture me if you were to succeed in your mission."

Ruen practically leaps forward, gripping one of the bars of the brimstone prison and he gazes beyond at Caedmon. "So, there's still a chance for her to kill him?" he demands. "How? Where? Have you seen it?"

"He cannot reveal too much," the woman's quiet voice penetrates the room, "or that would betray his power and possibly change the future he wishes to see come to fruition."

All at once, our gazes are dragged back to her. She's thinner than I am, her clothes practically sagging against her reed-like frame. Then again, no doubt she's been kept down here for a long time. With the brimstone and the lack of care, it's likely only due to her Divine Blood—or, what had Caedmon called them before? Atlantean?—whatever the case, no doubt it's only Divinity that's kept her alive long past the time she should have perished.

Though I know she's right—I've learned enough of Caedmon to know the truth—I cannot help the sneer that enters my voice when I respond to her. "Why should we trust what you have to say?" I snap. "Who are you to tell us what he can or cannot do?"

Who are you to me? I want to scream.

The woman, "Ari" as Caedmon had called her, is silent for a moment and then she, too, reaches out to grip the bars of her cell. Her bony fingers clench around them as if there's a deep desire in her to yank them from the ground and ceiling and escape her prison. For the moment, though, I am grateful for the barriers separating us. I fear what I might do if they were gone.

"You know who I am," she says, her voice soft but no less potent.

Shaking my head, I take a wary step back. "No," I lie. "I don't. You're no one to me."

Ruen's head whips towards me, and I don't need to look at him to know that he's staring at me as if I've lost my mind.

"I am Ariadne," the woman states. "I am Goddess of Darkness and Shadow. I am daughter to the God King Tryphone and God Queen Danai." With each word she speaks, a sense of foreboding wraps around my body. It's as if true power has found its way from her voice into my bones. I am rooted to the spot upon which I stand. Eyes wide. Lips parted. Chest heaving with the strength of my breaths. Her eyes, like gemstones of cut diamonds and moonstone, meet mine. "And I am your mother, Kiera."
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I don’t know how long I stand there, unspeaking, unseeing of anything but her. My body feels as if it's been encased in stone, as if I am one of the structures compelled to reside within the garden of statues above our heads. Monstrous and beautiful and haunting, I feel as if I have stepped outside my own body and hover in the corners and shadows of this discovered prison.

"No."

Ariadne frowns and presses closer to the bars of her cell. "You know it to be true, Kiera," she says. "I am your mother."

"No." I shake my head as the word escapes my mouth again. "No, my mother is dead."

Ariadne flinches as if I've struck her. She inhales deeply and releases a long breath before speaking again. "Though I have wished for death on many occasions trapped down here between these walls," she says. "I am, in fact, quite alive."

I glance at the bars that stab through the ceiling of the cell and then to where they jut upward from below, clamping unevenly and awkwardly in the manner of a sea creature's great gaping mouth with rows upon rows of blackened teeth. Now that I'm faced with her, with the truth of the fact that my God-parent is alive, all hope of her existence has been extinguished.

It doesn't matter that she's imprisoned. That she's obviously being held here against her will—otherwise she wouldn't be so poorly mistreated, so sunken and decaying in life the way a corpse should be. The fact remains that she is alive, she has a heartbeat and has for a very long time.

Reacting in a way that makes no sense to even my own mind, I jolt forward and grab ahold of the bars. "If you're really my mother then tell me something," I hiss.

She blinks and turns her head to the side, though she keeps her gaze locked on me. "What is it that you wish to know?"

"Where the fuck have you been?"

Her hands retract from the bars, but I squeeze them tighter. Back and forth, my desires crumble beneath the flame of my anger and then flare to life as embers are embedded into other yearnings I've kept buried for so long.

"Kiera," Ruen's voice is followed by his hand touching my shoulder lightly.

I shake him off, glaring at the woman on the other side. "Answer me."

Caedmon speaks. "Kiera, your mother wanted to find⁠—"

"Shut up," I snap, cutting him off. "I didn't ask you. I asked her. If she can't answer for her Gods damned self then she has no right to call herself my mother."

"You're angry with me," Ariadne says.

It's a statement that brings a ragged laugh to my throat, one full of vitriol rather than amusement. "Yes." I nod. “I am angry.”

My spider queen comes to mind and I realize … the spider that came to my room before must have been sent by her. “You’re a spider speaker, aren’t you?”

The look on her face, the furrow of her brow, and the pursing of her lips say it all.

The laugh that bubbles up out of my chest is an ugly sound. “You led me down here, didn’t you? You wanted me to find you? What do you expect me to do now? Free you?”

“No,” Caedmon jumps in. “We cannot be freed, Kiera. Tryphone will know. She simply wanted to meet you and you’ve traveled down the path of this future course too far now to turn back. Her seeing you won’t change anything now.”

I ignore him and focus on her. “What do you want from me?” I demand. “What the fuck have you done for me? Where were you when my father died? Where were you when I was sold to the Underworld? Where were you when I was..."

Breathe. Fuck. I can't fucking breathe.

My head pounds, a loud clamoring inside my skull that reverberates throughout the rest of my bones. I shake where I stand. Even the fingers I have latched on to the bars, gripping so tightly that the jut of my knuckles turns my flesh even whiter than before are trembling with the amount of emotion rising within me.

"I wanted to be there," Ariadne insists.

One of her hands touches mine, her fingers sliding lightly over my digits. I rip them away and stumble back, nearly tripping over my own two feet. I would have were it not for Ruen who catches me and keeps me upright.

"No, don't fucking touch me," I spit at her.

Ruen grips my shoulders and leans down. "Look at her, Kiera," he murmurs. "It's obvious she doesn't want to be here. Don't you think she would have come for you if she could have?"

I bow away from Ruen's touch. He's right. His words and the pitiful look that Caedmon is sending my way make it clear that this woman, my mother, isn't a villain. Oh, but how I want her to be. If she's evil and wicked then that means all the pain I suffered, the torture and the agony, the loneliness and the loss—they weren't futile. If I'd had a mother—someone to find me after my father died, someone to care for me and raise me and love me—then she should have been there.

"I never wanted to be separated from you," Ariadne says, her voice choked with her own rising emotion. "Please know that, daughter-mine."

I heave in great lungfuls of air, but nothing changes. My chest constricts painfully tight. "She came to find you the night your father died," Caedmon says, his voice rising above the throbbing in my head and chest. "I stopped her."

My head pivots as if it's been pulled from my body and placed on a spike. "You ... stopped her."

He nods. "There is a part of my power that allows me to reveal what I see of the future to others. It causes me great pain, but I knew if I didn't show her what I knew would happen were she to remain at your side, she would never give you up."

"I didn't give you up, Kiera," Ariadne says, slapping the bars with the flat of her palm until they vibrate. "You were mine. My daughter. My child. I wanted you. Henric..." She chokes out my father's name. "We both wanted you."

"I took you away when you were born," Caedmon continues. "I delivered you to your father and told him to keep you hidden."

"Henric was good at hiding," Ariadne says. "It took me ten years to find you."

"You came the night my father died." My voice sounds hollow even to my own ears. I'm no longer fighting Ruen's hold. Instead, I sag back into him. I lift my gaze to meet my mother's. "Then why didn't you stop him from dying?" If she couldn't stay with me then why ... hadn't she at least let me have the one parent that wanted me?

A single tear escapes her eyes and rolls down her dirty cheek, clearing a path of skin so pale that it's almost translucent beneath the dirt dusting her flesh. I close my eyes already knowing the answer before Caedmon speaks it.

"Certain things had to happen for you to reach this part of your life, Kiera."

Certain things ... like the blood contract with Ophelia. The small dark room where I'd been burned, bruised, and beaten in a manner of training. The decade of service to the Underworld. The blood on my hands that I'll never be able to wash off. The people I've killed. The lives I've watched extinguish. The pain I've lived with.

When I reopen my eyes, I ignore Caedmon and focus on Ariadne.

"So, you left." A simple action that caused so much destruction in its wake. Perhaps if she hadn't then there would have been no pain, no disaster, no death, and no blood contract. I would not have ended up here, soaked in blood down to the marrow of my bones, with nightmares clawing at the backs of my eyes every time I lie down to sleep. If only she had stayed, I would have been different.

As if she can hear the thoughts tumbling through my head, burning in my mind, she takes a step towards me once more. Her arm stretches through the bars of her cell, the sharp edges of them cutting into her forearm as she reaches out. I jerk from the gentle gesture, my back slamming into Ruen's front. It’s so foreign to me that she would take my anger and then … try to touch me.

“I’m so sorry," she croaks. More tears fall from her lashes, cascading down her cheeks.

I feel numb. As if all the rage I'd held for her before has been stolen away.

No apologies can turn back the clock now and erase the damage that has already been dealt.

“I never wanted to leave you,” she repeats the words. "I wanted you. I love you. My baby. Daughter-mine."

Ruen is the only thing holding me up now. One strong arm weaves around my middle and the other reaches for my hand. My fingers are cold against his warm ones.

“You still did,” I remind her dully. “Your wants mean nothing to me, only your choices. Had you stayed, none of what happened to me would have come to pass. My father’s death. The blood contract. The people I've killed. Everything."

One choice was all it took for her to completely ruin my life. At the time of my father's death, I would have been so grateful for her presence. Even if she couldn't save him, she could have saved me.

“It was to protect you, Kiera.” Her brow scrunches as if pain is overwhelming her.

Does it hurt? I wonder. I hope it fucking does. I hope that she feels at least a fraction of the agony I have suffered for the last ten years. If even it was only that much, I know that it would still feel like thousands of burning blades piercing her skin.

More than the knowledge that Caedmon had known and orchestrated my fate from the very moment of my birth, the most painful thing of all is the fact that had she fought fate for me, I might have been a different person.

And it's in this moment, as I stare back at a face that reflects mine so fucking much, that I realize—true pain doesn't come from monsters. It comes from those who claim to love you.


Chapter 16

Kiera
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"Kiera, slow down!" I don't listen to Ruen's call, choosing instead to take the stairs leading out of the secret underground prison two at a time until the fresh warm air of the level above slaps me in the face. Even then, I don't stop moving. The second my feet land on the final step, I practically leap out of the stairwell and start running.

Down the darkened corridors, through the maze of tunnels that Ara's mental map had given me. Into the great hall of Ortus Academy and then finally to the residential corridor full of bedchambers. All the while, I can sense Ruen's hurried steps keeping pace behind me. The door to my bedchamber comes into view and I cross the last distance to it with such incredible speed that it doesn't even feel as if my feet are touching the ground.

My chest heaves with great effort as that long-ago memory spurs me on. No one is coming to save you. No one is coming to save you. No one is coming to save you.

Damn it. Tears well within my eyes, hot and heavy. I try to shove them back, knowing after the last ten years of my life that no amount of tears will ever ease any type of pain. They simply make a person weaker than the circumstances they face. Strong women don't cry. They don't curl into balls and beg the universe for a savior. They don't wait like the damsels in fairytales. If I'd waited for someone to save me in the Underworld, then I would have died years ago.

Even if I didn't know it back then, the fact is, Caedmon had at least taught me one thing—all of that bullshit Tryphone spouts about how mortals can't kill gods is just that. Bullshit.

I slam into my room and grab ahold of the door's edge, meaning to close it behind me and lock it when Ruen's bulky frame barrels past me at the last second. Panting, heaving, covered in dust and sweat and trembling from the sheer force of my emotions, I release the door and point.

"Get out," I snap, proud of the way my voice doesn't betray the rage and pain and betrayal stinging at the back of my eyes.

Ruen doesn't speak for a moment, his chest rising and falling as he takes in several lungfuls of air. Then he steps forward. "Kiera⁠—"

"Get out!" I scream, uncaring of who I wake now. I can't do this. I can't be alone with him. I can't let him—anyone—see me like this.

Ruen stomps forward, and when I stiffen, clenching one hand into a fist and raising it to meet him, he narrowly dodges. Instead, he grabs ahold of the door and slams it shut before flicking the lock. "No." I shake my head. "You're supposed to be on the other side. I don't want you in here."

"Too fucking bad." Fine trembles creep up my finger to my wrists and arms and soon enough, they are all over me, consuming me.

I clamp my hands over my face as a spill of tears bursts through. "Go..." I gasp for breath. "Please, fuck ... Ruen, please go away."

My legs collapse from underneath me. I expect to feel the hard floor crack into my kneecaps, but a pair of strong arms come around me, lifting me up and into an equally powerful chest. "It's alright," Ruen murmurs, his voice deeper, lower than I've ever heard from him. "You're alright."

I feel rather than see him cross the room to the bed because my hands are still clamped over my face in a vain effort to hide the fall of my tears. I'm not all right. In fact, I don't think I've been all right for a long fucking time and tonight, the final walls have been cracked.

Air swirls around us as Ruen lowers himself and me onto the edge of the mattress. He settles me more firmly on his lap and rocks back and forth. One hand touches the back of my head, fingers grazing through my hair, stroking. Turning my face into his chest and shoulder, I finally release my own arms and wrap them around his shoulders. I burrow closer, gasping for breath as scalding tears soak into the front of his tunic.

I don't even bother to ask if he closed the secret door. I don't think about how cruel it was for me to leave Caedmon and ... my mother ... as they were. The ice of their prison. No food. No light. Nothing. I don't have the energy to face it. All too much. All too fast, my emotions burst within me, exploding like dried-out timber beneath a flame.

No one is coming to save you. Something inside me is breaking, coming apart. Or perhaps ... it was broken all along, just a cracked shell of a soul just barely surviving for the last ten years of my life. But tonight something changed. I'd looked into the eyes of the one person who should've chosen me above all others, and when I'd wanted to feel love, relief, and all manner of hope—all I'd felt instead was wrath. Hurt. Betrayal.

No one is coming to save you. My insides are being pulled apart, bit by bit, unraveled until all that is left are the outlines of what was once a person. What was once me.

No one is coming to save you. I curl deeper into myself, the sensation of Ruen's body heat against my own drifting away. Ruen's hand in my hair disappears. The entire room and Ortus itself disappear until all that's left is the jagged bones and ripped cartilage of the remains of my soul.

"No one is coming to save me." The words from so long ago pierce my skull and drag forth more pain than I ever thought one person capable of withstanding.

Tightness constricts around me, gathering all of the shards of my body into one place. "I will."

For a long time, I don't realize who's responding or the fact that I'd spoken the last phrase from so long ago aloud. Opening my eyes and blinking past the blurriness caused by tears, I look up as Ruen stares down at me. The color of midnight is that of a storm over black waters. It is a forest of dead bodies given to the Gods of darkness and beauty. It is pomegranates and blackberries crushed under waves of siren calls. And somehow, above all that, the color of midnight reflected in a Mortal God's gaze is what drags me back from the brink.

Ruen cups my face, thumb stroking and wiping against the sticky salt of my drying tears. "I will always come to save you," he whispers.

Then, without waiting for any sort of assent from me, he dips his head and touches his lips to the corner of my mouth. He doesn't kiss me right away, not just yet, but lets his lips steal away the evidence of my tears. Shame threatens to drag me back under, but his hands on my body remain steadfast, gripping tight enough to ground me in the here and now.

He slowly drags his mouth up my cheek until I'm forced to close my eyes, my wet lashes sticking to each other and then my skin when he presses a delicate kiss to my closed lids. First one and then the other. Then his mouth is brushing down my other cheek and traveling back to my lips. By the time he reaches them, I'm gasping for breath.

Ruen pulls away then and stares down at me as his body holds me in a constrictive bind to him. I just want him to understand—I want someone to understand—I don't hate her. Never that. But the resentment that's been building for the last twenty years of my life, exacerbated by my father's death and then my years with Ophelia in the Underworld—it can't go away in a single night. It needs somewhere to unleash.

This body and soul of mine, drenched in blood and pain, needs to be cleansed and no apologies from her are going to help. I don't know what will.

Ruen touches my chin, forcing me to look him in the eyes and when I want to withdraw, to look away, his grip becomes harsher.

"Don't," he warns. "Don't you dare look away from me."

My lip trembles until I bite down on it, my teeth sinking into the soft flesh there. The blue-purple color of his irises appears to burst into flame, his pupils widening until they swallow nearly all of the midnight fire he lays at my feet.

"No matter how far, no matter how lost, I would sink myself into the sea and challenge death for one more night in your arms." My heart beats a wild, rapid tempo against my ribcage. Fresh sweat beads pop up along my spine beneath my cloak and tunic. The strings of the latter clenching so tight around my throat that I'm afraid I might pass out. Even Ruen is still wearing his, neither of us having had any mind to remove our clothing before settling on the bed.

Ruen's lips twitch as if he can sense my wandering thoughts and he leans ever closer until his eyes bore into me and the heat of his breath as he whispers the final words of his promise to me wafts over my mouth.

"I. Will. Always. Come. To. Save. You."


Chapter 17

Ruen
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Ashudder works through her body when my lips finally meet hers. She opens for me as if it's the easiest thing she's ever done, her lips parting and her tongue sliding out to touch my own. A low groan rumbles up my chest. The second she starts to kiss me back, to take the love I give her, my hands move to her clothes. I undo the strings holding her cloak on her body and then do the same to my own. The fabric falls away.

Her arms are around my shoulders, her body twisting and turning, flinging the last of the cloak to the ground as she struggles to get closer. Soft little mewling noises leave her lips, a sound I never expected to hear from a woman so forceful. But if anything has taught me that even the strongest warriors have moments of weakness, my own experiences have.

I return her fervor with my own, kissing her until I can't breathe. My arms bind her to me, lifting her to straddle my hips as my feet remain planted on the floor. Our bodies collide, the separation of the clothes we still wear dragging along my nerve endings as Kiera leaves my lips to nibble a path down my jawline to my throat. My head cants back and my cock grows impossibly harder when she clamps her teeth along the column of my throat. Like an animal claiming its prey, she bites down just until the point of breaking skin.

My hand against her back moves up her spine. "Do it," I croak out. "Claim me." I want my blood in her mouth. I want it on her lips. I want to see the visual evidence of her need for me.

Her teeth tighten against my flesh and sink deeper. My fingers grip at the back of her tunic and it isn't until I hear the rending of fabric, that I realize I've torn the damn thing. The sharp pain in my throat is nothing compared to the agony of my cock as it throbs inside the placket of my trousers. Her lush ass rocks back and forth against me, pushing down and then up, mimicking the act of sex. A low growl works its way up my throat.

For a split second, the room flashes a brilliant dangerous crimson color blocking out the soft, muted moonlight from her window and the gray hues of the walls. Everything clashes into cardinal glow, warning me that I'm on the precipice of being overwhelmed by my own Gods damned powers.

When Kiera finally releases me and sits up, the haze of red fades. Then I see the drop of blood on her lips and the way her little tongue swipes out to taste it. The adamantine self-control I've always maintained, have prided myself on, shatters in a single instant. Gone are the chains of civility. Gone are the ropes that tie me to propriety.

I want her naked underneath me. I want her flesh wrapped around my cock and I want her full of every drop of release I can give her.

Kiera's back lands on the mattress in the next instant, her eyes widening at the suddenness of the move. Slower. Slower. Slower. I bite down on the mental urging not to scare her. I touch the front of her tunic and rip it up and off her. If she notices the fresh tear in the back of it as it flutters over the side of the bed, she doesn't comment. Instead, she seems to take great pleasure in driving the beast inside me to new heights of brutality.

Her hips roll under me, the damned binding that covers her chest tightening against her skin creating lines where great big breaths heave them up and down. Without a second thought, I reach down and pinch the fabric between her breasts and rip the damn thing straight down the middle. The strips of starchy cloth slant to either side of her body, revealing the pale mounds of her breasts, topped with berry and rose-colored nipples.

The sight of her, half-naked and bared beneath me, unleashes an animal better left caged. Cupping one breast in hand, I lean down and suck at the nipple. I drag the hard point with my tongue as her body arches and writhes beneath me. One of her hands reaches up and clamps down on the back of my head, holding me to her. As if I have any plans to go anywhere else. Were it possible for a man to be born to do one thing and one thing only, I suspect my purpose in this life would be to derive pleasure from this woman.

Nails scratch along the back of my scalp, sending bolts of lightning racing through my veins as I suckle and bite at her nipples. First one and then the other until both are swollen to a crimson fervor that matches my own haze of delirium. When I arch up over her, Kiera releases me to attack the front of my trousers. Her fingers free my cock from its confines, and I rear back to completely shuck my pants as she then does the same with her own.

A vicious curse that no calm demure female would make is unleashed from her as she struggles to rid herself of her pants. Biting back a grin that shouldn’t be threatening my concentration, I grip her pants legs and peel them completely off, throwing them over one shoulder.

Now that she’s left in nothing but flesh and desire, I crawl over her and pin her hands above her head against the mattress. Back arching, breasts brushing against my pecs, I lean down and hover my lips just above hers.

Her eyes slide shut and she arches, waiting. A beat passes and then another and when she realizes that I have no intention of kissing her, her eyes flash open and an angry noise erupts from her throat.

“What are you doing?” she demands. Her hips bump up against mine, the core of her so very close to the straining erection positioned between us. She bucks and thrashes and I plant my hips into hers, pressing the strength of my weight over her to keep her still.

“Ruen.” She snarls and curses and tugs at her restrained hands.

“Look at me.” The command flows from my lips like water. Gradually, after several more seconds of angry clawing and demands, her eyes finally return to mine and settle. “That’s right.” I move both of her hands to the center of the mattress, holding them with only one of mine so that I can touch her more thoroughly.

Drifting down, over the roundness of her cheek, to the jut of her jawline, and then to her slender, beautiful neck. My fingers curl there, wrapping around her throat, squeezing along either side until her eyes widen a fraction, not enough to reveal fear, but enough that I know she feels me—truly and utterly feels me.

With my fingers upon her silken skin, the vulnerability that I saw when she ran from her mother’s cell opens to me. I stare into rich thunderous eyes of molten steel. “I will be everything you need me to be, Kiera Nezerac. I will be a monster. I will be your saint, or I will be your God killer if that’s what it takes.” I don’t care what I am so long as she never stops needing me. “But know this.”

Her breathing grows ragged, as does mine.

“I will always find you.” I settle between her spread thighs, pushing them wider to accommodate my girth. "Because you're mine." Her breaths shudder in her chest and her eyes flare with awareness as the head of my cock grazes her soaking slit. I bite back on the urge to groan. Like molten heat, the feel of just that light touch makes me want to sink deep within her and find paradise that's been denied me for too damn many years.

"Say it." The words leave my lips on a warning growl, practically daring her to deny me my ownership. She bares a row of perfect pale teeth as my head slides in the barest inch.

Her back arches unconsciously and her hips roll. I grip her throat tighter, pressing against the blood flow at the sides and loving the way she quivers under the shaft of heady pleasure that the action brings.

"Say. It." My hips gyrate in a circle, swiveling my cock inside her opening and then withdrawing.

With a gasp, Kiera's head angles back into the pillows, and her eyes narrow on me. The tip of one canine overlaps the plush fullness of her bottom lip, biting down just hard enough to draw blood. I can't help myself at the sight. I lean down and lap at the wound, licking her blood away before taking her mouth in a vicious, punishing kiss. Her hands tug at my restraint, her breasts lift and press into my chest, the hardened nipples dragging against my flesh.

"If you want my cock, you'll say it," I murmur, breaking the kiss as I press my forehead into hers. My voice drops lower. "Don't be a fucking coward, Kiera. Tell me you're mine."

Almost as soon as the final word is out of my lips, I fit myself back to her opening and slam inside, all the way to the hilt.

A scream echoes out of her throat. "Yours!" She gasps for breath, her body undulating underneath mine as I withdraw and thrust back inside. Squeezing her throat with my fist, I cant my hips and sink into the vice-like confines of her cunt. Again and again, I drive into her. Dust rains down over our heads as the headboard pulls back from the wall only to punch it each time I plunge into her.

Her pussy contracts around my shaft, squeezing as her eyes roll back into her head. She claws at the sheets, then my chest. Nails sink into my flesh, drawing blood. With a grunt, I release her throat and grip her hips to keep her from unseating me. Over and over again, I power into her, bottoming out at her insides as she cries out. Tears leak from the corners of her eyes. The long, silken waves of her silver hair fling across the mattress.

The release she finds around my length is nearly enough to send me into my own, but I grit my teeth and clamp down on the desire to unleash inside her. Not just yet. I want something else. Something more. Our roles have been strangely reversed. The first time we did this, she'd been the light to drive me back from the darkness. Now, I am grateful to be able to return the favor.

The second her cunt walls release their constriction, I withdraw, barely glancing at the wetness soaking my hard shaft as I flip her over onto her front and lift her onto her knees.

"Ruen—"

I deliver a stinging slap to her backside, causing her to arch up at the perfect angle. I slide back into her warmth before she can utter another word, before she can even think to deny me. Once I'm seated again, pressed to her insides in this new position, I wrap my arms around her and lift her until her back is to my chest. My hands creep up her sides. Every valley and divot of her skin is beautiful to me.

The strength and power in these bones of hers speak of years of torment. Against her skin, mine appears darker, making the white lines that mar my body stand out all the more. I dip my head into her shoulder and breathe raggedly as I thrust slowly inside her. Her muscles squeeze me again, milking the cum right from my balls. I groan as holding back becomes more painful than any brimstone blade.

She's gasping as if she can't fill her lungs with enough air, but I want more from her.

"Mine," I whisper against her. "Mine." A feminine hand reaches back, tangling into the dark hair at the back of my skull.

Kiera tips her face, reclining her head onto my shoulder as I lift away from hers. Her breasts, rounded and high and firm, jut out from her body and I can't resist. I cup them in my palms, squeezing them before pinching and rolling the tips between my fingers. A muffled moan sounds from her and her fingers on the back of my head become restrictive as she yanks at my hair.

"You got what you fucking wanted, Ruen—" Her words cut off and she hisses as I tweak her nipples a bit harder than before, just enough to feel the responding surge of tightness as her cunt contracts around my shaft. "Fuck." She groans when I release the hard nubs and sweep my palm upward.

I turn her face to me and she opens her mouth readily, taking my claiming like I've always dreamed she would—willingly, albeit a bit reluctantly. Our mouths clash like warring nations in a great battle. There's a beginning of harshness and then utter softness as our tongues come together, and then finally, we part—both breathless.

There is one thing that becomes impossibly clear though. The sky could fall around us. The Gods could cleave our heads from our shoulders. We could turn to stone right here and now. And my final thought would be that I died in the arms of paradise. In her arms.

When my release comes, it attacks with such desperate agony that I bark out a sharp curse and slam my hips into her, biting down even as I reach for her beautiful cunt. My fingers slide over the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, dragging yet another shaking orgasm from her as ropes of my cum flood her insides.

Oh, how I want more. How I wish we had eternities to explore this violent need between us ... but that's the danger of wishes, isn't it? They are a mere glimpse into what might be. Even my illusions aren't so cruel.


Chapter 18

Kiera
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As the early gray of dawn begins to peer through the window of my bedchamber, I sense Ruen leave the bed. I lie awake between the sheets as I hear soft male voices in the hallway. No doubt the others—including Maeryn—heard us. I should be embarrassed, but I'm not. Perhaps it was all the years of watching Regis fuck anything in a skirt and accidentally seeing him naked far more than I ever care to admit, but the idea that sex should be hidden has never been quite one I've taken to. Still, as I listen to the sounds of Ruen talking to most likely Kalix and Theos, I close my eyes and try to sink back into the comfortable darkness of sleep.

Sometime later, I open my eyes to find that I'm still alone and the voices in the corridor are gone. With an aching head and a sore place between my thighs, I frown as I use the wash basin to bathe myself as well as I'm able. It appears that making the bed isn't the only thing Ortus Terra do since the water has obviously been replaced. No, that's not the reason for the confusion lingering through me, but I can't quite pinpoint the reason.

I delve through my pack, annoyed by my lack of preparations for this trip—not that we'd been given much time or that I'd had much in the way of items to bring anyway. "Brutal on a woman's wardrobe," I mutter absently, noticing the rip in the back of the tunic I'd worn the night before. My breast wrap is also destroyed, so I make do by withdrawing a dagger and cutting the tunic into long strips before tying them together.

After I've finished remaking the band, I wrap myself and then quickly dress in the only remaining tunic I have left as well as my trousers. Outside my room, the hallway remains empty, but the soft sound of movements and voices echo from the furthest Darkhaven door. I arrive and knock once before letting myself in. All three Darkhavens are present with Kalix slowly whittling a chunk of wood down to what looks like a stake by the window and Theos and Ruen sitting at a table by the hearth, their heads bent over old tomes.

I blink at the sight of so many books spread over the surface of the table. "Where did those come from?"

Ruen lifts his head at the same time as Theos. Unable to meet his eyes, I look to the golden Darkhaven for an answer. "There's a library here," Theos supplies. "One of Kalix's serpents brought back its location last night and he and I went there. They have no Terra to care for the place so they're all worn and rather dusty and unkempt but still readable."

If they'd been gone the night before, perhaps it was possible they hadn't heard the ruckus Ruen and I had made. I allow myself to drift closer to the table, peering over Theos' shoulder at the scribblings beyond. "What are you looking for?"

"Information on these rites the Gods plan to have us perform," Ruen answers.

Just as I open my mouth to say something along the lines of it being obvious that the rites are just an excuse for the Gods to keep us here, a paper is slid beneath the door. The four of us freeze. There'd been no sound of a person on the other side, no footsteps, or even breath to alert us to another individual so close by. With our heightened hearing and my years in the Underworld, at least one of us should have heard it.

Kalix is off his perch in a split second, crossing the room and yanking the door open to peer into the hallway. His face twists into a scowl. "There's no one," he grits out before slamming the door. His green gaze turns to the folded note on the floor as if he's debating on whether or not to crush it beneath his boot.

I go to it before he can finalize that decision and bend to pick it up. The page itself is yellowed with uneven edges. It's folded once with no envelope to cover it. "They knew we were here," I murmur thoughtfully as I slide a finger between the folds to open it.

"Of course they did." Ruen pushes back his chair and stands, coming over to where Kalix and I are staring down at the parchment in my hand. "They probably heard our voices."

Theos is the last one to drift over to where we stand as we stare down at the neatly scrawled words on the note.

We welcome you to the first rite, children of the Gods.

Wear your new gifts upon this night of the Cleansing, and

when the clock strikes nine times, we will see you in the garden of statues.

There is no signature as if the note could be from any one of the God Council or, more likely, all of them. I consider the God Queen and the things that had been said in the prison below the night before. Ariadne is the Goddess of Darkness and Shadow, daughter to the God King Tryphone and God Queen Danai, and ... even if I don't wish to admit it, she is my mother. The likeness of our features cannot be denied. The conclusion of that knowledge is that I am the granddaughter of the God King and Queen. Tryphone is my grandfather and Danai is my grandmother.

How can I face them now?

Hands cup my shoulders and drag me back against a wide, barrel chest. The motion frees me from the torment of my thoughts. I look up into the dark midnight blue of Ruen's eyes. No words pass between us. There are no words that will make this any easier. I clench the parchment in my fist. A scraping noise of wood on wood slips through the door and as one, all of our heads turn in the same direction. Theos moves towards the door and pulls it open to reveal a black lacquered box with no etching into its shiny wooden surface.

Kill the God King, Caedmon had said. That is my mission, my purpose. It is the reason my mother stayed away when I needed someone to save me. Of all the things I've done, the people I've killed and denza I've collected, I've never even once considered that I would cross this line. Familicide. My destiny is wrought with twisted vines and grotesque expectations, but only I can make this choice. Do I let the last part of my soul be consumed by the taint of murder once more? Or is there a way to convince the God King to stop?

"Well, this is unexpected." Theos' words repeat the necessity of dragging me out of my internal reverie as he turns, holding up a long strip of fabric that's embroidered with fine etchings of gold along the seams and hems. "It's just fabric." Theos turns it, shaking the long black fabric out. "There's no holes for the legs."

I'd be amused by the confused expression on his face were it not for the fact that I'm still trapped in my thoughts and the fear of what I might have to do. The answer, however, comes from a soft feminine voice beyond the doorway. I look up to find Maeryn standing there, a long strip of fabric that's equally black, but nearly translucent in one hand and a paper much like the one I'm clutching in my fist in the other. Her normally pale face has taken on a waxy hue, the dark circles beneath her eyes causing her face to appear more sunken and almost skeletal like all of those who reside on Ortus.

"It's a mors pallium,” she says. "It's a garment of ancient times." Her words don't explain the dawning dread that's converted her normally serene features into that of a terrified child.

Ruen's hands fall away from my shoulders as he rounds the group of us and moves towards the door. "How do you know?" he asks, pausing an arm's length from where she stands.

Maeryn's throat works as she swallows, glancing down at the fabric in her hand as if it's a snake coiled and ready to strike, before her eyes return to his. "I studied the ancient ones at Riviere," she croaks.

Theos lowers the fabric back into the box and frowns at her, but Ruen is the one to speak.

"What do these garments mean, Maeryn?" Ruen asks, his voice impossibly soft.

Maeryn releases a noise unlike any I've ever heard from her, like a wounded animal as her fingers tighten on the fabric in her grip. The paper in her hand flutters to the floor, forgotten, as she clutches at the thin cloth. Her fingers tighten, knuckles going bone white as she directs her eyes down at the thing almost accusingly.

“It was erased in history books.” Her words are practically a whisper, they're so light. “They were a shame brought to those who had committed the utmost betrayal of the high ancestors of Anatol. Before even the Gods came, they were a sign of evil. Caedmon…”

When she looks up once more, her gaze moves past Ruen and Theos and even Kalix as he drifts closer to the open doorway. Tears fill her gaze, fear evident in their porcelain green depths, before cascading down her hollow cheeks. “Do you think he knew?” she asks. “Is that why he taught me about them?”

Ruen is infinitely gentle as he steps into the hallway and cups her shoulders, turning her to face him. Even though her body goes, her eyes stay on mine. I don’t know why, but the image of her standing there with her normally vibrant features so dull and lifeless, I feel as if I’m looking into a horrible vision of the future.

Death all around us. Her eyes unseeing, staring out from a mass of staked bodies. Naked limbs intertwined with bones. Bile crawls up my throat.

“What do they mean?” Ruen asks again, shaking her slightly.

Her mouth forms the words, but the rushing of blood in my ears makes hearing them futile. It doesn’t matter, though, I can still read her lips and know the curse she speaks.

“Death comes for you.”


Chapter 19

Kiera
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Death comes for me in the form of a practically transparent robe-like garment. The cups of the brassiere are soft leather straps that crisscross over the front of my chest as I stare at my reflection in the dirty mirror of my bed chamber. An Ortus Terra, who’d introduced herself as Iysa, scurries back and forth across the room behind me, a slender woman with dark eyes and a willowy figure. Her dark hair is laced with streaks of gray and the mass of it is twisted up into a crown atop her head, leaving her thin, fragile-looking throat bare.

She, along with a Terra for each door in the corridor, had arrived at twilight, informing us that they were to help prepare us for the ceremony. If I’d hoped to gain any more information from her, however, she’s made it her mission to disappoint me. Since informing me of the reason for her presence, she’s remained mute other than the occasional request for me to shift or move or bend to allow her to arrange my hair to some specification it’s clear she’s been tasked with.

Now, I stand facing my mirrored image in little more than a mockery of a gown. The crossing silken top of it is the only piece that’s not utterly and offensively translucent. The outline of my body, from my ribs to my stomach and hips is clearly visible through the dark shadowy fabric, the paleness of my flesh turning it into something gray. Death comes for you.

I wonder, absently, if the meaning of this mors pallium is due to the fact that a pale person wearing one makes their skin appear like that of a corpse.

The long strips of fabric that drape down my stomach and over my hips are cinched closer with gold diamond-shaped brooches. After carting in a portable, though rudimentary, wash tub and actually giving me an opportunity to clean myself more thoroughly than I had in days, my skin glimmers beneath the dress. Every so often, when I twist or turn or move, the slits of the fabric separate and reveal the true color of the flesh beyond.

Iysa comes forward and I lift my arms as she wraps several long lengths of thin golden ropes around my waist. I jump as the heaviness settles firmly on my hips and I realize, it’s not ropes at all, but metal. Lifting the dangling length of one, I raise it to my face and examine it.

The metal is so thin and fragile that it bends easily when I twist an end and then it quickly falls back into its original formation. “How is such a thing created?” I murmur absently.

To my shock, Iysa replies. “The Gods have all manner of magic,” she says quietly, continuing the work of weaving the ropes of metal around me and then braiding them down so that the front part sags forward.

I scowl when I realize what the adornment actually does. The rope seems to gather the folds of the dress and drag them forward, between my legs so that nothing covers me from ankle to thigh, the dress having fallen under the weight.

I lift it. “Is this really necessary?” I demand. Before giving Iysa a chance to respond, I start to undo her work, unbraiding one end and yanking at the ropes.

“No, you mustn’t!” Showing, perhaps for the first time in her life, some defiance, she snatches my hands back and readjusts the adornment. “It is meant to be like this.” She tuts and fixes it. “Oh, the Gods will be most displeased if all is not as they wish.”

I eye her speculatively, arms half lifted as I give in and allow her to do as she wishes—I’ll just rip it off once she’s gone. “What is it, exactly, that the Gods wish for?” I inquire, keeping my tone light as if it’s just mere curiosity that drives me to ask the question.

Iysa seems to freeze with the golden ropes of metal in her hands. “I-I dare not know, M-Mistress.” She bows deeply, dropping the rope and backing up several steps. “O-only the Gods know such a thing.”

My gaze narrows on her. “I merely asked so that I may know what is expected of me tonight,” I say, gentling my voice.

Somehow, the woman manages to supplicate herself further, nearly going onto her knees. “I-I do not know, Mistress,” she insists. “I w-was merely tasked with readying you for the Cleansing this night.”

“I understand, Iysa.” Keeping my tone light, I lift the folds of my dress and take a step away from both her and the mirror. “And you’ve done a wonderful job.”

There’s no point in pushing the poor woman any further; it’s clear she’s terrified that she’s done something wrong and knowing how Riviere Gods treated Terra—from experience—I can’t imagine the horrific punishments heaped upon the Terra here, or if they’re even given punishments at all. It wouldn’t surprise me at all to know that they kill any Terra that displeases them. It’d been enough of a threat in Riviere, though the execution of undesired Terra was at the discretion of Dolos.

Something tells me it’s more of a reality here than anywhere else. As if the cloud of death and decay is hanging over this entire island and its inhabitants. Somewhere in the Academy, a deep knell tolls the time, startling Iysa enough to jerk upward, eyes wide.

“I’ve taken too long,” she says. “I-I must go.”

I open my mouth—to say what? To tell her that it’s alright? That she will be fine? I can’t give her that assurance. So, I merely close my mouth and nod my assent to allow her to leave.

“All Mortal Gods are to meet at the entrance of the garden of statues,” she informs me as she gathers her things—pins and other such items that she’d used to bind the fabric to my body and for my hair.

“Wait!” I reach out as the door swings open, revealing the appearance of many other Terra hurrying from the rooms of other Mortal Gods like fleeing mice from a rising tide. Iysa’s entire face morphs into one of desperation, but she halts at the doorway and glances over her shoulder.

“Mistress?”

I gesture down to my bare feet. “What shoes am I to wear? I only have boots.”

She shakes her head, a few loose strands of black and gray coming free of the crown of hair atop her head to whisper around her face. “You must go to the garden of statues to be Cleansed free of all comforts,” she says quickly, nearly diving into the throng of others speeding past. “Now, I truly must go.”

Gods. I step up to the open doorway, watching as Iysa disappears into the veritable sea of Ortus, Perditia, and Riviere Terra hurrying on.

No one seems to pay any mind to the confused faces of the other Mortal Gods that come to their doorways, dressed much the same. My eyes find Kalix’s and then scan down his frame. My mouth dries up in an instant at the revelation that he’s no more covered than I. None of the Darkhavens are.

Ruen’s scarred chest is on full display as is Theos’ gleaming perfect skin. Kalix’s mors pallium hangs on his hips, but it’s clear that the sheer style of mine is meant only for women because his as well as his brothers’ are far more proper … to an extent.

My gaze skims over the dips and valleys of his body, the shadows that align the sides of his abdomen and then carve into the notches of his hips where, instead of ropes wrapped around his waist, a flat gold belt circles just above the juncture of his thighs.

Held up by a fucking wish and prayer to the Gods, I think absently. Then I notice the loops of metal formed at the bottom of the gold band where layers of the extra fabric have been woven through to keep the clothing from falling completely off him. All it would take though is one single tug and I imagine the whole thing would plummet to the floor. Swallowing against the parched feeling in my mouth and throat, I finally tear my gaze away from the array of male flesh.

My eyes stop on the only door that remains closed. Maeryn’s.

As the last of the Terra scurry back to their true Masters or to perform their duties elsewhere, the four of us step out of our bedchambers. “She’s not coming,” I say as I look down at the black box still in front of Maeryn’s door. I’d heard the Terra outside her own room practically pleading to be allowed entry only to be turned away by quiet but stubborn refusals.

“No,” Kalix surmises. “She’s not.”

I glance at him sharply and he offers nothing more than a shrug before he lowers his eyes to my own garment. I follow his gaze and curse before reaching for the ropes again, intending to yank them free. They feel like heavy weights attached just to keep me walking as though chained from the front. Before I can manage to unravel even one from around my waist, the deep, vibrating knell from earlier echoes through the corridor.

“It’s time to go,” Ruen says.

Sweat beads pop up along my bared spine, naked save for the see-through fabric and the crossing straps of the top of my gown. I’m viscerally aware that I’m wearing no band or underwear. None were provided and Iysa had nearly fainted at the idea that I might put on something the Gods had not provided. Air wafts up the long, thin skirts and I close my eyes to repress the urge to turn tail and follow Maeryn’s example.

I don’t blame her for refusing to take part. If I had another choice, I’d do the same, but this is something we all must face. These rites the Gods have prepared for us … they mean something, and I have to find out what.

Opening my eyes once more, I fall in line with Ruen as Kalix and Theos take the lead. Ruen draws closer, reaching out to capture my hand in such an uncharacteristic move that I nearly stumble over my shoeless feet.

“I’ve told the others about the prison we found,” he whispers.

“I’m sure they were relieved to know that Caedmon is actually alive,” I say, keeping my voice just as quiet as his.

Ruen doesn’t respond for several moments. In fact, it isn’t until we’re about to enter the great hall, that he speaks again. “I told them about Ariadne as well, Kiera.”

My shoulders stiffen and I carefully extract my hand from his. “I see.”

“Kiera.”

I walk faster, reaching Theos and Kalix in under ten strides. “What do you suppose the Cleansing rite will entail?” Theos is musing aloud.

Kalix’s green eyes cut towards me as I come up between them. With my back straight and my head positioned forward, I answer Theos’ question. “No doubt, the Gods think of us as contaminated goods,” I state coolly. “They likely want to wash us of our taint before they consume our powers.”

Theos’ hand snaps out and grips my wrist as Kalix does the same on my other side. “Kiera.” Theos hisses my name, glancing both in front of and behind where we’ve come to a standstill in the main hall. Several curious gazes land on us as Mortal Gods dressed in the same garments as us pass by.

“What?” I yank at my wrists, attempting to pull them free. Theos releases me, but Kalix doesn’t.

“Mind where you speak,” Theos says, his expression conveying surprise that I’d bother to even mention the darkness we’ve yet to address beyond the one and only time I’d revealed the great and terrible taboo that the Gods have partaken in—the very reason our lives are both important and irrelevant to our powerful tyrants.

I tug once more at my captured wrist, trying in vain to withdraw it from Kalix’s implacable grip. “Why does it matter?” I snap. “It’s not like they aren’t planning to kill us.”

Kalix’s free hand claps over my mouth and he nearly lifts me off my feet as he drags me against his chest and backs into one of the shadowy alcoves along either side of the great hall.

“Kiera!” Theos’ responding whisper-hiss follows me as both he and Ruen trail after Kalix. Of all the Darkhavens I expected to do this, it was never Kalix.

Tipping my head back against his bare chest, serpent green eyes meet mine. He arches a brow and removes his hand from my mouth.

“Why do you care if I say it?”

Kalix remains silent for several seconds, long enough for Ruen and Theos to both reach us and then launch into their own tirades and scolding.

“—can’t believe you would be so irrational,” Ruen is saying.

“Do you think someone else might have heard?” Theos asks.

My gaze remains fixed on the man still holding me against him. The corner of Kalix’s mouth quirks upward as if he’s enjoying the singular attention I’m paying him. At my back, I feel the evidence of something big and solid prodding at me.

I scowl. “Are you fucking serious?” I glare up at him.

His grin only widens. “Not that I mind your brand of chaos, little liar,” Kalix replies, bending down until his mouth hovers right over mine, “but perhaps you should save your reveals for more opportune moments.”

My mind goes hazy as his scent invades. Does he mean to reveal what the Gods plan to do to their children at a different point? I consider that. It’s not a terrible idea. It’s not like we’d be able to keep it from them forever. Even if I manage to kill Tryphone—and that’s a fairly generous ‘if’—who’s to say that the rest of the God Council won’t simply pick up where he left off?

“Do not encourage her,” Ruen growls.

Kalix ignores him and continues to stare at me, our eyes locked in ... not a battle, but something else entirely. Every time I look at him, I feel as if I’m falling deeper and deeper into a forest of teeth and bone. Dangerous creatures lie around every corner and one wrong move will send me careening off a path into their waiting arms.

Yanking away from him abruptly, I stumble a few feet towards the opening of the alcove, stopping with a hand on a wall. I suck in a few lungfuls of air before turning to look back at him. Kalix hasn’t moved. His eyes remain locked on me as if daring me to run from him.

A shiver steals over me, sweeping through my limbs and down my spine. His eyes are the same as a creature that has known only darkness. He’s comfortable bathed in blood. He doesn’t care about the lives stolen in this war we didn’t even know we were fighting. Somehow, though, I can’t bear to hate him for that. In fact, I have the strangest inkling that if we are going to win this fight, we will need someone like him. Someone for whom right and wrong do not exist.

“We should get going,” I hear myself say as I straighten. The weight around my middle tries to drag me down, to make me bend. I resist the urge to let it and instead, raise my head higher. The waves of my hair cascade over my shoulders and down my back—just as Iysa had arranged them with her pins and instruments heated over a candle’s flame.

I know what we’re supposed to represent. I suspect the elaborateness of our dress, the mors pallium, and the Terra that attend us are all leading to one thing.

To the Gods we are nothing but offerings to their longevity. We are sacrifices to be slaughtered on the altar of their reign.

Kalix’s responding expression morphs into one of utter delight. He moves forward, practically flattening his brothers in an effort to get to my side. A callused palm comes up to cup my cheek as he leans down and takes my mouth in a harsh, surprising kiss. It lasts for all of a moment before he’s pulling away from me.

“Yes,” he says. “We should.”

His hand finds mine, the backs of his knuckles brushing over the bared skin of my side in a movement that would normally have felt casual. Unfortunately, due to my lack of dress, it feels anything but.

The curious gazes of both Theos and Ruen follow as Kalix urges me back out into the great hall, and together we head towards the corridor that will lead into the garden of statues.


Chapter 20
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The garden of statues is just as grotesque as I recall. It is a massive space full of strange statues of varying sexes and poses, but all of them so realistic that they make me feel like some ancient monster has turned actual people into stone.

In preparation for The Cleansing tonight, it's been transformed into the facsimile of an elegant courtyard. Tall bronze candelabras line the circular space, their flames flickering in the nonexistent wind. The smell of sea salt and ash is in the air. I tilt my face towards it and if I close my eyes, I can just imagine the waves crashing along the outside of the island reaching over its spiking walls and spilling into the garden to wash us all away.

Excited murmurs rise above the sound of the ocean beyond Ortus, drowning it out. I open my eyes once more and survey our surroundings as we stop in the center of a ring of statues. I take a moment to look over them, wondering if perhaps the Gods have left us any clues as to what they have planned this night. The first statue is a woman with her face to the sky much as mine had been, her long curling hair drifting down over a naked female frame. At first, it appears as nothing more than an artwork made in the image of a woman, but the closer I step, the more I begin to notice the lacerations upon her skin.

Long scars, like claw marks, line the woman's arms, hips, torso, and thighs. Her hair, upon first glance, appears full and stunning, but further inspection reveals the heavily weighted chains laced through it, disappearing into her scalp. Her beautiful face isn't looking to the sky with serene acceptance, but the stone has been shaped into a horrified scream, as if she's cursing the Gods for some crime they have committed. The features of the statue are so prominent and defined that it's difficult to think that anyone—mortal or Divine—could create such tragic beauty.

The remaining two statues are much the same. Externally unassuming, but examining them with a more distinct eye reveals that the kneeling man opposite the screaming woman isn't wearing pants made of an animal's fur—his legs are that of an animal. Hoof prints mark the stone where he's been placed and the fist he has planted next to his leg is encased in a metal gauntlet of a warrior. His face, too, is a mask of agony and rage. As if he fell here after a lost battle and hasn't ever been able to recover, his living body transformed into a mass of rock and stone held in captivity for an eternity.

The third and final statue is the most disturbing. A shudder works through me as I turn and stare up into the face of a creature unlike any I've ever seen before. Upon four feet, it stands higher than the rest of the statues nearby. Large paws have dug grooves into the stone, not one, not two, but three sets of eyes meet my gaze. Three animal heads formed upon the neck of the great beast. The center-most animal is one with protruding fangs, a regal countenance, and a mane that would make any Goddess envious.

Along either side of the animal's primary head are two more animals. These, at least, I recognize. One is that of a ram with twin horns curled back and away from its furry face. The second is that of a massive lizard, far more elegant than any of Kalix's serpents with spikes along its eyes and maw. Dual fangs protrude from its yawning mouth and I swear, I can even see a hint of venom liquid dripping from one.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

Rather than jumping at the sudden intrusion of the arrival of that deep male voice, my body goes cold and rigid. Azai circles from the back of the screaming woman, his gaze flicking from the animal to me. I don't speak as he draws closer, but as if he senses something dangerous about getting too near, he pauses more than an arm's length away.

That's right, I think. Beware to those who abuse the animals under their care. They have no need to sense a threat before they attack. I'd seen it more times than I could count in the back alleys of the God cities. Poor, homeless animals—once pets, turned rabid and angry after years of torment and starvation.

I never thought I'd liken myself to those unfortunate creatures, but now I see no better equivalent. The Gods may have taken my blade. They may have clipped my wings. But they forgot that until I am dead in the ground, I will fight to rip their throats out even if I must use my own teeth to do so.

Air seizes in my chest, locking tight as I dip my chin in the mockery of an acknowledgment. Azai's gaze narrows as if he realizes the insult. At my back, I sense rather than see the three Darkhavens draw nearer. The second their sire had stepped into the clearing, they'd become viscerally aware. Their gazes are locked on their father as he seems to hover just out of reach, his body clad in something far different than the mors pallium we're wearing. Instead, he wears a glittering bejeweled robe of crimson, locked at his waist with a golden rope.

He moves as if it has no weight, the front of his robe opening to reveal a broad male chest coated in the lightest dusting of golden hair a shade or two darker than the locks upon his head. The latter of which has been pulled back and braided along the sides of his scalp with black leather.

Azai glances once more at the statue of the three-headed animal. "It's called a Chimera," he says. "It's an ancient creature that existed before we descended to the world. The people who once resided on this island claimed that it was an animal that matched the violence and grace of the Gods. It was considered a protective creature, a guardian of sorts that served a single master, and no matter how cruel that master, once they had accepted their ruler, they were loyal until the end. Even if that master decided to command the creature to drown itself in the black seas."

Golden eyes that mirror Theos' save for the fact that he lacks any sort of kindness or warmth meet mine. "What do you think of that?" he surprises me by asking.

"I think"—Ruen steps up on my right, Kalix on my left, and Theos at my back. Azai's lips twitch again, amusement as well as something darker reflected in his gaze. Anger? Perhaps—"that a creature capable of such devotion is deserving of respect."

Azai arches a brow and then the God of Strength takes a step towards the creature, his eyes falling back on it with such a yearning in their depths that I can't help but wonder if he ever actually met a living version of such a beast. He lifts a hand out as if to brush across its mane. Just before his fingers graze it, however, a loud echo much like that of an object falling from the sky bursts around us.

In my periphery, I see several heads turn seeking the cause of such a noise. They don't see it, but I do and so does the God of Strength. A dark crack forms up the center of the creature's main head. I bite down on my lip as a smile threatens to blossom. Azai's hand lowers.

"How unfortunate," he murmurs absently, confusion clear in his tone. "It was such a beautiful statue."

"Was?" I repeat, drawing his attention. Those cold sunset eyes of his land on me and narrow. I nod to the statue. "I think a beast that is particular about its master is always beautiful, regardless of the scars that befall it."

As if knowing my words refer to more than a simple statue, Ruen's hand finds mine.

Azai's upper lip curls back and he bares his teeth as if preparing to spit venom in my direction. Before he can make a sound, however, the loud musical notes of horns blaring have all of us, including him, turning toward the center of the garden. A stage has been raised and atop it, the largest mountain of sticks have been collected. Though the sticks are reed thin, they appear white and gray rather than the brown and tan of normal wood as if it, too, like the rest of this garden has been petrified.

"It seems I've entertained myself for too long," Azai speaks. When I glance back at him, the anger has disappeared from his expression, and in its place is wild anticipation. A stone forms in my gut. He nods to me and his sons. "First rite is about to begin," he says.

A Terra appears at his side with a tray laden with goblets of red liquid. My eyes nearly fall out of my head when I realize who it is. Iysa, her face cast down and her clothes changed to long fabrics similar to our own except that hers are a white-gray and her skin has been painted to look like that of a statue. Azai withdraws one of the glasses from the collection and gulps down several mouthfuls, releasing the lip of the cup with a pleased gasp and a smile.

"Enjoy the Cleansing."

Azai disappears around the pile of fossilized wood, leaving the Darkhavens and I staring after him as the Mortal Gods that have gathered for the first rite all swarm with excitement. In the time we spent with the God of Strength, stone tables have appeared at the edges of the clearing, laden with stacks of glasses full of the same crimson liquid that Azai had guzzled. Food and other drinks are set up all over the garden and Mortal Gods are well on their way to inebriation as they down glassfuls of the stuff.

The stone in my stomach rolls. Several robe-clad Gods in various colors appear, striding through the throng of students in a single line with Azai drawing up the rear, the glass he'd taken now gone from his hand. Tryphone, at the head of the procession, is clad in a robe made of gleaming gold. Almost an exact replica of Azai's garment save for the color, his, too, gapes open to reveal the expanse of his chest. The Goddesses that follow him are no different. Perfect skin gleaming beneath the silken fabric of their vestments.

One by one the Gods ascend the dais upon which the mountain of wood has been placed. All heads turn upward. Even my own. I cannot seem to help myself. My eyes are drawn to Tryphone and Danai, seeking any resemblance that should have warned me before of their relation to me.

Much like us, the Gods wear no shoes. Their bare feet make no sound upon the stone or stairs as they rise above us and then stop. A cheer rises up from the throats of several Mortal Gods. A creeping unease trickles down my spine beneath the loose and thin fabric of the mors pallium I wear. A veritable death robe—or so Maeryn claims.

“Kiera?” Ruen's hand is still clamped within mine and he feels it when my fingers contract around his. "Are you okay?"

I shake my head in answer. In the realm of the Gods, we are beholden to the monsters that wish to consume our flesh and blood. No, I am not okay. I am fucking terrified. Ruen's fingers squeeze mine back.

Something is wrong with this vision. Glasses upon glasses of bubbling crimson and gold rise as Tryphone smiles and stretches his arms out. My heart pounds so loud I can hear it over the cries of the horde. It fills my ears with its incessant beating. The wood. My eyes lock onto the carefully arranged sticks that form a pike in the center. They look familiar somehow. A distant memory surfaces in my mind. The calcified wood reminds me of something similar, like the same material that had been hidden inside a cart that had passed out of Riviere Academy all those weeks ago when Ruen and I had been sneaking out for me to meet up with Regis—not that Ruen had been aware of my intentions at the time.

Is it special to the Gods somehow?

"Welcome, my children." Tryphone's voice booms over our heads, so loud and commanding that it causes everyone to settle down almost immediately. The excited cheers and chatter cease as all become enrapt by the God King.

A small movement out of the corner of my eye draws my attention for a single instant. It's the flick of a snake's tail as it slithers around another statue closer to the Gods. I look up at Kalix, brow puckered as the desire to ask him what he's doing locks in my throat. I can't here. We're far too close to the Gods for me to reveal anything of what we know.

Kalix merely lifts his lips and then places a finger to the center of them in a silent indication for me to keep quiet. Turning back to face the pedestal the Gods have placed themselves on, I let the curiosity go. Whatever it is, I trust him. It's a strange thing—trusting someone—but I realize that deciding to do so has freed me from a lot of restrictions I used to have. And it is a choice that I've made, one that I don't think I could take back if I wanted.


Chapter 21
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“You have been brought here to perform the first rite of the Equinox celebration." Tryphone's words filter through my mind as I stare at the pile of wood at his back. The pale, nearly ivory-looking structure of supposed ‘wood’ looks more like a collection of bodies devoid of life—arms and legs shriveled into husks and stacked atop one another. Ruen's hand disappears from mine and I still can't seem to drag my attention back from the sight as a shiver crawls up my spine.

A cool glass is pressed into my palm. I glance down, relieved to find that it's not the same red liquid as what Azai had. Ruen's gaze is clouded and uncomfortable as he nudges me to face forward once more, but not before I see that he and the others all have glasses of their own. When my eyes settle back on the God King, he has his own goblet of gold lifted to the sky.

"Tonight, we burn sacred wood of the Gods and when the ashes rain down upon you, you shall be permitted to use them to cleanse your bodies of all transgressions." His mouth curves into the slant of a cruel smile.

I focus on Tryphone's face, but there's very little in the way of features that resemble her—Ariadne. My mother. The God Queen, on the other hand ... her features reflect Ariadne's so obviously, I don't know how I never saw it before. The delicate curve of her nose, the shape of her eyes, the pout of her mouth. All of it reminds me of the woman in the cells below. The only difference is that where Danai is all golden flame and warmth, Ariadne is silver steel and cold ice.

"When the ashes choose you," Tryphone continues, "you must lift them to your skin. Kiss your flesh with the tribute of the fire." His eyes turn over the crowd.

When Tryphone’s gaze finally stills over me, I return his stare. Heat burns up my spine and my fingers clench on the glass in my fist. My muscles contract, preparing for some unseen attack. The Darkhavens shift closer, offering both their protection and the warmth of their bodies. I reach for the heat, letting it invade my bones even as frost quickly swipes it away. Breath evaporates from my lungs, dispersing like a fleeing army. Empty of air.

My lips become dry, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth. I swallow, tasting sand and ash on my tongue and wanting to vomit. Rooted to the stone beneath my bare feet, I break Tryphone’s gaze and stare at the glass of wine in my hand. Dangerous! My mind screams, the sound of the word higher pitched than my own mental voice. My fingers tremble around the stem.

I shouldn’t drink this.

Almost as soon as that thought emerges and I plan to toss it over my shoulder, a familiar face appears. All violent teeth and sharp smile, Zalika grins as she barrels forward, her own glass in hand—though she’s dressed like the Gods this evening and not like the rest of us. Surprised, Theos stumbles to the side to avoid being slammed into and my fingers loosen on the glass.

Happy first rite … Zalika’s voice is a whisper on the wind despite her very real presence. It’s so brief that I almost expect to hear her words in my head versus aloud.

Then some unknown source emboldens my body, my limbs moving against my own desires as my hand lifts, fingers regripping the stem of the glass once more until the rim is pressed to my lips. Fuck!

My eyes skid away from Zalika and back to Tryphone’s smug expression as one of his dark brows arches as if to tell me to give up the fight. Sparkling liquid rushes over my tongue, sliding its way towards the back of my throat. No. No! I can’t … it’s too late.

The wine disappears down my throat and the effect is almost immediate. The tension in my bones eases. My mind fogs over, a rolling wave of euphoria entering me. I glance to the side to see that the others are doing the same. Ruen’s eyes are wide as his mouth opens and he pours the wine over his tongue. I know why, though I can’t seem to gather enough wits to remember the reason it’s so dangerous. Someone is controlling him—controlling us. Theos coughs as he chugs his own glass down and Kalix … Kalix is glaring at the dais as the veins of his arms bulge and pulsate in time to the glittering of rage in his gaze.

Whatever we’ve done—it’s bad.

I swallow mouthfuls and the bubbling, tart liquid seems to flood my bones, reigniting my ability to breathe. I drink for so long that I empty my cup and am forced to lower it before the God King's speech has even ended.

His full, masculine mouth remains curved upward. Satisfaction gleams in his burning eyes. The effect of the liquid, some type of alcohol, seems to slither deeper, pouring from my bones into my bloodstream. I lick my lips, tasting fruit and something more, something ... addictive.

"May the first rite begin!" Tryphone finally yells, earning a responding cheer. Hands shoot up into the sky, glasses clinking. Drink being downed over and over again.

Good. I sway where I stand, an unseen force beckoning me forward and back. The wine is so wonderful. The bubbles tickling my throat even though my glass is long empty. It's truly ... Divine.

A torch is dropped upon the mass of petrified wood and it goes up in a large swooshing sound as the flame eats across the dried-out husks. The Gods seem to disappear now that they've performed their duty and without Tryphone's eyes on me, I find it easier to relax. Maybe this isn't so bad. It's just a party, right? I reach for another drink from a passing Terra dressed much like Iysa had been. Moving statues pass through the garden, disappearing into quickly forming shadows, bringing trays full of the strange bubbly liquid that feels like sunshine under my skin. My vision goes blurry as I suck back another goblet of bubbly wine.

"Kiera?" Hard hands grip my shoulders and turn me to face a bare chest.

Theos' chest. I smile and drop my now empty goblet to the ground, distantly hearing it clink. "The wine is delicious," I say, pressing myself into him. "Did you have some?" Wait. He did, right? I saw him drink ... he should have more. Far more. So should I.

I grab a goblet from a nearby table and try to hand it to him. Theos' eyes linger on the glass as if it's all he's ever wanted, but then he shakes his head. "I don't think we should⁠—"

I don't let him finish the refusal he'd been about to give me. I tip the cup up and suck back a mouthful. Unable to help myself, I drink most of the wine before I remember what I'd been planning. As Theos grabs it from me, I keep the last bit of it between my lips and lean up onto my toes. He stiffens as I press my lips to his and then part them.

He immediately opens to accept my silent request and the wine flows from my tongue over his. He swallows. Somewhere in the garden, music begins to swirl around us. Not nearly as sharp and startling as the horns from earlier, but soft strings, plucked and pulled and teased into making the most gentle of melodies.

"It tastes so good," I murmur, stroking his mouth with mine. Back and forth. Back and forth. Hands calloused from swordplay grip my hips and spin me around until my back is shoved against Theos' chest. Kalix hovers over me, black pupils slitted like his snakes’.

My grin only widens. "Do you want some too?" I ask dazedly. Curling one arm back around Theos' neck as my golden Mortal God bends to kiss my bare throat, I reach up and clasp the back of my beautiful monster's head and compel him to lower himself so that I can kiss him too.

I feed Kalix my tongue, letting him have the last of the wine's taste as I lift my hips against his groin. Twin erections strain against me. One from the front and one against my backside. Kalix breaks off the kiss as my head swims from lack of air. The pupils are so narrow that all I can see are the rich, jade green of his irises.

"More." One word, croaked out in a low, desperate tone, but that's all I need.

Reclining against Theos' chest, I snag another goblet from a Terra who appears to have turned to actual stone nearby. A giggle bursts out of me as I lift the goblet to Kalix's lips. He opens for me, tilting his head back even as his green eyes remain locked on me. I pour the liquid and he swallows. Some of the bubbly stream flows over his chin and down his throat to his naked chest.

Unable to help myself, I lean forward and lick up the path. From the center of his pecs to the strong throat, and further up his square cut jawline until our lips meet with a violent clash again. The goblet is peeled from my hand as I reach for Kalix with both hands. Dimly, I realize that it must be Theos downing the last of the wine, but I'm too absorbed to care.

My body tingles with wanton hunger, with a feeling of utter giddiness I've never experienced before. Is this what happiness feels like? True and utter blissful happiness? If so, then it's no lie to say that the Gods have given us a gift this night.

After several more minutes locked in Kalix's arms and embrace, I lift my head from his and glance around. Disoriented and confused, I search for my final Darkhaven. Ruen is nearby, his eyes closed as his body seems to move in time with the melody. A smile steals my confusion away as I lean into Kalix and watch him. The rippling of muscles contract and release, his scars white against his otherwise tan flesh. I bite down on my lower lip as I imagine my mouth on him. Then I realize ... I can do that. These men ... they're mine and no one can take them from me.

With a laugh, I separate from Kalix, much to his disgruntlement. I snag another goblet and shove it into his palm, appeasing him as a stream of the ambrosian liquid is set flowing from a nearby statue's mouth and into a waiting pool. Fountains. How grand. With a silly little smile on my lips and both Theos and Kalix practically rushing for the source of the delicious wine, I drift over to Ruen.

Mortal Gods crush all around us, their own bodies grinding and moving in rhythmic waves. My hands smooth up the flat planes of Ruen's abdomen and up to his pecs. He sucks in a breath before leaning into me. Cool, ocean-dark eyes open. Gone is the constant strain around them. His features, so open and smooth, appear far younger than ever before. I find I like it.

Scraping a nail against a flat male nipple, Ruen's lips part and a moan echoes out. The front of his mors pallium wrapped around his hips shifts as his cock juts out, raising the fabric.

"Dance with me?" I murmur my question, even as I urge him closer with my hands.

Ruen doesn't fight me, his own hands rising to cup my hips. All around us, bodies turn into an array of fuzzy shadows. It's nice. Everyone disappears until it's just Ruen and me. My eyes slide shut as Ruen's hands begin to travel, descending up and down my body, to my waist, and back to my hips. He hauls me closer until there's no part of me not touching him. The scent of ink, parchment, and mint lingers around us.

His cock strains between us and ironically, I realize that the rope around my waist no longer feels as if it's weighing me down. "You offer my brothers your kisses, but not me?" Ruen's whispered question is less envious and more of a challenge. I lift my gaze to his glittering gemstone eyes and grin.

"Shall I offer you something else?" I rise onto my toes and hover my mouth just an inch away from his. His fingers constrict against my sides, thumbs digging into the underside curves of my breasts. Scraping my teeth along his lower lip, I let myself drop back down and relish in his groan of frustration as the cock against my belly throbs beneath his clothes.

Panting, feeling as if my breasts have swollen and my stomach has gone empty, I lean back. How had I ever thought this beautiful gown so revealing? It's far too confining now. Reaching up, I pull at the straps around my chest. My breasts hurt and my nipples are hard.

Ruen wastes no time in helping me. Already, I can hear feminine cries and masculine moans somewhere in the crowd. They must understand this heated need that boils inside me, demanding to be set free. Ruen helps to unlace the straps that bind me, my breasts tumbling free into his waiting hands. I cry out as the moment they're bared, he bends his head and sucks one turgid nipple into his mouth.

Violent urgency surges inside me, spearing up from my core. I can feel wetness oozing down my inner thighs. "Thank the Gods..." I whisper as Ruen moves to my other breast and performs the same sensual act of drawing the needy bud into his mouth, rolling it with his tongue before gently biting it with his teeth. Thank the Gods Iysa had refused to allow me underwear.

It all makes sense now. The Gods want to cleanse us of our inhibitions. They want to free us from our worries and fears and pains.

A fresh laugh bubbles up out of my chest and I sink my fingers into Ruen's hair, lifting his head and guiding him to meet my lips.

Thank the Gods...


Chapter 22
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The night dances around us. The sound of crackling flames and moans drift over the darkened sky. My skin is on fire, melting away at each impossibly painful touch. It’s only painful because it’s just a touch. If they would just give me something else—strip me down and delve into my core—it wouldn’t hurt anymore.

My hand reaches out, gripping the back of Ruen’s head. I hold him to me as I slip my own tongue past his lips. Our bodies come together, grinding, wave after wave of lust swelling up within us. It reminds me of the night I was forced to dress for the Day of Descendance and watch the orgy that took place during the celebration.

Men with men. Women with women. Couples. Threesomes. Foursomes. It doesn’t matter. If there is a hole to be fucked, a cock eventually finds it. This place feels much the same, save for the odd sensation that I’m missing something.

My head reels as Ruen is yanked away from me too suddenly. I sway forward, crying out as his flesh leaves mine. I crave touch. Someone to ease the burning inside my limbs. Then another body steps forward and the heat of the fire raging inside me eases once more. Sunset eyes and golden hair dip in front of me. My mouth is taken in a rough kiss, harsh hands finding the globes of my breasts and squeezing tightly.

My clothes are long gone, their whereabouts unknown. My nipples pebble against my skin and rise to meet Theos’ palms. The roughness of his calloused hands scrapes my soft flesh and I thrust upward, needing more of him. As his tongue slides against mine, fucking my mouth in the same way that I suspect he wants his cock to fuck my cunt, he squeezes me again. Contracting and releasing my flesh in his grip, a demanding and frustrated whimper works its way free of my throat. His fingers loosen and then flutter around my nipples, tugging, twisting, pulling.

It’s as if there’s a string connecting my nipples to the place between my legs because each time Theos causes a bite of pain, my pussy seems to clench, releasing another gush of wetness. A sob transfers from me to him when his hands leave me abruptly only to come back down, this time on my hips. He drags my ass forward, the rough stone scraping my backside raw for a brief second before he lifts me completely away.

For a moment, I’m suspended in the air with nothing to keep me grounded. I’m flying, my body against Theos’ as his mouth steals kiss after kiss from my lips. He holds me against him, my belly straining to touch his abdomen but held back by the swells of my breasts pressed to his chest. The place between my thighs begs for touch.

“Theos.” A male voice calls for my lovely kisser. He tries to disentangle himself, but I keep seeking out his mouth.

“No,” I whisper, begging. “Kiss me again.” I don’t want him to stop. I need him.

“Put her here,” the man says.

With a snarl, I turn towards him, ready to threaten life and limb to get him to leave us alone so that I can get Theos’ cock inside me as quickly as possible, but my rage dampens when I realize it’s Kalix.

Kalix wants me too. He’ll fuck me if Theos won’t. His eyes fixate on me, so swallowed by the green that the thin slits of his pupils are barely visible. That whimper from earlier breaks free at the sight even as my insides weep for his touch, his cock.

Without waiting for a response from either of us, Kalix practically rips me from Theos’ arms and turns me. My nails find his shoulders, digging in until liquid greets my touch. I know I’ve broken skin but I can’t seem to care and Kalix doesn’t even flinch. He simply bends me over the stone table and⁠—

“Fuck!” I scream as fangs sink into the place where my shoulder meets my throat. My nails sink into the grainy stone beneath me, the rough surface scraping at my sensitive nipples. If I thought the sensations of lust were like fire, they are nothing compared to the jolt of agony that spirals through me as I feel a strange toxin ooze from his fangs and into my flesh. My pussy contracts as wetness slips free to glide down the inside of one thigh.

My body trembles and shakes, seizing as Kalix merely grips me tighter, coiling around me like a massive snake in human skin. He holds me, pumping me full of venom until the last of the trembles have ceased. I sag, no fight left in me as my cheek meets flat stone. A heavy cock prods against my backside, sliding between my ass cheeks as Kalix continues whatever he’s doing.

Breathing heavily, feeling my limbs tingle as a spread of euphoria engulfs me, I don’t even notice when he retracts his fangs until a forked tongue licks at the bite marks. Gods… I’d like to have that tongue somewhere else.

“Later, I will let my serpents hold you down for me again, little liar,” Kalix murmurs against my ear, making me realize I hadn’t just thought those words, but spoken them aloud. “And I will take my time devouring you. Perhaps…” A wide palm spreads up my back, smoothing over my spine until he grips my nape and tightens.

Under his grasp, I feel controlled, dominated by a being far larger than me, far more dangerous. “I’ll even show you another change my body can produce than these fangs,” he whispers his promise like a threat, and oh, how I want him to make good on it.

“Hmmm.” My thought comes out in a garbled hum, no actual syllables seeming to make it past my throat.

He presses a soft kiss to my earlobe before that forked tongue flicks out and he uses the tip of one fang to carefully, gently pierce it. I arch up, the slight bite of pain renewing my sense of self. A gasp escapes me and he chuckles darkly.

“Did you know that snakes have two cocks?” he whispers in my ear, making the words sound like a naughty secret. I grit my teeth, imagining…

“How would that make you feel I wonder … would you like having a cock in your ass and the other in your pretty pussy?” My nails scratch at the stone beneath me hard enough that the beds throb with discomfort. Kalix laughs again, a wicked sound that only serves to make another rush of liquid heat pool in my stomach and escape down the inside of my legs.

“My brothers are here, too, you know. Why don’t we give you a taste of it tonight?” he asks and then without waiting for me to answer, Kalix’s palm on my nape reaches up, spearing into my hair. He grips me tight and yanks me up to standing. I cry out, reacting to the pain in my scalp even if it only serves to heighten the sensations brushing my skin.

Cold night air on my naked flesh. My breasts rising and falling as my nipples, tight little buds that they are, throb with a need for someone to pinch them, suck them.

“Ruen,” Kalix growls. That’s all he has to say and Ruen is climbing atop the stone table in front of us. I blink, glancing around, sure there were other things on that table earlier. Kalix doesn’t give me more time to think about anything but them though.

Driving me forward, he compels me to mount the table with Ruen. I swing my leg up and over Ruen’s thighs, my hands smoothing up the hard ridges of his abdomen. Scars or not, he’s a beautiful man and my lips curve upward as he grips my hips in his calloused palms. My hair is released once Ruen is under me.

I arch up, lifting and rolling my hips as I slide my pussy over Ruen’s cock. The hard length of him reaches up towards his belly button, the vein on the underside as pronounced as the one ticking in his jaw when he tightens his hold on me. My cunt slides along him, wetting him with my juices as my clit throbs with need. Ruen’s upper lip pulls away from his teeth. Unlike Kalix’s, Ruen’s are flat and white. Still, the sight of them makes me grin.

I drive my hips down, grinding atop him even harder, letting him feel the wetness oozing from my insides. Some of it was caused by him and some was caused by his brothers. Breathlessly, I scratch my nails up and down his chest. Curiosity has me using the sharp little edges on his own nipples and Ruen nearly jerks me off the table as precum drips from the head of his cock onto the small trail that leads from his belly button to his groin.

“Fuck!” he curses, midnight eyes flashing red. “You little tease.”

Laughter bubbles up out of my chest. Yes, I am a little tease. I’m a liar and a thief and a tease and a killer. I am all of those things and I don’t care anymore. In this place, I can be anything that I want and that’s alright.

Sweat trickles beneath my breasts and from the nape of my neck down to the crack of my ass. I feel breathless, panting, as if I can’t suck in enough air. The fire from the mountain of petrified wood has burned to nothing but embers, but ash still falls all around us. I don’t want to think about that. I don’t want to care why we’re here, I just want to be.

Ruen’s hands leave my hips. The heat of his palms drifts up my body, our skin brushing so closely together that I forget where I end and he begins. He cups my breasts, squeezing lightly as his thumbs feather over my nipples. Biting down on my lower lip, I arch up, pushing myself further into his grasp. It isn’t enough. I reach down, covering his hands with my own.

“Harder,” I beg.

Ruen’s sharp gaze meets mine, his eyes widening slightly despite the drunken look in them. The sound of male voices interrupt the quiet between us—Kalix and Theos. The clink of something metal or perhaps glass? I ignore it and give my whole focus to the man beneath me. Kalix chose to leave me with Ruen again, so Ruen gets all of my attention now.

Soft moans and footsteps linger in the air somewhere else in the garden. I know we shouldn’t do this here. In fact, I know that were I in my right mind, I’d be scrambling off Ruen and searching for my clothes that seem to have disappeared right off my body. Mors pallium or not.

Death comes for me? Death has been my companion for years. My father’s. My pride’s. Those brought at my own fingertips. I have been death’s apprentice for so long that I’ve forgotten what it actually feels like to live.

I force Ruen’s hands to move against my body, contracting my fingers around his so that he is forced to dig into me. Rotating my hips again so that my entrance glides up the underside of his cock, I relish in the quick inhalation of breath he takes. Rising up and grinding myself down over him again, I leave a sticky trail in my wake, covering him in me. I like the feeling of marking him as mine. I haven’t had something that was purely mine in a long damn time.

“Please.” I gasp, my head careening back as my hair falls down my spine. With the wet glisten of sweat coating my skin, several strands stick to my shoulders and arms and neck. “I want it.” I drag in another gulp of air. “I need it, Ruen.”

He must be as desperate as I am because the words have barely left my lips when he’s releasing my breasts and gripping my hips to lift me up. I cry out, the sound choking me, as Ruen growls out a curse, holding me just over him for a beat right before he fits the head of his cock to my opening. Our gazes clash and his are completely swallowed by the dark circles of his pupils, barely discernible rings of midnight around them.

Then he slams my body down over his and the sharp intrusion has me screaming out. He cuts through me like a sword through flesh—easily, painfully, deliciously rough. My nails dig into his pecs and I grind down over top of him as the base of his cock comes right up against me. My thighs quiver at the sensation of being filled.

I’m filled to the base, the width and length of his cock stretching my inner walls. It makes my desire for more seem inconsequential now that I have it. More isn’t enough. I will always need something else.

Desperate tears prick at my eyes. Why isn’t it enough? What else can I want? What else can I need?

“Shhhh.” Ruen hushes me as he sits up, our chests pressing together. My lashes flutter shut as he kisses first one tear away and then another before fitting his mouth over mine. “Just feel me, Kiera.”

With his hands on my body and his tongue in my mouth, I do. I sigh and pant and whimper as he lifts me up and down over him. Our bodies come together only to separate as a slick stream of liquid drips down his shaft, soaking into the neat thatch of hair at the base of his cock. Throwing my head back as he skims his teeth over my throat, I stare up into the night sky.

Stars glitter all around us. Above and below until we’re surrounded by their presence. Lights flicker in the garden of statues. More candles lit now that the main fire has died down, the logical part of my mind suggests. In my more dazed dreamy state, all I can see is the sparkle of stars.

When a second pair of hands joins Ruen’s on my body, I cant my hips back in surprise, sheathing Ruen’s cock into my body in a rough movement. Ruen groans through gritted teeth as fingers grip my chin and tilt me towards a new mouth.

Resistance is futile and even if it weren’t, I have no desire to fight the pull of these Darkhaven men. Cruel. Monstrous. Damaged just like me, I want them to rip me apart and use me to seal their own scars. Maybe then I’ll have actually helped someone rather than hurt them.

The soft brush of gentle lips over mine makes guessing who’s kissing me no difficulty. Only Theos could ever be this sweet. I part my lips and drink him down, distantly realizing that it’s not him I’m drinking, but more of that delicious bubbly wine. I swallow as his tongue delves into my mouth and then I suck the remains from it.

Opening my eyes when he stops kissing me takes strenuous effort. The glint of his golden gaze softening when it meets mine is all-encompassing. His thumb strokes my bottom lip where it juts out.

“You’re so pretty like this, Dea,” he murmurs. “Surrounded by us.”

Panting, sweating, unable to stop myself, I respond with a moan of anguish. “I need more. Theos … please … make it stop.”

I’m begging, pleading with him, to make my mind stop spinning. My body to stop aching. My soul to stop splintering apart. If anything can keep me together, it’s them.

He kisses me again, swooping down to steal away the last of my air. “We will,” he breathes against me. “Just be patient.”

No. I don’t want to be patient. I can’t be patient. If they don’t do something soon, I’m going to die. I just know it. The fire in my blood is burning too hot. It’s going to expand and by morning, I’ll be nothing but a pile of ash and bone.

Wind is rushing through my ears, and whatever he says next is lost to the sound. Ruen lies back down, his chest leaving mine open to the cool night air. My nipples tighten and with gritted teeth, I reach for someone—any of them. I snag Theos’ hand and drag it up to my left breast.

Pressing my nipple into his palm, I gasp for breath. “Please…” That seems to be all I can say. Never before have I begged for something like this. I’ve never thought to, never wanted to. Until now.

“Soon.” The whisper of an answer comes not from Theos nor Ruen, but from the man that appears like a shadow at my other side.

Kalix.


Chapter 23
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There is a saying to the Nezeracians that wander the Hinterlands that refers to the moment a man and woman reach their pleasure. It’s something that I hadn’t learned until well after I’d been taken from the place that even Gods refused to go. They call finding the painful pleasure of release in climax ‘little death’ and it isn’t until this moment that I truly understand why.

Death is truly a sweet sacrifice for the living.

Three pairs of hands descend upon my flesh. Stroking, roving, moving. It’s not enough and the bastards know it. They’re driving me to the brink, edging me up towards a cliffside dive that is sure to kill me and I can’t help but react with the desperation of an animalistic being. Scratching, clawing, begging in whimpers and harsh jerks of my demanding hips.

Ruen is beneath me, the thickness of his length spearing up into me, rocking gently. I don’t fucking want gentle. I want hard and rough. I want to feel like I’m alive.

Twin hands on my back push me forward, forcing me to bend over Ruen’s frame. The lack of thrusting is killing me. The lack of friction will dig my grave. My breasts hang over Ruen’s face and thankfully, blessedly, he takes the opportunity to suck one into his mouth. Lips, tongue, and teeth tease the turgid peak.

A cry is squeezed from me as my hair is gathered up and held aloft in a fist. I glance up as Theos steps up to the end of the table and turns my face to his crotch. His cock stands, tall and proud, with a bead of white cream oozing from the slit in the head. I lick my lips and before he can pull me forward, I’m already leaning towards it.

Stroking up the underside of his throbbing shaft, I taste the salt from his skin. One hip is coated in a gray ashy residue, a shadow on his otherwise perfect flesh. Taking the head between my lips, I lave at the slit there, earning more of that liquid gold. With a groan, I suck, taking him down, down, down further until he bumps against the back of my throat and billows out my cheeks.

My insides tighten around the massive cock inside me and I feel impossibly full, as if there isn’t anything else that could fit into me.

A dangerous thought, I realize a moment later, as the hands on my back move to my ass. Lifting and spreading my cheeks until I know he’s staring at the hole there. I should be ashamed. Embarrassment should swamp me at the knowledge, especially when I feel a finger delve into that dark place and swirl around it.

Somehow, though, all negative feelings have been stolen into the night. Whether it be the drink or the scent of fruit and ash in the air, I can’t bring myself to care.

Tight to the point of pain, I pant around Theos’ cock so hard that he withdraws himself from my lips to give me more room to breathe. The vein running up the side of his cock throbs despite his consideration and my tongue flicks out, lapping at his head, sucking down the precum on the tip. A deep, dark chuckle echoes at my spine. Kalix isn’t so gentle. He won’t stop.

A second finger joins the first and I arch up, crying out. Theos continues to hold my hair even as a third is inserted into a place that should never be penetrated. Ruen’s grip on my hips becomes punishing as he holds me in place. I squirm, trying to break free. Three fingers surge into my ass, back and forth.

“She’s too fucking tight,” Ruen growls out, offering the warning to Kalix.

“She can take it.” Kalix’s reply is almost a taunt at my back. Hissing out a breath through my teeth, I bite back a curse and look back over my shoulder.

Jade green eyes stare back at me, penetrating through the haze of lust and fire in my veins. He withdraws his fingers much to my relief, but almost as soon as they’re breaching the opening of my asshole, they’re thrusting back inside. My lips part, but no sound escapes.

Pain stretches me taut like a bow before smoothing outward, turning into warmth and something far more than agony.

“Oil,” Theos grunts. I don’t know if he’s requesting or suggesting, but he finally releases my hair and my head falls, my forehead pressing into Ruen’s sternum as Kalix continues to assault my ass. “Use the fucking oil.”

I’m too insane to really understand them. What would oil do? Would it make this sensation feel better? Would it stop the pain?

I shake my head. “I-I can take it,” I say aloud. Pain is nothing. I can take pain. I just need him closer. I need them all closer. I need them to take me until all I am is theirs.

Theos ignores my words as he disappears behind me to where I can’t see. Ruen cups my face between his palms and lifts me so that my eyes are forced to meet his. “Look at me,” he murmurs lightly.

He must know that I’m struggling because his hips have stopped rubbing against me. He sits, his cock resting inside my body as if it’s the perfect sheath to his sword and could stay here for eternity. I lick my suddenly dry lips and am about to respond when Kalix shoves his fingers forward again, fucking into my ass with dry friction that burns and stings.

“Fuck!” I scream, arching up. Then, blessedly, something wet soothes over Kalix’s fingers and slides into my hole.

Slicking the ease of his intrusion, the pain doesn’t immediately dissolve, but it eases substantially. The next time Kalix withdraws and thrusts his hand against me, sparks sizzle down my spine. With the sharpness waning, I’m left open to feel the stretch of my inner muscles as he curls his fingers and strokes between the walls of my ass.

Beneath me, Ruen jumps and curses. He’s feeling Kalix’s fingers against his cock through the thin layer that separates them, I realize. Oh… Gods…

The fingers continue their ministrations for what feels like forever until they actually stop. Theos moves back to my face, lifting my chin as he gathers my hair into his fist again. He smells like something—candle wax? Or… he’d said oil. It’s a little floral, but more than anything it simply smells like smoke and fire.

“Open your mouth for me, Dea,” Theos murmurs. “You’re going to need something to muffle the screams.”

Screams? I don’t have a second to ask what he means as the hard head of a cock is at my ass and I’m shoved forward. My mouth engulfs Theos’ cock head and halfway down his length as Kalix’s shaft surges into me.

All around me, masculine groans of pleasure echo, filling my ears. There’s no more room for breath or thought. All I know is sensation and pleasure and pain. I groan as more of Theos’ wetness oozes from his cock and down my throat. I lick the underside of his cock and suckle at his head each time he withdraws. He never truly leaves me but pulls himself to my lips to give me enough space to drag in breath. As I gasp he strokes his head back and forth across my lips before guiding himself back into my mouth, across my tongue until I swear I’m going to swallow all of him straight down my throat.

Tears prick the corners of my eyes and glide down my cheeks. Below, I can feel Ruen and Kalix—their cocks moving together in an off-kilter synchronization. Where one withdraws, the other thrusts forward so that I’m never left without a cock somewhere inside me. While Kalix is rougher and harder and meaner, taking my previously virgin ass with harsh strokes, Ruen is somewhere between his brothers. Neither as soft as Theos, but not nearly as cruel as Kalix, he fucks me with harsh curses and violent need.

My pussy squeezes around Ruen’s length at the same time as my ass clutches onto Kalix’s retreating form. Psychopath that he is, Kalix can only laugh. “You like my cock in your ass, little liar?” he asks, one hand moving between our bodies as he grips one of my thighs and lifts it up. “Shall I get deeper?” The question is obviously rhetorical, but he keeps going anyway even as his words dip into a snake-like hiss. “Shall I see how much you can take?”

The angle sends both him and Ruen deeper into me, eliciting a long moan from my throat that’s muffled by Theos’ penetration. I sense rather than see Kalix move up onto the platform, a hairy male leg planting next to Ruen’s as he lifts and drags my thigh up and over his.

Wetness slicks down the inside of my thighs. Heat burns a path through my chest. I glance up at Theos, not sure what I expect to find from him. Relief, maybe? It’s not what I get. His hand clenches tighter against my scalp, the pull of my hair lighting up little sparks that dance along my skin.

With his head thrown back and his body straining, his neck and shoulders bulge with muscle as his abdomen ripples in front of me. He slams himself into my mouth again and again. Low groans rise up. The sound of wet slapping sounds are all I can hear. Theos grips the base of his cock and thrusts into my mouth, using my lips like a cunt with harsh lunges that choke me.

When he comes, his whole body locks up tight and the hand in my hair pushes down so that my nose is forced against his groin. I hardly taste the salt and musk of his cream as it shoots straight down my throat and into my stomach.

Kalix and Ruen continue to fuck me as Theos is forced to withdraw his softening erection, his gold eyes glittering with some unnamed emotion. My lips remain open as Kalix takes the opportunity to bottom out inside my ass at the same time as Ruen, disrupting their earlier rhythm. I cry out, the sound lost to the skies as now that Theos has found his release, both Kalix and Ruen go harder than ever. My body is jolted between them. I scratch and claw, searching for something to hold myself down with, but ultimately, I am at their whims.

A thumb presses into the seam of my cunt, right above where my body meets Ruen’s. Jerking my head down, I release a low, pleading whimper at the sight of Theos’ fingers between mine and his brother’s bodies. He’s moved to the side of us and if he cares that he’s close to his own blood’s dicks, he doesn’t show it. Those sunrise eyes are on me and me alone as he rubs the crest of my sex, circling my clit with sure and strong movements.

The tidal wave of my own release rises, higher and higher until I can’t see the ground anymore. I can’t see anything anymore. All I can do is feel.

Ruen pumps his hips, sliding his cock in and out of my cunt in long, methodical motions. Whereas, behind me, Kalix is thrusting into me like a madman. One second passes. Two. By the third, my eyes flutter shut and I arch up into both of the men fucking me, taking their pleasure from my body in a way no one else has.

In this moment, there is no fear. No Gods. No betrayal. No sorrow. No remorse.

Around and around on my clit, Theos’ touch never stops, not even when his fingers inadvertently brush against Ruen’s cock as it fucks into my cunt. I’m grateful, because were he to stop now, I’d have no other choice but to kill them all.

Ruen comes next, his cock shoving into me as he stills, his fingers spasming on my sides. There are so many hands and body parts touching me that I’m not even truly aware that he’s found his release until he sags against the stone platform and his cock begins to soften inside my core.

A whimper of displeasure escapes. “No.” I lean down and bite his chest, sinking my teeth into his flesh until, with a grunt, he reaches up and rips me away with a hand in my hair. “I need… I need…” I can’t get the words out.

I don’t have to, it seems, as Kalix’s unhinged laughter sounds behind me. Gripping me by my waist, he yanks me off Ruen’s body and away from Theos’ fingers. He stands with me right next to the stone platform. His arms hook under my thighs and hold me suspended with my ass on his cock. With a surprised noise, I reach up and grasp at his neck as the ground sways under me.

He’s so deep inside me that it should be all I feel. The remains of Ruen’s orgasm make that impossible as they slowly bubble up from my cunt and then slip down to drip beneath us. Kalix bounces me lightly, dragging me up and down his cock and I curse, digging my nails into his nape.

“Don’t you fucking drop me,” I warn him. My head begins to ache, a pounding at my temples crawling into my awareness.

Kalix presses his lips to the side of my face. “Don’t worry, little liar,” he whispers. “I have no intention of letting you get away from me so easily.”

With those words lingering in the air, he finally releases my legs and lets me stand on my own, though he doesn’t withdraw from my backside. Instead, he shoves me forward, bending me half over Ruen as he sits up.

Directing me with his hand in my hair, yanking my head up, Kalix positions my mouth right over Ruen’s lap. “Clean yourself from his cock,” he orders.

Pressing my palms flat against the stone table, I lean up, ready to rip myself free of him. Before I can, however, he grips my ass in one hand and withdraws almost completely from my body before slamming himself inside. I scream, dropping back down where my cheek touches Ruen’s abdomen. Far more gentle now that he’s gotten his own release, Ruen touches my shoulder and then gathers my hair up, holding it out of my face.

“It’s alright,” he says. “I’ll clean up. Just hold on a little longer.”

His words are slightly slurred, and his eyes are drooping, but he’s trying to be kind. Maybe that’s what makes me do it. Not Kalix’s words so much as my own desire to please him, to please them all really.

Reaching for him, I grip his cock at the base and part my lips. Letting my tongue drift out, I lap at the juices running down his shaft, tasting myself on him. It only serves to make me hotter, the fire inside me raging out of control. I suck his cock into my mouth, cleaning him with my tongue as Kalix continues to ravage my asshole. He fucks me hard, jolting my body into Ruen’s several times. By the time I’m finished licking off the last of his release and my juices, Ruen is hard again.

“Fuck, you’re killing me.” The hand in my hair becomes impossible to resist as he fists himself in the other. “Look at me.” I raise my eyes to his, watching him watch me as I get railed by his brother.

Dimly, I’m aware that Theos hasn’t left, but he’s doing something I can only see out of the corner of my eyes and I’m not getting much from it.

“Ruen.” Theos’ voice penetrates as if that was all he needed to say, and Ruen’s grip on my hair eases enough for me to look towards the third Darkhaven. Theos tips my chin up with two fingers and sets a goblet to my lips.

Warm, bubbly liquid descends into my dry and well-fucked throat. I moan in pleasure as I gulp down the contents of the wine. It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted. Truly, ambrosia of the Gods. The longer I drink, the more fresh wetness seems to drip from my core.

Kalix reaches beneath me, fingers delving between my lower lips as the glide of his cock inside my ass begins to dry. Without hesitation, he gathers it up—my juices as well as Ruen’s cum—and then withdraws from me to slather his cock with the stuff. Theos attempts to pass something over to him, a second goblet, but Ruen yanks it out of his grip with a growl and downs it all in one gulp. Theos simply shakes his head and reaches for another, this time managing to get it across the table and my body to Kalix’s waiting hand.

I expect Kalix to drink the stuff, but he must tip it over because a split second later, there’s a rush of sparkling cool liquid sloshing between my cheeks. I moan, dipping my head down again as I finish my drink and press my forehead to Ruen’s abdomen a second time.

This time, when Kalix’s cock presses into my ass, it’s different. With dizzying speed, he drives me back up the precipice of my own orgasm. The taste of fruit and sunshine lingers on my tongue as I pant, open-mouthed in front of Ruen’s standing cock. He, too, continues to stroke his length and every once in a while, I lap at it, adding a lick here or a suck there.

Theos is the only one who seems done, but perhaps it’s because he’s stopped drinking. He should have more. This wine is surely special, and who knows when we’ll be able to have it again?

My orgasm, when it hits, is a powerful force of fire and brimstone. It's a liquid flame that eats away at my flesh and sanity and creates whole universes in front of my eyes. Invisible universes that I never knew existed wink in and out of existence. Stars. Fire. Pain. Kalix stills inside me and the hot pulse of his cum fills me up, making a moan rise out of my chest.

Something wet splashes against me, on my chest, on my hands, and on the corner of my lips. My tongue moves out to taste it. Ruen’s own release is like bubbles in my mouth. Delicious sweet bubbles.

The glow of my release and the fact that I finally found where I belong lulls me into a slumber that feels more like a true death than any I’ve ever had before until I swear that none of this was real and it was all just a dream. The dream of a girl dying to belong to someone. To many someones.
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Thump. Thump. Thump.

“Ugh.” A groan rumbles out of my chest as I lift a hand into the air and swat at the thumping noise in my head before lowering back down.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I repeat the action, except this time, I realize that my pillow is as hard as a rock. Blinking open eyes with lashes that try to fuse together to prevent me from seeing the reality of morning, I realize that it’s not quite a rock, but damn near close. It’s a very hard, very male chest.

My eyes shoot to the face belonging to the man of said chest, which is covered in scratches and the half-moon marks of nails digging into flesh. I find Theos on his back beneath me. One arm is tossed over his upper face, but I can make out the light shadow of blond beard growth along his jawline and the familiar line of his regal nose. He breathes slowly, evenly, still lost in slumber. But I’m not.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I sit up as the return of that irritating pounding in my head makes my insides coil like a snake about to strike. The back of my hand grazes something as I move, and I jerk my head over, finding Ruen on his side next to Theos and me.

His face is scrunched in a mass of agony despite his slow and steady breathing that mimics Theos’. Like Theos, his skin is covered in claw marks down his chest and abdomen as well as various smaller bruises on his throat and shoulders. I sway where I am, my body not seeming capable of holding itself up without a struggle. Still, I force myself to breathe through my teeth and take stock.

Like both Theos and Ruen, I’m completely naked. Examining my limbs and belly and hips, I frown at the copious marks—bruises, bitemarks, and scratches are everywhere. There’s a particularly sore area where my shoulder and neck meet but without looking into a mirror, I can’t see the reason for it. Glancing at Theos and Ruen emits the same result. The three of us appear as if we’d been involved in a brawl—nude. If that’s the case then there’s no doubt what occurred.

Sex.

As I move to get off Theos completely and slide down to the bottom of the bed, the soreness between my legs confirms the story. The achy pains aren’t just between my legs though. My back, my ass, my pussy, and my jaw all feel well used.

I try in vain to recollect the images of what might have happened the night before. All I get is a vague sense of pleasure and … pain? That could just be the continued discomfort in my head.

Planting one hand against my temple and hoping the pressure lessens the agony of a thousand hammers drilling into the inside of my skull, I glance around the room. The last thing I remember was dancing in the garden of statues during The Cleansing.

“When did we get back to our rooms?” I mumble absently, my eyes moving over the familiar surroundings.

From what I can tell, we had somehow managed to get back to the residential corridors and fall into Ruen’s bed. The sheets from the mattress are missing though, having been ripped free hours before most likely.

Ducking my head, I search around on the floor for something to slip into as cool air wafts over my naked form. My nipples pebble and I cross my arms over my chest, shivering a little.

Ironically, I don’t find any clothes—it's as if the mors pallium from the night before has disappeared entirely—but I do find the bed sheet, half hidden beneath the foot of one of the bed posts. Deciding that it will do, I pull it free and wrap it around myself several times before tucking it into the place between my breasts.

My head still hurts, more so than ever before. The pounding is a steady presence in my mind that makes thought nearly impossible. I’d seen it many times before with others in the Underworld, including Regis and even Carcel. Though I’d never experienced one before due to my unwillingness to drink myself into a stupor, I know what it is. A hangover.

“Ugh.” Wanting to both throw up and dig my own brain out with a shovel, I stumble towards the door and open it to slip into the hallway. The corridor spins, the ceiling and floor trading places. My feet trip over one another and my side slams into the wall, causing a loud rush of air to escape me along with a mumbled curse.

“Not feeling quite yourself this morning?”

It takes me a moment to realize that someone has spoken to me. My insides practically quiver when I look up into a familiar pair of deep forest green eyes. Kalix, unlike his brothers and me, looks perfectly fine. His hair is slightly wet from a recent shower and raked away from his face.

My eyes travel down over the naked planes of his chest to the trousers riding low on his hips, causing the lines on either side of his groin to stand out even more. There aren’t nearly as many marks on him as there are on the rest of us, and for a moment I wonder if perhaps he had snuck off the night before. Then my head supplies me with an image so vivid—his hands on my thighs, holding them open, spread as air slipped down the planes of my stomach and over my⁠—

I jerk myself from the image, not sure if it’s a memory or a dream. My stomach muscles tighten and my head seems to take that opportunity to start back up again, those thousands of hammers going faster than before.

The hallway spins again, and I slip off the wall, watching in morbid fascination as the ground comes rushing up to greet me. Thankfully, it stops midway and I feel strong arms close around me, lifting me off my feet.

“Can’t hold your liquor?” Kalix inquires, not seeming all that upset or even weary by the drink from the night before.

“You … didn’t drink?” I ask, my words sounding garbled to my own ears as he carries me off somewhere.

I don’t bother to ask where he’s taking me. It seems pointless. After all, once Kalix has decided he wants to do something he does it. Few people could stop him, and though I suspect I might be one of those few, I don’t have the energy to fight him right now.

Some great salvation I am, I think with a snort.

“I did.” It takes me a moment to remember what I’d said to Kalix to earn that response, but when I do, I find myself tipping my head back to look up at him.

“You did?” I scowl as he nods, that pleasant little smile still in place. “Then why don’t you look like someone is trying to crack open your skull with rusted axes?”

He chuckles, the low sound reverberating through his chest and into my side where I rest against him. “Nothing hurts more than overcoming a snake’s venom,” he replies.

I stare at him. “Snake’s venom?”

Those green eyes of his move back to me for a brief second before lifting to watch where he’s walking. “Don’t you know how familiars become familiars?” he asks.

I shake my head. I’d always had the ability to call spiders to me. Ever since I could remember, though, I supposed I’d really only noticed it after my father died. There’d been so many spiders in the Underworld’s training facilities that they’d been too difficult to overlook. At first, I’d been frightened of them, but then…

Well, I’d already lost enough by that time that being scared of such small creatures had felt ridiculous. My affinity for my spiders had grown stronger from then on, though not nearly as strong as it has been in the last few weeks—a direct result, I suspect, of the removal of the brimstone in my neck.

Kalix continues walking, his steps seeming to eat up distance faster than ever, and yet, he doesn’t stop even as we leave the dorm rooms of Ortus Academy behind. There are no sounds of people walking, no voices echoing in the grand corridors, and no hint that there's anyone else in this entire building save for him and me.

"You have to prove your strength to the creatures that will become your familiars,” Kalix says, his voice a deep purr that vibrates through my bones. I shiver and close my eyes, resting against him as I listen to him speak. “They test you in many ways, but one obvious way is to strike at you and see if you survive their attack.”

So, he’d been bitten then, by one of his snakes, I guess. “You were sick?” I guess, keeping my eyes shut.

“For a bit,” he admits. “Not long. Each time, I seemed to overcome it easier and easier.”

“Each time?” My eyes open once more and I peer up at him. “How many times did they bite you?” I ask.

His eyes remain facing forward, but there’s no hint of emotion on his face. I can’t tell if he’s uncomfortable talking about this or if he simply doesn’t care. Were he anyone else, I’d guess the first option, but for Kalix, what is normal is rarely the answer. His snakes hadn’t killed him, therefore, why should he care? At least, that’s how I would think if I were Kalix.

“Every snake has different venom,” he says, not quite answering my question in the straightforward way someone else might have. “I am immune to all of them.”

All of them? My lips part in shock. “There are hundreds of different kinds of snakes,” I say.

Jade-green eyes meet mine as his steps slow and he stops in front of a set of double doors, lighter than the rest, wooden like oak, but painted a soft white gray. “There are thousands of different species of snakes,” he corrects me, and before I can ask if that means what I think it does, he answers. “And yes, I know each of them personally.”

His foot jerks beneath me and kicks at the door. A beat passes and then it opens, a haggard-looking older Terra appearing in a tan robe. His gray features are sunken in like all of the others and his eyes dull. He lights up briefly when he spies Kalix.

“S-sir,” he stutters. “D-did you forget something?” Then his gaze falls to me and he practically shrivels. “Oh, my apologies. The bathing chamber has been cleaned. You are welcome to use it again at your leisure.”

The old Terra male steps to the side sweeping the doors open as Kalix carries me inside without a word. The pounding in the back of my head eases marginally as I’m overwhelmed with surprise.

Bathing chamber. He’d brought me to a bath, I realize. Why then, had we been forced to wash in our rooms? Why had Terra carried buckets and buckets of water the night before? We could have just come here.

As if sensing the direction of my thoughts, Kalix chuckles. “Haven’t you realized it by now?” Kalix asks, drawing my attention away from the massive room with skylight windows opened up to the cloudy morning sky.

“Realized what?”

“The Gods have never cared about what is convenient for others,” he tells me as he brings me over to a smaller pool set towards the back of the giant room, away from the others and half hidden behind a row of pillars. “And neither do I.”

As his arms leave my body, my gaze turns to the bathing chambers. Like Riviere, it seems to be one big open space with pools of hot water. The skylights above let out some of the steam rising from the water’s surface, but the room is still overly warm. My stomach cramps and my headache comes back in full force.

Pressing a hand to my forehead, Kalix forces me back until I’m facing the ceiling. He peers down at me with a small furrow between his brows. “Ruen and Theos are likely going to have the same issue,” he says.

“I don’t suppose you have an antidote?” I ask when he releases me and I tip my chin back down to my lap, breathing through my nose as I try not to throw up the contents of my stomach all over the pale linen bedsheet I’m still wearing. I have nothing else to put on and I won’t be striding through the halls of Ortus naked. I already feel far too exposed and vulnerable sleeping in walls made of solid brimstone.

Kalix doesn’t answer me, and after a moment I realize it’s because he’s no longer there. Peeking out from beneath the fall of my hair over my face, I don’t see him at all. He must have gone beyond the wall of pillars. With a sigh, I struggle to my feet and untuck the sheet from my breasts, letting it fall to the floor.

Stepping over it, I head for the closest pool. Maybe it will help or maybe it won’t, but I can’t resist the urge to get into the pool of hot water a second longer. Finding the stone steps that lead down, I carefully steady myself on one side of the pool's wall as I sink into its depths. The hot water laps at my sides, making the cuts and bitemarks sting slightly. A rolling wave of aching tenderness spills over me before being swept away once more. My wet hair clings to the skin of my shoulders and neck, but I don’t care. I submerge myself deeper until the only thing above water keeping me breathing are my nostrils. Then I close my eyes and float.

I don’t know how long I remain alone. It could be seconds, minutes, or even hours, but when I open my eyes again, Kalix is there, sitting at the edge of the pool, cold eyes watching me from beneath dark lashes. There’s a heat in his gaze that hadn’t been there the first time I’d met him. Oh, sure, there’d been curiosity. Excitement. The promise of an end to boredom. But not this all-encompassing inferno that threatens to swallow me up and never let me go.

Despite the warmth of the water around me that hasn’t yet cooled—no doubt thanks to some Divine spell placed upon it—I shiver. Anticipation? Or something else?

I lift myself from the water’s surface, breaching it just enough to speak. “Why am I so sore?” I ask, tilting my head. “I don’t remember anything that happened last night.”

Kalix’s expression darkens at my words and he shakes his head. “I remember bits and pieces,” he tells me. “But the memories are corrupted.”

“Corrupted?” I ask. What could that mean?

Pressing two fingers into his temple, Kalix’s lips turn down into a scowl. “I remember everything,” he says, almost sounding as if he’s talking to himself rather than me. “A leftover ability from all of the venom.” He rolls his tongue over his teeth, his eyes growing distant. “I should remember everything,” he corrects himself.

“But you don’t?” I guess.

He shakes his head. “I can see things, feel things from last night,” he murmurs. “Ultimately, though, it’s as if I’m standing in front of a stage where a play is taking place through a thin black curtain.”

I watch him, wading closer to the edge where he sits as his words echo around us.

“I can see the movement of bodies, hear moans and words spoken, but they’re all shadows. I cannot tell who is who or what they’re doing, I can only guess given the clues.”

Water surrounds me even as I stop next to where he is and place my arms on the edge, folding them and lowering my head to rest on top of them. “I know alcohol can make a person forget themselves,” I say, thinking back to all of the times I’d caught Regis drunk off his ass after a particularly rough job.

He’d been willing to kill whoever he needed to in order to find his brother, but some jobs took more from his soul than I think even he realized. He’d come back from a hard one and just drink until he couldn’t stand. I’d help him to his room and then the next day, he’d act like it’d never happened. Not the job. Not the drinking. And certainly not the words of pain and agony he’d whispered just before I’d left his room.

“Forgive me, Grell,” he’d begged quietly, tears streaming from his closed eyes. “Forgive me…”

“It shouldn’t have been so bad for us though.” Kalix’s words draw me back to the present and I lift my head, facing him.

“Why do you say that?”

He arches one brow, the thunderous expression dissipating in an instant as he taps his still bare chest. “Mortal Gods,” he says as if that should explain everything, and perhaps it does.

The Gods, unlike mortals, struggle to feel the effects of mortal liquors. They have to drink more than twice the regular amount to feel anything. Like them, I’d noticed that none of the Mortal Gods I’d been around in the Academy had ever seemed to get drunk even when they’d had several glasses of wine or other alcohol as they dined. Perhaps I would have been fine all along, but I’d never been willing to chance it.

Why did I last night?

Somewhere in the bathing chamber, a door opens and groggy voices echo forth. “Come on.” Kalix stands. “We should go back.”

He holds out his hand and I take it, planting a foot against the wall of the pool with enough force to allow him to pull me straight up out of the water. The clear liquid sluices off my body and for a moment, Kalix’s face goes lax. As if he’d forgotten I was naked, he sways forward, his free hand lifting against me, cupping my hip. He drags me against him until I feel the weight of his erection pressing into me. I wince though. My insides still feel roughly used and though I have no qualms about fucking him, I would rather not do so here where anyone could find us.

That thought brings a strange image to my mind. Ruen on his back against a stone slab. My body atop his, my legs spread as his cock drives into me. Theos in front of me, my hair gripped in a tight fist as someone’s hands pry my buttocks apart and hot oil drips down the crack of my ass.

I shake my head, dispelling the image as I rip my hand from Kalix’s and hurry for the sheet I’d left. I draw it around myself once more and though my wet skin makes the fabric cling a bit tighter, the layers I create in having to wrap it around my body multiple times at least hide more than I’d revealed the night before.

Kalix and I leave the bathing chamber and head for the dorms. As we walk, I consider the fact that my biggest regret is not knowing if the images I saw in my mind were real … or fiction.
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Kalix and I return to the dorm rooms to find the others awake and feeling about as well off as I am. Though it’s clear that both Ruen and Theos have cleaned themselves using the wash basin that decorate each of the rooms, the circles beneath their eyes spell exhaustion. Everyone goes to their rooms to finish dressing.

Finding that the small collection of clothes I brought with me has been washed and returned to my room in the time I have been away, I change into them and meet the others in Ruen's bedchamber. Although both Ruen and Theos are now dressed, the two of them slump into the chairs at Ruen's table, the books scattered about with their pages flung open.

A knock sounds on the door and Theos groans loudly, cupping his temples with his hands as he hunches over and swallows rapidly. My head throbs with empathy. Kalix chuckles and rises from his usual position by the window, moving to the door to open it. To my surprise, Niall stands there, clad in his usual Terra uniform of dark breeches and a matching tunic. I rise to my own feet and move towards the door, but as soon as he steps inside and I see the tray of drinks in his hand, I gag and whirl back around.

Diving for the empty washing bowl on one of the stands in Ruen's room, I hunch over it and begin to dry heave. I can feel liquid in my belly, rolling and rushing up only to drop back down as if something else is keeping it inside. My bones feel weak as my whole body seizes with the urge to vomit and still nothing comes of it.

"Ugh." After a while, the heaving slows to a trickle and then nothing at all. I wipe my brow with the back of my palm, finding both coated in sweat. Even though I didn't actually throw anything up, the sour taste in my mouth lingers as if I had.

"Fuck off, Kalix," Theos barks, drawing my attention.

I turn back to the others to find that Niall is now gone. Damn it. A groan rumbles up out of my chest as I lean heavily into the wash basin stand. I'd hoped to talk to him, to find out how he's been faring or if he's heard anything from the other Terra that came with us.

"Drink it or I will take great pleasure in funneling it down your throat, Brother," Kalix deadpans, not giving any hint to the earlier disquiet he'd admitted to me about not being able to remember much of the night before.

Leveraging away from the washbasin stand, I stumble to the bed and sag onto the edge, watching the proceedings with a palm to my forehead. The heat of the bath had made me feel marginally better, but now that I'm here, the ache in my head has returned full force and it's driving an icepick into the back and front of my skull.

Theos grimaces at the cup of liquid Kalix holds out to him. We both know that Kalix means his threat. After all, it's not a threat to him. He'll do it and he won't care that it angers Theos. Knowing that as I'm sure he does, Theos rips the glass from him and stares into its contents, his upper lip peeling back from his teeth.

"It smells of elderberries and manure," he gripes.

Kalix shrugs and hands a glass to Ruen before lifting the final one and striding over to hand it to me. I take a delicate inhalation and grimace. Theos is right. The concoction smells truly awful, but it also smells familiar and I recognize it as a brew that Regis had drunk time and time again. Therefore, I know exactly what Kalix is trying to accomplish in giving it to us.

I reach up and pinch my nose shut before setting the rim of the cup to my lips and tipping my head back. If I thought there was a way for such a mixture to smell worse than it tasted, the flow over my tongue quickly corrects that assumption. I nearly gag as I down mouthful after mouthful, draining the cup quickly and efficiently. By the time the last drop is gone, the agony in my skull has lessened considerably.

With a gasping sigh, I get to my feet, walk over to where the tray sits on the table, and set it down. Theos and Ruen both stare at me as if waiting for a verdict. I gesture for them to hurry up. Ruen grunts, but performs the same actions as me, driving the cup to his mouth and tipping his head back to swallow it as fast as possible. I don't know if actually pinching a person's nose helps with the horrid taste, but it at least dampened the smell for me as I drank. Ruen doesn't seem to care as he downs the liquid and then, eventually, a complaining Theos follows suit.

Minutes later, the pain in my head is all but gone and I can tell that the concoction's effects are working on Ruen and Theos. "Why didn't you have to drink any?" Theos snaps, glaring at Kalix.

Picking up the tray and turning to the door, Kalix drops it on the floor outside, the sound of the cups falling over echoing into the corridor before he shuts the door again. "I didn't need it," is all he says.

"What ... exactly happened last night?" Ruen asks, his words slower than usual as if he's trying to work over a difficult problem in his head. No doubt he's trying to recollect last night’s missing memories and coming up with very little.

Theos is the one to answer. "I think we were drugged."

Silence spreads through the chamber until all I can hear are the combined breaths of the four people in the room and the sound of a bird's wings fluttering against glass. My eyes lift to the window to see a blackbird hovering there. Beady dark eyes meet mine through the surface and his beak pecks at the outside.

Regis.

I'm moving before I even realize it, running across the room to find the latch on the window and yank it open as Regis' bird comes sailing into the room in a flurry of wings and feathers. It circles once, twice, and on the third route, the animal lands on the cushioned seat usually reserved for Kalix. As expected, there's a small scroll attached to its foot. Unlacing the tie keeping it in place, I unravel the paper and begin to read.

Dead men not found. O and I are tracking C. We intercepted a letter from his Master. Will find a way to send it soon. Stay safe. Stay alive.

— R

The note itself is short as they usually are. I find myself wishing there was a way for Regis and me to write at length. Because as I read the last words of his brief missive, all I have in response are questions.

"What does it say?" I lift my gaze from the scroll at Ruen's question. He's standing from the table, a bit more color to his cheeks and his shoulders straightened from his ear—a clear sign that the constant pounding no longer fills his head.

"They're alive," I say. There would be no note otherwise. "They're tracking Carcel and they have a letter from the one helping him."

"Any word on the dead men that Regis claims Carcel was using?" he asks.

I shake my head, my hand lowering with the scroll. "Here." Theos stands and marches towards me. "Let me take it."

I pull the scroll away as he reaches for it. "It needs to be disposed of."

One golden brow lifts over his eyes and he holds his hand out, not taking the paper from me but not relinquishing his desire to have it either. I hesitate for a moment more, not sure why he's being so insistent, but eventually, I sigh and hold it out for him. A spark leaps from his fingers as he stretches his out to take it from me. A jolt of heat and awareness slips over my flesh as the spark lengthens, becoming a miniature bolt of lightning that seems to curl around my forefinger, licking at my skin before jumping onto the scroll. I stare, open-mouthed as the lightning bolt doubles in size, causing the paper to catch fire and disintegrate. Ash and the edge of the parchment flutter between us. I'd forgotten—or rather, I hadn't known that this was another way for him to use his ability.

Brushing away the last of the ash with his boot, he turns back to the others. "I think we can safely assume that the Gods aren't throwing us parties here," he says. "Last night was no Cleansing."

Confused and still feeling the sensation of Theos' lightning gliding over the length of my finger, I walk past Theos to the table and search for a scrap of paper and a quill. I don't have to search long as Ruen's hand comes out, holding a ripped piece of parchment and one of the feathered writing utensils. I take it and murmur my thanks as I sit down and write my response to Regis. As I do, I listen to the Darkhavens.

"What was it?" Ruen asks, directing the question to Theos.

"It was a ceremony of sorts, that's for sure," Theos replies, "but I don't feel clean—if anything, I feel tainted somehow. Don't you?"

The tip of the quill hovers over my signature at his words. Tainted. Perhaps that was what the strange gritty feeling I'd awoken with had been. I'd felt defiled in some way. My backside still aches and so do my inner thighs. That's not the cause though. Something inside me, beyond my flesh and bones, is shuddering at a violation I didn't know I'd suffered. Slowly, I lower the quill to the table and begin to roll the parchment.

"You don't remember what happened last night either," I murmur as I focus on the task as if it's a matter of life and death. When the paper is rolled tight and tied off with a loose string, I lift my gaze and twist to face them all. "Do you?"

Theos shakes his head, then Ruen. Kalix doesn't have to. I already know what he recalls from the night before. Instead, he merely watches me with his back against the wall and his arms crossed over the wide expanse of his chest muscles. I stand up and walk back to the bird waiting on the window seat. Sea salt and smoke drift in through the open glass pane, the smell of the ocean and a long-ago fire on the breeze. I quickly tie the note to the bird's leg and lift it back out to the wind. If I'd had any food in the room, I'd have offered it a treat for its service, but it's a wild thing. It merely offers Regis and me the use of its gift of flight. It's a forager, an animal, that will remain more comfortable in the arms of nature.

"Why can't we remember, Dea?" The question comes from Theos and it's closer than I remember him being as I keep my back to the room and watch as Regis' bird soars into the clouds, higher and higher until it disappears altogether. I can't help the bite of jealousy in my chest at the sight. I wish I could do that—just soar away and escape any place that would wish to cage me.

"Whatever happened last night stole our memories," I guess aloud, eyes still locked on the last location of the bird's form in the distance. "We woke up with bruises and scratches and soot on our flesh."

"I remember the fire," Ruen agrees. "It was likely ashes and embers from that."

"But the scratches and bite marks?" I turn to face the room.

Theos' lips twitch despite the seriousness of the question. "Well, I suspected we drank too much and had some fun."

"We heal faster than humans, Theos," I point out. "I'm sure we slept for hours." The light curve of his smirk falls away in an instant as my meaning becomes clear. I reach up to the tenderness against my neck and shoulder, eyes flicking to Kalix as he watches me. "Why haven't we healed since last night?"

The question hovers in the air, a swinging axe over our heads. None of us have an answer, but one thing is clear—our memories might not be the only thing we've lost.


Chapter 26

Kiera
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The Darkhavens and I spend the rest of the day together recovering from the effects of the night before and I finally withdraw Caedmon's book. Now that I know he's not dead, it seems there's no other reason for the damn thing not to be working. With my back to the wall as I sit next to the window of my bedroom, I flip through empty page after empty page.

I'd already tried to knock on Maeryn's door, but there had been no answer. Whether she's out at the dining hall or going to check up on Niall, I don't know, but I'm grateful now for her resistance to going to the Cleansing. Even if she doesn't wish to be dragged into the main fight, having a healer who hasn't had something stolen from her will be helpful in the long run.

"Come on..." I mutter as I flip yet another empty page. I slap the book closed and shake it as if doing so will help me. Of course, it doesn't, so I fling it across the floor, relishing in the thump of it hitting the stone and sliding until it bumps into one of the sturdy legs of the four-poster bed. I glare at it from my vantage point, debating on going back to the prison below Ortus Academy and demanding answers from the God of Prophecy himself.

The God Council took something from us last night with that ceremony. I don't know how, but if something like that is possible, then surely Caedmon can tell us how to protect ourselves from it in the future. But if I go see him then I'll have to see her too. My mother. A knock sounds on my door and without standing up, I call out for whoever it is to enter.

The door creaks open, rusted-out hinges groaning at the effort. Ruen stands there, a tray in hand and I grimace at the contents. Though it's not the awful concoction that Kalix made us all drink, the food of Ortus has left much to be desired and I'm already feeling myself start to lose what little extra weight I had before coming here.

"I'm not hungry," I say. He comes in anyway, ignoring my words as he closes the door behind him with the back of his boot and then strides over to me.

Slowly lowering himself in front of where I sit, Ruen puts the tray of Ortus' soup and stale bread to the side. The sight of the food brings me back to my thoughts on the prison below us.

Why hadn't I thought about the fact that they're starving down there? That they're without warmth or food or water or anything? They're dirty and starved and shackled by brimstone; only their Divinity—or whatever true power Atlanteans have—is keeping them alive.

I close my eyes as shame swamps me. No matter what she and Caedmon had done, how they had conspired to abandon me to the not-so-tender mercies of the Underworld, I should have at least thought of sending food or something.

Ruen reaches for the half loaf of bread and I follow the movement. He sits back on his ass, legs splayed, booted feet planted on the floor as he tosses the hard rock of bread between his palms thoughtfully. Swallowing against the dry lump in my throat, I turn my gaze to the window at my side.

Rain is falling, plopping into the ocean waves beyond the gray walls of Ortus. The garden pathway below is not visible from where I’m sitting, but I can watch the swirl of storm clouds and picture the fall of water into the churning sea and deadened grass and stone, soaking the brimstone mountain with its wetness. Rain is simple like that, it has one purpose. To wash things away. I wish it could wash away this whole island ... even if I were still on it.

“You should send that to the prison,” I say quietly, letting my thoughts out and hoping Ruen doesn’t guess at the guilt beneath the surface.

His movements stop, the ball of bread landing in one hand and staying there. “I arranged for food to go down to Caedmon and your mother the day after we found them,” he says, surprising me.

Jerking my head around, I’m pierced by the cavernous depth of his stare. “You did?”

A curl of dark hair falls over the left side of his forehead as he tilts his head at me. “I did,” he confirms. “Kalix’s snakes can be quite useful in delivering supplies. They can slither into a lot of places others would prefer to remain hidden.”

The burden in my chest eases but only marginally. “I see.” I don’t know what else to say, but thankfully, Ruen doesn’t let me sit in the uncomfortable silence for long.

“I understand a part of why you hate her,” Ruen murmurs, and suddenly I’m wishing very much for the return of uncomfortable silence. Somehow, I think that would be better than the actual discussion of my feelings towards my mother.

“You don’t need to.” The defensive words are out of my mouth before I can think better of them. I want to drag them back, kicking and screaming though they might be, and lock them away. I shouldn’t have said anything in the first place. It’s pointless. Why I feel the way I feel doesn’t erase the actual emotion.

“Kiera.” Pain ripples out from my head in waves, all of them combining into one massive tsunami the likes of which I’ve never even heard of in fairytales. It’s not real. It’s too much. All of it.

I don’t want to talk about this. I stand abruptly, towering over him and though I refuse to look down, I can sense his attention on me. “It shouldn’t matter,” I tell him before rephrasing. “It doesn’t matter.”

I step over his legs and stride across the room to where I’d thrown the book. Bending down, I pick it up and wipe off some of the dust that had collected on its cover due to its slide across the floor.

“If it doesn’t matter, then why did you ask me to make sure they had food?”

My breath shudders out of my chest at Ruen’s voice as it penetrates my head. “That’s not what I said.”

I don’t turn around, but the sound of his boots scraping on the floor and the shift of air at my back tells me he’s risen to standing as well. My shoulders tense at the soft swish of footsteps as he draws nearer. Setting the book on the end of my bed, I glare at the wall, refusing to face him.

“You said that I should send the food to the prison,” Ruen repeats my earlier words, and my hands ball into fists. Things were easier when I hated him, when I hated them all. “You feel guilty for not thinking of them before now, don’t you?”

I close my eyes as if that will shut off the emotions, but of course it doesn’t. All it does is shut out the image of the world around me and send me toppling head over my ass into the oblivion of all the reasons why it fucking hurts so much.

Whirling around finally and not caring that Ruen is even closer than I suspected, his body nearly touching mine, I bite out my next words. “Why the fuck should I care about a man that kidnapped me from my mother? Or the mother that let me go to the Underworld instead of saving me?”

The image of Ruen’s face shimmers in front of me. Damn. Damn. Damn. No. I cannot be crying right now. I take a deep breath and try to suck in the tears, but they remain clinging to the edge of my lashes, just on the cusp of falling.

Ruen’s hand comes up, the bread forgotten on the ground behind him. He cups my cheek and bends until our foreheads touch. His eyes bore into me, and a burning, itching sensation swells in my chest and expands outward.

“You can want to love someone and still feel betrayed by them,” he whispers softly.

I close my eyes, hating the feel of hot liquid breaking free and rushing down my cheeks. My hands land on his chest and push him back. “I can’t explain it,” I confess. “I don’t want to.”

“Okay.” His voice remains just as soft as before. “I won’t ask again.”

I open my eyes again and find my hands hovering in front of my face, not quite touching though still there as if they want to either wipe away the tears or hide the evidence of them. My breaths come in shallow pants, all of the air I’m trying to take in making it the barest inch down into my lungs before it’s sucked back out again.

Turning from him, I escape to another side of the room. The walls have become bars of a cage, but I can’t go into the corridor; I can’t escape him now. If I do, then others might see the tears, and … I would rather die than show this kind of weakness.

I want to die, anyway, I realize. I want the room to just open up and swallow me whole and erase my existence completely. I’d rather that than tell him the truth.

“Kiera.” His footsteps as he comes closer are a warning bell.

Acid burns at the back of my throat.

Sensing his growing nearness, I part my lips to tell him … well, I’m not entirely sure what I’m planning to tell him. Go away? Leave me alone? Those sound like good choices, but neither comes out when I do manage to speak. Instead, it’s the thing I most want to hide: the truth.

“It hurts,” I whisper, my voice so thick with emotion that it comes out as a rasp.

The footsteps cease, and for a moment, as silence reigns, I wonder if Ruen just simply disappeared. I can’t see him beyond the focus my eyes have on my fingers and palms. As if I’m still deciding what to do with them.

“Her being alive hurts?” Ruen sounds confused, but he keeps his tone light, gentle. I suspect it’s because he realizes that I’m on the brink of something—of breaking maybe and he’s trying to be kind and comfort me as if I were a frightened animal. Were I in any other mood, I might laugh at that.

I want to, but … if I know anything, it’s that oftentimes people desire that which they cannot have. I cannot have my life back, my childhood, or my father. My mother, showing up now? Alive? That doesn’t make me feel better. It doesn’t make me feel like less of an orphan. At least with my father, he hadn’t wanted to die. He hadn’t chosen to leave me, and maybe Ariadne hadn’t chosen to leave me in the beginning, but later on…

Caedmon had shown her what my life would be like. She knew what I would suffer if she stayed away and still, she’d chosen to do it. She’d accepted my fate instead of trying to fight for me. She had decided to let me go to the Underworld, to be tortured, to become a killer.

No child should ever have to kill to survive and yet I had. I can’t stop hating her for that even though I know I should be grateful that she cares in her own way.

I shake my head at Ruen’s question. “No.”

A beat passes and then his footsteps start again. They don’t stop until a shadow is hovering in front of me and strong hands grasp me by the wrists, pulling my hands away from my face. Ruen’s midnight blue eyes, the flecks of violet and royal purple staining the depths, catch on my face with more bewilderment and—my heart thumps against the inside of my breast—concern.

“She’s alive, Kiera,” Ruen states. “Your mother is alive and you are not an orphan. You’re not unwanted. This is⁠—”

“I know!” I snap, cutting him off. My voice breaks halfway between the two words. I close my mouth and swallow before trying again, in a softer tone, this time. “I know.”

His frown deepens, but as he promised, he doesn’t ask what he wants to. He doesn’t ask me why her being alive upsets me so much, why I can’t just be thankful.

I contemplate answering the unspoken question anyway. A part of me doesn’t want to, is sure that he can’t understand. A man like him—who has no doubt idolized his own mother for her sacrifice—may never understand. He would be overjoyed were it his mother still alive, but as his mother has proven … she loved him enough to die for him.

Mine…

No. I shake my head. It’s better if I keep these thoughts to myself. They would only upset him.

I tug at the wrists he holds locked in his grasp. “Let go.” The request isn’t an order, but a whispered plea and after a moment, he concedes. My arms slowly lower back to my sides. My tears dry up and I take a long, unsteady breath.

“We should focus on why the book isn’t helping,” I murmur, shifting the subject, needing it to change before I shatter completely. “Caedmon is alive so it can’t be the fact that his power no longer works on it.”

“We should ask him,” Ruen suggests.

I know he’s right, but to ask him would mean we’d need to return to the prison. Returning to the prison means seeing her again. Turning away from him, I stride back to the bed and pick up the book. With it in my hand, I hold it out to him.

“You should take it to him.” I lift my gaze to meet his. “You should be the one to ask.”

Because I can’t. I won’t see her again if I can help it. Maybe I don’t want her to starve. Maybe I don’t want her to die. But I also don’t want to face her. I don’t want to feel so fucking rejected anymore.

A beat of silence passes through the room and then, with careful steps, Ruen approaches me and gingerly takes the book from my hand. I release it too soon and he catches it before it can crash to the ground. My chest is an ugly, empty thing. Hollow and achy.

“Okay, Kiera.” Ruen brings the book closer to his chest with a nod as he straightens. “I’ll go to him.”

“Thank you.”

He turns to go, but before he reaches the door, Ruen pauses and glances back at me. I close my eyes and silently beg him not to say anything else, but of course, as is common with these damn Darkhavens, they never do anything I want.

“Even if you resent her for leaving you, Kiera,” he says softly, “you cannot run from her forever. Eventually, this war with the Gods will be over. She will either be dead or freed. Running from her won’t heal you. If you don’t face your problems with her then they will always drag you down. Take it from someone who knows a lot about scars—inside and out. The more they go untreated, the more they fester. Cut off that part of your heart for too long and it will decay. You’ll look back one day and see that you’re dead inside.”

With that final statement, he opens the door and leaves. The smile that comes to my mouth is anything but amused. It’s a twisted thing that forces my whole body to collapse onto the edge of my bed as my hands lift back to my face and more tears cascade down my cheeks.

Why doesn’t he see? I’m already dead inside.


Chapter 27

Ruen
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People lie. It’s a fact of life I’ve come to understand implicitly well. And if people lie, then so, too, do Gods. They are—by Caedmon’s own admission—after all, just people. Different people. People with power and strength beyond the ancestors of this world, but people nonetheless.

Kiera’s lies, however, only serve to make my chest ache. Whether she realizes it or not, keeping her emotions wrapped inside is a lie. A lie to herself that will slowly but surely erode her from the inside out. I should know, after all, I have the scars from my own attempts to do the same.

As darkness falls, I slip from the dorm residential halls down below. Through the great hall, I follow the pathway that Kiera and her spider’s mental map had taken me several days prior. When I reach the wall behind which the stairwell to the lower prison resides, I’m struck anew by how well-hidden it is.

The light guiding my steps flickers as if my power has waned since the last time I came down here. I pause at a point on the stairs as it goes out entirely. Sweat coats my nape and it takes several long moments of concentration for me to get the illusionary flame to return. It’s dimmer, but this time, it doesn’t go out as I descend the rest of the way and head down the lower corridors.

As my footsteps near the cells that house both Caedmon and Kiera’s mother, the sounds of their movements echo towards me. I stop in front of them and bring the satchel I’d carried with me around and lower it to the ground.

“Ruen.” Caedmon approaches the bars of his cell. He looks healthier than before. Still gaunt, of course, the small tidbits of food and supplies that Kalix had delivered via his serpents couldn’t truly erase the look of imprisonment, but his eyes are brighter, far more alive.

“I’ve brought more food,” I tell him, scanning the ground of their cells. “The snakes brought you some before, yes?”

“It’s hidden.” This comes from the woman, Ariadne, as she too approaches the front of her own cell, hands coming out to grasp at the bars. The rattle of chains draws my attention to her ankles and wrists.

Dark links hang from the cuffs wrapped around her slender limbs, but they’re not tied together. A quick glance over at Caedmon reveals the same, though his chains blend in well with the color of his skin, making it harder to see.

I’d been so shocked at their presence the last time I’d come here that I hadn’t even really noticed that they weren’t just locked behind brimstone bars, but that they have cuffs and chains made of the same material to weigh them down. I should have thought to bring something else—perhaps a tool of some sort that could free them from their shackles.

I withdraw several packages of the stale bread that Kalix’s serpents had procured from the dining hall after hours. Splitting the bundles in half, I hand one to Caedmon and then the other to Ariadne before going back for the canisters of water.

The two imprisoned Gods take the gifts with gratitude and hide them in the back of their cells behind stones and rocks before coming back to the bars. I don’t miss the way Ariadne’s eyes scan the area around me and then try to peer down the corridor as if looking for her daughter, but even if I did, there’s no failing to notice her words.

“Where is my daughter?” she asks, eyes the same color as Kiera’s landing on me. Unlike Kiera’s though, they’re somehow more vibrant, crackling with untapped energy.

I remove the book from the satchel and hold it at my side. “She’s not coming.”

Ariadne keeps her body from revealing her reaction. Her face doesn’t change or twitch in disappointment, though I know she is. Above my head, the illusion of my light flickers again and I know I need to hurry this along.

Stepping up to Caedmon’s cell, I thrust the book at him. “Your book of prophecies is no longer speaking,” I tell him. “We need answers and it’s remained blank ever since you ... were brought here.”

Caedmon doesn’t take the book from me; instead, his eyes are on the light hovering over us. “What’s wrong with your powers?” he demands.

I grit my teeth and tap one of the tooth-like bars of his cells with the edge of the tome to get his attention back to the matter at hand. “The book, Caedmon,” I say. “I need to know why it isn’t giving us any more information.”

He doesn’t answer me. Instead, his hand shoots out between the bars and latches on to my wrist. I jerk in surprise as the book falls from my hands and clatters to the ground, pages flying open as dust rises up. Caedmon’s nearly black eyes seek mine out and he doesn’t even seem to notice that the sharper edges of the bars are digging into his hand.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

I glance down to find that blood has already started to pour from his wounds, plopping onto the dirty stone beneath our feet. “Fuck, Caedmon.” I try to yank myself away, but he grips tighter.

“You didn’t,” he hisses. “Tell me you didn’t.”

Frowning, I attempt to pry him from my wrist with the fingers of my free hand. “Didn’t what?” I snap. “What are you talking about?”

“The Traiectus Ceremony.”

My fingers stop tearing at his as I turn my head to Ariadne at her answer. “The what?”

“The ceremony of transference,” Caedmon snaps, shaking me slightly. The movement causes the sides of the bars to slice into him even more. Blood drips faster over his flesh onto the floor.

“I don’t…” I blink and try to remember the night of the Cleansing. Images of fire and statues and wine and … skin on my skin invade my head. Despite the drink that Kalix had forced us to take to ease the pain afterward, merely trying to recall that night still leaves me with a lingering sense of foreboding and soreness at my temples.

“Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” Ariadne suggests. Her voice is calming.

I do as she commands. In through my nose, inhaling until my chest squeezes with the lack of space and then expelling it through my mouth. I repeat the action several times, dimly hearing her voice, though she’s not talking to me. After the pain in my head eases, I blink my eyes open, realizing that I shut them, and find that my arm has been released and Caedmon is standing back from the bars, staring at me with an unfamiliar expression on his face.

“I don’t know what the Traiectus Ceremony is,” I repeat. “But the Gods called us for a Cleansing ceremony a few nights ago.”

Caedmon continues to stare at me, not speaking. It’s Ariadne that steps forward and begins asking me questions. “What did they have you do?” she demands.

“I…” The pain from before lingers at the edges of my mind as if waiting for a chance to come racing back. “I don’t really remember much,” I finally say. “It was held in the garden of statues,” I tell her. “There was a large fire and we were told to rub the ashes on ourselves when they fell on us.”

Her face blanches. “Was there drink there?” she asks.

“Yes.” I nod, that much clear in my mind. “It tasted so good … the best thing I’ve ever had. There was music and everyone danced.” The wine, though, that was what I still remember. My stomach turns and gurgles with need. My hands shake as I raise them to my head. “The wine was⁠—”

“It wasn’t wine.” Ariadne’s voice interrupts my words.

I look at her. “It wasn’t?”

“It was a spell,” Caedmon finally says, his voice guttural and strained. “A very old spell meant to transfer the abilities of the strong to the weak.”

“One of the side effects is the loss of inhibition and memory,” Ariadne says.

The sense of something lost that I’d felt the morning after the Cleansing ceremony returns with full force. Slowly, I lower my hands to my sides and stare at the two Gods. The only thing separating us are the fangs of their cages. My mind is drawing conclusions from their words, but I’m afraid to confirm them.

The light above us flickers again. This time, no one looks at it. My back aches. My skull pounds. More sweat dampens my palms and I close my eyes to try to keep my emotions contained as I focus more energy on keeping that little flame burning. I’ve never had to work this hard and that is yet another piece of evidence that I no longer need.

“They didn’t take it all,” I murmur, reopening my eyes once the light flares a bit and I feel more in control. “Why?”

Ariadne shakes her head, her forehead puckering as the two silver lines of her brows draw together. “I don’t…” She doesn’t finish the statement, choosing instead to look at Caedmon as he speaks.

“The Traiectus Ceremony can be performed by itself,” he states. “But in combination with two others, it can cause great catastrophe.”

“What kind of catastrophe?” I demand. My heart pounds inside my chest, the sound growing louder in my ears.

His eyes leave mine and go to the ground. I trail him and realize he’s staring at the book. Reaching down, I pick it up and hold it back out to him. It might be a little difficult to get it through the bars without him getting cut, but he reaches for it this time and finagles it through the slender openings where the bottom teeth and top ones meet.

“That old fucking fool.” I blink as Caedmon practically spits the words, holding the book.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you curse,” I mutter, still surprised.

He raises his eyes to me. “I rarely do,” he replies, “but in this instance, it’s warranted.”

“Is it worse than what he’s already doing?” I ask. “Kiera said that when she took a look into his mind that she saw the taboo—that he and the others on the God Council have been sucking the Divinity from Mortal Gods to extend their lives and keep up the facade.”

“Kiera saw into Tryphone’s mind?” Ariadne asks, reaching out and gripping the bars.

My gaze flicks to her as I nod my answer before returning to look at Caedmon.

“It’s not worse,” Caedmon speaks slowly as if choosing his words carefully. “It’s the same thing, simply on a much larger scale.”

“How large?”

“She’s seen into the God King’s mind and he hasn’t killed her?” Ariadne interrupts before Caedmon can answer me.

I scowl her way. “No, he hasn’t killed her. He probably doesn’t want to admit that he wasn’t able to steal into her mind. That’s the only reason she was able to get into his.”

Ariadne shakes her head. “No, it’s not.”

“What?” Distracted by her words, I turn my attention from her to Caedmon and back again. “What do you mean?”

Her knuckles whiten as she tightens her hold on the bars to just the point of breaking her own skin. “You know that not all Mortal Gods inherit their abilities,” she says, pausing to ensure that I nod my agreement. When I do, she continues. “Despite that, a certain percentage do inherit their abilities, small though it is. Kiera has already proven that she has some of my abilities, but if she was able to slip into Tryphone’s mind, perhaps she’s inherited some of my parents’ abilities as well.”

“Mortal Gods usually only have one ability though,” I say.

“Usually,” she agrees with a sharp jerk of her chin. “But not always. If Tryphone hasn’t killed her for countering his attempt to get into her head, then he must already suspect that she is my daughter—his granddaughter.”

“That doesn’t seem to matter to him,” I tell her. “She was at the Cleansing—” I shake my head. “Or the Traiectus ceremony as well. She’s experiencing the same thing we all are.”

Ariadne’s shoulders slump at that information. “Oh, I see.” It’s clear to me then, that perhaps Ariadne had hoped that in spite of her own circumstances, her daughter would be safe if the God King accepted her. Despite knowing how Kiera feels about the woman, I can’t help but pity the Goddess. I wish I could say something to comfort her, but there are no words for our situation. There is no amount of comfort I could give that would eradicate the fact that she is down here and we are up there. That we could all die at any given moment at the will of the cruel race of beings that enslaves us all with illusions of peace.

“You must be careful of the next ceremony to take place,” Caedmon says, interrupting our quiet thoughts.

I turn back to him. “Do you know what it will be?” I ask, trying to think back to what had been announced by Azai.

“Venatus,” Caedmon replies. “They may ask you to kill something. To show your power still.” He presses into the bars. “Do not fall victim to it.”

“So we shouldn’t kill anything?” What about the Gods themselves?

“Not before the first quarter moon that will occur on the Equinox,” Caedmon says. “And certainly not at their behest.”

“Okay.” I nod my understanding. “I’ll warn the others. We’ll be wary.”

“For the third ceremony, they’ll host a celebration of sorts—or so it will seem,” he continues. “It’s not. It is Sollemnitas, the consumption of your kill. It is the final piece to what they need.”

“Power,” I guess aloud.

He dips his chin. “All of it,” he says. “The more who participate, the more power they will yield. They are harvesting the abilities of the students.”

“So that’s why they had Perditia come too.” I glance down to the floor and back again. “But … why aren’t there any Ortus students?” I ask. “I haven’t seen any⁠—”

“Oh, dear boy,” Ariadne says, cutting me off. A bitterness steals into her words.

I pivot to face her, frowning at the waif-like position she’s taken. Her body sways behind the bars of her cage. “Don’t you get it? Ortus has never been an Academy. No Atlantean ... or God”—she pauses just long enough to chuckle at the reminder of what they are, and what they are not—"would ever want to come here if they weren’t forced to. This place is and always has been a prison.”

There’s no surprise in me just as there’s no hint of optimism in her.

“Ruen.” Caedmon draws me back to him and I find it easier to step closer to his side than the Goddess of Shadows. He wiggles the book out from between the bars again, and as I take it, I notice the marks on the edge of the pages.

Flipping the book open, I frown at the symbols written there, red staining to black on the yellowed parchment as it seeps beyond the first page and into the next and the next and beyond. The longer I stare, the more transparent the liquid becomes until it disappears altogether.

“What did you do?” I ask.

Caedmon rubs his hand where blood is starting to slow and I realize that must be what he’d used to write in the book. “Because of my imprisonment, my abilities are far weaker than usual,” he tells me.

I watch as he flips his wrist over and taps the side of his shackle. It doesn’t move. I frown and lean forward, nearly pressing my forehead into the bars. There’s a bit of space between his flesh and the brimstone cuff, so it should be able to turn slightly even if it can’t be slipped off.

Caedmon offers me a vague smile. “Bolts,” he murmurs in answer to my unspoken curiosity. “Bolts of brimstone are bound through our wrists, keeping us here. The book likely hasn’t been working despite the proximity because as I am weakened, so too is its ability.”

I am silent as I take in the information. It’s good to know that the book is tied to him this way, but the cruelty of this kind of imprisonment only acts as a reminder of the blood that runs through my own veins. Azai and Tryphone are no different. Cruel and greedy beings as they are.

Tightening my grip on the book, I manage to scrape out another question, though the words on my tongue taste like ash. “What happens if”—I swallow roughly—“you die? Will the book simply remain empty after that?”

Caedmon shakes his head. “I don’t believe so,” he admits. “I think the last of my ability will pass on to it and it will actually draw strength after my death, but … I don’t know for sure. No one else with an ability for foresight has ever created a book of prophecies.” His eyes linger on the tome in my hand.

I hear what he doesn’t say. If Tryphone were to find this and know that information, then he might kill Caedmon rather than keep him imprisoned. A book, after all, is far more controllable than a living, breathing man.

“I will come back,” I promise him. “You will be free before this is all over.” I glance at Ariadne. “You as well,” I tell her.

“Freeing us now would be a mistake,” Caedmon says. “But when the time is right…” He glances to the woman before me. She looks so much like Kiera that it makes a piece inside my chest ache.

“I understand,” I say, “but regardless of mistakes made, we won’t leave you down here forever. We will not forget you.”

Ariadne nods and takes a step further into the darkness of her cell. “Just remember Caedmon’s warnings,” she urges. “And…” She disappears into the shadows, but her voice echoes from it as she finishes the last of her request. “Take care of her, Ruen. Take care of my daughter.”


Chapter 28

Kiera
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Ascream peels me from sleep, yanking me into the world of the awakened with violent claws. Sitting up, surrounded by shadows and the sense of dread, I don’t move for several long moments as I try to ascertain whether or not the scream had come from my own throat or someone else’s. Twisting to look around the room, I realize that silence is the dark’s only companion. There is no feminine scream full of agony and fear echoing into the corners of the bedchamber. I reach up, touching my throat with my fingertips.

A second passes and then another and another. My door never opens. No one comes rushing in to rescue me from a nightmare I can’t seem to remember. A small bump jumps beneath the surface of the sheets that cover my legs and then moves swiftly upward. Peering down as Ara dives out from the blankets and skitters to where my hand rests, face down, on the mattress, she uses me as a ladder—climbing up my arm to my shoulder.

I didn’t scream, I slowly start to realize. Ara’s nervous energy is obvious from the tapping on my shoulder. She circles and circles, diving for my neck and tapping me there before she reaches out and clutches on to the strands of my hair. The sticky ends of her legs catch on the strands, tugging, and though it’s such a light pull, she’s never done it before. Reaching up, I cup my fingers around her, gently separating her legs from my hair to move her to my palm when I feel the harsh sting of a bite.

Gritting my teeth against the urge to snap out a curse, I curl my fingers around Ara even tighter and pull her—much less gently—away from me to set her on the bed in front of me. Before I manage to drop her in my lap, she bites me again. The sharp pain isn’t followed by any sort of hot sear that spreads outward, so I know she hasn’t used her venom, but it still fucking hurts.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I mutter, annoyed as I shake my hand out, trying to rid myself of the sensation.

In my lap, she circles again, legs tapping crazily as she hops up and down. Closing my eyes, I breathe through my mouth and reach out a mental hand to her smaller mind. Images flash through me. Blood. Water. Wind. A fractured window and the pale fabric of a dirtied dress dragged over stone. Red ribbons fanned out in an array of gray shadows. The scream that repeats back to me from Ara’s memories mimics the scream that had woken me. I focus on the ribbons. I know they’re red due to how often I’ve had to differentiate what my spiders see through their different eyes, but something about them is throwing me off. That’s when I realize, they’re not ribbons at all. It’s hair. Red hair.

My eyes slam open. “Maeryn.” Ara dives off me as I fling the covers back and jump from the bed. I don’t stop to grab my boots, thankful that none of the Darkhavens had crawled into bed with me knowing that it would’ve meant I’d have been woken up by my Spider Queen naked.

I’m at the door and across the corridor in seconds. I don’t bother to knock on Maeryn’s door, choosing instead to twist the handle. When I find it locked, I rear back and grip either side of the door. The first hit of the flat of my foot against hard wood elicits a loud bang and a groan, but no actual splintering. I debate going back for my boots as I line up for the next hit. Two doors open behind me. I ignore the sounds as I slam my foot into the door again. Another groan, still no movement.

“Fucking shit.” Now that the others are awake, there’s no point in keeping quiet. “Maeryn!” I yell her name and pause, listening. There’s no sound on the other side of the door.

I lock my hands back onto either side of the doorway and lift my foot. “Let me.” I’m plucked off the floor by one pair of hands as Kalix steps forward. I blink, frowning as he moves in front of me before realizing that Theos is the one who’s moving me back to give his brother space.

Even though Kalix is just as barefoot as I am, it takes considerably less effort for him. Kalix jumps up and positions his own hands a bit higher on the frame—all the way at the top, in fact. He dangles there, his feet barely grazing the floor as he swings his body back and forth, the muscles of his arms bunching with the effort. His front smacks the door, but he doesn’t seem to notice as he strains his arms. His entire lower body swings wildly away from the door and as he comes back to it, he lifts his legs and kicks.

The door cracks, a fissure racing up towards the top of the door and then down to the bottom from the place he’d hit. On the second attempt, it breaks completely, the two halves tearing apart so that a large chunk of the upper part falls inward. The space is only about a foot wide at the top, trickling down to the formation of the crack in the middle. It’s enough, though, for Kalix to drop back down and reach inside.

His arm disappears in the hole and then the lock of the door clicks. I throw Theos’ arms off me and rush forward, gripping the handle and flinging the rest of the door open to find … nothing. I turn and turn again. My breaths heave up and down in my chest as I take in the empty floor. The lack of furniture. Kalix and Theos’ footsteps follow me inside, but they remain silent as I examine every nook and cranny of the place, sure that what I’m seeing must be an illusion of sorts.

There’s no bed. No washbasin. No sign of anyone having stayed here at all. Turning back and rushing into the hall, I look up and down the corridor. While I know there are more rooms around the corner, our rooms—two for females and three for males—are the only rooms in this section. There’s not another room for Maeryn to have stayed. I drag a hand through my hair, confusion and questions spiraling through my mind. That scream had been so real. Terrified.

“Where is she?” The question comes out on a croak.

Neither Theos nor Kalix can answer. They don’t know.

A sound from the end of the corridor draws my attention and theirs as well. As one, the three of us turn towards the sight of Ruen there, a cloak covering the majority of his body and his face paler than usual as he holds the flattened shape of a satchel over one shoulder. He peers back at us, his brow pinched as he approaches.

“What are you—” He stops as he notices the splintered and open doorway. His eyes see what I’ve already seen. The emptiness inside. He releases a long, slow breath, his shoulders lowering before he turns back to the rest of us.

“I have information from Caedmon,” he says and I hate the clench my entire body makes at those words. I want to tell him ‘no,’ that I don’t care what Caedmon has to say unless it's in regards to Maeryn. She wanted to remain safe, to stay out of the path of pain and danger. I … wanted that for her too.

No one gets what they want here. The Gods have taken her for themselves and it’s probably too late. I’m always too fucking late.
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No one returns to sleep and a few hours later, the dawn washes over Ortus Island with a new message. The invisible bell tower chimes, luring all Mortal Gods from the pseudo-safety of their rooms to the grand hall and then further. As we follow the masses, I watch and stare at the sea of faces around me, wondering which one will be next. If it will be one of them or one of us. They are like sheep to slaughter, not a single one realizing how much danger they’re actually in, and I’m beginning to resent the idea of keeping them in the dark.

When I’d said as much to Ruen, he’d reminded me that they may not even believe the truth. When you are raised in a cage, you begin to fear the flight you were born for. Our wings are not so much clipped now as they have been completely removed.

I turn my eyes forward as we enter the assembly space. I don’t need wings to be dangerous. I have claws and teeth for that.

Taking my arm, Theos gestures for me to move to a row of bench seats in the same place we’d been before. Had it only been a matter of days since Azai had announced the Cleansing ceremony? What had Ruen called it? A Traiectus Ceremony?—the name doesn’t matter, though, I suppose. Only the result, and the result is the weakening of our powers and Maeryn’s disappearance.

This time, it’s not Azai standing in front of the Mortal Gods of Riviere and Perditia. It’s a different God, another of the Council, this time a female. Gygaea, Goddess of Strategy, positions herself at the edge of the raised dais. My eyes narrow on her as she waits, face a mask of serenity as more and more Mortal Gods file into the hall and take their seats.

Normally, there’d be a low murmuring of sound—the quiet conversations of the students whispering to each other. I tear my gaze away from Gygaea to look at the crowd of people that have gathered. Now, there is nothing but silent shuffling and the sagging groans of wood under the weight of their bodies as they sit. Perhaps the sheep are becoming wiser. Perhaps they’re feeling the threat to their quiet, peaceful lives as serfs to the Divine Beings that they’ve served.

I look back to the dais as a second form appears there, some feet back from Gygaea. Makeda, Goddess of Knowledge, steps forward but remains a good distance from her Council member. She too has her hands clasped in front of her, but unlike Gygaea, her face isn’t nearly as serene. In fact, her hands are tight together rather than relaxed.

Makeda’s hair is a bit larger than normal, fanned out further from her head so that the crown holding it back and out of her face looks almost puny in comparison. Her lips are turned down with small lines etched around the corners and she practically glares at Gygaea’s back as the other woman lifts her hands to call attention from the room.

“Welcome, children,” Gygaea says, her voice soft and tinkling, but no less firm and sounding as Azai’s had been when he’d spoken here. I clench my jaw, my teeth grinding together as I ball my hands into fists in my lap. Theos reaches over and puts one of his over both of mine. I could laugh. As if his touch would stop me if I truly thought flying out of my seat and attacking a Goddess would help.

“We hope you are all recovered from the Cleansing ceremony,” Gygaea continues, the corner of her lips curving upward in a smile.

She knows. I work my jaw back and forth as my nails dig into my palms.

“The special wine we prepared often has ill effects on those with mortal blood, so if you still feel somewhat tired after its consumption, please do not fret. This is normal. The ceremony is still working on your bodies, removing the taint of this world so that you may become closer to the Gods.”

What. A. Fucking. Liar.

My nails pierce my skin and wetness trickles between my fingers. Ruen leans closer to me. “Stay calm.” His whisper is a warning.

Calm? I am calm. This is me calm. I don’t say anything as Gygaea goes on. She spreads her arms wide and smiles brilliantly, revealing the dual rows of sparkling white teeth set against the bronze skin of her face.

“Now, it’s time to announce our Second Rite of the Spring Equinox.”

Ruen’s nearness reminds me of what he’d told us after returning from the prison. A cold wash of air brushes over my skin, raising goosebumps on my forearms. I relax the hold of my fists, easing away from the torn skin and carefully keeping my fingers closed so as not to reveal the blood there.

Deep breath, I order myself. In and out. In … and … out.

At least now we know the truth instead of wondering what the Gods are planning. I should’ve considered asking Caedmon well before now about his damn book and if he would have any idea what the Gods are doing. Better late than too late.

Venatus, Ruen had called it. I breathe evenly, fighting against the racing of my heart and the need to take action as my eyes scan the assembly hall. Did they truly just send only Gygaea and Makeda?

“The Gods invite you all to participate in a special hunt that will take place tomorrow morning,” Gygaea announces. Movement behind her catches my attention and I dart my eyes back to Makeda.

As before, the rigid way the Goddess of Knowledge holds herself is obvious. Is she stiff-backed with regalness or with disapproval? As if she senses my attention, her eyes rise to meet mine. I’m struck by the crackle of lightning in her gaze, by the untamed power there that is just waiting to get out.

The tightness of her jaw eases as she gazes back at me. My head throbs with renewed pain, but it’s different from the ache after the night of the Cleansing. My hands contract against one another almost on instinct as if my body needs movement, but I know that to draw attention to myself right now would be detrimental.

Breath saws in and out of my throat, dragging the invisible life-giving air through phantom wounds inside. My lashes flicker as the pounding of my skull grows louder. I close my eyes, shutting off the conduit between me and the Goddess. The pain ceases almost immediately.

Bowing my head, I contemplate what the pain could mean. Was Makeda attempting to do the same thing Tryphone had? Was she trying to get into my head? If so, why had it hurt so much? Why hadn’t I been able to hear her voice as I had at the arena back in Riviere? Or had that been Danai?

I drag my bottom lip between my teeth as I raise my head once more and open my eyes, acting for all of the world as if I didn’t just have some sort of connection with one of the members of the God Council trying to eradicate us all. Makeda has stepped back now, her head downcast and a new expression on what features I can make out.

Loss. Sorrow. Frustration.

Why? It would be so much easier if I could demand truths from the Gods. Everything would be so much easier if everyone simply said and did what they actually meant. Kill us slow or kill us fast, at the crux of it all, the Gods want us dead either way.

Gygaea’s been continuing to talk openly to the assembly hall while my attention was otherwise distracted, so when I come back to her, it’s midsentence.

“—ready bright and early, my children,” she’s saying, that ridiculously fake smile that’s more autocratic than anything else plastered to her mouth. “For you will find that we Gods have a few more things in store for the celebrations.”

Her arms lower and the previously quiet and nervous crowd seems to gain power from her words. Chatter rises from the rows upon rows of students. Knowing what I know, I look at them all with new eyes. A few of the seats that had been filled to the brim the other day are now comfortably full, rather than stuffed.

People are missing. Mortal Gods are missing. Maeryn is missing.

I don’t know if I should be comforted by the fact that she’s not the only one, but the constriction in my chest doesn’t relax. When Gygaea releases the Mortal Gods, I watch her turn to Makeda. The smile falters slightly when she takes in the other Goddess, especially when Makeda’s expression hardens and the emotions that had been so evident to me before disappear completely.

The woman who’d looked back at me, who had seemed so disappointed by her inability to speak to me, she’d been almost … real. The woman that faces Gygaea is a Divine Being through and through. Her shoulders thrust back and her chin lifts. She arches a brow silently at her companion and Gygaea nods back with … is it deference?

Leaning to the side, I whisper to Ruen. “Who is more powerful between the Goddess of Strategy and the Goddess of Knowledge?” If anyone would know, certainly he would, right?

Ruen’s forehead pinches, his brows drawing together to form a v between them as he considers my question. “I suppose it would depend,” he finally says.

“On what?” I frown at him.

Midnight eyes meet mine. “On the battlefield.”

Strategy versus Knowledge. One might think that they were one and the same, but they’re not. No strategy can overcome a fight if they have the wrong information. Therefore, surely … knowledge is the highest power of them all.

The Darkhavens and I go back to our rooms to try and create our own strategy that will allow us to not only find Maeryn but to survive the rest of these rites without losing more of our powers. If only we had Makeda’s power of knowledge. If only we could find out all that we needed to ensure that we’d succeed.

If only we knew who we could trust.


Chapter 29

Kiera
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There are wars that no one sees. Battles that no one knows anything about. Battles of the mind and wars of the soul. Ophelia used to tell me that only those who fight know what it means to be truly peaceful. Pacifism is a beautiful ideal, but it is a death sentence in a world where few would hesitate to cleave your head from your body to get what they desire.

I lie awake well into the night thinking of this even as the shadows of Ortus dance around me. Spiders creep through the walls, the sounds of their little feet like soothing music to lull me into a sense of safety. I don’t let them.

When the moon is high in the night sky, the thin beams shining in through my bedroom window, I toss back the covers and get up. It’s late, but there’s no use in sleeping when there is much to be done.

I put on my boots, tying the laces tight to my ankles and calves as I gather every weapon I’d managed to bring with me. Two daggers at my back, a vial of poison on a string around my neck, and little else. The door to my room creaks open and then shuts on rusty hinges. I pause for a moment with my back to the wall as I wait to see if the Darkhavens will wake to follow me. When nothing happens, no doors open, I start walking. Down the hall and across the next. I vaguely remember the direction that Niall had been taken before, where all of the Terra seem to disappear to at the end of the days, and I follow it.

The further I get from the dorm residences for Mortal Gods, the worse the upkeep of Ortus seems. More cobwebs, long claw marks dragged down the sides of stone walls—as if great beasts had once been dragged through these corridors. I reach behind me and check to make sure my daggers are still in place as I blend into the shadows.

They become me and I become them. Letting my mind drift into the dark, I gather them to my body and wrap myself in their cool embrace. The sense of allowing the darkness to sink into my skin is something else entirely. My hands shake, though, with the effort it takes. Over the last few weeks, it’s been easier to sense the underlying buzz of power I’ve always held, but now it feels as if I’m back in my childhood. As if the brimstone in my nape is forcing down all of my abilities and after being freed for such a limited time, they are chafing at the constraints.

Sweat beads upon my brow. My breaths come in soft but silent pants. Still, I walk on, moving with wraith-like efficiency through corridor after corridor until finally, I hear a disruption to the unnatural silence. Stopping, I turn and let my body meld into the wall, the shadows swirling around me concealing me from view as two sets of booted feet echo in the near distance. The possessors of said feet come into my line of sight a moment later.

Zalika and Nubo. I narrow my gaze on them as they walk together, side by side, their heads tilted towards each other as they speak in low voices.

“—Gods are expecting a great celebration following the hunt,” Zalika says, her tone sharper than I remember. Gone is the imitation of devotion and kindness in her voice. It’s been replaced by what I suspect is her actual self. Cold. Authoritative.

When they pass me, neither glance in my direction and I can’t hold back the stretch of a smile across my lips. Pivoting, I trail after them, listening to the strings of their conversation as the shadows move under me, smoothing my way and silencing any sound my footfalls might make in their wake.

“The God King will desire a throne,” Zalika continues.

“It will be done,” Nubo replies.

I catch onto the shadows as they connect together through the dimly lit corridor and float in front of them to see their faces as they talk. Unlike Zalika, Nubo's voice hasn’t changed at all and his facial expression remains as even and unemotional as ever. The two look like the twins of a moon. One side dark and secretive and the other pale and impassive.

Between them both, though Zalika’s power and taciturn manner puts me on edge, it is the lack of … anything that I get from Nubo that truly concerns me.

One can tell a lot about how a person fights based on how they act, but Nubo has no impression in his tone. None in his face. None in his movements. He’s like a corpse given life.

Regis had claimed that Carcel had attacked him with dead men. That he was working with some unnamed God that gave him the ability, but who would have that power? Could Nubo have a connection?

Despite my desire to head towards the Terra rooms and find Niall, catching these two discussing matters concerning the Gods is a stroke of luck that we’ve needed. So, I follow them. All through the halls as they discuss a grand celebration that will come after the Hunt—the Venatus Ceremony, Ruen had given as its true name.

Three ceremonial rites. Three ways to lessen our powers and steal from their own offspring. Shadows slip through my fingers and around my legs and arms, licking at my flesh, stroking as if to calm me.

The tendrils of black power curve around me, holding me, comforting me. It calms the racing of my heart and lets me return to my current mission: finding out everything that Zalika and Nubo have planned for the Gods.

At an intersection of two longer corridors, the two Mortal God Terra stop. “One last thing,” Zalika murmurs.

Swirling them, consumed by the shadows, my skin rises into little bumps along my arms and legs beneath my clothes. I ignore the silent warning as I drift ever closer, needing to hear more.

Zalika’s voice drops to a whisper. “Make sure that your man on the mainland gets rid of the rising mortal army.”

Mortal army? There is no mortal army. A shiver chases down my arm, another warning as sweat drips from my temple. The shadows curling around me loosen their grip and I feel stone underneath my feet. Dragging them back with effort, I lean against the wall and hold my breath.

“Once the ceremonies are complete, the Gods will have the means to end it themselves, but until then, I want to make sure that they have nothing to worry about.”

Nubo bobs his head, the glint of a nearby torch hanging from the wall shining over his bald scalp. Blinking, I jerk my gaze to it as the shadow of something like a skeleton’s outline shines through. Not just a head covered in flesh but a true skull. Sunken in eyes, an invisible nose that is nothing but twin slits, and the white of bone.

Nubo isn’t a Mortal God. He’s an undead creature. A dead man. Regis. Puzzle pieces click together. Carcel. Nubo’s man on the mainland. The mortal army. Regis and Ophelia are raising an army. That must be what they’re talking about.

I stumble back and would have fallen were it not for the shadows that catch me and heft me back up. The back of my tunic is drenched in sweat that forces the fabric to cling to my spine, chilling me all over.

The Gods are losing power. I don’t know why and I don’t know how, but if they can’t even stop whatever army Regis and Ophelia are cobbling together, then that must mean that Caedmon’s predictions are correct. We do have a chance. I can kill him and if I can kill him … we can be free. Truly free.

Nubo and Zalika separate, each going their own way, and as soon as they’re around corners, I release a long breath. My shadows disintegrate in an instant. With a shaky hand, I push a strand of silver hair out of my face and plant my other on the wall to steady my trembling body. For some reason, maintaining my shadows for so long has left me feeling as though I’ve run nonstop for several days and nights. My thighs shake as I take a step back the way I’d come only to come up short when I realize exactly where I am.

Turning my head as cool air sucks down one of the four corridors—a darkened one that I know leads to a fake dead end. The prison entrance. I consider going there, taking the stairs that lead down, and coming face to face with the woman trapped below.

Ariadne. Goddess of Darkness and Shadows. My mother. My God parent.

I close my eyes, fighting back a wave of nausea. Not since I was a veritable child barely into my adolescence have I felt this depleted by expending so much power. Even if I wanted to face my God parent right now, my legs don’t have the energy to make the trek.

My throat catches and I gag, hunching over as I take another step away from the corridor. The bones in my legs seize, refusing to move as I come to a standstill with my side pressed to the cold stone as more sweat drips down my back and face. Panting, my joints protest as my hair falls back into my face and I lift an arm to push it away again.

The gray walls of the corridor pivot and turn, twisting into an unending spiral. Bile burns up my insides, pushing harder to get into my throat and out of my mouth. I clench my teeth together, feeling the quiet whistle of air in and out.

No, I silently command. I am the one in control of my body and I decide when and where I can succumb to my own deficiencies. Now is not that time.

As if to prove that to myself, I grind down against the hard floor under me, making sure it’s still there and not over my head like my eyes are telling me. I lift it to take another step forward and it disappears completely out from under me.

My hand leaves the wall to catch myself as I fall, but it’s too late. The ground rushes up and the darkness of oblivion descends. I barely have a moment before my head cracks into the stone below to realize that the shadows haven’t abandoned me at all, they hover just out of reach—slithering up and down the air around me as if trying to breach an invisible barrier.

Arms sweep me up, slender and soft. The scent of sunshine and summer invades my nostrils. I inhale deeply, trying to place the scent as weights drag my eyelids down, refusing me entry to the visible world.

“Shhhh.” A gentle feminine voice whispers to me. “You are safe, Neptis. You are safe now.”

The woman’s voice is as tender as her arms are strong. For the first time in a long time, I actually believe her. If she says I’m safe then, maybe, I finally am.


Chapter 30

Kiera
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The soft tinkling sounds of water dripping in a series of plop plop plops slowly rocks me back into the waking world. I repress a groan as my eyes flutter open, taking a moment to admire the carved-out stone of the ceiling above me.

Unlike the bedchamber I’ve been sleeping in for the last several nights, this one is arched as if the room itself is one large grotto that’s been carved from the mountain of brimstone that is Ortus Island. There’s no doubt either that I’m still on Ortus.

“You overdid it,” the soft voice from my last memory says, alerting me to the fact that I’m not alone.

I turn my head and feel my heart try to jump right out of my chest. Makeda stands before a rather large cypress that takes up a large portion of the room in a shimmering gown made of gold thread. Delicate ribbons of the same color tie the dress up around her throat, leaving her shoulders and arms bare. The light tone highlights the deep russet skin that appears smooth and unblemished as all Gods’ flesh are.

Makeda strokes a small branch of the tree before curling her fingers around a watering canister at her feet and lifting it to the tree’s roots which appear to disappear into the ground beneath it. Ground. Dirt. Not stone. I sit up in bed.

“Where am I?”

The Goddess of Knowledge finishes watering the roots before setting the pot back in place. “You are in a safe place,” she informs me, offering no elaboration.

Glancing down, I note that I’m no longer dressed in my tunic and trousers as I had been when I was following Nubo and Zalika. Instead, I’ve been dressed in a thin white nightshift. I gather the blankets in my hands, tightening my fists in frustration. There’s no point in seeing if my daggers are still in place. If she undressed me, then surely she’d taken them.

Makeda moves away from the cypress to another plant—this one hanging from a chained pot bolted into the stone. She takes the watering can and tips it into the top of the plant holder. Water leaks out of small holes at the bottom, dripping down the stone wall to the side and plopping into the ground. Had that been the sound that woke me?

“I’m sure you’re quite confused as to why I’ve brought you here,” Makeda says. Her words capture my attention and I drag my gaze back to her, away from the rivulets of water running over the stone.

“You could say that,” I hedge, examining both her and the rest of the room as I quietly shift to the edge of the mattress.

It’s a bedroom, that much is clear from the bed underneath me, but more than that, this chamber appears to be designed to replicate a dark garden. There are holes carved into the arched stone ceiling with dull gray light illuminating the space. It reveals the various flora that decorates the area. Plain trees like the cypress take up different areas, but so too do different versions of floral bushes. Pink and white and red blooms peer out from behind the trees and solid wood furniture that take up the space.

Despite the stone walls and ceiling that give it a cave-like image, this place feels warmer than any other in Ortus that I’ve seen. Rich green ivy crawls up one side of the room and water runs down the other. There are perches of candles in tall bronze holders that illuminate what the skylights above don’t. It’s beautiful.

“I didn’t want to take you away like this,” Makeda murmurs, her voice carrying across the great room.

My bare feet touch soft earth and the warmth of it vibrates up through my legs into my bones. When was the last time I actually felt like I touched something living? All of Ortus is cold stone and icy danger. This place, though, this room is everything I’ve missed.

“Take me away?” I repeat Makeda’s words, not hiding the question in my tone.

Makeda’s shoulders rise and fall with a sigh. She sets the watering pot on a table also laden with various plants, flowers in pots, and sticks of weeds growing out of the floor, curling around the legs of the stand. Turning towards me, Makeda drifts over the floor on silent feet until she’s standing at the end of the bed. Our eyes meet and lock.

Can you hear me now, Neptis?

Her question, spoken in her voice, doesn’t come from her lips which remain pressed together and unmoving, but inside my head.

My eyes widen.

Yes, she says, before I can reply. I can speak to you this way but worry not. I cannot see into your mind and thoughts. It’s a gift that many Gods have and our children would have as well—her eyes break the contact and look to the floor—had we not allowed Tryphone to steal them.

“You talked to me in the arena,” I say.

Makeda’s head rises again and she smiles. “Yes,” she says, aloud this time. “Along with your other Avia.”

“My what?”

Makeda’s full lips part with a quiet laugh. Reaching up, she covers her mouth as her shoulders shake with amusement. I wait as I watch her, both curious and confused as to why I don’t feel endangered here—alone with one of the God Council. I know I should.

When the Goddess calms, her hand drops back to her side. “There is much left to tell you, Neptis,” she says before holding out her arm and gesturing for me to stand. “Come.”

Left with little in the way of choices, I get off the bed and trail Makeda as she leads me further into her chambers—and that’s what I’m guessing this place is. It must be a private chamber for one of the Gods. It doesn’t feel like a prison, and no doubt the Gods that have had to remain on this island for their ceremonies wish to be reminded of their reward for this war—freedom, life, and their reign over all of Anatol.

Around a bend of more cypress trees, there is a small alcove with an opening for a large window. The glass is thick and strong—it must be to hold back the amount of water against its surface—and though it might make a half-decent escape, it’s clear that’s an unattainable goal because ocean waves crash into the outside of its frame. Algae covers the lower half of the window from the floor to above two feet off the ground and then there’s nothing but water. As the water ripples and flows, brief moments of the sky are revealed in the final foot from the ceiling, but overall, it’s merely a window into the great ocean beneath the surface of the waves.

“Please, sit.” Makeda gestures to the table set in front of the window. A plate of rounded cakes rests there along with several smaller plates and a steaming tea kettle. I’d seen kettles like this—the ones where a fireplace is unnecessary to use them—in many a God's home back when I was a working assassin. Set over a second plate, this one made of a special metal, the kettle is held over a fat, shallow candle meant to burn for long periods.

The Goddess of Knowledge takes a seat and folds hands in her lap, waiting. Carefully, I ease into the chair across from her. Another small smile graces her lips and even though she’s beautiful without a single hint of emotion on her face, when she smiles, she’s radiant.

I turn my eyes to the ocean’s window. I don’t want to think of this woman—or any of the Gods—as beautiful. It is a cruel trick of the universe for beings of such allure to be wicked and deceitful.

“It is not nor has it ever been my intention to cause you harm, Kiera,” Makeda says. “In fact, it is both mine and your other Avia’s hope that you will succeed in your mission.”

Makeda takes two mugs that had been waiting to the side and fills them with the steaming liquid from the kettle. Her movements are precise and comfortable as if she’s done this many times before rather than allowed others to serve and pour her drinks for her.

“My mission?” I narrow my gaze on her. “What mission is that?”

Makeda finishes pouring the first drink and sets the kettle back onto the candle’s fire. I watch as she takes a small cracker from one of the side plates surrounding the bigger one. I reach for one as well. I may not trust her, but if she’s willing to drink and eat this food, then surely it’s safe, and it’s been days since I had anything that didn’t taste like burned gruel or stale grain.

“To kill the God King, of course.”

My fingers loosen and the flat cake falls to the wooden tabletop, the edges breaking and creating a fan of puffy white crumbs around it. I sit there, stunned as Makeda drops two sugar cubes into the drink in front of her and stirs it with a silver spoon.

Caught like a rat in a maze, I contemplate my options. Get up and run? Act as if I have no clue what she’s talking about? Or … admit the truth?

Before I can make a decision, Makeda sets the spoon down against a plate, the clink of the sound echoing around us and making the tension in my nerves constrict.

“It’s alright,” she murmurs, her movements lax with ease as she gazes at me. “Caedmon has kept me informed of his plans for a long time, child. I know all.”

“What exactly do you consider ‘all?'” I ask.

Makeda lifts the cup of hot liquid and blows air over the surface, sending the tendrils of steam fluttering over the lip. “I know who you are, Kiera Nezerac,” she murmurs. “You are Kiera, daughter of Henric and Ariadne. You are twenty years old and at age ten, you were sold to the Underworld where you were trained as an assassin.”

My shoulders sag and I sit back in my seat. “I…” I blink rapidly. “I don’t know what to say.”

The Goddess sips her drink and grimaces before setting it down and reaching for another sugar cube. “You don’t need to say anything,” she tells me. “All you need to do is what you can. I and your other Avia will help when we can.”

Shaking my head, I sit forward once more, placing both elbows on the edge of the table. “You keep saying that word—Avia—what does it mean? Who are you to me? How do you know my father? My mother?”

Makeda stirs the sugar cube into her drink with the spoon contemplatively, her eyes moving from my face to the forgotten cake on the table and then to the ocean window. Long after the sugar has dissolved, she continues to stir.

“Fifty years ago, I was much like your mother,” she begins. “I met someone and I knew loving him would bring me nothing but pain.” I follow her gaze, wondering if she’s seeing something on the other side of the window I’m not. A small fish with shimmering scales scuttles past the glass, nearly bumping into it with the force of its speed as it swims.

“I loved him anyway.” The words are a confession. “Together, he and I created a beautiful life. I tried to keep him a secret, but one caveat to my own power is that Knowledge is both my gift and my curse. I knew when someone found out my secret. Like Caedmon, I too have a Knowing—albeit a bit different to his. Mine tells me when knowledge pertaining to me has been discovered, a spell I cast on myself when I was much younger that transferred well into this world.

“Any secret I keep, when discovered, becomes a Knowing, and mine had been revealed without my authorization. I knew that if I didn’t reveal his existence before Tryphone was told then I would be imprisoned or put to death myself. Arthur and I made a decision together. He would take responsibility for the existence of our son. He would admit to having lied to me and claiming that Henric had died, and then raising him outside of the Academies without my knowledge.”

The more she talks, the faster she stirs, but at the last part, she ceases moving altogether. Her hand drops away from the cup and it sits there, untouched, for several long moments.

“Arthur was killed when Henric was three years old,” Makeda says. Her gaze is still locked on the ocean window, but this time, I know she’s seeing something utterly different. A past that I have no part in. “He was too young to truly know the man that helped bring him to life, but every day that he grew in the Academy, I watched as he resembled him more and more.”

“Henric was your son.”

She nods. “He was everything that I had left of Arthur and he was who Arthur sacrificed his life for.” Her eyes gloss over with a wet sheen of tears. “I anticipated that he would resent me, that he would hate me for his father’s death, but when I came to him at his graduation from the Academy and told him who I was, all he did was thank me.” A single tear falls, cascading down the rounded curve of her cheek. She doesn’t attempt to wipe it away, instead, simply letting it take its course.

“He thanked me for bringing him into this world because he said he had found someone as well.” Makeda laughs hollowly. “A teacher at the Academy, in fact. A Goddess.”

A teacher at the Academy. The image of Caedmon’s office comes to mind. The great window behind his desk with the woman of silver hair and black shadows. That had been her office, I realize, back when she’d taught there.

Eyes that are a swirling mixture of soil and sunlight clouded with the pain of loss meet mine. When I respond, it’s in a careful whisper. “I’m only twenty,” I say, throat tight. “If he graduated, he would’ve been my age. Mortal Gods have been required to take the contraceptive herb for thirty years.”

Makeda nods. “Yes, that’s true and it works,” she agrees with a brief pause before saying, “when it comes to other Mortal Gods and mortals.”

I close my eyes. Ariadne wasn’t a Mortal or Mortal God.

“They were together for ten years in secret before you were conceived,” Makeda admits. “I suspect Ariadne actually fought him for the first few years. He was sent to work in various households, my son. He was a strong warrior with a fearsome power.”

“Wait.” I shake my head even as my fingers dig into the crevices of the table’s wooden surface. “But my dad didn’t have any power when he raised me. He was completely human.”

The softness of Makeda’s face changes in an instant at my words. The glimmer of tears evaporates from her eyes and she reaches for her cup, fingers gripping it tight. “He was chosen for harvest,” Makeda replies, her voice a low, dangerous sound. A warning.

“Tryphone knew I’d resist, so he didn’t tell me,” she continues. “Back then. He didn’t require us to drain powers from our children so often and never those that we had sired or birthed ourselves.”

I glare at her. “But you still did it to others,” I guess. “Lesser Gods’ children.”

Her lips press together in a thin line, but she jerks her chin in acknowledgment.

My upper lip curls away from my teeth. “I bet it wasn’t until your own son was in danger that you realized how wrong it was,” I snap, wholly unconcerned by the fact that she is a Goddess, herself, and could very well kill me if she so chose.

Makeda’s other hand comes up and she pushes back a wave of hair. Without one of her crowns or headbands to hold the mass of it back, it rests over her forehead and presses against her cheeks like a cloud curling around her.

“You would be right,” she admits with a grimace. “I didn’t think of Mortal Gods as anything but inconveniences until I met Arthur and we had Henric. It was ridiculous to me that my kind would breed with those of this world, those without magic.”

“Or Divinity as Tryphone renamed it, right?” I guess. “Since you all decided to play at being Gods in this new world.”

“Yes.” The admission brings with it a rush of molten hot rage, and I stand abruptly, knocking over my chair in the process.

Uncaring that I’m weaponless and in nothing more than a nightdress, I lean over the table and glare at the woman across from me. “What did you do when they called my father to be slaughtered for your power-hungry King?” I sneer the question at her.

Makeda bows her head. “Nothing.” Her shoulders curve in towards the fragile-looking center of her body. “I could do nothing, by the time I’d been told it was long over.”

“Then how did he survive?” I demand. Somehow, the answer seems already there. Still, I want to hear it.

“He survived the drain of his powers,” she says. “Not many do and when a lesser God of death was ordered to dispose of him, Ariadne saved him. She’d found out—too late as I did—but with enough time to free him from captivity and secret him away to the Hinterlands.

“By then, she’d already started to suspect what Tryphone was doing with her students. She’d always butted heads with her father. She was, perhaps, one of the only ones who’d regarded his decision to turn our kind into Gods in this new world as deplorable. Many others voiced their displeasure and they … disappeared.”

“They were killed, you mean,” I state. “Silenced by Tryphone.”

I straighten as she agrees and reach back to lift my chair to right it. When I take my seat, she glances up at me. Ignoring her, I reach for the kettle and pour a cup of the liquid.

“Keep going,” I say. “There’s no point in stopping now. If you brought me here, it was to tell me everything, wasn’t it?”

“Tryphone had his suspicions that his daughter was secretly leaving her post in the Academy. He had her followed on many occasions. I didn’t even know that Henric still lived. I admit that I … stopped caring about a lot of things when I heard he’d died the first time.”

A muscle in my jaw jumps at the reminder that even if my dad hadn’t died then, he had later … much later. Maybe if he’d had his powers he would have survived the attack; maybe things would have been different.

“What happened?” I press, lifting the cup to my lips and drinking back what tastes like a tea of sorts. Without any sugar, it’s bitter and tart, but the flavor at least is much better compared to the soup I’ve been forced to drink over the last few days. I drain my cup with hardly a grimace.

“Ariadne disappeared for a while,” Makeda admits. “I suspect it was around the time she realized she was pregnant with you. She had been sneaking out to see him often. They were in love and Caedmon, as her best friend, helped to hide her secret. I would have known all about Henric and you, I might even have known you in those early years had I not been so wrapped up in myself and my grief.”

I set the cup back on the table and pick up the discarded cake, nearly swallowing it whole. The shaky queasiness from earlier is fading fast and the delicate rays of early morning light coming in from the upper foot of the window warn me that there’s not much time left.

“Jump forward,” I say, coughing a bit as the cake lodges in my throat for a brief spell. “You haven’t explained what Avia means or why you want to help me? How can you help me kill Tryphone?”

Makeda tilts her head, the mass of curly hair swinging with the movement. “Avia means grandmother in our ancient language,” she admits. “I am your grandmother, Kiera, and so is our Queen. We want to help you because we can’t bear to see our children hurt and slaughtered anymore. We cannot take part in this oppression anymore.”

Shit. Shit. Double fucking shit.

Here I thought the Darkhavens had a fucked-up family history. Makeda’s words, however, have me standing once more, this time far more cautiously. Her head lifts as her gaze follows me. She swallows.

“You may look like your mother,” she whispers, “but you have your father’s temperament.”

Doubtful. The man I knew as my father was far stronger than me, but she doesn’t need to know that. If anything, it’s a good thing she thinks that.

“The Hunt begins today.” She closes her eyes as pain washes over her features, brows knitted together, lips squeezing tight as she tucks her chin towards her chest. I stare at her for a moment more. I wait a beat before finishing. “I’m not talking about the Venatus Ceremony.”

Her head pops up, eyes wide with surprise. “You know—” Makeda cuts herself off and then chuckles dryly. “No, of course you do. You’ve already found Caedmon’s cell and talked to him.”

I don’t respond. Goddess of Knowledge or not, I don’t know how far her power extends, if it’s weakened, or if she’s merely hiding what she knows of me and the Darkhavens.

“Fine then, Neptis,” Makeda says. “What Hunt are you referring to?”

Ignoring the word that she continues to call me simply because I don’t have time for another lengthy discussion or explanation, I place my palms flat on the table and lean forward. “If you truly want to help me,” I tell her, hoping I’m not making a terrible mistake, “then I need you to do something for me.”

She releases her cup. “Anything.”

Though I should feel relief to have the Goddess of Knowledge—and by my own blood’s association, the God Queen—on my side, relief is the furthest thing I feel as I tell her my plan.

Nothing else matters now save for our survival, and I will use whatever means at my disposal.


Chapter 31

Theos
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“Any sign of her yet?” Ruen’s quiet, demanding question sets my teeth on edge until I want to pound my fist into his face. If there was any sign of her, I’d have told him. He knows it. I know it. Kalix knows it.

Kalix, at least, hasn’t repeated the damn question a million times in the past half hour as if the answer has somehow changed. Ignoring it, I return to what I’d been doing—scanning the area for any sign of Kiera. Waking up to find her gone, her bed empty, and no sign of a note was not on my list of best ways to face yet another rite of the Gods.

The fact that we’d arrived—hoping to find her here—at the assembly hall only to be met with the Ortus Terra and those that had followed us from our own Academies handing out weapons only served to increase my dread. Though the weight of a sword on my hip is a welcome reminder that I am not useless, the fact that the Gods have deemed it necessary to give them to us can mean nothing good.

“I don’t see her,” Ruen states.

“Because she isn’t here,” I snap, losing grip of my temper for a split second.

Ruen shoots me a dark look. “She can’t be far,” he says. “The Gods wouldn’t have taken her in the night.”

“Why not?” Kalix asks, his voice as cold and even as the lack of emotion on his face. “They did the healer.”

Maeryn. Soft, fragile, frightened Maeryn. I wince at the memory of Kiera’s desperation as she’d tried to break the door to the girl’s room down and the inevitable dawn of shock and fear that had followed when we’d discovered it empty.

“Her room hadn’t been emptied,” I say, reminding them of that fact. “Everything was as it was last night. If they took her, then why wouldn’t they take everything else the same way?” As if they were attempting to erase the existence of those who had displeased them.

I’m not stupid. That was the reason for Maeryn’s disappearance. She’d refused to attend the Cleansing—or the Traiectus Ceremony. The Gods had warned there would be a punishment. Still, though, complete erasure?

That action, in and of itself, is a cruelty I didn’t even consider. The brief moment as we’d stared into the empty room coated in dust and contemplated if, perhaps, we hadn’t made up her existence. A room that just the previous day had housed a fellow Mortal God. A friend … of sorts. The absence and obliteration of her personal effects had left me feeling as if I’d fallen down a tunnel.

I’m beginning to question everything. How long have we actually been here? A week? Two? It’d only been two weeks until the Equinox when we’d first arrived, but with the same food day in and day out, no classes, and no schedule to keep me grounded in some sort of reality—I can’t help but wonder if this place isn’t an eternal void where time ceases to mean anything.

Maybe disappearance is natural. Maybe none of us are even real.

“Theos.” Ruen’s bark sounds right next to my ear and I whirl, my upper lip peeling away from my teeth only to freeze at the reason for his call.

Kiera. I release a breath. She walks towards us with her head held high. She’s dressed in a pair of black trousers so perfectly tailored to her body that it appears more like a second skin around her hips and legs. Instead of a shirt with the color of aged grain, she wears a thin tunic tucked into the waist of her trousers and a matching belt from which hangs a sheath with a sword handle sticking out of it.

Leather belts are wrapped around her chest, buckled beneath her breasts and over her shoulders. Twin daggers facing downward are strapped in place and I’m not so naive as to not think that she’s hiding more weapons under her clothes. Her hair is pulled up and away from her face, braids on either side of her scalp keeping the strands from breaking free as the rest of the mass is tied with a leather band.

She doesn’t stop until she reaches us, and though her lips part, hopefully to give us a reason for her disappearance, I don’t let her. Diving forward, I grip her waist and yank her against me, slamming my mouth over hers—needing, more than anything in this moment, to confirm her existence.

She’s real. I slip my tongue into her mouth. She stiffens—in surprise, I suspect. She’s real. I grasp her harder, dragging her hips against mine in a rhythmic way we both know well, letting her feel the evidence of my arousal.

She’s real. She’s real. She’s real. I repeat the mantra over and over again in my head as I kiss her. After a brief hesitation, her arms lift and she closes them around me, kissing me back. I didn’t know how much I needed her response until I receive it.

Pulling my mouth back, I release a rough breath, gasping for air. “Fuck,” I mutter. “Don’t ever fucking disappear like that again.”

Carefully, Kiera cups her hands around my shoulders and nods, her forehead bumping mine lightly. “I promise,” she agrees. “I didn’t mean to be away for so long anyway, but I’ll leave a note next time.”

With a groan, I shift my head and bury my face into her throat. “No,” I gripe. “Not ‘next time.' No more ‘next times.'”

Her soft chuckle is the brightest sound I’ve ever heard as she strokes her long fingers through my hair, pushing around the strands at the top of my head and stroking the locks that have fallen forward back. The comfortable moment, as beautiful as it is, however, has to end at some point. I lift my head away from her and stand back as Ruen moves forward.

“Where have you been?” he growls, seething.

Now that she’s here, I don’t even care about the fear. I’m just relieved to know that she’s okay and that … she was never a figment of this horrible place playing tricks on my mind.

Kiera’s gaze roves over Ruen’s darkened expression and she shakes her head. “Later,” she says and that’s it. All she has to say. Somehow, in a matter of months, this woman has managed to do what our sire never has—she’s tamed us.

Though Ruen’s anger doesn’t dissipate, he does back off. Kalix finishes strapping on a second sword beneath the first, buckling the leather sheath into place. Each of us had taken more than one sword and a few other weapons that had been available. When it’d become clear that the Terra weren’t going to stop us from having more than one each, we’d decided for ourselves to ensure that we would not be without weapons for this Hunt.

Ruen’s fingers hover over Kiera’s shoulder as she draws nearer, not quite touching, though making it obvious that he wants to. “You will explain yourself,” he says, balling his fingers into a fist before dropping it back to his side. “Later.”

The corner of Kiera’s lips twitch upward, but she nods before facing the front of the assembly hall. To my surprise, it’s not one God that appears on the dais below, but all of them on the God Council.

The five remaining members of the God Council gather on the stage below, and at the same time, the doors at the back of the room slam shut. I whirl, along with Ruen, my hand going to my sword. Zalika and Nubo stand at the back of the room in front of the doors, their faces passive. I glance at Kalix and Kiera, both of whom haven’t moved, their eyes never leaving the dais where the Gods stand.

It’s then that I realize something—they know what’s coming. At least, Kiera knows. Kalix likely doesn’t give a shit who tries to close him in. A monster like him can never be trapped and he knows that. But how Kiera knows what to expect, I can’t say. Perhaps, it’s the reason behind her disappearance, though it’s not like I can ask now.

Slowly, I shift on my feet, turning back to face the same way, and as they keep their eyes enduringly on the Gods above, I follow their lead.


Chapter 32

Kiera
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There are simply some things you can never get accustomed to. One of those things is the Void. The quasi-empty soulless dimension between realms is, perhaps, one of the most disturbing places I’ve ever experienced in my life and that is saying something considering I trained and worked as an assassin for ten years. I’ve seen the darkest parts of humanity in Anatol. Witnessed gruesome murders in secret markets for little more than the coin the dead held in their pocket and then witnessed again, the absolute callous behavior of everyone else who merely stepped over the bodies and continued on as if it was perfectly natural.

The Void is worse. At least in back alleys and rough taverns and secret markets, you can potentially see when a killer is coming for you. The Void, however, turns all of a person’s senses into useless tools. It is sightlessness and unknowing, and that was only the first time. The second time is much worse.

Ruen, Kalix, and Theos disappear from view. One moment there and the next gone as fog rolls in, wrapping around my legs and arms and sweeping me into an all-new space. I hold still—hoping that, just like last time, I manage to get through this part intact.

I inhale, casting my mind back to Makeda’s warning before I’d left her chambers and she’d disappeared off to wherever she needed to be to perform this next ceremony.

See not with your eyes, she had said, but with the sight all Fae hold within themselves and you will see past the spells they cast.

Fae. Not Mortal Gods. Because as Caedmon had revealed weeks before, the Gods are not Gods, but Atlanteans and Atlanteans are of a larger species known as Fae from a distant world that I know nothing about. A part of me wonders what it must have been like in their world. Had they been safe? Likely not, considering they snuck into Anatol and set themselves up as Divine Beings to rule over the rest of us. But if I am Ariadne and Henric’s daughter, then that means I’m more Atlantean, more Fae, than mortal. I belong more to their world in my blood than I do to this one.

I open my eyes, taking in the fog and rolling white and gray clouds. A shadow of something massive slithers into my periphery. I keep my gaze trained forward, ignoring it even when the slithering continues for several long seconds as if the creature is trying to get my attention.

Tik. Tik. Tik.

The new sound from the fog causes the small hairs on my arms to rise. Another creature's shadow scuttles out of the gloom, this one just as long and massive but with dozens upon dozens of small legs like that of a centipede save for the fact that it appears as large as a horse-drawn carriage. I hold my breath even though my hands itch to reach out, to seek Kalix or Ruen or Theos. They are there, I can feel them close by, but just like me, they are trapped in their own version of the Void. And like me, this time, they don't try to reach out or call for each other.

The monster creeps steadily forward, faster and faster, not stopping as it barrels right towards me. See not with your eyes, I repeat to myself. See not with your eyes. Far easier said than done, but I try and in order to do so, I need to cut off my sight entirely.

Despite the massive creature speeding towards me without any sign of stopping, I close my eyes and hold still. Inhale. Exhale. I breathe deeply, focusing only on the air moving in and out of my lungs. The sound the creature's legs make—that tik. tik. tiking—veers to my left at the last second and for a moment, I feel the brush of not hard scales, but of soft fur. I lean to the side, biting down hard on my lower lip to keep myself from opening my eyes.

Not yet. It's not time.

With my eyes closed and my breaths slowing to something even and relaxed, I begin to pick up the pieces I missed the last time I was here. The smell for one is neither foul nor enticing, but a scent of absolute nothingness. There is no sweetness, no sour acidity in the air that would give me an idea of other things in the area. There's no scent of animal feces or decaying rot. The temperature, too, is neither burning nor cold, but instead an even sensation of air around the bare parts of my body. It's ... comfortable.

With that thought, I sink further down into my heels. No uneven terrain, no strain on the arches of my feet, just simple flat land. When my eyes open again, the fog is rolling away, drifting and parting. Just before we touch down, I see it—what Makeda had alluded to. A place beyond our own realm that is unending glass. A reflection of itself over and and over again, as it is above so it is below.

I blink and the real Void disperses as bodies appear, walking out of the fog onto dirt and grass. Trees surround me and I turn in a circle, frowning as the familiar scent of pine and wet soil invades my nostrils. A forest, but not just any forest.

"The Hinterlands..."

At first, I think I've voiced my suspicion aloud, but a second later, I recognize that the words are spoken in such a light tone that the cadence doesn't match my own voice. Turning my head, I stare down at a short woman dressed in a pair of loose brown trousers and an ill-fitting albeit well-crafted light blue tunic. Long rows of black braids stretch from her scalp all the way down to her backside. A quick glance over my opposite shoulder reveals that the Darkhavens are not far.

Curiously, though, I turn back to the girl. "How do you know?" I ask.

She doesn't look at me but instead continues facing the row of thick tree trunks in the nearby distance. "I always wondered what it would look like," she replies, her voice almost squeaky with its natural pitch. "A place that even the Gods didn't care to rule." When she turns to me, it's with big brown eyes so wide and swallowed by her pupils that it makes my heart jump a bit. She looks both scared and in awe. "I never knew it could be so beautiful."

I want to respond, to tell her that no matter how pretty a place may seem, the danger within can often ruin that image. I don't. I can't. Before I manage to recover, she walks off, joining a few other Mortal Gods in the vicinity. I watch her go as I sense the Darkhavens draw nearer.

"She must be from Perditia," Theos says.

"Why do you think that?" I ask, though I can guess. She didn't look familiar and surely had she been at Riviere, I would have seen her before now.

Theos' golden gaze meets mine. "Perditia is a mountainous region," he says. "They have no forests nearby and many Mortal Gods sent there have never left."

Oh. I suppose her wonder at the forest makes sense now. Still ... I pity that today's ceremony will likely destroy any love for this place she might have held previously. Because today, we hunt the Hinterlands for the Gods' prizes.

I hope we can all survive it.
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As the last of the fog rolls away, the God Council comes into view. All of them save for one—the most important one. Tryphone is strangely absent, not that it stops Azai from stepping forward and trying to claim his space. He ignores the fact that Danai, God Queen is there, and stations himself in front of the others.

I could laugh.

Without Tryphone leading them and with Caedmon locked away in secret, the three women who stand behind Azai are likely far more powerful than the man they allow to think leads them. They stand behind him like mothers watching a child take charge with the safety and protection and none of the consequences of his actions. Perhaps it's always been that way for Azai, or perhaps he’s just a greedy bastard.

A hand slips into mine, scarred fingers curling around mine, and I squeeze them back, assuring Ruen that I’m fine and so is he. We all are. For now.

“Welcome to the Hinterlands!” Azai’s booming voice captures the attention of all who made it through the Void. The students drift closer.

“Today marks the day of the first Hunt since the Gods entered this world,” Azai continues.

My gaze moves away from him to the side. The Gods don’t stand on a hastily built dais but on a rocky stone that juts out of the ground at an angle. To either side, both Zalika and Nubo stand with their legs shoulder-width apart and arms clasped in front of them. The sight of them reminds me of what I’d overheard before being rescued by Makeda. When we return to Ortus, I will have to send Regis a note. It’s clear that Nubo is likely the man Carcel is working with, though the reason for it is still a mystery.

I narrow my eyes on the man, trying to see the skeletal frame of him beneath his skin as I had the night before. One would think the light of day would reveal all, but it appears that for this man, the sun is a cloak as much as the clothes on my back.

Reaching down, I curve my fingers around one dagger weighed down at my hip. The familiar handle of a weapon under my grip is reassuring even if I know that today will be anything but.

“As you well know,” Azai says to the crowd of rapt listeners, “the Gods have chosen not to invade the Hinterlands and you may have wondered why.” One corner of his mouth curves upward as he unfolds his arms from across his chest and plants both hands on his hips before continuing. “There is but one reason: Benevolence.”

I snort. I can’t help it. The very thought of someone putting the Gods together with the term ‘benevolence’ is nothing if not an amusement at best and a lie at worst. As eyes the same color as Theos’ meet mine over the various heads of the students and narrow, I can guess that Azai knows what I’m thinking. I pull my hand from Ruen’s to put it to the back of my neck and crack it to the side.

“There are many creatures that lie within the domain of the Hinterlands,” Azai continues. “Beautiful and dangerous as they are, all that reside within Anatol are our children.”

I bite down on my lower lip to keep from laughing. Azai’s gaze sharpens on me with a keen look and I can’t help it; I lift my free hand and give him a little wave. Behind him, I spy Makeda’s expression. Her lips pinch together and she turns away as her shoulders shake. Gygaea just glares back at me as Danai stands between the two other women and sways from side to side as if she doesn’t even realize where she is.

Azai bares his teeth and several students to the front of the crowd all take an instinctual step back. “We have forbidden the act of dwelling and hunting in these lands because the creatures that live here are more than just ordinary,” Azai continues, his tone sharper than it had been. He sucks in a breath and slowly releases it. I watch as his entire body goes lax, and this time, when he smiles, it’s with cruel intention. His eyes stay locked with mine as he speaks. “Today, it will be your responsibility to track down these creatures and kill as many as you can.”

One brave student close to the front but not quite in front of Azai raises an arm and Azai’s gaze snaps to the man. “You,” he says, pointing.

“Y-yes, My Lord,” the student, a burly man with hair cut close to his scalp and broad shoulders, replies. He looks strangely familiar, but I can’t quite place him. “May I ask—if it would not offend—what prize will we receive from hunting these animals?”

Azai’s smile widens. “Prize, you ask?” He strokes his golden beard, decorated and woven with beads today. “Well, for one, these animals will grant all who take their lives heightened abilities.”

A surge of voices rise, excitement flowing over the students at this news. A chill creeps down my spine and I say nothing as I cross my arms back over my chest and watch on.

“Yes,” Azai says thoughtfully and then nods as if deciding something. As he opens his mouth, his next words boom out once more over the assembled students. “The one who kills the most creatures and brings us their corpses will receive the special favor of the Gods,” he announces.

My stomach drops out from beneath me. “Kiera?” Theos’ curious voice is on my right. I shift uncomfortably on my feet and glance over my shoulder at where the opening to the forest looms.

Azai’s laughter brings my head back around to find the God of Strength with his hands still on his hips but his head thrown back in amusement. “You find that acceptable, yes?” He straightens and all nearby jerk their heads in acknowledgement.

I take a step back, closer to the woods. “Shall we take advantage?” I hear Kalix ask.

“No—” Ruen begins to say at the same time that I turn and snap, “Yes.”

Kalix wastes no time as Azai calls out, “Let the Hunt begin!”

It’s too late. I don’t have to look back to see that Azai’s promise has done the exact opposite of what I’d hoped for—he’s incited their blood thirst, their desire for power, and acceptance.

Another of Makeda’s warnings enters my mind as I race towards the tree line.

See not with your eyes. Hear not with your ears. Sense not with your flesh. All the connections that you have made reside within your soul. Use the threads your parents left within you at your creation to find who you seek.

Without closing my eyes as I jump over a fallen tree and leap across a ravine—sensing the Darkhavens fast on my tail—I reach for those threads. They appear in my mind’s eye like strings of spider silk, glimmering and sticky, but also … lethal.

All it takes is one word, one name, and they know who to find.

Maeryn.


Chapter 33

Kiera
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Irun for seemingly hours. I run until my legs burn and my lungs threaten to collapse within my chest. Still, I run. Deeper and deeper into the woods that were once my home.

Everything is different now. I know what this place really is thanks to Makeda. The Hinterlands were not left alone because of the Gods’ benevolence. The mere thought has me baring my teeth as I come to a halting stop at a ledge, looking down into a deep crevice carved in rock.

To my right and left, two Darkhavens come to a standstill as well, their harsh breaths drifting into the cool mid-morning air. There are so many threads, but the one that I’m following is fast—faster than most others. Already, I’ve watched as thread after thread has been severed and disappeared from my mind.

They’re dying.

“What the fuck are we doing?” Theos demands, a rough hoarseness to his voice as he doubles over and puts his hands on his knees, panting.

I toss him a look. “You’re a fighter,” I remind him. “You should have more stamina than that.”

He flips me his middle finger before straightening. “I fight in arenas,” he replies tersely. “I don’t race through uneven terrain for hours on end searching for…” He arches a brow. “Well, that’s just the thing, isn’t it? I don’t know what we’re searching for.”

Not bothering to answer him, I glance back over my shoulder, finding Kalix lounging back against a tree as a snake curls down from one of its branches, reaching for him. “How many serpents can you call?” I ask.

He arches one dark brow. “As many as you wish for, Little Thief,” he says. “I assumed you would not be interested in a quick fuck in the forest though.”

I ignore his insinuation. “Call them,” I order.

Kalix’s body doesn’t move, doesn’t react, but his demeanor changes completely, going from relaxed and casual to focused in an instant as his jade eyes sharpen on me. “How many?”

“All of them.”

And he does. Just like that. If I can count on Kalix for one thing above his brothers, it’s not to ask me questions. It’s a blessing because a third voice in my ear, demanding to know what’s going on and what I’m planning is going to drive me over the edge of the cliff and down into the ravine below. I don’t answer them as I stare out across the vast dips and hills of the Hinterlands, memorizing their hollows and curves. Once, I’d thought that coming back here would make me feel free and safe.

Freedom isn’t a place though. It’s a person … maybe people, perhaps. Minutes later, Ruen and Theos have given up trying to get answers out of me and moved away to scout out the surrounding areas. Kalix sits on the edge of the cliffside a few feet from me with his legs dangling up over the edge as a collection of snakes begin to make their trek to him.

Small, baby snakes with hardly a scale to them. Massive long serpents with hissing fangs and black shimmering bodies. They come, one after another, called to him by the invisible pull he has.

Without looking back at me, Kalix whispers. “Your turn.”

My lips curl upward. I step up, my shins meeting his back as I settle my hands on his shoulders. He sighs and reaches up, but I rise, not letting him touch me as I move my fingers to his hair. Darker than a raven’s wing and silkier than my spider’s thread, I weave my hands into the locks as I follow his command and I call my familiars to me as well.

Thousands if not hundreds of thousands of spiders dwell within these woods. Spiders so small that they’re nearly invisible to the naked eye. Spiders that can jump and fly. Spiders that burrow and hide. I signal to them all, entreating them to come to me. Some are curious and some are resistant, but they do. They come.

When Ruen and Theos return a short time later, it’s to find Kalix and I in the same position. My hands in his hair, his head tilted back against my abdomen, and our bodies surrounded by a sea of snakes and spiders.

So many threads linger in my mind—each of them shivering in terror and confusion. See not with your eyes. In one rush, I shove the image into my spiders where they rest upon Kalix’s serpents. The rush of my mind melding wreaks havoc on their smaller minds and the fierce army of spiders I’ve called to this place scatter at once, their bodies vibrating as they skitter over scales and tails, trying to escape what they see as a threat. It takes a moment for them to calm, but when they do and the brave ones chance to venture out from beneath their serpent brethren, I take a deep breath and perform the next part of my plan, hoping it will actually work.

I grip Kalix’s head hard and bend him backwards so that his face is pointing to the sky. A small snake circles one of my ankles, not yet sinking its little fangs into my skin, but warning me with its body that if I hurt him, it will retaliate. I can’t help but smile at that. Even in our loneliness, he and I—our insanity—we still have our little monsters to keep us company. To protect us.

Bending, I take Kalix’s lips with an untapped fury. Green eyes remain on mine as he opens his mouth and receives me without a hint of fear. His pupils pulse and then narrow, lengthening as the kiss draws out longer and longer. He reaches for me, his hand coming up to cup the back of my skull, holding me to him as the strands of my silver hair fall over one side of my face, blocking out Theos and Ruen’s confused faces.

Hear not with your ears. I repeat Makeda’s words like a mantra in my head. Over and over again until the words sink past my mind and into my bones and muscles, spreading power throughout my body. The tips of my fingers begin to tingle and I know the moment that Kalix feels it too as his fingers contract on the back of my head and he opens his lips wider.

All around us, his snakes writhe and move as if sensing the tumult of what I’m trying to do to him. Open for me, I practically beg in the silence as I lick at his lips and delve into his mouth with my tongue.

Breaths become scarce as I refuse to release him until I’ve made it through. Almost … there! At the first instance of an opening, I shove the image into Kalix’s mind. He jolts as the series of threads and strings collide with his own mind. Were I not holding him so tightly, he might have slipped completely off the edge.

What have you done to me, Little Thief? Kalix’s words in my mind aren’t angry, but curious and suspicious.

I’ll tell you later, I reply, releasing his mouth finally to gasp for air. For now, share that image with your serpents and command them to follow the trails.

Damn arrogant bastard doesn’t even seem winded, though his cheeks are redder than before and the tent in his trousers tells me he’s not completely unaffected. I find myself smug at that as he turns and gets to his feet, eyeing me.

I take a step back as I assume he gives his snakes the order, and our familiars scatter into the forest, slipping up trees and through the underbrush. Kalix moves forward and I take another careful step back. Our eyes are locked, and his chest rises and falls with slow precise breaths.

“What did you just do?” Ruen’s voice breaks the spell between us, stopping Kalix in his tracks.

I release a sigh of relief and turn towards him, but before I can open my mouth, a high-pitched squeal—like a screaming pig—sounds nearby. Fuck.

I dive for the trees, rushing forward as I hear the rough and unhidden sounds of bumbling legs in the woods. Breaking branches, crushed bushes, male and female laughter. None of it comes from behind me where I know the Darkhavens are following. My legs eat up the distance until I come crashing out of two trees into a clearing where a group of Mortal Gods wielding their weapons are cheering around the man from earlier, the one that had demanded a prize from Azai.

A wounded boar huffs where it rests on its side, and inside my mind a thread wavers—the silvery fabric of its strength growing dull, fluctuating with each breath the animal takes.

“Stop!” I call out, running forward. No one hears me as the man lifts his blade over the boar’s prone body. The closer I get, the more blood I see coating the animal’s side, matted into its fur. “Stop!” I try again as he lifts the sword higher.

He’s not going to stop, I realize in the next instant. Even if he does hear me, he doesn’t care. He doesn’t know or realize what he’s doing. None of them do. They cannot see what I do.

As the sun hits the flat steel of his blade, crimson flashes over my vision. With a cry of outrage, I unleash the built-up wrath inside me, and in an instant, black smoke tears away the red haze and turns the rest into dust.

Screams echo back to me as I continue running towards the boar. The thread in my mind is not getting any better and I have mere moments to save them.

“What the—” From the shadows, Kalix surges past on my left, going straight for the Mortal God that had faced Azai. The darkness clears enough for me to dive over a few of his friends where they fell on the ground when my shadows seized the area.

Collapsing to my knees next to the creature, I put my hand over the deep cut in its side. Confused as they are, both Theos and Ruen are at my side. “What do you need?” Ruen demands.

“Water,” I say quickly. “Gauze. Something to wrap the wound.”

“It’s not going to stop bleeding, Dea,” Theos says, but Ruen doesn’t bother arguing. He’s gone in the next instant, likely to double back to a creek we’d jumped over to collect water—I don’t know how and I don’t have time to think about his methods as I lean down and press my ear to the boar’s smooth underbelly which is facing out to the side. So damn vulnerable.

I hush the creature when it whines. “I’m sorry,” I murmur, sensing a softly feminine presence within her. The thread in my head weakens, growing thinner. Her breaths are coming too fast, too irregularly. Ruen isn’t going to make it back in time. Tears burn the backs of my eyes.

“Kalix!” Theos’ bark is followed by his disappearance and I glance over to find that Kalix is holding the other Mortal God up by his throat.

“Did you not hear her tell you to stop?” Kalix demands, his face a mask of annoyance.

“Don’t kill him,” I bark out, earning a bit of that annoyance turned my way before he shakes his head.

“Put Maral down, Kalix,” Theos demands, and at least now I know the man’s name.

Glancing over my shoulder, I bite out a curse. They’re already gone. I catch sight of two of them—one being the girl who’d been wearing a blue tunic earlier—as they disappear into the trees.

Closing my palm over the wound and turning back to the boar, I hold my hand steady as blood surges out from between my fingers. She whines, so many emotions encompassed in that one sound that it nearly breaks my fucking heart. Fear. Confusion. Hurt.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, bending closer as I stroke her soothingly.

Not sure what else to do, I press harder on her wound and focus on the split pieces of the flesh. There’s no willing them to knit back together; I am not Maeryn and that is not my gift. Instead, I press inside her, letting tendrils of my darkness ease into her body through the open wound. One by one, I find the hurts—the bruises, the cuts on her body—and I cover those areas with my shadows, deadening the senses. It’s temporary, but will at least take the pain away.

Almost immediately, the boar’s body sags as if it’d been waiting for such a thing. This time when she whines, the sound is more relieved and grateful than anything else.

When Ruen returns, he makes no sound. There’s no loud, bumbling crashing, just an empty patch of grass at my side one moment and a dark body on one bended knee in the next. “Here.” He holds out a canteen and when I frown at him in confusion, knowing damn well I hadn’t seen him carrying it earlier, he grins lightly. “I took it from one of the others,” he admits, answering my unspoken question.

I take it and upend the contents, dumping the water over the wound, trying to clear the blood away to see how bad the damage is.

“It’s bad.” I don’t need Ruen’s words to know that what he says is true, but somehow I’d hoped it wouldn’t be. The cut is too deep and almost as soon as we clean away the blood with water, more comes gushing out.

A thump disturbs my chaotic thoughts enough for me to drag my eyes away from the animal to see Maral on the ground, cursing as he twists and gets to his feet. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he demands. “You think you can come up and take my kill? Go kill your own beast.”

“She is not a beast,” I snap.

Maral’s dark eyes turn towards me and then they roll. “Ugh,” he scoffs. “Don’t tell me you're some sort of animal lover. This is a Hunt.” He says the word as if it’s supposed to mean something to me. All it means is death to me.

Maral grunts and scowls at the four of us—five including the boar on the ground. I do not doubt that his next words are spoken only because his group abandoned him. “Fine then,” he snaps, holding his hands up and taking a step back, more specifically away from Kalix. “Keep the damn thing, but know that I will kill another. I will kill more than any of you before the Hunt is over.”

“What if they aren’t animals?” I demand. “What if they were like you or me?”

Maral looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind. Makeda had said it would happen. That no one would believe. She was right. He merely shakes his head at my questions and doesn't answer them as he moves to where his fallen sword lies and picks it up, returning it to his side before jogging off to rejoin his friends.

When he’s gone, Theos drifts closer. “Kiera?”

Biting down on my lower lip, I look back to the boar whose labored breathing is slowing with each passing second. “It’s dying, Kiera,” Ruen says. “You should have let him put the creature out of its misery.”

“It’s not a creature,” I say. “It’s not a beast.”

“What do you mean?” Theos asks as he comes up alongside me, going to his knees on the grass and dirt. Blood turns the green around us a rusty red color.

I swallow back the ache in my throat as the boar’s eyes look at me. There’s no hope in them. She knows she’s dying and that I can’t help her. All I can do is take away the pain, make her not feel it quite so much as she takes her last breath.

“I’m sorry,” I say again, the words a croak in my throat.

“What are you sorry for?” Ruen asks, but I don’t answer. The words weren’t for him anyway. They were for her.

With both hands pressed to her bleeding wound, I bend my forehead over the boar’s side and close my eyes, locking back the tears that wish to flood my cheeks. How can I make them see? How can I tell them in a way that they will believe? How can I make them understand?

The last part of Makeda’s oath to me echoes in my head.

Sense not with your flesh.

My eyes open. The pulses of blood from the wound have slowed to a trickle over my fingertips—as if it’s no longer flowing in response to a heart trying to beat past its capacity. I glance at the boar’s face, finding her eyes open and unseeing. Empty. I clench my jaw hard enough that I feel something crack and pain shoot through the bone beneath my ear.

She doesn’t change but continues to maintain the form beneath us. It pisses me off. This isn’t her. She isn’t an animal.

Sense not with your flesh.

I am no great warrior like Caedmon wants me to be. I am no emotionless assassin as Ophelia tried to make me. But I also can’t leave her like this either. I don’t know what I’m fucking doing when I let my shadows out again. They withdraw from her cooling body to wrap around her flesh.

Ruen and Theos get to their feet and back up when I compel the shadows to lift her in the air. I reach down and pluck the dagger at my waist free while leaving the two strapped on either side of my chest in place. Turning my palm over, I sense a collective silence fall over the clearing as I drag the tip of the weapon over my flesh, watching the well of crimson blood that appears in an instant.

The sound of wind ceases. The rustle of leaves, the chirping of actual animals and insects—it all goes quiet. Even the Darkhavens don’t seem to be breathing behind me as I hold out my offering to the shadows. They take it willingly, consuming my blood—sucking it into the darkness I have wrapped around the boar’s body. They move faster and faster, all hints of the animal inside hidden from view as they converge on the body.

My heart thuds wildly in my breast as I lower my hand. A single drop of blood falls to the dirt before the wound finishes knitting—far slower than it should. By the time it lands on the soil, the shadows are lowering the once animal back to the ground. I suck in a breath and call them back to me.

They disperse in an instant and reveal the truth that Maral wouldn’t understand or believe.

“By the Gods…” Theos’ whisper is horrified at the sight before him.

Booted feet move forward until all three of them are at my sides, staring down at the fresh image before them. Going down on one bent knee, I reach for the naked girl’s open eyes—the same color as her boar—and close them.

“This hunt is nothing more than a farce.” Though they know as much, I can’t help but speak the words that rise up from my throat. “We might be hunters in this realm, but we should never forget…” I lift my gaze to theirs, “how quickly the hunters become the hunted.”


Chapter 34

Kiera
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Midmorning quickly morphs into afternoon and despite the recent chill of winter lingering in the air, sweat coats the back of my neck and slides into the collar of my tunic. Kalix, Ruen, and I leave the slain Mortal God to be buried by Theos. Whatever spell I’d managed to create to unravel the one that hid her true form obviously hasn’t worked on all of the other students the Gods have changed for this Hunt of theirs. Otherwise, we would hear cries of disbelief and screams of horror through the woods.

Instead, all I hear is the silence of the wind and the rustle of leaves at the tops of the trees. A pity—a large part of me wants to reveal to everyone that the ‘animals’ they’ve been killing are their classmates, their friends. Another part of me, the kinder piece of my soul I thought had died long ago, reminds me that revealing it in too shocking a manner as I had for the Darkhavens might cause great chaos. After all, who could live with the fact that they didn’t just kill their friends, but relished in hunting them through the Hinterlands and torturing them until their slaughter?

My footsteps slow to a halt as I emerge into a separation of trees where a creek bed slips through rocky crevices to form a shallow pool. Ruen and Kalix remain standing as I take the canteen that Ruen stole earlier and refill it. One good thing about being a Mortal God is access to better materials and this canteen is a product of the Lautus, the God of cleanliness. It’ll purify any debris in the water due to his spell.

“We should be closer to where we started now,” Ruen murmurs thoughtfully.

“We still haven’t found her, though,” I reply as I recap the canteen and tuck it into my waistband.

“Do you even know if she’s still alive?” Kalix slides a look my way and I grit my teeth at the thought of Maeryn dying out here.

“She’s still alive,” I snap. “You know it as well as I do.”

Kalix relaxes back against a large oak, crossing his arms over his wide chest. “Yes, I suppose I do,” he agrees. “Which brings me to what you did before. How did you share your thoughts with me?”

Raking my teeth along my lower lip, I straighten back to my feet and turn fully to face the two of them. Ruen’s curious gaze lingers on me as well, no doubt wanting the same answers that Kalix is demanding.

“I don’t know,” I admit, letting my gaze move to the flowing creek water.

“Bullshit.”

I whip my head back and scowl at Kalix. “I don’t,” I insist. “Makeda said that I⁠—”

“Makeda?” Ruen stops me. “Is that who you were with this morning? Is that who told you about…” His words trail off, but I don’t have to ask what he meant. He wants to know if the Goddess of Knowledge was who told me about the truth behind this malevolent Hunt.

With a sigh, I twist my head to the side, scanning the grounds nearby as I respond. “Yes,” I answer. “I went out last night and ran into Zalika and Nubo. I think I know now who is helping Carcel on the mainland.”

“Nubo?” Kalix guesses.

Turning back to him, my brows arch up. “Yes,” I say. “How’d you know?”

Kalix shrugs. “He smells like death.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Ruen demands, turning on the other man.

Kalix casts his brother a narrow-eyed look and speaks in a clipped tone. “Because,” he replies, “all of Ortus smells of death. It’s hard to discern the differences when everything reeks of decay and rot.”

Ruen steps forward, his hands clenching at his sides and I step between them, holding my hands out. Despite the fact that Kalix hasn’t moved a single inch, I know he’s just as ready for a fight as Ruen. “The focus right now needs to be on Maeryn,” I say. “We need to find her and meet up with Theos. We’ll send Regis the information about Nubo when we return to Ortus.”

Rich bruise-colored eyes meet mine. “How do you plan to find her?” he asks, gesturing to the vastness of the woods that surround us. “The Hinterlands is an unmapped terrain. She could be miles away at this point—I hope she is, in fact, because if she stayed, then she could be dead.”

“She’s not dead,” Kalix says before I can.

“Her thread is still there,” I agree with a nod.

Ruen’s face scrunches in confusion, his brows lowering over his eyes. “Her thread?”

“It’s…” I shake my head. “It’s complicated to explain, but Makeda gave me an idea of how to use my senses in this Hunt and this land—the Hinterlands—I know it. I was raised here. It might look like the Hinterlands, but it’s just a replica.”

“A replica?” That has Kalix straightening away from the oak tree and frowning at me as he drops his hands to his sides.

I nod. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we keep running into the same places. The ravines. The tree markings. The clearings. Even this creek bed.” I gesture down to my side. “Yes, these things are from the Hinterlands, but not down to the distinct details.” I point to the oak behind Kalix. “There are three scratches to the upper corner of the lowest branch,” I tell him. “Right where the branch meets the trunk. Check it.”

Without hesitation, Kalix turns and glances up, confirming my knowledge with a nod. “She’s right.”

“So, we’ve been here before,” Ruen states, though his tone is vague and his words slow as if he’s not exactly sure how that proves my suspicions.

I sigh and plant my hands on my hips. “The Hinterlands is too vast to repeat small details like that,” I tell them as Kalix twists to face me once more. “This isn’t really the Hinterlands, but I suspect a fake labyrinth meant to appear like it.”

Ruen’s face remains scrunched as he peers between me and Kalix before finally settling firmly on me. “Why would they do that?”

“Tryphone,” I say. “Tryphone did it.”

His brows ease up. “Because he knows who you are,” he guesses.

“I suspect he does,” I reply. “Makeda is the Goddess of Knowledge, her powers earned her the place she has on the Council, but also by Tryphone’s side. If she were to fight against him and refuse him certain answers to his questions, then she’d be in much the same position as Caedmon.”

Ruen opens his mouth and though I know he has plenty more questions, likely questions for which I have no answers, whatever his next words are remain lost as a scream echoes through my head and into Kalix’s via the pathway I left open for him and his serpents to see the threads.

With a cry, I collapse to my knees, cupping my hands over my ears as the sound pierces my skull with such violence that it sends all of my senses reeling. Distantly, I hear the thump of Kalix’s knees hitting the dirt as well and his grunt. As the last vestiges of the echoing wail fades enough to allow me to think, I reach for the threads, seeking out the one I’ve been trailing this whole time. What I see horrifies me.

Crawling back to my feet and standing on shaky legs, I blink, seeing Ruen in front of me, his hands on my face. He speaks but his words don’t make it through as another of Maeryn’s shrieks slams into my mind.

“Fuck!” Kalix’s curse is sharp and I quickly reach for him, slamming the pathway closed so at least only one of us is hit by the debilitating shock of her screams.

“She’s in trouble,” I gasp out, stumbling as I push Ruen’s hands away.

“Kiera!” he calls out after me, but I’m already on the move.

There’s no precision in my movements as I rush towards the thread—finally seeing it clearer than before—closer too. My boot comes down hard on a dried-out branch and the resounding crack echoes into the rafters of the tree limbs overhead. I halt. At my back, Kalix and Ruen come to crashing stops as well.

“What’s—”

I hold up a hand, fisting it to silence Kalix’s question. He goes quiet immediately. Awareness creeps hot and silent up my spine, spanning over my shoulders and down into my arms as I take in the area we’ve entered. Reaching into my mind, I find the thread—shivering with anxiety—but there’s been no third scream.

I don’t speak. I don’t move. I don’t even breathe, waiting…

The thread in my mind dances side to side as if it’s running from something and yet, perpetually pulled back into place. What happens if the Mortal Gods trapped in their animal forms break out on their own?

The curious question hovers in my mind and just as I ease forward to peer around a particularly large pine tree, a small figure comes sprinting out of the underbrush. A flash of crimson fur is there and gone in an instant.

“It’s her!” I call back as I give chase. “Maeryn!”

The animal continues sprinting—the smaller body of a rabbit darting in and out beneath bushes and over fallen tree limbs with agile movements. “Maeryn!” I call out, chasing after her. “It’s us. We know you! We’re not going to hurt you.”

If she hears me or even understands me in her animal form, Maeryn doesn’t show it. Behind me, the booted footsteps of Kalix and Ruen veer along either side of me. “There’s a grove ahead,” Ruen says. “We can trap her there.”

Cursing beneath my breath, I turn my head, giving him a nod. Together, the three of us chase Maeryn through the trees—leading her closer and closer to the grove. Each time she tries to escape the bounds of our invisible barrier, one of us stops her. When Kalix withdraws his sword, sending her racing back towards Ruen’s side of the slowly closing trap we’re urging her towards, I shoot him a dark look.

He merely shrugs and keeps the weapon in hand as we reach the copse of trees so close together that Maeryn will have to burrow beneath their roots or climb them to get away. As good as she’s proven to be in her animal form though, the fact is—Maeryn isn’t a rabbit. She doesn’t have a rabbit’s natural instinct. So, when the three of us break through and force her into the wall of trees, she turns and backs up.

Softening my voice, I crouch down and hold the flat of my palm out. “It’s okay,” I assure her as my pulse beats faster. “It’s okay, we’re not going to hurt you.” I repeat the words, hoping that she can hear me beyond the animal’s mind she’s trapped in.

As I draw nearer to her trembling, twitching body, I see the spot of blood on her hind leg, and a bolt of pure rage slams into me. It takes considerable effort to keep my anger from entering my voice as I allow my knees to touch the ground a few feet away as Ruen and Kalix align themselves on either side of me.

Maeryn’s little head tilts side to side and I have to repress a grin. Even in this form, she’s a survivor. Black eyes return to me and the matching black nose between a set of long whiskers twitches again. Her movements are sharp and jerky, anxious and fearful.

“Put your fucking sword away,” I command Kalix when I notice that her eyes linger on him the longest. Even as I keep my tone light and even, the words are a warning that if Kalix scares her any more than necessary, I’ll fucking make him regret it.

His grunt and the sound of a sword sliding back into its sheath is his only response. The rabbit seems to calm slightly at the disappearance of the weapon and as I hold my hand out for her, she hesitates. “It’s okay.” I practically whisper the words, hoping she’ll trust me. I’ll say the same thing over and over again if it means she recognizes me again.

“I’ve been looking for you,” I tell her. “I’m sure Niall is worried.”

At the sound of Niall’s name, the rabbit freezes—all twitching and movements ceasing in an instant. Then her head tips back in a very human-like fashion and she looks at me. My heart leaps into my throat. My mouth goes dry and a sense of giddy relief floods me as she takes a bounding jump towards me, her two back feet thumping to create the movement.

“Yes.” I can’t seem to drag in enough air. I reach out a second palm, putting both of them together. “I found you, Maeryn. We found you and we’ll make sure you’re okay.”

She jumps forward and one little paw reaches out, grazing the tip of one finger. The thread in my mind seizes and, on the ground, Maeryn’s rabbit body goes stiff.

“Maeryn?” As she slumps over, I dive forward to catch her. Just before I do, though, an arrow comes careening from between a slight separation higher up on the copse of trees in front of us. It sails over my head.

“Fuck!” Ruen’s curse slices through the quiet grove and I turn back to see him yanking the bloodied end out of his shoulder and tossing it to the ground as crimson wells up, staining his hands and tunic. Kalix unsheathes his sword a second time and glares to the right as two familiar faces appear.

Maral and the girl in the blue tunic.

Maral jerks his chin to the animal at my knees. “Get it, Soza,” he commands, brandishing his own weapon at Kalix with a sly grin. “A rabbit is a poor prize compared to a boar, but I’m sure the Gods won’t mind us taking another to add to our collection.”

Soza dives for Maeryn, gripping her by her ears and ripping her from my grasp before I can snag her first. Holding Maeryn up, Soza yanks out one of her own daggers and holds it before the rabbit’s soft, vulnerable underbelly. I expect Maeryn to kick and squirm, to jump from Soza’s hold, but whatever caused her thread to react that way when she’d touched me has left her fully unconscious and she hangs limply in the other girl’s hand.

My upper lip curls back over my teeth. “Let. Her. Go.” The demand is ripped free from my throat, dragged through the invisible jagged glass shards there as I slowly get to my feet.

Soza arches a brow at me and takes a step back. “After you took our kill?” she scoffs. “No way.”

I reach for my daggers, withdrawing both from my chest holster. “I will give you one chance to release her,” I tell her. “Do so now and I won’t hurt you.”

In response, Soza throws her head back and laughs, her long braids slapping against her sides as she twists and turns her head. To the side, Maral laughs as well.

“So protective of your own kill?” Maral asks, chuckling. “Now you should know how we felt when you stole ours.”

“Ruen?” Though Kalix keeps his eyes on Maral, the directive question to his brother has me cutting my eyes toward him to find Ruen leaning back against a tree, panting heavily.

The blood soaking the front of his tunic isn’t stopping and his face is quickly turning a pale gray. I jerk my attention back to Maral and Soza. “Poison?” I hiss out the accusation as my grip on my daggers tightens. It’s the only reason Ruen would be reacting so poorly to a mere wound that he’d worsened himself by ripping the shaft of the arrow free.

Soza shrugs. “You do what you have to in order to win,” she says.

“And I intend to make the Gods recognize me,” Maral agrees. “I will be the one to win Azai’s prize.”

“You know not what you’re doing.” Ruen’s words are elicited through harsh pants.

No, they don’t, but as I stare into their dark eyes, I have to wonder if they’d even care to know the truth. I crack my neck to one side and press my thumb into the side of my daggers’ hilts. Shifting on my legs, I turn, placing one foot behind the other as I move over a root stretching up out of the ground.

Soza lifts Maeryn’s dangling body higher and finally seems to notice the deadweight of it. “Did you already kill it?” She stares at the rabbit before shaking it slightly. Then she turns her attention to her companion. “Maral! It’s dead already!”

“Who cares?” Maral replies. “We just need to bring it with us and claim that we made the kill.” He eyes first me and then Kalix. “That’s what they did.”

“We did not,” I say coldly, even as I keep my gaze trained on Soza. Let Kalix handle Maral, either way, I doubt these two will leave these fake woods unscathed.

Metal shrieks as Kalix dives forward, attacking Maral with a force that drives the other man back against a tree. I dive for Soza at the same instance, my feet leaving the ground as I soar towards her and take her to the ground.

She cries out in surprise, both of her hands slipping. I wince when her dagger drags back, slicing up and across Maeryn’s rabbit body even as she’s released to the leaf-strewn dirt under us. My body comes down hard on top of Soza, and reacting on instinct, I sink two of my blades into a bit of fabric along either side of her ribs. Soza immediately tries to roll away, but with her tunic bolted to the ground, she merely manages to rip the fabric without freeing herself. She hisses when the edge cuts too close and the scent of her blood rises to my nostrils.

Her own dagger aims right for my throat and I rear back, watching as her arm sails past. I grab it and twist, breaking her wrist with a decisively loud snap!

“Ah!” The sound of her scream pierces my head and I grit my teeth against the pitch as I pluck her dagger from the ground and hold it to her throat.

The flat of her undamaged hand slaps up at my forearm, unintentionally dragging my hand up so that I slice a line straight up her face, through her lips, and over one cheek. With a growl, I drop the dagger and grab both of her hands. Another shriek of pain emits from her when I press my fingers into her broken wrist as I drag them down and pin them beneath my knees.

Anger slithers beneath my flesh, my shadows whispering sweet words into my ears, licking at my insides. They want to be released. They want to play and I know if I let them, these two Mortal Gods will not survive the fight.

Why should I let them? a distant piece of me wonders. What have they done but kill in the name of Gods that would sacrifice them for their own gain later? What is the good of souls that have done nothing but oppress and kill?

Air saws in and out of my lungs as my mind spirals with a bone-deep need. A need to hurt. To maim. To kill. Above our heads, wind rushes in, swirling around us. The crashing sounds of Kalix and Maral trading attacks is followed by something else—a darker whisper.

My eyes land on Soza’s thready pulse beating rapidly in her throat as she stares up at me, brown black eyes glittering with unshed tears. She swallows and bows up beneath me, struggling to get free, and it is no effort at all to press my knee into her broken wrist as I reach down with my other hand and free her non-damaged hand.

“Try again,” I dare her, waiting. The muscles of her legs bunch beneath mine as she seems to contemplate my challenge. I hold her hand up, immobile in my iron grip.

“D-don’t!” she gasps out.

I shake my head. “I told you to let her go,” I say.

“It’s just a fucking rabbit!” she screams before twisting her head. “Maral! Maral! Help me!”

The responding sound of male grunts and curses is all she gets. I lean down, inhaling sharply and freezing as I realize I don’t smell anything. Blinking, I suck in another breath through my nostrils, expecting the scents of wet soil and leaves. All I get is Soza’s sweat and blood on the breeze.

No scents.

Sense not with your flesh.

I sit up and glance around.

See not with your eyes.

A replica. These are not the real Hinterlands, but a replica—I knew that, had told both Kalix and Ruen, but we’d never talked about why the Gods wouldn’t take us to the real place. Maybe to keep us from escaping? But if it’s not real and just a replica of a portion of the actual Hinterlands then where would they place it?

Hear not with your ears.

The wind is real. The body straining beneath mine is real. This place, however, isn’t.

The Void. We’re still in the Void.

Black spikes jut up from the ground around Soza and me, closing claws around us and I release Soza with a gasp as she screams again. I don’t hesitate, leaving behind my daggers as I dive for Maeryn, ripping her body up and into my chest as I roll away from the sudden disruption.

Blood slips over my palms and between my fingers as I scramble backward until my spine slams into a tree trunk. Soza screams as the Void creature reacts to my realization and consumes her struggling bloodied body. The claws clamp tighter, forming a cage before my eyes until her body is pressed to them and one arm—the one with the limp broken wrist—reaches out.

Her eyes plead with me even as her lips part on another shriek of agony and her face twists up. Blood blossoms rich and red over her blue tunic, turning the color brown as a spiked claw spears through the center of her back and comes out the other side between her breasts. A scrap of blue fabric flutters against the sharp point just above the bits of flesh lying underneath and Soza’s screams cease entirely as her jaw unhinges and blood gurgles up from her throat.

“Soza!” Maral’s yell is both shocked and angry.

I turn away from the scene, keeping one hand on Maeryn’s small body as I hold her to me.

Maral races back into the grove and gapes down at the opening in the ground. I see the shadow at his back and before I can stop him, Kalix comes up behind the other man. I watch in mild horror as Kalix plants his boot in the center of Maral’s back and shoves him forward—straight into the arching spines of the creature's claws that have erupted from the ground.

Maral falls upon them, arms pinwheeling as he descends and is skewered atop the glistening ebony protrusions. The same gurgling sound of death echoes back to me from Maral’s throat as his hand loosens and his sword clatters to the ground. Kalix steps up to the edge of the beast’s maw and stares down, tilting his head to the side as he watches—as we both do—it reopen its jaws. It’s a mouth, I now realize, not claws, with rows of sharp black teeth that remind me of the bars in the secret prison below Ortus.

Maral’s bleeding body, the last sounds of life coming from him nothing but gasps and bubbles of blood spewing from his lips, is closed in alongside Soza’s. Together, the two Mortal Gods are dragged deeper into the ground. The crunch of bone breaking and flesh splitting resounds throughout the grove as the forest crawls back into place. Dirt sliding and leaves falling from above to cover the second truth of the day.

Just when you’re sure you’ve seen the worst, the Gods devise a new cruel reality that proves you utterly wrong.


Chapter 35

Kiera
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Kalix has to help Ruen back to the meeting point with Theos, and the second Theos catches sight of the three of us—all of us bloodied, though only Ruen and I are trembling like we might collapse—he rushes forward.

“What happened?” he demands as Kalix lets Ruen drop to his knees. Ruen grunts and hunches over, placing one palm flat as he vomits into the grass.

I eye the ground like it, too, might open up to release Void creatures that are better left in their own dimension. No step is safe until we leave this place.

“We found Maeryn,” I say, glancing down at the animal in my hands, cupping her against my breast. Wincing, I realize that the front of my tunic is wet with blood. Her red fur hides it well, but she’s wounded. A long line that splits her flesh up her stomach and chest and over her face. It even dissects one eye—similar to Ruen’s scar—but this time, I have the dreaded knowing that it won’t be so easy to skip damaging her sight.

“And a fight,” Theos says in response as he goes to Ruen’s side now that he’s done throwing up and helps him to roll back over.

Ruen’s face is still that same gray color and sweat coats his forehead as he gasps, panting for breath despite the fact that Kalix half-carried him here. Theos focuses his attention on the bloodied shoulder, ripping Ruen’s tunic open further to prod at the opening of the wound.

“Shit!” Ruen hisses out the curse and tries to yank himself away from Theos’ touch. The golden Darkhaven merely ignores him and presses him back into the ground with one hand as he continues his inspection.

“The skin around it is turning dark,” Theos says. “He needs to go back to the Academy. If Maeryn can, we need to have her⁠—”

“She’s wounded too,” I say with a shake of my head as I cut him off.

Theos lifts his head and glances over at me, noting the animal in my arms. His lips curve upward. “A rabbit?” Before I can respond, he merely huffs out a quiet laugh and returns to prodding Ruen’s shoulder.

A horn sounds in the distance, the sound piercing over the tops of the trees and sending birds fluttering from their perches into the sky. The fake sky—because everything around us is just that, a mockery of reality. My shoulders sag in relief in spite of that. That horn can only mean one thing.

The Hunt is over.

“Come on,” Theos urges.

I glance back in time to see him looping one of Ruen’s arms over his shoulders before gesturing for Kalix who moves forward, his face oddly blank as he moves under Ruen’s other arm, following Theos’ request.

The three of them help Ruen to his feet, and together we make our way back to the assembled area where this whole day started. It takes longer than I remember to make it back. By the time we arrive back at the place where we’d first started, the pseudo-sun that hangs overhead is dropping behind the tree line. A chill creeps into the air, stealing away what little warmth that sunlight had offered.

I cross my arms over my chest and keep Maeryn tucked against me, inside my tunic. My heart aches for the others I hadn’t managed to save, for the girl-boar that we’d watched die at the hands of her own classmates. I don’t even care to see who won Azai’s prize.

Instead, the four of us just slump to the ground and bow our heads as we wait for the Gods to end this farce of a ceremony and deliver us back to Ortus—at least when we’re there, they maintain a semblance of civility. Unlike here, in these mock Hinterlands, where bloodthirst is the currency for their entertainment.

Closing my eyes and bowing my head towards my knees, I rock back and forth. Images of the glittering spikes of black teeth stabbing through the ground replay over and over in my head. Soza and Maral’s open mouths, dripping with blood as their organs and bones were crushed in the grip of some unseen monster that none of us even knew was there.

The wind picks up, swirling around and around. When the trees fall away and the fog rolls in to reveal the true Void, I close my eyes and hold still.

No more, I silently plead as time stretches to imperceptible limits. The strands of my hair flutter against my neck and back. I focus on the small animal inside my tunic, curled up and trusting. Her heart beats faster than normal, a galloping pace that worries me before I recall that the smaller an animal, the faster its heart naturally beats.

I don’t know how long I sit there, arms closed around both Maeryn and myself as I wait for the trip through the Void to be over. It isn’t until a hand lands on my shoulder that I realize we’re back. Jerking, I lift my head and raise my eyes. Expecting to see Kalix or Theos or even Ruen, I’m surprised when I see the God Queen.

Unlike the morning, when I look around, I find that the Darkhavens and I are not in the assembly hall. We’ve been delivered to Makeda’s chambers. The scent of trees and ocean water have a surprisingly calming quality—assuring me that we’re no longer in the Void nor the fake Hinterlands.

“Come,” Danai says, her voice soft and lyrical. “Bring your friend out so that she may be released from the spell.”

Bile sits in the back of my throat as I get to shaky feet and cup my hand beneath Maeryn’s small form. I want to hurl insults and curses at the God Queen. She did this, after all. They all had. The sad smile Danai gives me when I withdraw Maeryn’s little rabbit body from the neck of my tunic, halts my vicious tongue though. Glancing around her, I spy Ruen lying in the same bed I’d woken up in the night before. His tunic has been removed to reveal the blackened hole in his shoulder and the veins of inky darkness stretching out from it.

Makeda hovers at his side, her hands moving up and down and back and forth in quick motions as she churns something in a stone bowl. “What’s wrong with him?” My question comes out on a croak.

Danai’s finger brushes my arm and I jolt, curling my side away from her as I keep Maeryn close to me. Danai’s eyes go wide as she pauses and lets her hand drop away.

“He was wounded by a weapon dipped in a poison meant to damage a person’s nerves,” she answers. “Do not worry, we can help.”

“Why?” I glare at her. “Why help now? It’s because of you that he’s like that.” I nod down to the rabbit in my arms. “And her.”

The God Queen swallows and turns away. “I know you must hate us, Kiera.”

“Hate you?” I narrow my eyes on her back. “Hatred is a paltry emotion for what I feel towards the Gods,” I tell her. “Hatred requires love and I have never once loved you. I despise you and all that you have done.”

“As much as you despise Ariadne?” Danai shocks me by asking, pivoting so that the outline of her face is visible with the candlelight in the room softening her features even more.

From somewhere to the right, a figure emerges carrying a bowl of water. I twist sharply, inhaling when I spy Niall. His eyes, hollow and sunken, meet mine.

I glance down at Maeryn and then back to my friend. My eyes burn, but I force the tears back as I take a step away from Danai—letting her question hang unanswered behind me.

“Niall.” His name comes out hoarsely but the second I say it, his shoulders seem to sag and he bows towards me.

I hurry forward and wrap him in one arm—awkwardly trying to hold Maeryn and keep the bowl of water he’s holding from digging into my abdomen.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I whisper. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him that knowing he’s still alive and unharmed is a balm on my aching soul.

“I am,” he says with a nod. “But I worry for Mistress Maeryn.” His lips quiver slightly before he sinks his teeth into the bottom one halting it for a breath.

“She’ll be fine,” I assure him, bringing the small rabbit's body around where it rests in my palm and against my forearm. “I just need to free her from the spell.”

“I will do that.” This time Danai doesn’t give me a chance to refuse her. She slips between Niall and me, disrupting the reunion as she plucks Maeryn’s body from my arm.

With a snarl, I reach for her, but it’s Niall’s cry of disbelief that stops me. A rock formation on the wall across from the ocean window and table there moves inward and to the side. Kalix and Theos appear, their arms laden with twin trunks. Blankets, bottles of various liquids, plants, and an assortment of other things are visible from the open tops.

“Bring those over here,” Makeda orders as Theos and Kalix move past us toward where Ruen lies on the bed, groaning in pain as Makeda puts the bowl down.

“All will be well.” Danai interrupts my focus and returns my attention to her as she cradles Maeryn’s body against her own. Niall chooses that moment to hurry forth, bringing the bowl of water he’s holding over to Makeda and the Darkhavens.

My head pounding, I take a step away from Danai and look down at Maeryn. “What do you need from me to break the spell?” I demand.

“I will make the sacrifice,” Danai replies. “All I need for you to do is rest now.”


Chapter 36

Kiera
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It matters not which side prevails, neither conqueror nor the conquered return from a war unscathed. I read that somewhere in the books Ophelia had forced Regis and I to study during our initial training years. At the time, I didn’t know what it meant, but now as I stare at Maeryn and Ruen’s sleeping faces, I think I’m beginning to.

Maeryn wanted to be safe. She wanted to avoid the conflict, and though a part of me resented her a bit for the fact that she so easily shut her eyes and turned away, another part of me envied her for the choice as well. Envy and desire go hand in hand, and all I have ever wanted was the freedom to make my own choices.

After the initial flurry of activity that had brought us back from the Hunt and then delivered us to Makeda’s chambers rather than the assembly hall, the Darkhavens and I had been moved back to our own rooms. Because Maeryn’s room is still empty—not that I’d want to place her back there—we’d elected to put both of them in Ruen’s. The bed is big enough anyway, and with them together, there’s always someone available to watch over them day or night.

A low groan emits from Maeryn’s throat, causing me to sit up in the chair I’d dragged closer to the side of the bed. The one eye not covered by gauze and a wrap tied to the back of her head flutters open. Blinking away the bleariness from her good eye, she turns her head. She stops when her gaze lands on me and I lean forward, reaching for the hand resting on the top of the sheet she’s tucked under.

“Morning.” I keep my voice light even as I close my hand around her cold fingers. “How are you feeling?”

She blinks again and when she opens her mouth to respond, she begins hacking. I release her quickly and reach for the pitcher of water on the nightstand, tipping it into a glass there. Propping myself on the bed near her head, I help her lean up as I place the lip of the glass to her mouth and urge her to take a few sips. After she’s managed to drain a good quarter of the liquid, I set it down and let her take a deep breath.

“What happened?” she finally manages to get out.

“You were spelled by the Gods to take on the form of a rabbit and then set loose in a hunting ground for the second rite of the Spring Equinox,” I say as I slip off the bed and take my seat in the chair once more. I keep my voice quiet, eyes flicking over to where Ruen still rests and taking in the return of color in his face. Makeda had assured us that once he’d been given sufficient sleep after her potions had been administered that he would wake without any negative side effects from the poison from Soza and Maral’s arrow.

“I…” Maeryn’s eyes find the ceiling and stay there. “I thought it was a dream. A horrible … terrible dream.”

I can’t say that I blame her for thinking her situation a nightmare. “It wasn’t,” I assure her. “When we discovered you missing, I went searching for you, and … someone told me what had happened.” I hesitate to use Makeda’s name, unsure of whether or not Maeryn is involved beyond saving now. The chances are high that she’ll find out eventually, but to be safe, I keep the Goddess’ name to myself.

Maeryn doesn’t talk for a long time, the silence in the room growing thick with unease. I let it happen, comfortable in the quiet that expands and takes over the air despite the fact that it’s choking the life from my lungs. Once pain becomes the normal state of being, it no longer hurts as much. It no longer wields as much power over you.

After a while, Maeryn reaches up and touches the gauze covering her left eye. “I-I want to see,” she stutters.

It would be easy to lie to her, easy to tell her that she has yet to heal from her wounds—those that transferred over from her spelled body—but there’s no point. She will find out eventually. So, I lean forward and help her back into a sitting position and then, I untie the knot holding the gauze and wrapping from her skull.

The material sags forward, draping into her lap as Maeryn reaches up and cups a hand over the extra gauze that is secured to her eye. Leaving her, I stride across the room to the dresser, picking up the object there before returning to her side.

“Here,” I hold out the hand mirror, carved from wood and melded with a bronze filigree around the reflective surface.

She takes it from me with trembling fingers, and then, with a sharp intake of breath, she lets the gauze drop completely and lifts the mirror to her face. Tears well up in both of her eyes—the beautiful green one and the milky-colored one with a still healing red slash through her skin. They spill over her lashes and cascade down her cheeks.

“I-I…” Her hand and the mirror shake until she drops it. Instead of landing on her lap, it hits the edge of the mattress and goes tumbling to the floor with a crack as the delicate mirror breaks, forming a fissure straight down the middle of it.

Glancing at Ruen’s face, I mentally sigh in relief when he remains sleeping. Whatever tonic Makeda had given him before we’d moved him back here is working its Divinity—or magic. I bend down and pick up the mirror before setting it on the nightstand.

Maeryn continues to cry, her shoulders shaking with the force of her sobs despite the fact that her tears remain silent. I lean close and take her hands in mine. “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her.

Her eyes snap to mine. Well, the one that can see does. The other, however, stares out from a film of white, unseeing. “You’re still alive,” I say, hardening my voice when her brows lower and her lips pinch together. “As long as that remains true, you will be okay.” I say the words because it needs to be true, not just for me but for her. She needs to believe them just as I do.

“It wasn’t just a dream.” It isn’t a question, but a statement.

Though she already knows it, has already heard from me and said as much before, this time, the words hold a note of finality in them. I shake my head. “No,” I say. “It wasn’t.”

Maeryn continues to cry for a long time after that, but when the tears are dried and she starts asking more questions, I give her the answers that I can. Omitting the fact that both Makeda, The Goddess of Knowledge, and Danai, the God Queen, helped us when we returned from the Hunt, I tell her about the ceremonies the Gods are using to drain and steal our powers. I tell her my suspicions that she had been chosen to be a victim of the Hunt because she’d refused to attend the Cleansing, but that the Darkhavens and I experienced memory loss and even some weakening of our powers afterward.

We talk for a long time, long enough that Theos comes to check on us—peering into the room and nodding when I catch his eyes and shake my head. Maeryn asks more questions, her concern for Niall and her relief practically a living, breathing thing when I tell her that he’s alright and that he’s being taken care of, though not by whom.

As the sun begins to set in the distance through the window, Maeryn huffs out a breath and swings her legs over the side of the bed. “What are you doing?” I ask, standing as I grab her arm when she hefts herself up to a standing position, wobbling slightly.

“No offense, Kiera,” she says, glancing back over her shoulder at the still-sleeping Ruen, “but I have no desire to sleep in the same bed as one of the Darkhavens now that I’m well enough to move.”

“You’re not well enough⁠—”

“I can stand,” she corrects me, though the point could be argued. “I can move. I want to go to a bedroom that is my own and I want … I want to be alone.”

Maeryn trades her grip on the nightstand and bed to my arm to keep herself upright. “You shouldn’t be alone for now,” I tell her. “And your room was emptied. There’s nothing in there.”

Her brows furrow. “Then take me to your room,” she insists, “but I am not staying here.”

An idea springs to mind. “Fine,” I say, my sudden agreeability making her stiffen at my side as she slides her one good eye my way. My lips twitch. “I’ll give you my room under one condition.”

That eye narrows.

“You let Niall stay with you,” I say.

Immediately, her body relaxes. “Niall?” Her tone is hopeful. “Do you think he would mind?”

I hold back my chuckle as I shake my head and lead her towards the door. “Believe me,” I murmur, keeping my voice low as I turn the handle and help her into the corridor, “I think he’ll find it a pleasure to sleep at your side.”

Even with the trauma she’s experienced, the damage to her face and sight, the pretty pink flush that covers her skin—creeping up her throat to her cheeks—makes me smile.

I guide Maeryn to my own bedchamber and urge her to get back into bed. Once she’s comfortable, I head to Theos’ room and ask him to send for Niall. No more than a half hour has passed when a knock sounds upon the door of my bedchamber and I open it to reveal Niall looking far more alive than before, his own skin flushed. Whatever Makeda had done for him certainly put more spirit into his step as he practically hurries past me when he spots Maeryn.

“Mistress!”

“Niall!” Maeryn’s eyes fill with tears once more as Niall goes to her side and the two share an embrace.

Reclining against the door frame, I watch as Niall quickly recalls himself and extracts himself from Maeryn’s hold, straightening his loose tunic at the collar.

“I-I apologize, that was, I mean—I-I suppose you called because you require something?”

I offer an answer before Maeryn can. “We absolutely do,” I tell him, capturing his attention as Niall turns his head towards me. “We need you to stay here with Maeryn and make sure she’s well. She cannot be left alone.”

Niall blinks, looking much like a naughty street urchin caught in the act of something nefarious. “Y-you want me to s-stay with her here?” he repeats.

My smile is brilliant as I offer him a nod and move away from the wall. “Yes, we do. Glad you understand. Thanks, Niall. We appreciate it.” I step outside the room, dragging the door shut behind me, and just before it’s completely closed, I ask for one more favor. “Oh, and you shouldn’t let her sleep alone, Niall,” I call out. “She could have nightmares.”

The door snicks shut, but I don’t shift away quite yet, waiting until I hear the soft murmuring of their voices on the other side.

“Never thought I’d catch you playing matchmaker.” Pivoting at the sound of Theos’ amused tone, I feel my shoulders droop.

“Someone should find something good out of this situation,” I say. “It’s not going to be us.”

“Hey—what?” Theos captures my arm before I can slide past him and return to Ruen’s bedchamber. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I don’t see us winning this war.” Lifting my gaze to his, I let him see the conviction in my eyes. “And even if—beyond all odds against us—we do, I don’t see any of us coming out unscathed.”

“There are no victors in war, only survivors.” Both Theos and I turn sharply at those words.

“Ruen!” I dive forward, ripping myself free from Theos’ grasp as I catch sight of the scarred Darkhaven leaning against the open doorway of his chamber. His chest is bare in deference to the wound in his shoulder, but the light pants Makeda and Danai had given him hang low on his hips, accentuating the deep lines that form a ‘v’ pointing to his groin.

Grabbing him around the waist, I throw all of my weight into pushing him back into the room. “You shouldn’t be up,” I snap, urging him backward.

“Ugh.” Ruen groans as his arm leaves the doorframe and the two of us nearly go down as he tries to take a step back. Theos is there in an instant, holding his brother up and between the two of us, we manage to help him back to the bed.

“How do you feel?” Theos asks as I hurry to drag the sheets and blankets up Ruen’s legs. With how distracting the dips and valleys of Ruen’s muscles are, I’d like to throw a tunic on him too, but then my eyes land on the blackened mark in his flesh.

“Like someone shot me with a poisoned arrow.” Ruen deadpans.

“Next time don’t just stand there,” Theos taunts.

Ruen grunts as he shifts around and then lifts his hand in a gesture I know all too well.

“Okay, that’s enough,” I snap, grabbing Ruen’s hand and lowering it back to the mattress. “Answer Theos’ question seriously. How are you feeling? Do you feel lightheaded? Are you in pain?”

“I think it’s safe to say he’s recovering well,” Theos says, waving a hand towards Ruen’s legs.

I look down and then immediately sit up. “Are you fucking serious?” I glare at Ruen as he snags Maeryn’s abandoned pillow and holds it over his hips as he repeats the hand motion from earlier with more fervor.

“I’m fucking tired is what I am,” Ruen grunts, lowering his arm as he leans against the headboard, “and I’m not doing this on purpose.” He nods down to his lap and I roll my eyes.

“Well, stop it.”

Two sets of eyes—one of sunset gold and one of midnight blue—land on me. “That’s not how men work, Dea,” Theos says.

“I know how men work,” I bite back.

“You certainly know how I work, Little Thief.”

I turn as Kalix enters the room and closes the door behind him.

“Where have you been?” Theos demands.

Without turning his head, Kalix glances at Theos and arches a brow. “I was talking to our new allies.”

“They are not our allies,” I hiss. Silence meets that comment and I scoff, crossing my arms over my chest. “They’re not.”

“They saved Ruen’s life and removed the spell from Maeryn,” Theos says, his tone quiet. “What would you call that?”

I lock my jaw and refuse to respond. What else can I say?

Kalix moves forward and turns, reclining over the end of the bed beyond Ruen’s feet beneath the covers and propping himself up. “Whether you wish them to be our allies or not,” Kalix says, “they’ve been helpful in the last few days.”

“Did you send the note I wrote to Regis?” I ask, ignoring his comment.

He grins, lying back completely as he folds his hands behind his head. “I did,” he says. “I also did some sneaking of my own, little liar.”

My gaze sharpens on his—as do his brothers’. “Kalix.” Ruen’s tone is a low growl. “What did you do?”

Kalix’s smile doesn’t falter. In fact, it grows. “I sent a warning,” is all he says.

“You can’t just send a warning to the Gods,” I say.

He shakes his head, the long raven-black locks of his hair slipping back and forth across the bedsheets. “I didn’t send the warning to them,” he assures me.

“Then who⁠—”

“Nubo and Zalika,” Theos guesses.

Kalix points to him and nods. “You’re not as dull as everyone says you are, Brother.”

Theos bares his teeth but otherwise doesn’t respond to Kalix’s taunt.

“What kind of warning did you send?” Ruen asks. “And does this warning have fangs?”

Kalix takes his pointed finger and places it over his lips. “Now, why would I reveal all of my secrets?” he asks. “Where would be the fun in that?”

I release my arms and raise my hands to my face, dragging them over my tired features. “They’re going to kill us,” I mutter.

“No,” Ruen says sharply and I drop my hands to meet his eyes. “If they wanted us dead, we would be.”

“We almost died today,” I point out. “You and Maeryn⁠—”

“Maeryn and I—yes,” he interrupts. “But not you. You aren’t fair game. Why else would Tryphone hold off on killing you even knowing who you are? He has suspicions.” Makeda had all but insinuated that fact, so I remain quiet as he continues. “But he also hasn’t pushed the issue of your blood ceremony since we’ve gotten here, has he?”

My lips part and I lean back. “No … he hasn’t.” I’d almost forgotten about that. The ceremony the God Council had performed in Riviere had resulted in no definitive evidence of my God parent, a fact I now know was because of Caedmon and likely Danai and Makeda’s influences.

“Gods are nothing if not thorough. If Tryphone wants to be sure of who you are, then he’ll still perform the ceremony,” Ruen finishes.

“We’re almost to their third rite though,” I say with a shake of my head. “Tryphone has been absent for a lot of our time here. I didn’t see him at the Hunt or in the assembly halls. He hasn’t sent word or had anything delivered to me reminding me that he and the God Council will call upon me to determine who my God parent is.” Even though we already know.

“The last time we saw him was the Cleansing…” Theos' words trail off as he runs a hand through the top of his hair. “I think, Gods, I still can’t remember most of that night.”

“It’s part of the power that was stolen,” I surmise.

Ruen offers his agreement with a jerk of his chin before refocusing on Kalix. “Your warning wouldn’t have anything to do with Kiera’s blood ceremony, would it?”

“Perhaps I’ve forgotten about it,” Kalix suggests, not quite answering the question.

“Kalix.” Ruen’s body grows taut as he glowers down at the man on his bed.

Kalix removes his hands from behind his head and throws them into the air as he sits up. “You don’t need to concern yourself with my warning, Brother,” he replies. “What you need to do is heal faster and then we need to figure out what to do about their Feast.”

“Feast?” I frown. “What feast?”

“The third ceremony,” Theos answers quietly. “Makeda and Danai informed us that it would happen tomorrow eve.”

“Tomorrow?” I shake my head. “Isn’t that supposed to happen just before the Spring Equinox? It hasn’t been two weeks…” As my words drift off, I think back, counting the days. How many had we lost between the ceremonies? Had the Hunt been longer than a day? No doubt the Void could warp time to suit the user’s purposes. I shudder at the memory of that place, dragging my hands up my arms as a chill crawls up my spine.

“Yes,” Kalix confirms. “The Feast will be held tomorrow and all will be expected to attend.”

My insides clench and my heart sinks into the pit of my stomach at his words. A day. We have a day. “A day isn’t nearly long enough to come up with a plan,” I murmur.

The Gods—Tryphone, specifically—has been playing this game of his for far longer. He’s thought of every detail, used those he found necessary, and disposed of them as he could. Reaching up, I drag the pad of my thumb back and forth across my lower lip, thinking.

“What…” I hesitate as the words catch in my throat, but now that the thought has given itself a voice, there is no stopping it. I sense their eyes on me even though I can’t focus on them, can only stare at the bed’s footboard and the swirls carved into the wooden frame. “What if I were to approach Tryphone and tell him the truth?”

When there’s no immediate eruption of curses and angry noises, I look up and find all three Darkhaven brothers staring back at me, waiting.

“Tryphone can’t know what we know,” I say, lowering my arms back to my side as my voice rises in strength. “Not unless Danai, Makeda, or Caedmon has betrayed us.”

“And if they have betrayed us, then we’d be dead,” Theos agrees with a nod.

“What would approaching him do?” Ruen asks, his face pinched tight, his hand clamped into the pillow until his knuckles are bone white.

“Makeda told me something,” I admit, turning away from them again as I return my eyes to the bed’s footboard. “She said that Ariadne was one of the only ones who could face Tryphone and challenge him. All others that argued against him over the centuries disappeared, but not her.”

“As his daughter,” Ruen says, “it would make sense that she’d have more protection from his anger.”

Not enough, considering that she’s rotting away in a secret prison beneath the great brimstone mountain of Ortus Island.

“It’s clear that the relationship between Danai and Tryphone is strained,” I say. “Probably because of my mother.” I swallow, tasting ash on my tongue. “What if … I offered to take her place?”

“Take her place?” Theos moves towards me and grips my arm, turning me to face him. “What are you suggesting, Dea?” Twin golden brows draw together and his lips curl downward as tension fills his expression.

“It wouldn’t be real,” I assure him, reaching up and cupping his hand on my arm. “But if he thought he could gain the same love from me that he could from his daughter…”

“Caedmon plans to use you to kill him,” Ruen says. “That wouldn’t⁠—”

“Surely, he doesn’t know that though,” I insist, pulling from Theos to go to the end of the bed. My fingers latch on to the ornate wood and curl around the top as I lean into the frame. “He doesn’t know me—who I am. What I’d be willing to do or what I wouldn’t be. If we assume that Tryphone isn’t as knowledgeable about my past—about the secrets Makeda, Danai, Caedmon, and even my mother kept from him—then it explains why he hasn’t tried to kill me yet. It explains why he’s brought us here to drain all of the Mortal Gods of their magic.”

“Divinity,” Theos corrects almost absently.

I wave my hand at him. “No, it’s magic,” I reiterate. “The Gods aren’t Gods—they’re Atlanteans. A subspecies of Fae according to Makeda. What we have isn’t Divine Right. It’s magic.”

Ruen scrubs a hand down his face and tosses the pillow to the side. “Kiera, this is madness. You want us to let you go to the God King and admit that you know you’re his granddaughter?” He scowls at me, a muscle in his jaw jumping beneath the surface. “No. Never. He’ll kill you on the spot.”

“Then what do you suggest?” I snap, gesturing around the room. “Because we’re out of time, Ruen. We have limited options and a lot of lives to either save or let die.”

Ruen slams his fist into the mattress. “You’re a Gods damned assassin!” he yells. “Letting those fuckers die should be no issue for you.”

My chest squeezes and I release the bed’s footboard, taking a careful step back.

“Shit.” Theos reaches for me even as Kalix gets off the bed.

“I didn’t mean that,” Ruen says, his lips parted as if he, too, is shocked by the callousness of his own words.

“Kiera.” I dodge Theos’ grasp and take another step back.

“If that’s what you think of me,” I say quietly, my voice dropping into nearly a whisper as I try not to scream … or cry. “If you think my time as an assassin dulled my senses to death and that I am so far gone that I’d be willing to sacrifice hundreds if not thousands to save my own skin…” I settle my eyes on Ruen’s, not caring that his newly replenished color has drained away once more. “Then Tryphone isn’t the only one who doesn’t know who the fuck I am.”

Without waiting for Ruen’s response, I turn and leave the room, striding past all of the doors to our bedchambers until I’m far away from the residential hall. I keep walking until I taste salt on my tongue and feel an icy wind stinging my cheeks.

Only when I stop on a parapet between two buildings with the moon hanging fat and heavy above me, half shielded by clouds, do I realize that I’m crying.


Chapter 37

Kalix
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Rain falls in a loud sweep over the island as I make my way through the corridors of Ortus. Serpents reach out to touch the edges of my mind—never daring to intrude deeper unless I invite them. I send them slithering away, following up with a few small commands for them to carry out along with the heads of some of the Terra Nubo and Zalika use as their own servants.

Despite naming themselves as head Terra over Ortus, my brothers and I—as well as Kiera—know better. Finding the decapitated heads of two human Terra on their beds should be enough to give them pause—for a time. I feel no regret over severing those humans’ skulls from their bodies. After all, they’ve been dead a long time. No one else seems to scent that.

A crackle of white tears a strip through the clouds, illuminating the figure sitting on a small walkway between two of Ortus’ Academy’s spire-like towers. I count: one … two … three … before I’ve reached the fourth second, a low thunderous rumble follows.

I turn the handle and step out into the rain. My footsteps on the short path are loud. There’s no way she doesn’t hear me as I approach. Still, she doesn’t turn to face me, and it isn’t until I stop at her side and take a seat, throwing my own legs over the ledge between the open spaces of the railing, that she even speaks.

“I’m surprised they sent you to find me,” she murmurs.

“No one sent me.”

I stare at her, taking in the lines of her profile as she grips the railing bars and leans back, tipping her face to meet the rainfall. Like living moonlight, she is a spot of silver against the backdrop of glassy, onyx brimstone.

“Why are you here then?” she asks.

I find it hard to tell what she’s thinking and wonder if this is how she might feel around me. I can’t tell if she’s been crying. Her face is too soaked with the rain for me to know if the water clinging to her lashes is from the sky alone. When I don’t answer her and offer no intention of my own as we sit beneath the pouring rain, Kiera finally sits up and turns to look at me.

“What do you want, Kalix?”

What do I want?

The question sparks an old memory, one I’d thought long forgotten. Of another question I’d struggled to answer.

8 years old…

“Do you love me, Kalix?”

I stare at the woman that is my mother as she lies prone on the couch in one of Azai’s many lounge rooms. Her face is slackened and her lips parted as she reclines against the furniture, one arm draped lazily over the side of the sofa and the other dangling towards the floor with a nearly empty bottle in her hand.

When I don’t offer an answer and continue stroking the snake in my lap, letting the creature curl and constrict around my forearm in practiced movements, she lifts her head.

“Kalix?” Her tone grows whiny—annoying.

I flash her a look from beneath my lashes and ignore her call.

The bottle drops to the floor and a sob fills the air in the room. “You don’t, do you?” she cries, covering her face with her hands. “No one loves me. Not Azai … not even you.” Her weeping grows louder and my hand on the scales of the snake still.

As if sensing my mood, the snake tightens too much and a responding crack echoes into the air. Pain flares bright for a moment, but is too soon overtaken by rage. Gripping the creature by its throat, I rip it free from my arm and slam its head into the floor—once, twice, by the third time I’ve smashed its skull. I let the dead serpent fall to the floor as I look at my now broken wrist.

All the while, my mother’s sobs continue to fill the room. If only I could punish her the same way I do my snakes—that might finally make her stop crying. But no, that wouldn’t do. Azai likes the woman and still comes around often enough to entertain her. If I take away Azai’s entertainment then there will be no one worth watching in this house.

I cradle my limp wrist against my chest and get to my feet. It will heal fast enough, so the pain won’t remain, but I should at least find the housekeeper and ensure that the bone is set properly. I’m halfway to the door, just passing where the woman is lying, still sobbing on the lounge, when her arm snaps out and grabs ahold of me.

Startled by the sudden movement, I freeze as her face—eyes swollen and red-rimmed and lips parted to reveal a pink tongue and the scent of elderberry liquor—is suddenly in front of mine.

“I ruined my body for you, you little shit!” she screams, shaking me. “I gave him a son! A fucking son! All men want sons, even Gods.” Her eyes are an unfocused muddy green color. More tears slip down her cheeks.

I contemplate breaking her hand to get her to release me. Even with my own injured wrist, it wouldn’t be difficult. Humans are weaker than Mortal Gods, after all. Again, though, Azai would be irritated and dealing with him over her is more of a hassle.

“Tell me!” The woman shakes me again, jerking me back and forth. I can feel the severed bones of my wrist rubbing and clacking against one another, drawing another swollen bolt of pain from the area.

“Tell you what, Mother?” I force the question out in an attempt to maintain my control. Azai says that control is what separates the Divine from the mundane. I have to control my strength and only use it when I want to … though I want to use it all of the time. Why have strength if it cannot be used? What’s the point?

“Answer me,” the woman cries, her lower lip trembling as her nails sink into my arms. “Answer my question.” What had she asked me? Before I can ask, though, she’s repeating it.

“Do you love me?”

Do I love her?

I suppose … I have to. Don’t I? All of the books Azai’s tutors force me to read say that everyone feels love. The stories that I’ve read describe the sensation as one of all-encompassing affection. But those who feel affection appear to enjoy the time they spend with the objects of that affection. I have never once enjoyed my mother’s presence save for when she amuses me with her obvious obsession with Azai.

When he’s away for long stretches, when she knows he’s been with other women, she drinks herself into a stupor like this. Where she’s half crazed and delirious—she must be to ask me this question. But when Azai sends word of his return, she changes. The rush to pretty her face, to dress herself up, to prepare for his arrival—watching her scurry around, barking orders at the house staff is like watching rats racing through a maze. The very reminder makes my lips twitch.

Rats in a maze…

In the books I’ve read, though, people don’t think of those they have affection for as rats. They don’t laugh at their attempts to seek love from those who will never give it to them. They don’t contemplate snapping their mothers' necks for annoying them.

“No,” I finally surmise, deciding on my answer.

My mother’s face is frozen in shock as she gapes at me. I wrinkle my nose and turn away. She smells sour—almost like something that has ripened too far past its prime and is about to rot.

“No?” she repeats my answer as if she’s not quite sure she heard it.

“Yes,” I say with a nod as I extract myself from her hold. Her fingers loosen, falling away. “I’ve decided that I don’t love you. That’s your answer.”

I turn to leave the room in search of the housekeeper to set my wrist—I can already feel the bone knitting back together and breaking it again will be unpleasant. Just as I reach the doorway, however, my mother says something from behind me.

“Maybe you don’t love me,” she whispers. “Maybe you’re not capable of it—you’re his son after all and after all this time, I wonder if the Gods can feel love at all.” I’m about to respond when she continues. “You don’t even know what love is, Kalix. You were born heartless.”

The memory fades as the sensation of water drips into the back of my tunic, making the fabric cling to my skin. My mother’s long ago words ring in my ears, along with Kiera's question.

Do you love me?

What do you want?

You were born heartless.

“Kalix?” Kiera’s voice compels me to look at her—really look at her. As I face her, I take in all of the details—the components that make up the structure of her face. She is … beautiful to me. Utterly perfect, though I know that’s incorrect.

In the standard of studying anatomy, those who are perfect have even faces, an equal distance between their eyes and a jawline that matches on both sides. Kiera’s eyes are even, but her jawline isn’t. Her nose slants to one side, though the effect gives her that perpetual motion that she’s turning her head to look at you.

Still, she is the most stunning creature I have ever set my eyes upon. In ten years, in a thousand, I feel as if I could look at her and still marvel at the oddities she presents. Fucking her brings me to release far faster and easier than any other. The desire to fuck her again, even now, hasn’t waned as it has in the past. My interest in her is as strong as the first day she looked at me with those gray eyes of hers and laid down a challenge at my feet.

Perhaps this is what my mother was talking about. Perhaps this … is love.

“Kalix, you’re freaking me out,” Kiera says, and I realize I still haven’t answered her.

Shaking my head, I refocus my attention on her face. “I want you to know that no one will harm you,” I tell her. “You are mine and I have no intention of allowing my things to be slaughtered.”

Her lips twitch. “My, that’s…” She bites down on her lower lip, a flash of white teeth appearing as she sinks them into the soft petal pink flesh. A snort erupts from her and she releases her lip once more. “That’s kind of you,” she finishes. “But I don’t think either of us will get the choice of whether or not I’m⁠—”

“Ruen did not mean to say that you have no emotion when it comes to killing,” I say, cutting her off as I jump to the crux of why I tracked her here.

Her amusement dies in an instant and it’s as if I can see shutters closing over her eyes as she leans away from me. “So you did come here because of him.”

“No.” I wipe a hand across my face, removing some of the water dripping into my eyes—not that she seems to notice the same on hers. “I was truthful before; I did not come because I was sent. I came because I was compelled.”

“Listen, Kalix, I really don’t—” As she begins speaking, Kiera leverages her body upward. Gripping ahold of the railing, she starts to rise.

I capture her hand and drag her back down to my side. “Twenty-one years I have lived on Anatol,” I say, holding her hand tight as the rain blankets the air between us. “Twenty-one years I have fucked, bled, and fought. I have amused myself at the whims of the Gods and the only thing that has come close to the feeling of ‘love’ that everyone else seems to understand so well has been the connection I have with my brothers.”

A fat droplet of water falls from Kiera’s lashes and lands on her cheek, sliding down and curving as she tilts her head at me, frowning. That drop collides with her mouth and the wet fabric of my trousers tightens across my groin.

“Ruen did not mean to say that you have no emotion when it comes to killing,” I repeat my earlier words, causing her brows to furrow. I’m sure it must seem to her that I am leaping through subjects with no end in sight, no conclusion, but that’s wrong. I have found my conclusion and it’s simple. “You are not me,” I say. She doesn’t have the same lack of inhibitions or care for life. It will end eventually, after all. What does it matter if I speed up the process? “But Ruen is...” I continue. In this one way, at least. “He would do anything, hurt and kill anyone, to keep you alive.”

Lie. Cheat. Steal. Murder. Whatever it takes.

Kiera’s eyes widen and her lips part. I grind my jaw as my canines lengthen and the tip of one fang juts down into my tongue. Working around the damned shift, I squeeze her hands tighter.

“I would slaughter everyone in this damned mountain—God, Mortal God, or human. It matters not to me who or what I slay. I would do it all for you in an instant, but you should know that I will feel no guilt afterwards. Ruen … will live with his for the rest of his life—and still he, too, would make the same choice.”

Her lips tremble, pressing together and parting several times before she manages to speak again. “I’ve seen too much death, Kalix.” The roar of the storm is so loud it nearly sucks away her words. They reach me as little more than a whisper on the wind. “I’m tired.” Her shoulders slump and her head turns down. Strings of silver hair stick to the sides of her face and neck.

“Danai and Makeda gave you a choice, didn’t they?” I ask, already knowing.

When Kiera lifts her head to meet my eyes again it’s with a dark glare. “Snakes,” she guesses and I merely offer her a grin. Of course my snakes watch her. They always watch her.

She blows out a breath but nods. “Yes,” she admits. “If we win—at the end of this—they have said that they’ll accept any punishment I see fit to give them for their actions.”

Not a choice I would have chosen, but then again—like most people, the Goddesses have proven to be highly emotional creatures.

“I appreciate you putting Ruen’s words into perspective for me,” Kiera says and the feel of her fingers rubbing against my own has my cock going from interested to painfully erect. Clamping my jaw shut and grinding my fangs into my lower teeth, I force myself to focus on her words. “It helps to know that he just cares about me because I care about you too. I never thought it’d happen—definitely not when we first met—but I cannot imagine getting through this without all of you.”

Once, her words might have annoyed me. Once, I might have desired to steal all of her affection and attention for myself. But it is different when those she wishes to share with are also mine. Ruen and Theos are my brothers, my blood, the only equals I have ever known—save for her.

Dragging her forward, I tip Kiera’s head back. Rain soaks into her scalp as I grip the length of her hair where it’s tied at the base of her skull. I tug the leather band loose, freeing the rest of her hair before sinking in deeper.

“No matter what happens tomorrow,” I tell her, my lips hovering just above hers as my cock pounds against the inside of my trousers. “Know this—” I draw one fang along the soft cushion of her lower lip, enjoying her gasp. “I will rip the heads off anyone who thinks to take you from me.”

With that, I give her no more room. My mouth falls upon hers, swallowing a cry of surprise as I flick my tongue against her lips, demanding entry. And just as I knew my sweet Little Thief and liar would, she grants it—taking me inside and letting me have my wicked way.

As our lips collide, I catch sight of the two who followed me here. Their faces remain shadowed, but I don’t care that they watch me with her. They, like the woman in my arms, are mine. My blood. My possessions. My brothers.


Chapter 38

Ruen
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Kalix’s eyes remain open for a moment more before he turns them to Kiera and really goes at her. The kiss is everything that Kalix is—savage, cruel, and completely irreverent. He has no care for her wants or desires unless they serve him, and yet, she seems to meet him match for match. He’s kissing her and running his hands up her arms, gripping the back of her nape to move her where he wants. She’s not fighting, though she could.

Maybe that’s why she doesn’t—because unlike most people—Kiera is one of few that could truly harm him and she feels safe in her own skills enough to let a creature like him take her.

“We should go.” Theos’ quiet words break the silence between us and as one, the two of us turn to go back down the staircase that led all the way up here.

I shouldn’t have said what I said, yet still … Kalix’s words echo back to me from what he’d said to Kiera on that bridge. Ruen is like me … he would do anything, hurt and kill anyone, to keep you alive.

Fuck him. Fuck him for being right.

I close my eyes as Theos and I slowly, silently descend the staircase and re-enter the grand hall of Ortus Academy. The shadows hover in every crevice, an empty echo of our near whispering footsteps the only thing I can hear aside from the rain that patters at the mountain’s transparent upper half.

Pausing at the mouth of a hallway that will lead us back to the rooms, I look up and watch the gray clouds gyrate and move overhead, some of them so low that they’re pierced by the jagged points of the academy’s exterior.

“Ruen?” Theos stops several feet away when he realizes that I haven’t followed him and glances back.

“Go on,” I tell him, still staring up. “I’ll be there soon.”

He hesitates, but when I offer no assurances and don’t speak again, I hear his sigh and then the shuffling of his footsteps as he finally leaves. When he’s gone, I don’t feel any better. My lungs still squeeze in my chest, my body cold and tingling as if a wave of both euphoria and sickness is overwhelming me.

I take a step back, away from the hallway and back into the grand hall. There are hundreds if not thousands of people here in this mountain—Mortal Gods, Gods, and Terra alike—and yet, its silence is the loudest of them all.

Ruen … will live with his for the rest of his life—and still he, too, would make the same choice.

Fucking Kalix. Damn him. I’ve already lived with enough guilt to kill a much stronger man, and yet somehow the thing inside my chest that beats with life continues on as if none of it matters. Even when the mind is ready to lie down and die, sometimes, the body refuses to let it.

Standing in the center of the grand hall, I close my eyes and draw up an image of my mother—or I try to. I clench my hands into fists when all that comes is a grainy, fuzzy recollection of a woman. Soft curves, long hair, average height, average in face shape, average in just about every aspect, but for one thing.

The feeling she emits.

Kindness.

Love.

Caring.

Determination.

It matters not that she’d lain with Azai, that she’d birthed a child she should not have had; the moment I entered this world, I was hers and she mine. Behind my closed lids, I feel a burning take root. Pain searing up through my skull.

Kalix might be my brother, but he’s never belonged to me. Not the same way he considers me to him. He’s mine to look after, mine to guide and direct. Theos is similar save for the fact that he’s less impulsive. Theos is mine to protect and teach, but Kiera … she’s ultimately different.

She is just … mine.

“Did your brothers take your precious toy?” I stiffen at the familiar deep voice that comes from the darkness.

Immediately straightening and opening my eyes, I jerk my chin down and scan the vicinity. Azai’s voice is like a resounding echo in a dark cave, though coming from many directions and none of them resemble the shape of a man.

Turning slowly, I cast a look backwards. It would be like him to come upon me from behind. Strength doesn’t necessarily mean honor, after all. The blow doesn’t come from behind as I expect, however, but from my left. It slams into my side with a sharp jab that cracks right into my ribcage. Something inside breaks—snapping with sharp agony so piercing that I go down on one knee, my hand coming around to try and hold the injured side in place lest the broken rib puncture an internal organ. Azai doesn’t care. He attacks again, his fist coming down on the back of my skull like a hammer. Skin splits, wetness oozes down, soaking into my hair before dripping down the side of my neck and plopping onto the stone floor beneath me. With a growl, I release my side and catapult myself from the ground, wrapping arms around his middle and shoving the soles of my boots into the floor to carry him up and into a wall.

We crash into the side of the mountain, our bodies slamming into the hard surface enough to release the air from my lungs. The echo of flesh on stone rings through my ears. Azai’s responding chuckle sends me into a rage. Punching out, I slam my curled fist into the side of his face, releasing his middle enough to bring my hands together and slam them down on the back of his head as he bows under the pressure of my blows.

A leg swipes out—his—and knocks my feet together. We tumble to the ground, first on our sides and then I’m flipped onto my back. Grappling, cursing silently, the pain in my ribs screams for relief as something vicious stabs at my insides, lighting up a fire in my side that burns away conscious thought of anything save for the agony. When his fist flies into my face, it drags me back from the precipice as my whole head jerks to the side with the force of his blow. Blood fills my mouth and the sharp, stabbing sensation spreading across the side of my upper abdomen intensifies.

Gritting my teeth, I let myself fall and take the brunt of the impact, only turning and shoving him off me as my uninjured side hits the ground. When the clouds above separate just barely and a beam of moonlight shines down from above, Azai comes into full view and I freeze at the sight. The skin of his face is pulled taut over the bones of his skull and his eyes glow an eerie red as he bares sharpened canines. The taste of rust and salt sit heavy on my tongue as I lift my gaze to the shadows behind him. They’re not shadows at all but bodies. Moving in swaying motions, bobbing back and forth on their feet, I watch as the empty faces of Terra stalk forward, Nubo behind them.

The Mortal God Terra doesn’t smile. He doesn’t even seem to look at me so much as through me. I grope for my side as I feel liquid soak into my tunic. My bones creak and my own flesh contracts as I breathe shallowly, trying not to hasten the damage before my natural healing can kick in. It’s taking its sweet fucking time.

As if seeming to realize just how injured I am, Azai smiles and gets to his feet. The red in his gaze lessens as he smooths both hands back over his long hair, shoving the strands out of his face. Twisting my head to the side, I spit out a wad of blood to get rid of the taste of death in my mouth.

“I had hoped you would prove to be more, Ruen,” Azai comments, his tone almost lazy as he holds a fist up. The Terra all halt their movements but not Nubo. He comes forward, passing through them like a ghost whisperer controlling his own dead souls until he arrives just behind my father’s right shoulder.

“What are you planning now, old man?” I demand, cupping my hand over where blood gushes from a tear in my side. I don’t have to look down to know that bone has broken through. The stabbing agony racing up my body and making my vision grow hazy is enough to tell me it’s bad.

Get up, I command myself. My thigh muscles contract and release and then sag, but I don’t move. Fuck.

Azai bares his teeth in an expression that’s not quite amused, but it is certainly smug. He steps forward, coming to a stop in front of me before he crouches low. The brown boots that lace up his calves are tight and scuffed. I raise my eyes from them to where his tunic collar gapes slightly and I blink at what I see.

A mud-brown snake eases out from beneath his shirt and Azai lifts a hand, letting the creature creep onto his fingers. It’s so tiny that it's more of a worm than a serpent, but its beady black eyes stare back at me as it flicks its tongue into the air.

“Did you truly think Kalix was the only one with these familiars?” Azai asks, keeping his gaze on the snake on his fingers. “If you met Ariadne, then you should know that her daughter’s familiars are also hers.” He turns his hand over, letting the serpent wiggle into the center of his palm. “It never occurred to you that Kalix got his familiar from me, did it?”

My stomach knots and my side burns in pain. My flesh crawls with a horrifying awareness as that damn snake curls up into a small circle against Azai’s skin—as if it’s comfortable there, as if it’s used to his touch.

“Not all Mortal Gods get their powers from their God parents,” I croak out, but I know the words are useless. The truth is before me regardless of what I want to believe. If Azai’s been using Kalix’s snakes to spy on us, then they must know everything.

Dread sinks into me, curling into my bones and turning my blood to ice. Azai nods at my comment. “True,” he says. “But of my three sons, Kalix is the most like me.” He curls his fingers over the baby snake, creating a makeshift cage. The snake doesn’t move, doesn’t try to squirm out of the dangerous place. “It came as no shock when he developed an affinity for the serpents that I left to look after him. I didn’t even mind when he killed one or two—I understood him in a way you never could, though you tried so desperately, didn’t you?”

More blood fills my mouth, this time tasting like vomit more than rust. “Why?” I don’t know if I expect an answer. I don’t even know what I’m asking ‘why’ for. There are so many ‘whys’ in my head. Why did you bother to have us? Why did you put us together? Why did you leave us in the Academy? Why did you wait until now to reveal your true self?

Drip. Drip. Drip. Fresh blood steals across my tunic and down to the waistband of my trousers, so much that the fabric cannot contain it and it plops onto the stone beneath me. Even my shallow breaths become violent fire in my lungs, burning a path up my throat. My vision blurs in front of me, the grand hall fading in and out, but I keep my gaze trained on Azai, on the snake for as long as I can see.

“Why did I let you live?” Azai guesses. I don’t correct him, I just swallow past the lump forming against the back of my throat and wait. My legs are growing numb, my muscles stiffening as the pain spreads. There will be no fight. “Come now, Ruen,” Azai says, sighing. “You’re my most intelligent son. You should know the answer to that.”

I finally let my eyes slide shut. He’s right. I do know the answer.

The great taboo Caedmon warned us about. They’re consuming Mortal Gods’ ‘Divinity’ to keep themselves alive and young. That’s why they kept having children. Why hiding any Mortal Gods was made illegal. Why humans had to be punished, why my mother had to die. Azai didn’t care about her or Theos’ mother or Kalix’s. All he wanted was us—our strength, our lives, our powers.

It was all to feed his own.


Chapter 39

Kiera
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Ahiss leaves Kalix's lips as he jerks back from me, our mouths separating in a sudden retraction that has me reeling. The rain has slowed to a trickle now. The light mist covering my cheeks and forehead as well as the bridge of my nose is far easier to see through than the earlier downpour and I spy the snake coiled at Kalix's side with its fangs sunk past his tunic and into his side.

"Little fucking—" Kalix reaches down to pry the animal off him, but I stop him with a hand. Something about the snake makes me frown as it looks up, unblinking at the two of us.

"Don't," I warn. Kalix goes still as I hold out my hand and the snake retracts its fangs from Kalix. As soon as it does, Kalix reaches down and lifts his tunic. I ignore the dips and hollows of muscles underneath and instead focus on the reveal of the twin bleeding holes, but I see no quick coagulation of the blood. No venom.

Kalix casts the animal a dark glare as he lets the fabric of his shirt fall back down. The snake slithers forward, nipping against my fingertips as its tail flicks back and forth. "It's ... upset," I murmur. Though the connection I'd made with Kalix in the pseudo-Hinterlands is gone, I don't need it to sense the animal's fright.

Almost as soon as I realize that fact, too, a smaller shadow appears from the depths of the darkness behind the bridge, scurrying forward rapidly. Ara. I pull my hand back from the snake and turn my palm over to lay it for her to climb onto. She makes a beeline straight for me, her fuzzy legs tapping with rapid succession until she practically leaps onto my palm, using it as a jumping ground to launch herself up my arm.

Spider fangs sink into my skin and I flinch before quickly reaching across and prying her loose. "No need to bite," I tell her. "I know something is up. What's wrong?"

Images slam into my mind and with a gasp, I jerk to my feet so quickly that I almost stumble right over the edge of the half wall to the cliffs below. Kalix catches me before that can happen and frowns, a growl low in his tone. "What is it?" he demands.

There are so many flashes inside my head, and they all seem to collide into one another, telling a story, but not clearly. Bodies rumbling on the stone ground. Broken flesh. A bone protruding. Drip. Drip. Drip. Blood falling to the floor. Sweat trickling down a temple. Azai's face in view and then ... nothing. Golden hair—Azai's or ... someone else's. Ruen.

Against my shoulder, Aranea circles and circles chattering animatedly as if she can actually talk. The need to communicate so vicious even in one so small without a voice that it becomes a desperation transcending ability.

"What is it?" Kalix repeats his earlier question, directing it to me this time, but I'm moving before I even register giving my body permission. Nearly slipping against the wet stone underfoot, I race towards the doors and into the Academy, down the hall towards the staircase, and then lower. Kalix's dark curse echoes behind me and I know he's following. Down the stairs and through the shadowed halls, I slow my steps as Ara begins to seize against my shoulder. Her entire body goes rigid and she sinks her little fangs into my skin. Hissing at the sudden pain, I draw up short, slapping a hand against the wall just before I turn the corner and enter the grand hall. Kalix's chest slams into my back, but he wraps an arm around my waist and keeps me from catapulting forward under the pressure of his weight.

"Wha—" Ara releases my shoulder as Kalix clamps a palm over my mouth, stopping my words.

Then I hear it. The shuffling of feet, the soft whisper of sound. Together, Kalix and I lean forward, his hand still clamped over my mouth. Drawing in a careful breath through his fingers, I gather my power and cloak the two of us in shadow. Droplets of inky black drip down from the darkness overhead and swirl in tendrils, curling over our bodies. Kalix pauses but then releases my lips as we lean around the corner to see what's happening in the grand hall.

Azai isn't there, but Nubo is and he's surrounded by Terra. Their faces blank. Their eyes sunken in and their countenances empty of life. They're all dead, I realize. Every single one of them. My gaze scans the ground and freezes when it comes across a familiar face. The Terra that had helped me get ready for the Cleansing sways back and forth on stick-like legs, her body even thinner than before. Iysa.

This place is a prison. Kalix's words the day we'd arrived on Ortus come back to me then. If this place is a prison then what crime have we all committed? I know the answer without thinking—no crime ever needs to be committed for Gods to punish their children. We are dissenters of our parents’ will, trapped in the path of angry Gods who have never been denied before.

"Shit." Kalix's quiet curse has me jolting backward as Nubo turns slightly, the outline of his hairless head illuminated in a striking ray of moonlight. From the shadows, across the hall, Zalika appears, her face twisted into an annoyed grimace.

"Your man on the mainland is dead," she snaps, her voice rough with anger.

Nubo doesn't respond for several moments, his attention elsewhere as he stares down a darkened pathway that I can't see from around the corner. My heart thunders in my breast, faster and faster like it's trying to gallop right out of my chest. Where is Azai? Didn't I see him? Ruen?

I lean forward some more, but despite the shadows I keep clinging to us, Kalix draws me back, trapping me against his chest. A snarl rises up my throat and I sink my nails into his forearms in retaliation. He doesn't loosen his hold. Sweat collects at my brow and slides down the side of my face. I have to know, to see who it is. Who was taken? Will Azai do the same thing to Ruen as the Gods did to Maeryn? I can't let that happen.

I struggle for freedom against Kalix's hold, but he merely bears down all the more. Tightening his arms around me until breath becomes all but impossible. A burning sensation starts up at the backs of my eyes as my mind races. "Let. Go." My demand is met with aggravating silence. Doesn't he care? If one of his brothers is in danger, wouldn't he do something?

My limbs tingle. My body bows away from his, straining to hear what Nubo and Zalika say, but Nubo starts walking, and together, he and Zalika disappear out of sight. The dead Terra sway for a moment more on their feet before turning, en masse, and following after their master. It isn't until their shuffling footsteps can no longer be heard that Kalix finally releases me.

I suck in a quick gasp and turn as his arms draw back. Before he can stop me, I drop the power that holds my shadows to our skin and punch him right in the face. Kalix's head snaps to the side, and for a moment he remains like that—his jaw flexing as if he's trying to contain his anger at my action. I silently dare him to retaliate. All he does, though, is reach up and slowly wipe off a bit of blood that dribbles from a split in his lip.

Licking the droplet of red off his thumb, his dark eyes find mine and then lift over my shoulder. He strides around me, his long legs eating up the distance as he crosses the grand hall and I'm left to run after him. I pause at the center of the hall, Ara tapping my shoulder as I glance to the side, down one of the many corridors that stem off this massive space—the very one that Nubo and Zalika had likely gone down.

Kalix seems to have an idea as he moves for the hallways that lead back to our rooms and I turn, following behind him even though all I want to do is track those two Mortal Gods down and demand answers even if it means carving my nails through their flesh and ripping it out of them. Kalix doesn't stop until he reaches the dorm residences, his footsteps quickening once the doors are in sight. He dives into one room—Ruen's—finding it empty and then Theos' and as I come up behind him, I see Theos sit up in bed, his pale golden hair almost a light in the darkness of the bedroom.

My heart nearly stops.

Theos is here.

My head turns back towards Ruen's open room, the door creaking as it sways inward. The tingling takes over completely as Ara jumps down from my shoulder. I barely notice her as I drift to the open doorway and stare at the bedchamber, taking in its emptiness. No. Maybe he's...

I spin away from the room and dive for mine, ripping the door nearly off its hinges as I open it. Maeryn sits up in bed on a startled shriek. I barely catch sight of Niall on top of the sheets with her as he half dives over her in a protective measure before I'm turning towards the only other room on this side of the corridor. Maeryn's old room with the half-broken door. I step towards it.

“Kiera? Kalix? What’s going on?” Theos' baritone slides across my ears as I push the remains of the door inward to reveal my greatest fear. It, too, is empty.

Which means only one thing. It wasn't Theos they took. It was Ruen.

Ruen is gone.

Ortus’ bell tower chimes somewhere in the massive mountain, echoing through the halls and my head. Vomit crawls up my throat, threatening to spew forth.

Where is Ruen?

“What’s going on?” a soft male voice inquires and I turn to find Niall standing in the doorway of my old bed chamber. His brows are scrunched, and when a pale, feminine hand comes around the corner of the door, he jerks and glances back. His face morphs into one of steady calm. “Stay there, Mistress,” the man says. “It’s alright.”

It’s not alright though. Nothing is alright. We’re in a mountain run by cannibalistic Gods who don’t even care that we’re their children.

Children … parents …

“Dea?” Theos reaches for me as the bell sounds again.

Around the corner are the distant sounds of doors opening and people talking as they shuffle out, called forth by that damned noise. It’s all a distraction.

I jerk as Theos lightly grazes my arm, and he stills, pulling back on instinct. I can’t bring myself to soothe the hurt on his face when I can’t even breathe right.

“What’s going on?” Maeryn’s voice pierces my panic.

Children. Parents. Why do I keep coming back to that?

“Kiera?” Soft footsteps draw nearer as Maeryn says my name.

I don’t know if I can win against Tryphone. I don’t know if I can save Ruen, but I do know one thing—and that’s if I try and fail … we’re all going to die. We can’t face them with any chance of failure. I won’t risk the Darkhavens—Ruen—like that.

A noise erupts from between my lips, something between a laugh and a sob. I clamp a hand over my mouth and look up into the surprised eyes of the four people staring at me. Maeryn. Niall. Kalix. Theos. All of them seem startled by the hysterical sound I just made. They’re not the only ones.

He would do anything, hurt and kill anyone, to keep you alive.

Kalix’s words come back to me, surfacing in my mind and circling it like a trio of vultures over a corpse in the road. Something in them makes me realize how alike we all are. Ruen and Kalix would kill for me and I have no doubt that if I posed the question to Theos, he would say the same. For them, I would do anything … kill anyone.

I turn and start running, ignoring the calls behind me in both masculine and feminine voices. “Kiera!”

Down the corridor and around the corner. Stairs. The grand hall. The closer I get to the assembly space, the thicker the crowd of people grows. I dive past them all. Hurried footsteps follow me. I don’t stop to see if it's Kalix or Theos or both following me.

We’re all out of time.


Chapter 40

Kiera
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The secret passageway is as unguarded as it was the first time I found it. The only difference now is that I’m not seeing it with Ruen at my side. Pushing into the correct brick that’ll release the hidden lever and wincing as it scrapes my skin, drawing the blood needed for it to unlock. I pry open the door and fly down the stairs, sensing the others close on my tail.

I descend swiftly, followed by Kalix and Theos, not stopping until I get to the bottom. Unlike before when I’d had to use Ruen’s illusion ability to see through the gloom, the corridor of the underground prison is now well-illuminated. Someone has come through and cleaned off all of the web-coated torches and lit them.

“Kiera, what are you—” Theos’ question is ignored as I march down the corridor, straight for the end.

I hear the soft murmuring of voices between Caedmon and the woman in the cell next to his before I see them, but when they come into view, I halt in front of the space that separates their matching prisons.

“Kiera?” Caedmon stands from one of the rocks embedded into the dank floor of his cell and comes closer. “What’s going on?”

Caedmon looks better than the last time I saw him. His face isn’t nearly as sunken and his eyes have a bit more life to them. Ruen’s efforts seem to have paid off. I don’t answer him, however. Instead, I turn to her.

“Can you kill Tryphone?”

Her only response is silence.

I step forward and slam a fist into one of the teeth-like bars of her cell. “He helped you!” I yell before nodding down to newer and far less ragged clothes that don her still slender frame. “He fucking fed you and clothed you. The least you can do is answer me.” My voice is a low growl. “Can. You. Kill. Him.”

“Kalix? Theos?” Caedmon’s voice is the only audible sound as the final two Darkhavens arrive quickly behind me. “What’s happened?”

“Ruen was taken,” Theos says. Though neither I nor Kalix had told him as much, he’s smart enough to have deduced that fact. Right now, it’s the only explanation I’m sure he can think of for my willingness to come down here, to face this woman.

Ariadne stands up and shuffles closer to the opening of the cell. Steel gray eyes meet my own. Like Caedmon, her body reflects the effects of Ruen’s care. She’s by no means healthy or well, but she’s far more filled out and less skeletal than she had been days prior. Perhaps it’s the healing of the Gods, but I know there’s no possibility that I would have recovered as fast as she has even if she’s not quite yet there.

“Answer me,” I demand.

“After all the torment he has put me through, after his treatment of my daughter, I would kill my own father without hesitation,” she says, her voice subdued but her eyes cold and hard.

I inhale sharply and start to look around the edges of the cell’s bars for a way in—or rather her way out. “Then I need you to⁠—”

“I’m afraid, though, that since your question is not ‘would I’ but ‘could I,’ then my answer is no. Even I don’t have that ability.” My hands go still as a burning sensation sparks a fire behind my eyes.

Pressing my palms into the rough stone of the bars, I curl my fingers around their surface. Heat pours through me. Can’t. Can’t. Can’t. I close my eyes as tears threaten to leak down my cheeks.

Distantly, I hear Caedmon’s deep baritone as he speaks to Theos and Kalix. Taptaptap. I grind my teeth at Ara’s insistent plea to get my attention.

“But if you release Caedmon, he can help you.”

My eyes pop back open and lock with the woman on the other side of the bars. I frown. “What?”

Ariadne’s hand touches the stone bar, grazing it lightly as she stares at where my hands curl around the coarse surface. She’s not asking me to free her, though if she’s been here since before Caedmon’s disappearance from Riviere, then it’s entirely possible she’s been here for years.

“Seeing Caedmon freed will surprise Tryphone,” she says. “It may give you the surprise you need to rescue your friend.”

“He’s not my friend.” The words are out before I can stop them, but instead of feeling ashamed by the instinctive protest, I feel a sense of rightness. Ruen is not my friend. He’s so much more.

“Your lover, then,” Ariadne corrects herself. She drops her hand from the bars and nods to Caedmon. “Free Caedmon, save him and save yourself as well, daughter mine.”

“I don’t feel like your daughter,” I confess.

She winces as if the words are a physical blow.

“I didn’t say that to hurt you,” I add. “Truth be told, I’ve never really felt like I had a mother. Dad was … well, he wasn’t a woman, but he loved me. Then in the Underworld, I thought maybe … there was a woman there that trained me, but she had her own people to worry about.”

Ariadne stares back at me, unspeaking. I take it as the cue to keep going.

“I can’t treat you like my mother,” I tell her honestly. “Because you didn’t raise me—even if you wanted to—you didn’t. Nothing can erase that fact. Nothing can change the past.”

With trembling lips, she jerks her head down in a nod. “You’re right.”

“You left me behind.”

Her breath hitches. “I did.” Her lips part again, but no words come out. She wants to say something, to defend herself most likely, but we both know there’s nothing that will change the fact that her choices have left me hollow and unwanted by the very people who brought me into this world.

“But you’re not the only one.”

Confusion mars her perfect features, furrowing her brow. “Dad left me too.”

“Kiera…”

“Nothing is as painful as being one of those left behind, whose time is forced to slowly tick on,” I say, feeling my energy drain, my pain slowly ebb from my soul as the words leave my lips. “Second by second passing against their will when they, themselves, froze the moment their loved ones’ ceased breathing. It feels like a betrayal to not die along with them and yet, another betrayal to not live on for them…”

My words drift, but my thoughts don’t. You constantly ask yourself … do you truly live on for them? Or is that the lie you tell yourself to give an excuse not to take a blade to your throat and join them in the darkness beyond?

The guilt eats away at a heart that is broken but still beating. Sorrowful is the soul that craves to reunite with another that no longer exists. It survives despite the hollow emptiness it now holds.

Ariadne grips the bars and leans into them, pressing her recently revived body into the stone with such force that it’s a wonder she doesn’t slice herself open on the jagged edges. “You will live on,” she says. “I didn’t suffer through this—I didn’t give up all of that time with you only for you to die in the end.”

My tongue is thick in my mouth, taking up so much space that it threatens to choke me before I can speak again. “Then help me…” I whisper. I no longer care if I’m begging. I’ll do it. To save Ruen, I will lie, cheat, steal, and … I will beg.

Eyes shimmering with unshed tears, Ariadne bows her head until she presses against the bars. I wait and it isn’t until she parts her lips that I realize all other conversation has ceased behind me. No one is talking. Not Theos. Not Kalix. Not Caedmon. I don’t look back to see if they’re watching us. I just wait for her answer.

“Open the cells,” Ariadne, Goddess of Shadows, says. Her hands fall away from bars and she stands back, straightening as she lifts her head and gazes back at me. Ice drips down my spine.

“I—” I don’t get the opportunity to tell her that I don’t know how before a bolt of white-hot lightning slams past me and into the rocky formation of the prison’s clawed bars. Stone crumbles and dust rains down.

Stumbling back, I cover my mouth and cough even as I’m caught up in a pair of hard masculine arms. Glancing up, Theos’ hard jaw is all I see for a moment before I lift my gaze to the rest of his face. He looks down at me as he raises his palm and another bolt of lightning shoots out. I glance at the results of his efforts.

The remaining pieces of the cell’s door breaks off enough to form an open hole. Ariadne wastes no time stepping out from the opening created by Theos’ lightning. She appears to grow taller, prouder, stronger as she straightens on the other side.

A loud crash echoes down the hall and the three of us turn to see Kalix punching through the bars of Caedmon’s cell until the same thing becomes true for him. A hole large enough for Caedmon to slip through is opened. My eyes fall to their wrists.

“If you’re going to help us, we need to remove those,” I murmur. The shackles that encircle both of their wrists are obviously made of brimstone and likely the cause of why it was difficult for them to escape their cells.

I stare at the dark stone cuffs, frowning at the tightness with which they're bound. Brimstone naturally weakens the Gods—Atlanteans … fae … or whatever the fuck they are. The tightly bound cuffs are unnecessary.

As if she senses my attention, Ariadne lifts her hands and turns her wrist back and forth. “My father is a cruel man, as well as a cautious one,” she says thoughtfully. “I suspect had he placed these on you, I’d have tried to kill him long before now. The bolts through the wrists were harder to bear until about a year into captivity—now it’s easy. I’ve forgotten what it feels like to walk where I like, much less what it is to feel my full power.”

All at once, several things become clear. One, Ariadne and Caedmon truly hadn’t been able to escape. Bolts of brimstone through their wrists? No wonder they hadn't had the strength to free themselves from their cells when someone like Theos or Kalix—weaker Mortal Gods—had found it so easy. Combined with that is the reminder that she hadn’t said she’d kill Tryphone, merely that she would try.

It seems I can't escape the possibility of failure no matter what I do.

Ariadne gestures to Caedmon. “Worry not about this, we will figure it out. Now, let’s go.”
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Kalix and Theos flank me as we enter the assembly hall. The sounds of our boots on the stone floor are drowned out by the noise of conversation as we draw nearer to the others dwelling within Ortus Academy. It appears that everyone has been gathered, and whether they realize it or not, for the end of the Gods’ reign.

They took from me and I have no intention of letting them keep it. Keep him.

Nothing in me questions the need for violence that resides within our mutual souls at the loss of one of our own. We had ascended the staircase leading out of the claustrophobic pressure of the underground prison minutes earlier and Caedmon and Ariadne are gone now. They had turned away from the sound of people and as they promised to return had disappeared.

“It will be okay.” Theos steps up along my left side and slides his hand down my arm until our fingers intertwine.

Unable to stop myself, I allow my own hand to turn over and take his offer of comfort. There has been so little of it at this point that every crumb of affection from the Darkhavens has become like a drug to an addict. I close my eyes and inhale deeply through my nose.

Instead of responding, I simply march forward into the fray. The three of us merge with a stream of students making their way into the massive hall that the Gods have used to announce their expectations and ceremonial rites for the last two weeks. It feels as if a lifetime has been lived since we came here and yet at the same time, it’s a blink in their eyes. A mere second in the centuries that they live.

Kalix comes up along my opposite side and leans down. “Ruen is here,” he murmurs.

I jerk, my whole body rising onto tiptoe as I scan the room, searching for the lost member of our family—because that’s what we are. A broken, damaged, cobbled-together family that no one else wanted.

“Where?” I pant the word as my heart bleeds, leaking all over the inside of my chest. “I don’t see him.”

“I can smell him,” Kalix replies. His words are only marginally easing. The fact that I cannot set my eyes upon Ruen’s form, damaged or whole, remains.

The fingers of my right hand inch down to his and to my surprise, Kalix allows me to take hold of his hand and grip it tightly. My heart thuds a rapid pace as my eyes cast above the room, roving over the tops of the heads in the nearby vicinity and then further.

Azai and Gygaea stand upon the dais at the head of the room, but both Makeda and Danai are absent. The lack of their presence makes everything inside me clench. My hands tighten against Theos’ and Kalix’s.

They hover close, their bodies spreading heat into my own. It’s not enough to defrost the ice that’s formed inside me. Their cautious anger is barely restrained. I’m not quite sure if it’s their hands on mine or mine on theirs that’s keeping the lot of us from unleashing the storm that is building within all of us.

Swaying on my feet, I consider the words that Caedmon had whispered to me before we’d parted ways.

Whatever Ariadne has promised you, he’d said, know one thing—the reason I didn’t go to her was because she cannot be the one to succeed, Kiera. You are the only one who can stop Tryphone.

Why? I’d wanted to scream at him. Why does it have to be me? What do I have that others don’t?

And, as if he knew exactly what I’d been thinking as I’d stared back into the pitch black of his gaze, he’d lifted a hand to my cheek and touched me lightly. Just the barest touch of a fingertip. That was all he’d needed and visions had cascaded through my head.

Old worlds. New. Mountains and oceans that rose and fell. Cities burning. Rumble and ruins and then … at the end of it all, rebirth.

“It’s you, Kiera,” Caedmon had repeated. “It’s always been you.”

I close my eyes as I sway on my feet. In my mind, the present and past and future collide. The truth that Caedmon shared swelling within me. After meeting her—Ariadne, my mother—I assumed that the bulk of my abilities came from her. I look like her after all.

But as much as I am half of her, I am also half of him—my father.

In my mind’s eye, I redraw my father’s facial structure. Thick lips. Strong, square-cut jaw. Eyes slightly slanted. A burnished darkness in his skin that was never like my own ivory flesh. When I was a child, I’d wanted so badly to look like him. Wanted to be just like the man I admired and loved. Then he’d looked at me with eyes of soft brown and he’d stroked my hair and called me his ‘little one’ and I didn’t care anymore what I looked like so long as he never stopped.

Now, I realize he was looking at her—at my mother—and he loved her still through me.

My eyes reopen as the air in the room shifts. I release Kalix and Theos' hands as a figure appears at the center of the stage, dragged forward by two large bulky dead-faced Terra. Their features are waxen and even, not a hint of emotion revealed as they work to cart the man between them—bloodied and beaten until his damaged form is dropped in the center and a collective hush falls over the crowd.

Ruen.

His face is marred by new cuts and bruises. He’ll have fresh scars. Otherwise, why wouldn’t they be healing? My eyes lift to Azai, who stands to the side of Gygaea, his face a twisted mask of smugness. Even if he’d felt or shown a hint of remorse, I know one thing about the God of Strength—he will die by my hand and soon.

“Fuck.” Theos’ quiet curse is loud to my ears, but it must not be enough to catch the attention of those around us because everyone is now focused on the stage as Tryphone appears, clad in an open-front black robe. It descends his long-tapered waist and further, splitting open even more as he walks to reveal the matching trousers.

“Welcome to the final rite, ladies and gentlemen,” Tryphone announces as he scans the gathering. He stops when his eyes land on me and I know, without ever having really considered the possibility, that there is no appealing to the monster that is my grandfather by blood. His lips form a slow curl until he wears the same expression as Azai. Gygaea is the only one to appear unmoved by the scene.

One brave soul closer to the stage raises a wary hand. Tryphone’s eyes shoot to the boy—one of those I recognize as having followed Maral during the Hunt. He’s a slender Mortal God with mussed hair like he just rolled out of bed and dressed in a hurry to get here.

“I thought the final rite was to be the Feast?” he asks warily as Tryphone stares at him expectantly. His hand slowly lowers.

Tryphone nods. “That’s correct,” the God King says. “The Feast will begin tonight. Right now, I have gathered you all here to acknowledge that a few of your kin have betrayed your Gods.”

My hands clench into fists, my nails digging into my flesh and threatening to split the skin. We betrayed them?

A darkness rises inside me. An ages-old anger. I take a step forward, shoving between two Mortal Gods only to be drawn up short as an invisible barrier slams into me. My mind cracks wide open and my lips part on a silent scream.

Hands grasp at me, drawing me back towards warm male chests. Kalix. Theos. I try to speak, but can’t. All of my energy is spent trying not to collapse into a heap on the ground. Pain lances through the back of my head and it takes considerable effort for me to lift it to meet the piercing eyes of Tryphone, the God King.

It’s the arena all over again. He’s breaking through my defenses and slamming his way into my head even as he speaks calmly to the crowd gathered at his feet. Sweat collects against my brow and slides down the side of my face. I feel cold and hot all at the same time, my body trembling at the conflicting temperatures.

“Kiera?” Theos’ worried voice penetrates my pain and I wince at the added agony the sound creates, shying away from it on instinct.

Tryphone’s smile widens as if he knows he has me in his grasp and there’s no escape. My eyes fall to the man in the center of the stage. Ruen is on his knees now, head still bent as he drags in lungfuls of air. I can practically feel his pain as my own when I focus on him.

Long lines have turned the skin of his bare back to ribbons. Shreds of flesh hang along either side of the whip marks. Fresh blood wells up, sliding over his spine and down to the waistband of his trousers.

I bite down, tasting rust and pain on my tongue.

Reaching into the core of my being, I grasp at the emotions that have always been with me. The buildup of resentment, of pain, of anger, of desire and I rip them free, letting them flow over my body and limbs. Straightening, I lift my gaze from Ruen’s prostrated form and stare into the eyes of the God King.

His widen as if he’s surprised by my daring—or perhaps, he’s surprised that I’m not on the ground, writhing in agony. Truth be told, I would be were it not for the way I’ve locked my limbs against Kalix and Theos—ignoring the distant acknowledgment that they’re trying to talk to me, asking me questions that I cannot answer. For if I open my mouth, I will scream. I will bring the mountain of brimstone that surrounds us down upon all our heads.

The pain is that great as it tears through me.

A glimmer of what might be respect enters Tryphone’s gaze and one brow arches over his square cut features. He gestures to one of the other Gods and finishes whatever he’d been saying. Azai steps forward, but his words, too, are lost on me. I hear nothing but the rush of blood in my head. I feel nothing but the tingle of awareness and the scrape of brimstone blades removing my skin from my bones.

It’s not real. None of it is.

But there is one thing I do know.

Fixing the God King with my gaze, I bare my teeth and slip the single most truthful statement I’ve ever made into my mind—letting him see it. Letting him read the honest rage in my soul. This is his last warning from me, and it is also my oath.

I’m going to tear out your fucking heart and feed it to you.

I swear it on my soul and on the hearts of the men that have become mine.

I will kill the God King. There is no mercy left in me for false Gods.
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All I know is agony. Ripping pain through my body. My eyes feel swollen. My body limp with exhaustion akin to the period right before death—before the heart gives out, but the mind is still present. Aches gnaw at my insides, vicious little beasts with sharp teeth that shred and rip me open and consume everything in sight.

Kiera.

Kalix.

Theos.

My woman. My brothers.

Where are they? Are they safe? Are any of us?

I peel my eyes open, finding myself suspended above a stone floor. Blood drips in slow, steady droplets from my body, forming a puddle on the gray platform. My hands are frostbitten. My feet are the same. All circulation has come to one point—keeping my heart beating as it fights for survival.

A part of me wants it to stop. The pain. The terror. The sorrow. I’m tired, so damned tired. Why did I ever fight so hard in the first place? What was the point if this was how I was meant to end up anyway?

For the first time since my mother’s death, I feel tears fill my eyes. They swell behind my eyelids as I shut them away, trying to stave off the inevitable.

Music echoes toward me, disrupting my less than positive thoughts. The sound is low and melodic, dark and entrancing. I hardly recall the torture. Only brief glimpses of black brimstone blades and a whip embedded with the same stone as it cut through flesh and bone.

Why? I have to wonder. What is the reason?

But that’s the thing about pain and loss; sometimes, there is no reason. Sometimes, bad things happen to people who don’t deserve it. I learned that fact from my mother. This is no different. No amount of changing the past could have altered this outcome. Caedmon knew it. Azai relied on it.

“Open your eyes, Ruen.”

Ignoring the plying voice, I keep my eyes defiantly shut. I’m tired. I don’t want to fight anymore. I hurt. I want to stop. I want to cease this incessant agony of life.

“Ruen.” The voice grows deeper, frustrated.

Leave me, I silently beg.

A touch lands on my shoulder, and though my body is too fatigued to respond, my insides flinch at the sensation. “Ruen, you are better than this,” the man says. “Open your eyes and see me.”

I don’t respond, not even to shake my head.

I’d barely been able to get to my hands and knees on that damned stage. In front of them all, I’d revealed my weakness and I’d frozen. I hadn’t been able to fight then, an invisible pressure keeping me in place, filling my veins with stone. Blood oozes from my mouth, dribbling down over my chin.

That soft touch disappears only to come back with something even softer—fabric, I realize. The speaker dabs lightly at my lip as if easing that one discomfort will change anything.

“Fine then, keep your eyes closed, Son,” the man says as he performs his service. “But let me ask you something.”

No. I don’t want to hear it, but trussed up as I am, there’s no escaping his words.

“When you reached into your soul and fought back the first time, what was your reason?”

I try not to listen to his question, but somehow the words filter through and the answer appears before I can stop it.

“What did you see?” Caedmon asks.

Them. I saw them—Kiera, Theos, and Kalix. I saw my family.

Caedmon continues as if he can hear the unspoken answers. His fingers trail lightly over my face. The cloth disappears, returning a second time, but with a slight difference. It’s been soaked in something cool and soothing. The wet fabric runs over my filthy face, and as the blood and dirt is wiped away, I feel as if my soul is being cleansed as well.

The dark thoughts that had consumed me for hours since I’d been dragged before the populace of Ortus fade into the background. No! I cry out for them. Through the hours of pain, they’d been my only solace. I’m not ready to release them.

I must make some sort of noise because Caedmon’s voice returns, soothing, soft, comforting. “It’s alright, Son,” he whispers. “It’s alright to be afraid, but don’t give into those things. They cannot help you. Only you can do that.”

They had helped though. Those thoughts were all I had when the pain had nearly made me black out only to have Azai force my head back and dump some foul liquid into my throat. A punishment, he’d said, for defying him. He wouldn’t kill me. I was too powerful yet for him to waste raising me. They had to wait—for the Spring Equinox’s moon rise.

“You know why, don’t you?” Caedmon asks.

Dry, cracked lips part and a rasp is my only answer. Azai had told me the truth—that the whole reason for this farce on Ortus was to suck the life out of each and every student at the moment that our powers would be at their strongest. A challenge to get us all here, for sure. Dangerous to have so many that could kill them within arm’s reach, but the benefit would last them another century or more. Youth. Longevity. Selfishness.

That is all the Gods are.

“Tell me.” Caedmon gently strokes the side of my face, avoiding the areas that pulse with more pain. “What did you find in them that helps you?”

What did I find in my family? That’s easy. I saw in them a sadness, a desire, that met my own.

Caedmon hums and even if I haven't spoken the words aloud, I realize that his fingers are on my face, still touching my skin and the questions are coming in time with my responses. Can he hear my thoughts?

Instead of answering that question, though, Caedmon continues. “And that is the reason you forsake everything else you know?”

This time, I speak aloud. “No.” That single word is a croak as I peel my eyes open and meet the man who has always been more of a father to me than the God of Strength. “It was everything else that made me forsake what I know.”

He nods.

Fuck the Gods. Fuck Death. Survival is all that I have. It is all that I am and I have to survive. For them.

Caedmon’s fingers reach for the bindings keeping me over the stone floor. “Then it’s time for you to fight back. It’s time for you to help her.”
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Ortus Academy is a graveyard of empty bodies. Mortal Gods and false Gods alike wander these halls unaware that they are the ghosts that inhabit this place. I can see it now, after Tryphone’s announcement of the Feast, after his reveal of Ruen’s tortured state, and his subsequent dismissal, all I see are the phantoms that haunt this place.

Faces, old and new, familiar and unfamiliar, surround me as we’re herded from the assembly hall to our dorm rooms. Kalix, Theos, and I are followed closely by Nubo and Zalika. Nubo’s empty expression and Zalika’s smile, like that of a painted doll, make my body tremble with the desire for murder.

We’re marched to our dorms like prisoners to prepare for the gallows. I almost laugh when I see what lies on Ruen's bed as they lead me to it. Because they know he won’t be coming back here and they know I’m not sleeping in my own room. They know everything.

The mors pallium rests at the edge of the mattress, spread out in the way of a lady’s dressing gown. The fabric is just as transparent as the first time I wore it. This one is different in a few ways. The old one had been meant to reveal as much skin as possible, or so I’d thought. This one is worse. Large cutouts of the see-through fabric are missing, revealing long stretches of skin as Zalika, herself, forces me into the dress.

I glare daggers at her the entire time, stopped from killing her by one thing and one thing only—and it has nothing to do with the veritable army of Terra in the hallway waiting for her to give an order. No, I don’t fear them. I can feel my own power seizing in my chest, spreading through my limbs, preparing, seeking reprisal.

I let Zalika order me about and stuff me into the mors pallium because I know that it will lead back to Ruen. I will see him again at the Feast.

“The Gods warned me that you would be far more defiant,” Zalika says as she shoves me over to a dressing table that had been brought in by the same Terra I remembered from before—Iysa is silent and far different than she had been days ago. The mortal Terra had been alive then; Now, there’s no questioning the waxy hue of her flesh or the deadened hollow gaze that moves over nothing at all as she’s commanded by Zalika and Nubo.

“What would be the point now?” I respond as Zalika unwinds my hair and lets it fall down my back.

My daggers lie on the bed along with my old clothes. No more weapons for me, but that’s alright. I am the weapon.

Zalika hums in her throat, the sound off-key, but amused nonetheless. “Perhaps you’re smarter than I originally assumed,” she says. The insult is delivered with such casualness that it sounds more like a compliment. “Though I do have to admit, I expected more from the granddaughter of the God King.”

I don’t close my eyes, but instead meet hers in reflection as she lifts a gold-leafed, horse hair brush and begins to drag it through my hair.

“Why did Nubo send dead men to help the Underworld?” I ask, not sure if I’ll even be granted an answer, but if she’s no longer attempting to hide what she knows then perhaps now is the perfect time for my questions.

Zalika chuckles at my question, the sound a low almost masculine noise that contradicts her distinctly feminine looks. Her black braids slip over her shoulders and down her back, some wrapped in twine and gold ribbon as she lifts her eyes to mine in the reflection. “A distraction,” she murmurs, “and he didn’t work with your little guild—he only worked with the one human. A failure of a human at that.” She scoffs and continues her work.

“Don’t you think humans will ask what happened to all of the Mortal Gods?” I demand, biting my tongue hard enough to taste blood after the words have left my lips.

Zalika snorts, her brush strokes slowing as she shakes her head. “Of course not,” she says. “The humans will accept any reason the Gods give them. Tryphone has done this before—though not on quite such a scale. You’re all so gullible—the humans and Mortal Gods alike—to think that the Gods would let those capable of killing them live.”

I narrow my eyes on her in the mirror. “Do you think you’re safe from him? You’re a Mortal God.”

The hands in my hair become punishing as she grips a large mass of it at the back of my skull and jerks me back into the chair. She bares her teeth down at me, the dots lining her forehead and features obscured in the waning light from the window.

“I am to be a full God before the night is through,” Zalika snaps. “I will be rewarded for my assistance to the Gods, and using your powers, I will become one of them.”

“Now, who’s gullible?” I hiss the words through clenched teeth as I sink my nails into either side of the chair. I spread my legs and settle my feet flat on the floor, ready at any moment to launch up and do battle. I flick a glance at the daggers laid out on the end of the bed. One second to stand. A second to reach them. A third to slit her open from belly to throat. The image is there in my mind and oh, how I crave to feel her hot blood rush across my blade.

“I’d remind you that you’re just like me—a Mortal god,” I tell her, “but that would be a lie. You’re far dimmer if you think that the Gods are going to turn you into one of them. They aren’t Gods at all. You cannot become what doesn’t exist.”

Like birds that are born and raised in a cage fear the freedom of flight, Zalika denies my response with a growl. She glares down at me, twisting my hair tighter and tighter, and a sharp pain enters my skull. She resists the truth with such vehemence that I almost feel pity for her. But almost isn’t quite pity and all I have for this woman is the desire to maim and slaughter her.

“You will die tonight,” she hisses, “and I will become a Goddess.”

My breasts heave with each intake of breath. I find myself smiling at her as she bends me backward, causing my spine to creak with the unnatural position. “One of us will be dying tonight,” I inform her. “That is certain.”

“You,” she insists.

When I don’t respond, she growls again and throws me back into place. This time, as she rakes the brush through my hair it’s with rough, angry movements. I smile because I know, somehow, that a small battle was won here.

When she finishes dressing me up for my supposed funeral, she grips my arms and yanks me out of the chair. The sun has fully set by the time we enter the hallway and I find everyone waiting. Not just Kalix and Theos but Maeryn and Niall too. I want to curse when I see that unlike the other Terra, Niall has been dressed in the same mors pallium as the Darkhavens. Perhaps he has no powers of his own, but it’s clear that the Gods plan to kill us all tonight.

Zalika’s earlier anger fades when she sets her eyes on Maeryn and the scar that now lines the other woman’s face. Stepping towards her, Maeryn flinches, and Niall—despite how much he trembles—attempts to stand between them.

Zalika laughs, the noise of amusement like nails on bone. “How adorable,” she murmurs. “A little mouse protecting a wounded lioness.”

None of the Terra respond to her taunt. My lips curl upward. “I could say the same about you,” I murmur, just loud enough to capture her attention.

Her smile falling away, Zalika turns to me. “Those big, bad Gods need a mouse to protect them,” I continue when I’ve captured her attention. “Tell me something, is the cheese worth it, little rat?”

I change the term at the end and watch as her face contorts in all manner of rage. She contemplates attacking me. She may not say as much, but the progression of the desire to do so lingers on her face. Her brows furrow and her lips curl backward as her eyes seek out my body—checking for weapons she knows I don’t have.

I offer my hands up in response, waiting. Unfortunately, though, she turns away from my provocation and announces in a low tone, “It’s time. Let’s go.”

My back is shoved and I stumble forward a step before turning and glaring over my shoulder at the bald Nubo. Though his expression hasn’t altered a single bit, it’s clear from the vibration of power rolling off him that I’ve upset him as well. I’d originally thought Zalika the defacto leader of the two, but now I recognize that there’s something between them. A trust and an understanding. They are partners and I just insulted his lover.

I force myself to turn forward again and start walking. An insult is the least of their worries.

A lion that wishes to live will always strike at just the right moment.


Chapter 44

Kiera
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The Garden of Statues has been altered since the last time we’d been here. Together, the Darkhavens, Maeryn, Niall, and I arrive surrounded by the dead Terra guards and their leaders—Zalika and Nubo.

The energy tonight is far different than during the first ceremony. There is no mountain of petrified wood ready to be burned. In fact, it appears as if someone has come through and thoroughly cleaned the area of any lingering debris.

There’s a distinct lack of rotten smell, but something earthy and dry lingers on the back of my tongue and in my nostrils. Turning my head, I survey the area as several Terra drift away, some silent command working their hands and feet like puppets on strings. Without twisting completely, I sidle a look out of my periphery at Nubo.

Though he and Zalika don’t touch, the new tension between them is practically a visible string tying them together. I plan to take that string, form a rope, and hang them with it.

After all, well-fed monsters are safer than starving Mortal Gods and I am nothing if not famished.

I turn away from Nubo and Zalika and focus my attention on the dais set in the center of the garden, surrounded by statues of the fallen. That is what they are, I’ve realized. People and creatures who must have inhabited this place before these so-called Gods ripped into this world and claimed it as their own. I stride towards it, sensing the twin shadows following me and knowing that they, like me, are here for Ruen. They are here for revenge.

Fires flare to life in a circle around the dais, revealing more than just the stage, but a wide circular table set and laden with various foods. Mortal Gods drift closer, curiosity growing stronger than their apprehension. Tension is thick in the air tonight and despite the fact that the last vestiges of winter can be felt in the darkness of the night, a cool layer of sweat dots my flesh.

Where they feel apprehension, I feel only anticipation. It’s been an eternity in the making, this violence of mine. It calls to me, the rage’s voice so raspy and thready that it’s clear it’s been screaming for me a long time now.

Pausing before the table, I look down. My upper lip curls back over my teeth in disgust. A boar’s head rests upon one of the largest plates. Another is filled with the steaming, cooked body of a deer. A tiger’s claws, severed and set forth as an appetizer. Animal after animal decorated and displayed as a pseudo-tribute to the Hunt.

I see their faces—those of the Mortal Gods killed in that forsaken place.

“These aren’t…” Theos’ question is breathy and tight with barely restrained revulsion.

“It is,” I confirm and he rips his hand back from the edge of the table, nearly stumbling in his haste to get away. “Fuck.” He disappears from my periphery and I don’t turn to watch as he begins to dry heave—I can hear it well enough.

Everything changes when the sun goes down, it appears, and now that it has set over Ortus Island, the Gods have revealed their true intentions in the ghastliest of ways. Theos’ uncertainty of the animals set before us, though, as well as the lack of horror from the others tells me that I’m the only one who can see the truth.

Perhaps it’s due to what Makeda had taught me or perhaps it’s because of what Caedmon had revealed—this secondary power of mine, the one that came from my father, is different than Ariadne’s. It’s a power that is as quiet as it is ominous. Now that it’s been awakened, though, there is no going back.

I see it all now. The truth these false Gods have been shoving in our faces our whole lives.

An echoing bell chimes and all of the fires go out, casting the garden into a sea of pitch black. Gasps of surprise and fear rise up around us. I remain silent, waiting. A second later, the bell chimes again and the fires burst back to life to reveal that the Gods are standing before us once more—three of them.

Tryphone. Azai. Gygaea.

My blood sings inside my veins, calling for retribution. My skin tingles. I lift my gaze up and up some more until I meet eyes not unlike my own. I’d like to say I see no resemblance to my grandfather, the God King, but now that I know the truth of my lineage, I can see the features that belong to Ariadne, and therefore, me. His might be more masculine, but the tilt of his eyes and the straightness of his nose equal my own. That doesn’t matter. My eyes descend to the chest he has on display. My lips tighten before curling upward. Tryphone isn’t just smug, he’s arrogant. Like the rest of us, he has dressed in another mors pallium.

Death comes for you, I think to myself. It comes tonight.

“Welcome!” Tryphone calls out, raising both arms. “To the Feast!”
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There’s no sign of Ruen as the ceremony begins. No sign of Caedmon or Ariadne or Makeda or Danai either. I expect the ceremony to be lavish with much talking from the Gods still on the platform, but it’s not. Aside from announcing the start of the Feast and encouraging everyone to eat from the provided ‘food,’ Tryphone and the other Gods merely go to their own table and drink their wine.

Closing my eyes briefly, I reach for that small door in the back of Kalix’s mind that still connects him to me. I whisper into it and after a moment of absolutely no response, his hand trails down my forearm as he walks away. My eyes reopen and I focus on the setting before me.

Maeryn approaches the table and starts reaching for a plate, her hand trembling. I reach out and grab her wrist. “Don’t,” I warn her.

Her one good eye widens as she looks up at me. Her hair has been pulled back to reveal the new scar on her face and the fact that one eye no longer works, but the healing has thankfully finished. Other than the line that splits her skin and the milky fog of her iris, she looks much the same as ever.

“I-I don’t think they’ll let us not eat,” she whispers.

I shake my head regardless. “Trust me,” I tell her. “You do not want to eat this food.” For that matter… “Don’t drink anything they bring you either.”

Something touches the surface of my mind—a flash of bodies atop one of the granite stone tables of the garden, blood and soot and stone dust coating pale and tan skin that merge together as one. My own body tightens in response, my core seizing and pulsing as if recalling something my mind has forgotten.

I shake my head and ward off the sensation as I focus on the reality before me.

I don’t feel weak anymore. My wrath has boosted my confidence and given new light to the power my father passed down to me. Even I have to admit that I must have been born for this. As Caedmon said, only I can kill Tryphone. Where other Mortal Gods received their powers from their own souls, some only marginally connected to their God parents’, I hold both of my parents’ abilities within me.

A shadow scurries from beneath the table and to the bare toe of my foot. Ara creeps onto my leg and then quickly scuttles up the side of my leg not stopping until she manages to leap from my thigh to my hanging arm and race the rest of the way up.

“Come on,” I say, turning away from the table. I drag Maeryn after me and the others follow.

I can sense the Gods’ eyes watching me, waiting for me to do something.

“Do you have a plan?” Maeryn asks.

Ara’s foot taps insistently on my bare shoulder, images sliding from her little mind into mine. I inhale sharply. I have more than a plan. I have a way to kill the God King. Finally, I know how to hurt him, but first I need to make sure Ruen is safe, and most importantly, alive.

“I don’t think so.” Maeryn’s arm is ripped from my grasp as she cries out. Whirling around, I find Zalika gripping Maeryn’s long red hair, digging her nails into my friend’s scalp until rivulets of blood drip down the side of her face. “I believe the Gods invited you to feast.” She shoves Maeryn back towards the table and stands between us, daring me to go through her.

Despite the obviously clear night overhead, lightning tears across the sky, ripping the darkness in half as it crackles. Zalika’s dark look shifts from me to Theos. “I would not try anything, were I you, Darkhaven,” she snaps. “Your father wishes nothing more than to punish you the same as your brother.”

“Whatever pain he has felt, I assure you, I will deliver it tenfold,” Theos replies, his expression far darker than I’ve ever seen it. His throat pulses with his racing heart, sweat coating his body. How much power had he lost on the night of that first ceremony and is he draining himself with using what he has left?

I touch a hand to his arm and immediately feel the tension in his body ease. Silently, I offer him my presence, and the strike of lightning that had been ignored by most despite its obvious mismatched appearance with the stormless sky evaporates.

“Where is he?” I demand, stepping forward and reclaiming Zalika’s attention.

Maeryn shuffles behind Zalika, her eyes wide and lips parted as Niall hurries to her side. I jerk my chin in a silent command to go—to flee. She hesitates but then just as quickly nods and turns, she and Niall slipping between the bodies of those congregating at the tables full of cannibalistic offerings.

“He will be along shortly,” Zalika replies.

I step closer. “I may not have a blade, Zalika,” I say, keeping my voice even and low as I let my gaze drift up from her throat to her eyes and back again, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t have teeth and claws. Be very careful with how you answer my next question—those ‘Gods’ of yours wouldn’t save you from me if it amused them to see you die.”

“You cannot kill me.”

A familiar face appears in the crowd, walking quickly towards us. Nubo’s bald head bobs up and down and back and forth as he rushes forward. When his eyes raise and I offer him a smile, his dispassionate expression finally cracks. His brow creases, the lack of hair making it almost too difficult to see so far away but it’s too late for him to help her now.

I return my attention to Zalika. Her confident and self-assured gaze is on mine, the corner of her lips turned upward. Kalix appears at my side, easing out of the congregation and drawing her attention as he comes to a stop, an amused smile set into his own mouth.

Zalika’s amusement fades as sweat beads at her brow. She swallows and then seems to realize something’s wrong. She swallows again. She takes a step back, glancing right and left as if she expects warriors to attack. We have no warriors, only each other.

Her breathing turns ragged, though she tries to maintain a calm demeanor. I wait.

“You cannot … kill me.” Her repeated words are followed by no actions. In the distance, I see that Nubo has crossed half of the garden and is still working his way here.

I turn back to the Mortal God that was willing to betray her own kind for power. Running now, Nubo is running for her. His face a mask of pain and something more—resolute horror.

How closely are they linked? I wonder. Does he feel what she’s feeling? Does he feel the numbness in her lips as she parts them to breathe better? The pinpricks of pain up her spine and arms as she crosses them over her chest only to let them drop once more when it heightens the sharp little stabbing sensations?

“What…” Her swallowing comes more often and Theos relaxes further on my left as if he senses what’s coming. “What…”

“You told me I couldn’t kill you,” I say as Nubo finally arrives.

He dives across the small space carved out just for us, away from the Mortal Gods devouring the meat the Gods have provided like hungry animals. Though a part of me wished to warn them, Caedmon had shown me what would happen if I did so. When he’d touched me as he and Ariadne had left, he’d given me snippets of the future—of the different pasts. What doing so had earned him, I don’t know, but I am grateful nonetheless. Because now I know had I tried to stop them all, none of them would have survived past the first hour. If I tell them after the fact, none of their minds would.

So, I’ll keep this secret and I’ll take the truth with me to the grave.

Zalika collapses into her partner’s arms, shivering, teeth chattering. Bubbly froth rises up from her mouth, red with blood. Her eyes jerk right and left, seeking … seeking … seeking …

I step into her line of vision and lean down. “I don’t have to kill you,” I tell her. “Because you’re already dead.”

Then the screams begin.


Chapter 45

Theos
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Venom. That must be the reason for Zalika’s sudden collapse. My sweet, violent little assassin had planned this. No doubt it’s the reason for Kalix’s brief disappearance. Either one of Kiera’s spiders had joined one of Kalix’s snakes or the snakes had done all the work. It matters not as the Mortal God Terra falls and screams rise up from Nubo’s throat.

I dive forward. This is an opportunity that cannot be wasted. I rip one of the daggers strapped to his side free from its sheath and drag the sharp end across his skin, slitting his throat from one side to the other in a quick motion.

The screams cease, but it’s too late. Mortal Gods turn, shocked faces covered in the red blood and juices of raw and cooked meat. I withhold another gag at the sight, knowing exactly where that meat came from.

Tryphone rises from the table along with the other two Gods at his sides. Gygaea lifts her hands to the sky and begins to sing.

“Cover your ears!” Kiera snaps before slamming her hands over her own. I drop the bloodied sword at my feet and without asking why, I cover my ears—as does Kalix.

One by one, I watch the other Mortal Gods drop. Their bodies sagging to the ground, collapsing as if their strings have been cut as they fall atop one another. I squeeze the sides of my head as the Goddess’ song threatens to penetrate my mind. My vision wavers and my knees hit the stone before I realize what’s happened.

Gasping, my hand drops from my ear, reaching for the fallen sword. When the lyrical quality of Gygaea’s voice hits me, it slows my movements, making everything impossibly languid. My muscles ease. My mind collapses inward.

Then my fingers brush the blade coated in Nubo’s blood. The pain drags me back and I shake it off, tightening my hold as I drag it back into my palm, cutting my flesh. Raising the blade until the firelight glints off its flat surface, I turn it sharply and slam it into my thigh. Sharp, gasping agony brings me fully out of the trance that Gygaea’s song had evoked.

As the last of the others in the garden—including the Terra—crash to the ground, littering the surrounding area with bodies, Gygaea’s voice cuts off and I sag forward.

“Are you okay?” Kiera asks.

I grit my teeth as I yank the blade from my thigh, thankful at least that the fabric of the mors pallium hadn’t gotten in the way and there are no strings to be cleaned out as my flesh attempts to heal itself. I grip Kalix’s offered hand and get to my feet.

“Fine,” I lie around my clenched jaw.

If they believe me, I don’t have an opportunity to find out, because in the next instant I’m being slammed off my feet and into a statue. Dust crumbles and falls into my face as my back comes into contact with the sharp protrusion of the figure’s weapon.

“Fuck!” I scream as Azai’s face appears before me.

“That was a mistake, Son,” he tells me. “It would have been far easier had you fallen asleep, but now this is going to hurt.”

“I’m not your fucking son!” Even as I scream the rejection, my arm cramps with pain, fingers digging around the handle of the dagger still in my grip. Reacting on battle instinct, I veer upward, slicing across his face once and then dragging it back a second time. I tighten my opposite hand into a fist and sink it into his abdomen.

I’m released, crashing to the ground as darkness thrusts into my mind.

No. Not yet. My bare knees scrape against the stone. Something wet trickles down my side and back. Lifting my head, I realize that the Gods have arrived upon us—Tryphone facing off with Kiera and Gygaea with Kalix. I look one way and then another.

There’s still no sign of Ruen or Ariadne and Caedmon.

Azai’s hand returns, his fingers gripping my throat as he lifts me from my prone position, tightening until air can barely squeeze into my lungs. His face morphs into one of unadulterated fury. The thin lines that cut across his cheeks and nose, leaking blood and unhealing. I glance down at the blade in my hand in confusion, and when I see it, I start to laugh.

“Brimstone,” I rasp.

Azai reaches for the dagger and I flip it over, deftly twisting it in my fingers tossing it across the space to my other hand which I then use to raise and slam it into his shoulder. The howl of agony that erupts from between his lips has never been so sweet.


Chapter 46

Kiera
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“You could have joined me.” Tryphone’s voice is no longer in my mind but before me as we circle each other. Nearby, from Nubo’s body, Kalix had procured a sword and slashes at Gygaea as she drags vines from beneath the ground to crack it and use as her own weapons.

“Had you only told me who you were.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t even know who I was until I came to the Academy,” I inform him. “Even if I had known, though, I wouldn’t have come to you. I would rather die with a sword in my chest or a dagger to my throat than live with your heels on my back.”

Tryphone’s body moves with the same languid ease that hides his emotion. Surely, he must be nervous. Things aren’t going the way he expected. Right?

“Your mother was a disappointment,” Tryphone continues, not bothering to respond to my words.

My bare feet move swiftly across the stone, little rocks and rubble from Gygaea’s call to the earth sticking to my soles.

“Then why didn’t you kill her?” I ask. “Why imprison her?”

He pauses as if he hadn’t expected that I’d know about her imprisonment. Then he begins moving again, only this time, his leisurely pace is a step faster.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. I hear the sound of Kalix’s sword cutting and hacking at Gygaea’s branches. Azai’s howl from the opposite end of the garden ricochets back to me.

“Where is Ruen Darkhaven?” I ask when Tryphone refuses to answer my question about Ariadne.

A glimmer of something—an emotion that appears and disappears too quickly for me decipher—crosses the God King’s face. “You shall never know, child,” he answers. “For I intend to kill you before he can come to your rescue.”

I freeze, his words revealing—before my mind can complete the thought, my body is catapulted into the air by unseen hands. They catch at my arms and legs, dragging me back down. Twisting my flesh back and forth until it burns.

Gritting my teeth, I reach for my own power and shadows burst from beneath my skin and at every corner of the garden. They wash over me in a giant wave, an ocean of darkness taking me into its soft cocoon of safety and ripping the invisible hands from my body. Claws rake across my skin, dragging me down, down, down.

I hit the ground and roll as a blade appears and the sharp tip slams into the stone, sending sparks into my eyes as I look back to see that it had been accurate. Had I not moved, it would now be embedded in my face.

Panting, I jump to my feet and refocus on the God King as he wields a sword at his side. “It must be convenient to have so many abilities,” I say, sucking in lungfuls of air as the shadows slither around my arms. They rope together, braiding themselves down into a whip. “It’s such a wonder that you only ever use them to be a selfish bastard.”

The sword moves for me, silver flashing as it swings. I dodge to the side even as my grip on the shadow whip tightens. I flick my wrist and jerk my arm up, aiming for Tryphone’s hand. Metal clatters to the ground and Tryphone wrathful curse echoes back to me.

Pain seizes my chest in the next instant, cutting off the sound of Tryphone’s anger and I scream as the shadow whip falls from my hand, dispersing as it hits the stone. Looking down, I gape and swallow down bile as a sword slices through my chest and out of my ribcage.

Red blood drips from the steel blade, rolling back towards me due to its angle. Tryphone straightens where he stands and there’s no mistaking the shock on his expression. Who is it? Who⁠—

“We are not doing this again, father mine.”

A whole new kind of pain lacerates my insides. That voice, that soft, strong feminine tone is one I recognize—one I thought … perhaps … maybe this time, I could trust her.

The blade withdraws and I collapse forward, more blood oozing from my body and spilling in a rush over the stone.

“Kiera!” Theos’ shout is followed by lightning across the sky. It tears through the air, slamming into a nearby statue and turning the entire upper half into dust. Bits of rock fly around me, falling onto my head, sticking in my hair. I cup one palm over the place between my breasts where blood gushes out while with the other, I hold myself aloft, trying not to collapse.

How could she?

“Daughter mine?” Tryphone’s voice is unsure as Ariadne steps around my fallen body to stand before the God King. Gone is the woman from the underground prison and in her place is a Goddess. A true Goddess crackling with power.

I gasp, each breath causing such agonizing pain that it threatens to force my mind into obsidian darkness. I cannot pass out now. If I do, all that awaits in the gloom is death.

In a movement so fast that their bodies become blurs, both Ariadne and Tryphone jerk away from each other as a figure appears between them. His chest bare and coated in blood, Kalix’s eyes are wild as he jerks his chin back and forth, watching the two Gods.

My breath wheezes from my chest. I cannot help it. Trying to breathe is squeezing everything inside me too tightly. Try as I might, the sound escapes, dragging his attention to me. Kalix’s eyes widen and then I see something inside him—an emotion I’ve never seen reflected in those jade eyes of his.

Fear.

Kalix is afraid.

“Kill them!” Theos screams. “Kalix! She betrayed Kiera! Kill them!”

I part my lips and cough, blood bubbling free, flying out to land on the ground and collect in dots around me. When I next try to raise my head and see Kalix’s decision, they’re gone. They’re all gone and a fog of white rolls in.

I don’t know how and I don’t know who—but someone has called forth the Void of the In Between and all of the creatures that reside within it.
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Rapid, shallow breaths. In and out. My body locks up as I drag my barely living corpse across the fog. I ignore the suggestion from before to remain still in this place. If I stay still, I’ll die and I cannot die. Not yet.

“Theos!” I croak out the name. “Kalix!”

There is no response. Instead, all I hear are the distant sounds of metal-on-metal clashing back and forth. Grunts. Curses. And something worse … slow footsteps.

I drag myself away from the approach, whimpers creeping past my clenched teeth as each movement seems to tug at the skin of my open wound.

Come on, damn it. Heal. I silently order my own body as if it will listen. What’s the point of being a Mortal God, of having these powers if I cannot use them, if I cannot heal myself?

A tree appears out of the gloom and I crawl towards it—on my hands and knees and then on my side when those give out too. It seems so close and yet so far away, but I grit my teeth and close my eyes and continue the slow forward movement. I don’t stop until the bark is under my nails. Only then do I open my eyes.

Relief is short lived though as I look up into the branches and freeze. The white wood of the large tree is shriveled and thin, stiff and smooth to the touch. Bark shouldn’t be smooth. I run my hand over the surface of it, testing the texture. It’s not just smooth but tiny little hairs dot the trees exterior.

I glance up and up and up some more and horror to my horrors, a face appears over me. Open mouthed, screaming, pained and crying out in silence. I clamp a hand over my mouth to keep myself from screaming along with the face only to accidentally shove my own blood over my tongue.

Malachi. Enid. Several other faces I don’t recognize line the trunk of the tree. The petrified tree … just like the wood used during the Cleansing ceremony.

Memories strike at my mind. Like vicious little fangs, they sink into the soft weakness of my thoughts and tear through to find what’s inside. Flashes of bodies, those same bodies as before appear behind my eyelids when I slam them shut. My body on top of Ruen’s. Kalix on top of mine and Theos … oh dear Gods … all of us, together as one. Moving in sync.

Fires erupts behind my eyelids and I choke back a sound, swallowing it into my throat before it can emerge. I remember it all now—the Cleansing, the sex, the insanity that had befallen us. As the memories seep back into me, my limbs grow heavier and sag under the weight of tiny pin pricks. Almost painful, but not quite, the sensation is accompanied by the swell of power in my chest. And though there is relief at feeling my own abilities return to me, the horror of what we’d done remains.

Oh … Gods … we’d rubbed the ash from that wood into our skin. It wasn’t wood at all. It was them. Their bodies, devoid of life and power.

Leaning over the nearest root, I grip tightly to its surface despite how the texture makes my skin crawl, and I heave. Contracting and releasing, my body expels the nothingness and bile in my stomach and the bile.

Sick.

Twisted.

Taboo.

None of them deserve to live. The Gods are worse than animals. Even most animals shy away from eating their own young.

“Kiera!” I’m so wrapped up in my horror that it takes me a moment to recognize the voice in the fog.

Lifting my head away from the root, I look up as the footsteps that I’d been running from before emerge from the clouds.

A sob escapes me. “Ruen.” His name is a whisper on my lips. I don’t believe it, but he’s here and his arms close around me, lifting me away from the tree and against his chest.

He’s not completely healed—the flesh of his chest and the wounds on his face remain—but he moves far better than he had on that stage hours before.

“Fuck, this is complicated,” he growls, twisting one way and then another.

“How are you here?” I’m ashamed at how breathless I sound.

I’m supposed to be an assassin. I’ve trained. I’ve sacrificed. How am I the weakened one?

Midnight eyes settle on my face as Ruen comes to a stop. “Caedmon,” he answers me. “Caedmon and Ariadne.”

I shake my head, my vision blurring. “Ariadne betrayed us,” I murmur, my words slurring together. I drag my fingers through the blood over my body. “She stabbed me.”

Over me, Ruen’s face clenches with displeasure, but he sucks in a breath and hefts me closer. “Trust me, Kiera,” he says, holding me infinitely closer. “She hasn’t betrayed you—this is all part of the plan.”

How can he believe that when I’m fucking dying? I want to grab him and shake him, punch him, kick and scream at the unfairness of it all, but my energy is waning and the darkness is coming again.

“Ruen…” I try to beg him to help me, to slap me or do something to bring me back. If my final Darkhaven hears my plea, though, it goes unanswered as he carries me into the fog once more and the darkness takes me over.


Chapter 47

Kiera
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Dad’s wide, rough palm touches the side of my face before absently stroking back the pale strands of my hair as I sit propped in his lap. He’s lost in his own thoughts. He may pet me, but the action is one of instinct rather than true care. His back is to the side of our little cabin, and though I fiddle with the edge of his shirtsleeve, wondering when he’ll bother to look down at me—or pay me any attention—his gaze is fixed ahead.

I turn my eyes to the sight of the sunset in the far distance, over the hills and trees that make up our home in the Hinterlands. The snow covers the ground, normally a hard dark brown in summer, now a blanket of white. Here, we don’t own the land so much as we are part of it. The various shades of oranges, reds, yellows, and blues that bleed into the sky as the sun sinks over the horizon hurt my eyes, but my dad never looks away. It’s as if he’s transfixed by the sight.

I sigh and drop the edge of his shirtsleeve. I hate it when he gets like this because it means he’s thinking of her. Why can’t he just think of me? I’m here. She’s not.

As if he senses my impending mood, he shifts under me, the thick thigh I’m perched on swaying and me with it. “Kiki?”

Biting down on my lower lip, I wince as the nickname I’ve grown so used to hearing from him hits my ears. I’m almost nine now. I’m not a little girl anymore and he doesn’t have to pretend that he doesn’t miss her. Even if I don’t understand why he would miss someone who obviously never cared about us.

I force myself to smile as I look up at him. “Can I make the soup tonight for dinner?” I ask.

Dad’s hard gray eyes, similar to my own, rove over my face, and for the first time since I climbed upon his lap to watch the sunset, he actually looks back at me. “Are you okay, little one?” he inquires.

My smile turns strained. “Of course,” I say. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Dad doesn’t respond. His lips turn down as his hand cups the side of my head and he pulls me closer. My cheek smooshes against the rough wool of his tunic. It might be scratchy against my skin, but the smell he emits—like pine needles and ice—soothes the raging emotions inside my belly and chest.

“I’m sorry,” he murmurs, fingers stroking through my hair. “I must have drifted off again.”

I repress a snort. Dad never falls asleep during the day. No matter how tired he is. No matter if he spent several days out hunting a beast to cart back. He doesn’t nap. I wish he did. That would make me feel better than these random moments where he is there and yet also not. Whoever she is, it’s clear that she still holds a great power over him.

I hate her for that.

Hate her for leaving him even if I used to hate her for leaving me too. Now, I don’t. Not for myself. I didn’t know the woman so she never hurt me, but I would never forgive anyone for the sorrow in Dad’s eyes. Even if he never wanted me to see it, I do. I may have been born at night, but I wasn’t born last night. Even a nine-year-old can see the truth when it’s sitting right in front of her.

“You’re upset.” Dad sighs.

I stiffen but shake my head. “No, I⁠—”

“Don’t try to lie to me, little one,” Dad cuts me off. “A father can always tell what his little girl is thinking.”

“I’m not little anymore,” I grumble. I’m a grown woman with responsibilities and darkness in her past. I’ve killed. I’ve tasted my own blood. I’ve seen death … haven’t I?

He chuckles and the sound reverberates through his chest and into my side, distracting me. “You’re still little enough to sit on my lap,” he counters and then as if to prove his point, he leverages up to his feet. His arms close around me, lifting me easily. “See,” he prompts, hefting me against his chest as he takes a turn around the side of our cabin, holding me high so that I have to toss one hand over his shoulder or risk slipping out of his hold.

“You don’t count!” I squeal, laughing even as he jostles me with each massive stride. “You’re big enough to carry grown men!”

Dad chuckles at my response and despite the fact that he built this cabin with his own hands before I’d even been born, he ducks beneath the front door frame, which has, for as long as I can remember, been a bit too low for him, and carries me inside. Apparently, he’d been quite young when he’d built the place and not yet done growing into his adult body ... or so he’s said.

Inside the house, he gently sets me down between the table and the fireplace, still smoldering with heat from an earlier fire. The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkle as he smiles down at me and crouches low.

“Now, are you going to tell me why you’re upset, little one?”

I frown. Why am I upset? Something niggles at the back of my mind, warning me of an impending threat. I glance around our cabin, taking in the old decor—all of the hand carved furniture, even the pieces that I’d made, though those are far more scarred than Dad’s handiwork.

I don’t want to think about things that upset me, I just want to stay here with Dad. Holding my arms out to him, I offer him a smile. “I’m not upset,” I tell him. “I’m happy to be here with you.”

Dad straightens to his full height and his expression changes, morphing into one of sad amusement. That doesn’t make sense though. Those two emotions don’t go together. Why would he be amused and sad at the same time?

“I’m glad to hear that, little one,” Dad says, “but you know that you can’t stay here forever. There’s a life waiting for you out there.”

I bite down on my lip and turn away from him, folding my arms over my chest. The scratchy feeling of my loose handmade tunic is too much against my sensitive skin. “I don’t want a life out there,” I tell him. “It hurts. People hurt me. If I stay here with you, I’m safe.”

His hand strokes my hair back as he gently turns me to face him again. Dad’s face is clearer than it has been in years—I see it so well now, all of the details I’d forgotten. There’s a small cut on the underside of his jaw, the line pale against his tanned skin.

“You’re always safe with me, baby girl,” Dad tells me. He continues to pet my hair, moving the strands out of my face. “But you’re all grown up now. Little girls don’t need their daddies when they grow up.”

“I—” I’m grown up? That’s what I’d said earlier, but … I glance down at my hands. They reflect the size of a child’s. “I’m not grown up.” Am I?

“You are,” Dad insists. His palm leaves my head and I jerk up, reaching for him again but he steps out of my reach. “I know you’re scared, little one,” he says, walking backwards until he’s a good several feet from me. “It’s a scary world beyond these walls.”

I nod. It is a scary world. “Why can’t I stay with you?” Will he reject me? Will he leave me again? Tears fill my eyes and slip over my cheeks. I can’t bear it. I can’t do this again. “I don’t want to be alone,” I cry.

He tilts his head to the side. “Oh baby girl, you’re not alone. You haven’t been alone in a long time. You have friends, you have loves. They’re there for you. They’re waiting. Don’t you remember?”

A memory snaps into place. Kalix and Theos laughing at a prank they’d played on one of their classmates during training. Ruen’s dark brow as he’d quietly shook his head at the two of them in reproof, and me—I’d been the only one to see Ruen’s secret smile, the amusement he’d felt at his brothers’ antics. Friends. Loves. They’re waiting for me.

I jump from the seat and rush forward. With each step my legs grow, lifting me up and up and up until I’m at my natural height and not that of a nine-year-old girl. I fling my arms around my father’s form and cling to him.

“I love you,” I whisper. “I’m sorry.” Little slivers of shadow pop up along my forearms, curling down from me until they form a curtain-like image, swaying around me.

“There, there, now.” My father soothes me in that deep baritone of his. “There’s no apologies here, little one.” After a beat, he grips my arms and sets me back. “Now, as much as I was overjoyed to see you again, it’s time for you to go.”

I look to the front door of our cabin, where an unusual light has begun to creep in around the cracks. “Do you still think of her?” I ask.

Silence meets my question and I force my eyes back to his. The second our gazes connect, he responds. “Every single second she is away from me,” my father murmurs. “The same as you, baby girl.”

More tears streaks down my face. This time, it doesn’t feel weak to let them surface.

“Go.” My father gestures for the door. “They’re waiting.”

Turning, I follow the command, letting my hand find the door handle and ripping it open without looking back as the entire world turns white because I’m the darkness here.

I come awake with a gasp, sitting up on a stone platform only to be shoved back down. “Enough!” Tryphone yells, his face a mask of anger as he hovers over me with a blade in hand. Turning my cheek as it scrapes the stone, I find that we’re not alone.

Ariadne’s body is a crumpled heap on the steps beneath the dais and the Darkhavens are each set on their knees, bodies bared and bleeding with various Gods at their back. A panting, sliced up Azai gripping Theos around his neck. A furious Gygaea, holding onto Ruen’s form with her nails sinking into his shoulder. A grim-faced Makeda and tear-streaked Danai on either side of Kalix—who appears even more wild than the scene.

His nostrils flare and there are snakes curling around him, biting at each bit of flesh they can get close to. Those snakes creep up Danai and Makeda’s limbs, wrap around their wrists and legs as if controlling their movements. Black veins arch up the Goddesses’ throats and their lips are a dull purple—serpent venom.

They are not working with Tryphone of their own free will.

Of all of them, however, Caedmon is the closest as he stands before Tryphone and me on the opposite side of the platform from the God King.

“If you kill her, you will regret it,” Caedmon says, his eyes locked on the God King.

“Her power will sustain me for centuries to come!” Tryphone’s eyes are wild and the blade in his palm trembles as if he’s attempting to force himself to move, but Caedmon’s words halt him.

“Killing her will end your reign,” Caedmon warns him. “It will set into motion your demise. Listen to me, old friend. You do not want to do this.”

Glancing up between the two of them, I see the tightening of Tryphone’s eyes. What he wants isn’t in question here, I realize. The shakes and trembles. The darting eyes. The ease with which I managed to wound the God King of all people—no matter that I hadn’t succeeded. The evidence is all there. I’ve seen it before—in the eyes of addicts in back alleys.

Tryphone is addicted to the power of Mortal Gods—physically and beyond. Even if it means he might die, he has to have more of it. As if sensing that I’m awake, both men turn their gazes downward.

The end happens so fast, Tryphone’s shout and the drawing back of his arm, the flash of the blade, my own power shoving forward. Then as I jerk up into a sitting position, capturing the wrist that means to come down and slice through my chest in what will be the final killing blow, a flying spider slaps Tryphone in the cheek.

Ara’s mind seeks mine out with a silent war cry as she sinks her fangs into his flesh and pumps him full of her venom. With a grunted curse, Tryphone rips my Spider Queen away from his face and crushes her in his palm.

“No!” The pain of her life being snuffed out so easily rips through me and then everything else is ripping apart too.
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The mountain quakes as Tryphone stumbles off the platform. I roll, sliding off the platform with shocking ease and when I’m standing, I glance down to find that my wound is gone. No sign of the open, gaping, blood-gushing lesion from before remains and in its place is smooth, perfectly healed skin.

My bones vibrate within my body, full of the power that had previously been stolen from me. Unwilling to let a second more pass without taking action against Tryphone and his horrors, I hold my hands out, letting the shadows within explode from me. They surround us all as the tips of the mountain that encircles the island break with loud cracking sounds. Boulders roll, crashing into the outside of the Academy. The ground shifts beneath our feet.

“Kiera!” Ruen’s shout is full of strength, giving me some relief. At least he’s not hurt. Then his call is quickly followed by Theos’ own call.

“Dea!”

Here! I want to call out. I’m here! I can’t. My voice is gone and all that’s left is the power as it reaches into my soul and carves out a place for itself. With a gasp, I arch up onto my toes as the shadows swirl around me, clinging to me and form a gown of darkness.

A large tear opens up in the sky above, lightning crackling through the cloudless atmosphere. It’s not just Theos, this time. It’s me.

I lift my hands and point as the fissure grows wider and wider, separating the dark purple of the midnight vault over our heads.

“No!” Tryphone's shout is ignored as the sight of what lies beyond the tear in the seam of the world is revealed. Oceans of the purest blue. Snowcapped mountains far prettier than our own on Anatol. Vast green fields and a … strange structure of black and silver stone juts out from a cliffside.

“No!”

I hold the fissure open, sweat collecting on my brow as I gasp for breath.

“You have it,” a familiar voice says.

I nearly collapse at the shock of Ariadne’s voice as she hobbles past me, obviously wounded from her own fight as blood slips over one leg that drags against the ground. I gape at her. Had she really stabbed me for a plan to make me do this?

The opening in the world draws nearer.

Tryphone crawls over the still sleeping Mortal Gods as he tries to escape it. A gurgling noise draws my attention backwards and I watch as Theos sinks a dagger into Azai’s throat and tears it out. The God of Strength falls to his knees in an ironic parody of prostration as he cups his open throat.

Like a series of connected events, Azai’s collapse is followed by the release of snakes from Danai and Makeda and … Kalix.

Kalix erupts from his position, flinging himself towards me with all the rage of a wounded bear.

“Don’t!” Ariadne’s voice barks sharply, cutting off his ascension to the platform and Kalix comes to an abrupt halt. “She must finish it.”

“Finish what?” I ask. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

Ariadne looks at me. “You’re doing what you were born for, daughter mine,” she tells me. “You’re sending us home.”

Home? Back to Atlantis? I frown. “But I thought Atlantis fell?”

Her smile is sad. “Our Kingdom fell,” she says, “but not our world.”

I stare back at her and then slowly I look to Kalix. “Go get Tryphone.” Kalix doesn’t immediately move to follow my bidding, but instead glares at me, the barely restrained need of a beast unleashed writhing under his skin—unsure of what to do.

Leaning forward, I go on my toes and press a kiss to his jaw. “Go,” I whisper. “Let’s end this.”

Kalix stares at me a moment more, the sharpness of his gaze easing marginally before he turns and heads to the God King.

“Why isn’t he using his powers?” I ask, turning back to Ariadne.

“Because I stole them,” she says, gesturing to a fallen sword—the very same one that had pierced me.

I flinch away from the sight and the reminder of the pain that had sucked the air from my lungs. “You stabbed me?” The silence of my question hangs between us, a quiet demand for an answer.

Ariadne tilts her head to the side and shuffles around until she stands in front of me. The opening into their old world—the world the Gods came from—hovers just above our heads as she cups my cheek.

“I’m sorry for all of the pain I’ve caused you, daughter mine,” she says, bowing her head so that our foreheads brush together. “I’m so sorry for all that you’ve lost because of my choices, and I’m sorry that I had to stab you to save you.”

“Save me?

She cups her hand over my lips, stopping my question before I can say it. “Henric’s power was always quieter than my own,” she says, answering the unspoken desire nonetheless. “He only ever truly found his sunder in battle when he was wounded, when there was more on the line than life and death. Sunder is what allowed him to tear the fabric of reality.”

And I’d had it all along. “That was why I saw the Mortal Gods even when they’d been transformed into animals,” I guess.

She nods. “Before Tryphone stole his abilities, your father had the ability to sunder. That’s why he was taken before Makeda could stop them. It was too strong even for Tryphone.”

Before I can reply, she continues, her own storm gray eyes glittering with unshed tears. Mine are all gone. I feel no tears, only a deep need for answers, for this whole fight to be over. “This is what happens, my darling,” Ariadne whispers, bending closer so that only the two of us hear her words, “when you become responsible for a life born of your soul; you do what you must to protect it. I will always protect you.”

She pulls back, and in her eyes I see a storm of pain and love. My next words turn into shards of glass. They stab at my insides, blood trickling down the back of my throat.

Tryphone isn’t the only one that needs to be gone from this world. “You’re leaving too.” The statement is both a command and goodbye.

My mother’s face softens, and all at once, I recall the man from so many months ago. The man whose child had died from Talmatia’s carriage and how he had clutched his dead son to his back as he and his wife had been led to freedom by Regis and me.

My wife carried my son for nine months to bring him into this world … it’s only fair that I carry him out of this world.

I get it now. The decisions that she’d made. The abandonment. The words she’d spoken. She’d sacrificed for me, killed for me, would kill me to save me. Ariadne brought me to Anatol in her soul, and though I’m casting her and the rest of the Atlanteans back into their world, she’ll leave me here when she goes. Because as much curiosity as I have for their world, the truth is that we—the Mortal Gods—belong here.

“It’s time to say goodbye.” Caedmon appears at our side.

I glance at him. “You knew this would be the end, didn’t you?” I ask.

He blinks and then shrugs, the shoulders of his tunic rising and falling with the movement. I’ve never seen him so dressed down aside from when he’d been in the prison—he almost looks … mortal. “I’m the God of Prophecy, Kiera,” is his only answer and I want to roll my eyes.

Tryphone is shoved past us by Kalix as Theos and Ruen drag a spitting and screaming Gygaea. I swallow at the sight and turn my gaze upward.

“What do I do?”

Ariadne touches my shoulder. “Call them,” she whispers. “That sword stole the God King’s powers, but it never stole yours. You are now the strongest of us—call them all to the opening and send them through.”

Closing my eyes, I inhale sharply. I let go of all of the distractions around me. Sight. Sound. Scent. Sensation. I release it all and become the very fabric that holds the worlds together. Finding the fissure I’ve created, I stick phantom hands inside and widen it a bit more. Somewhere in the near distance, Tryphone’s shrieks and demands rise up.

Ignoring them, I cast my mind further. Little lights begin to pop up—some brighter than others, some barely bright at all—but all of them have one thing in common. None of them belong in this world. Tugging against those lights, I drag them from their homes, from their beds, from their pleasures and pains. When I next open my eyes, it’s to see the sky full of silver strings, each of them slowly reaching for the opening to the world.

“This power of yours is what allowed you to reach into others’ hearts,” Ariadne murmurs thoughtfully. “Like your father reached into mine. This power is that of a true savior.”

I shake my head as string after string of the Gods—Atlanteans—disappear through the crack in the sky. The second they draw near, the wind catches and sucks them all in.

“I’m not a savior,” I tell her. A glance to the side reveals that Caedmon is gone. Was he already sucked in? I turn back to my mother. “I’ve killed.”

“Not all killers are monsters,” she says. “Not all monsters are killers.”

“What will happen to you in your old world?” I ask.

She shrugs. “We’ll rebuild, I suppose. I think it’s time for us to stop destroying and start repairing.”

“You’ll never come back here again.” It’s not a question, but she treats it as one. My head pounds with a deep ache. My arms begin to tremble with the effort it takes to hold them up.

“No.”

Fresh pain lances through my chest. I close my eyes as much to block out the sight of her as to check Anatol and beyond for any more of them. All of the lights are gone now. Every single Atlantean has been sucked through—save for the ones remaining here.

I lift my lids as Caedmon’s light re-appears next to me with a familiar book in his hand. I blow out a breath. “Are you taking it with you?” I ask.

To my surprise, the God of Prophecy shakes his head and sets the volume that was born of his flesh on the stone table. “It is yours, child.”

“Come, Caedmon.” Ariadne steps around the table and holds her hand out. “We’re the last ones.”

I look back and realize she’s right, Gygaea is gone from Ruen and Theos’ grip. Tryphone’s screams have ceased. Both Danai and Makeda are gone as well. All of the Gods have returned to their world, banished forever more from ours.

Caedmon hesitates before taking my mother’s hand. “Do you forgive me, Ari?” I’ve never heard him so frightened and my heart seizes for him.

I see it now, in the way he looks at her, in our past interactions, in remembering the woman in the stained glass of his office—Caedmon always loved her. He still loves her. But much like my own personality, Ariadne glares at him over her shoulder.

“No, I don’t,” she snaps. “But it’s time for us to leave my daughter to reclaim this world. We shouldn’t tarry here any longer.”

“You could stay,” Caedmon insists. “You never got the time you wanted with her.”

“No,” Ariadne replies. “We need to leave this world and let our children heal it from the scars we created. It’s time.”

With a sigh, Caedmon glances at the three Darkhavens, all of whom stand several paces in front of us now, their heads tilted back staring up as the fissure slowly shrinks. The edges draw closer together.

“They love you too,” I say, offering him the last kindness that I can before I send them off to their own fates—whatever it may be. As if sensing our discussion, Kalix, Ruen, and Theos glance back at us. “In their own way.” I smile.

Caedmon takes Ariadne’s hand and looks one last time over us. “Be well, Kiera Nezerac, daughter of Ariadne.”

I nod and lock my elbows holding the opening even as it stretches, trying to snap shut. Caedmon looks to the three Darkhavens and bows slightly. “Be well … my sons.”

Then he’s gone.

They both are. Ariadne and Caedmon burst into silver strings and are yanked up through the opening just before it closes, sending the rest of the world into a darkness that is only interrupted by the thin light of the moon hanging over all of us.
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Aspray of sea salt air slaps me in the face as Ruen, Kalix, Theos, and I step onto the slated wooden boards of the Ortus Island docks. The dusky sun rises over the churning surface of the waves that lap at the sunken pillars beneath our feet, keeping us aloft.

A perpetual confusion permeates the crowd of Mortal Gods, recently awoken from their slumber, as they follow us and gather upon the grounds at our backs. No one can quite believe that the Gods are gone, but the truth cannot be denied. The sky as the sun pierces the clouds in the distance is brighter than it has been before—as if a shroud has been lifted away from us all. Ruen and Theos flank me and then to Ruen’s left, Kalix.

Ships as big as the ones that brought us here what feels like a lifetime ago now bob along the ocean’s waves, drawing nearer and nearer. This time, though, there are no macabre half-dead sea women carved into the front of their hulls. That, more than anything else, feels like a solidly good sign and I would pray that it is … except … well, there’s no one to pray to anymore.

Turning back, I glance over my shoulder and spy several familiar faces beyond. My lips part in shock. It’s not Maeryn and Niall that I’m looking at but the faces of Darius and Enid and even Malachi. My sight has splintered into two and I suspect it’s my father’s ability—now my own—that causes the lapse in vision.

Nestled amongst the Mortal God children of both Riviere and Perditia, are white glimmers of other God children from the past. Those who have been lost, their faces waxy and lean as if they’ve lost all their luster and life because their hearts no longer beat, are stationed along with the survivors of the last scar the Gods have left upon Anatol.

Us. We are the scars upon this land. The last remnants of what they did to these people. We are the present and someday, we will be the past. I am determined, though, that we will leave this place better than it was when we arrived. After all, that’s what generations are supposed to do, isn’t it?

Shouts draw my attention away from the ghosts of those lost before we ever knew what was happening to us back to the ships as they pull up alongside the docks. Sailors race around above, the sounds of running footsteps and commands being called telling me that they’re hurrying to settle the ship into place before it rocks forward and slams into the glassy stone crown that is the Ortus Academy’s corpse.

When a familiar face pops into view and a rope descends around the side of the railing before that face is racing down its length, sandy-colored dreads tied back away from his face, I release a breath of relief. I was wondering how we were to get off this island, but I should have known that Regis would come through for me.

I take a step forward, but the second his boots hit the dock’s planks, he’s running ahead and barreling into me. Strong arms close around me and his scent of a clean breeze and slight sweat is more nirvana to me than anything that has come before. I allow myself to be dragged against his chest and I hug him back.

Tears burn in my eyes, and for what feels like forever, I hold them off until I can’t anymore. They cascade down my cheeks, scorching their paths anew without a care for how it makes me look. Weak. Exhausted. Relieved to see him.

“Kiera.” Regis cups the back of my head and holds me to him, rocking the two of us back and forth. He doesn’t stop, not even when the distinct sound of a man clearing his throat pointedly sounds behind us or when Kalix’s low, deep growl of annoyance starts up. I know it’s because I haven’t let him go yet. I should. I don't want to cause any bad blood between my best friend—because yes, in spite of the past and betrayals, Regis is one of my best friends and someone I would die for—and my…

My thoughts drift and I straighten away from Regis. When he sees my face, his softens. “Oh, Kiera.” He reaches up and wipes away my tears. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

I shake my head. Okay? That feels like such a plain word for what I feel. It almost feels surreal, everything that happened mere hours ago, as if it’s all one of Ruen’s elaborately woven illusions of grandeur. But it’s not.

I can feel the absence of the Gods, of their so-called Divinity and all of its insidious shadows, in my heart, in my very bones.

“There’s—” Regis’ words are cut off suddenly as a second rope is thrown over the side of the ship and a new figure appears over it, descending to the boards beneath our feet.

Ophelia’s boots land with a loud thumping sound. She takes a moment to right herself as Regis turns to the side and then, she’s striding towards us. “What happened?” Her words are commanding, an order for information.

My spine straightens, and as if they sense my need, the three Darkhavens stride up to meet us. “The Gods are gone,” Ruen announces, directing the words to the leader of the Underworld. Her dark hair, striped with gray at the roots is pulled back into a tight braid that sways at the back of her head. She stands a good several inches taller than me, but even her height is no match for the men surrounding us.

“How?” she persists as if she doesn't notice the winds of change that surround us all.

Theos gestures to me in answer. “She made them leave.”

Ophelia’s eyes land on me, widening with surprise. “Made them leave?” She repeats the word, somehow making them sound awed and like a question all at once.

I nod. “They contaminated this world,” I say. “They wrecked the people who originally lived here and it was time for them to go. They needed to return what was not theirs to take.”

Stunned silence follows in the wake of my words, both Regis and Ophelia's jaws dropping in a synchronized motion of shock. It's almost enough to make me laugh, but I suppose it's more than enough for Theos because he releases a snort that breaks the quiet.

"I know," he says, planting his hands on his hips and dipping his head low. "I wouldn't believe it either if I didn't see what she did with my own eyes."

Regis stares at me. "What did you do?" he asks as if he can't quite believe what we're telling them.

I shrug, palms up and out. "I opened a way for them to return to their original world."

"That's not part of your abilities," Ophelia states.

"She has more than one ability," Ruen answers the unspoken question.

Ophelia glances between me and him before resettling on my face. "Your father?" she guesses.

I nod. "I know that not all Mortal Gods retained the abilities of their parents, but I guess I do. My father's ability was called sunder according to Caedmon and my..." I have to look down as I finish, eyes boring invisible holes into the wood at our feet as I do. "My mother."

A beat of silence passes and then, Ophelia clears her throat. "I see."

I lift my head, but she's not looking at me. Instead, she's looking past our little group to the students gathered yards away, watching us with both curious and fearful gazes. They have no idea what happens for them now. They're used to understanding one path—the path to follow the Gods' will and live under their control forevermore. Now, the whole wide world is open to them and it's a daunting realization for most.

When you've never had the chance to make a decision for yourself and you're suddenly asked to do everything on your own, too much choice can become a terrifying nightmare.

I pity them and I know, despite what I've always desired about having my own freedom, that I cannot leave them. They need someone to ease them into the world, to teach them how to survive.

"What happens now?"

For a moment, I'm sure my thoughts have somehow manifested themselves into the open air surrounding us, but that question wasn't spoken by me, rather by Regis. Suddenly, all eyes are on me—even Ophelia's. Everyone is staring at me like I hold the secrets of the world at my fingertips and only I can interpret them. I consider my words before I speak, and though they may sound uneven and blasé, they are anything but.

"I don't know." There are so many lives that hang in the balance with the absence of the Gods, so much reworking of society to do and I can't do it all. I am nothing if not honest in this moment. I have no fucking clue what we're going to do now, but I do know one thing. "We need to take it a step at a time."

Ruen's head tilts back and then down. "I agree," he states, eyeing both Regis and Ophelia. "I say we get everyone aboard your ships and head for the mainland first. We need to get back to Riviere."

"Why?" Regis tilts his head as he looks back at Ruen, true confusion on his features. "With the Gods gone, you don't have to go back there."

"No," Ruen says, "but for them." He nods to the gathered crowd of Mortal Gods. "It’s all they know. They'll feel safer in a place that they recognize as their home."

"What about those from Perditia?" I ask, turning to him.

Frowning, Ruen turns to survey those standing behind us. With his arms crossed and his feet braced shoulder width apart, he looks like a general looking over his army and coming up short with what to say. I bite down on my lower lip to keep from laughing once more, especially when several of the onlookers at the front of the herd take a wary step back.

Stepping away from Regis and walking over to Ruen, I place a hand on his shoulder, sliding it around to his arm as I move to his side. “Don’t scare them too badly,” I quietly urge. “They just lost their parents.”

Kalix snorts. “Their parents were a bunch of greedy assholes who wanted to strip them of their lives in order to live longer,” he points out.

I shoot him a glare. “So?” I snap. “It’s not the actual people they’re mourning, it’s the potential.”

Kalix waves a hand at me as if saying it’s all semantics to him and he couldn’t give a shit less even if he tried. I return my attention to Ruen to find his midnight gaze locked on mine. Since being freed and the end of our battle with the Gods, he’s washed up some, but there are still some healing bruises and cuts on his face and arm. He remains as handsome to me as he was the day I realized that this damaged, brooding man was one of mine—when that day was, though, I can’t guess.

“Those from Perditia are going to want to go back to their own Academy,” he says.

Quiet descends over the group and this is what I feared most about what is to come next and the true reason for my ‘I don’t know’ answer. I want to give these people the freedom to make their own choices, but doing so also puts mortals at risk. Mortal Gods have lived their whole lives being given what they wanted by mortals due to the hierarchy of our society, but now that’s gone and a new one must take its place.

“I will take them,” Ophelia announces.

As one, all heads in the nearby vicinity turn to her. “What?” I couldn’t have heard her right.

She nods and settles her hands on her hips as she strides to stand alongside Ruen and me. Her gaze scans the ground. “I will take them back to Perditia,” she says. “The Underworld is gone now, thanks to my son. Our headquarters was revealed and we cannot return.”

I blink. Carcel. I’d completely forgotten about Carcel and the soldiers of the dead he’d attacked Regis with. Whipping my head to my friend, I part my lips to ask when the question is answered by Ophelia before the words can even spill forth.

“He was working with one of the God Council,” she states. “To take over the Underworld.”

“Take over the Underworld.” I shake my head in disbelief. The Gods would never have allowed that. They must have been using him. “Where is he now?”

Ophelia’s face grows tight and her gaze distant. It’s Regis who answers. “We tracked him back to the headquarters,” he says. “He was attempting to set up the soldiers he had as his personal guard and new assassins.”

I want to ask how that would have worked since, according to Regis before, they’d been dead men walking—corpse soldiers without a will of their own. Regis steps around our trio—Ophelia, Ruen, and me—and rocks back and forth on his heels. “Obviously that would never have worked.”

“Do you know which God he was working with?” Ruen asks.

Regis blanches but nods. “Azai.” I close my eyes. Of course. The Darkhavens’ father was nothing if not intent on getting what he wanted. Killing off those in my background to garner more information for Tryphone is just the thing he would have done.

“He doesn’t have the ability to raise the dead though,” Theos points out from behind us.

Regis turns his head, looking back at my golden-haired Darkhaven. “No, but he had lower Gods under his control,” Regis answers. “He was using them as the go-between and it took a lot of hunting to find the God on the mainland and get information from him. Once he was killed, though, the dead soldiers were no more.”

“So, Caedmon wasn’t lying,” Ruen says lightly, “about mortals being able to kill Gods.”

Regis’s brow puckers. “No, I suppose not.”

Unsure if I should reveal what I know, I gaze at my friend for a long moment. Ruen says something and Regis responds before Theos comes into view, his eyes flickering between us and the crowd. In the end, though, I don’t offer up my suspicions. Telling Regis that he’d most likely killed a someone who’d somehow survived and escaped a power siphon won’t help. To know that he’d killed someone who needed help more than murder might hurt him and he’s had enough of that now.

“So, where is this Carcel now?” Kalix asks, bringing me back to the conversation at hand. “You never did say.

Ophelia and Regis exchange a look. The secret conversation between Zalika and Nubo before Makeda had rescued me comes back to my mind and I know the truth, before either of them answers.

“I killed him,” Regis casts a look down at the wooden slats as he says the words.

My attention flickers to Ophelia and she makes it a point not to look at Regis or me as she speaks. “It appears Caedmon revealed the existence of our group in an effort to lead the God King away from information about you.” She shakes her head and without looking at me, continues. “Azai found Carcel and struck a deal with him to get rid of the current head—myself—and place him in charge. In return, he wanted information on your abilities and skills and anything else about you. My son was planning to get him that information before killing us all.” She releases a delicate snort of disbelief. “Were we caught, we would have been tortured regardless of whether or not we could provide information so the fact that he thought he was doing us such a favor by playing the great betrayer was foolish.”

“You would have given over exactly what he was trying to hide,” I guess with a sigh.

Ophelia’s head turns and she arches one fine brow at me. “Absolutely not,” she snaps. “My people and I are far more discreet than that.”

Confusion and surprise collide within me. “What?” I gape at her. “But you always told me that one life is not worth the lives of the many.”

With an eye roll, she waves a hand at me in far too similar a fashion as Kalix had. “That may be true, but we are assassins and thieves,” she states. “Even we have honor, and knowing you’ll be killed regardless of whether you give your enemy information or not only tends to make one more spiteful. I know I, myself, would have died before I offered them a damn thing on you.”

My heart slams to a stop within my breast. All this time, I’d assumed that Ophelia would sell me out in a heartbeat, that I was never truly a part of the Underworld, but merely a tool she used to get what she wanted. All that torture. All that training. I thought she and the Underworld were the only ones to receive that kind of loyalty. To find out that she would have protected me, that they all would have, even if it meant their deaths … this time, when my laughter comes, I don’t try to suppress it.

A bubble of amusement creeps up my throat and I find myself crying as I double over, hands planted on my knees as I heave in great big bursts. Laughter flows forth, over and over again as tears stream down my face. I arch up and press my hands flat to my belly.

In hindsight, I suppose, I shouldn’t be surprised. After all, the younger me didn’t think she deserved loyalty or love. The younger me blamed herself for her mother’s disappearance and father’s death. The current me, though, she and I know the truth. Life is all about looking back and seeing the reality that you couldn’t while you were in the midst of it all.

When the laughter drifts away, I find myself reaching for Ruen’s hand and then the closest other Darkhaven, which happens to be Kalix. Theos joins us as I look out at the sea of Mortal Gods, all of whom wait for an announcement from one of us to decide their fate.

The truth is far greater than anything we could tell them. Their fate is their own and we intend to give them the chance that the Gods never would.


Epilogue
KIERA
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One Year Later…

Taptaptap. My heart leaps into my breast at the sound and I glance across the desk before me, strewn with papers, but there’s no fuzzy black Spider Queen. The pain that echoes back to me from the loss of my familiar, so brave in the face of a God King that wanted to slaughter me, swells in me as fresh as if twelve months hadn’t passed.

She’s gone now, Aranea. Off to a different place where I hope she’s designing the most beautiful of webs and spinning to her heart’s content.

Taptaptap. This time, when the sound starts up again, I glance over to see the fluttering dark shape of a bird flapping its wings and pecking the glass with its beak.

“I got it.” Theos puts down the book he’d been going through and walks across the office that had once belonged to one of the Gods who had been an in-residence instructor within the walls of Riviere Academy.

Flicking the latch on the slice of square cut glass to the side of the depiction of what I now know is my mother’s incarnation painted into the transparent framework of the window, Regis’ crow flies in through the opening and lands on the edge of my desk. With a smile, I pat its little feathered skull, earning a demanding head-butting when I pull away to retrieve the note tied to its leg.

Unfolding the parchment and scanning the contents, I reach up and slide a fingertip over the bird’s head in a soothing motion. Theos ambles over. The heat of his body warms my side as he steps up and around the desk to peer over my shoulder at the letter sent by Regis from Perditia.

Theos hums in the back of his throat as he moves away from my side and around to my back. Hands dip and touch my shoulders, fingers digging into the sore muscles there. A groan emanates from my throat as the letter falls from my grasp and flutters to the surface of the desk.

“Seems like all is well with him and Ophelia, huh?” he asks despite already knowing the truth from what he and I both just read.

Planting both hands firmly on the edge of the desk, I let my head drop down towards my chest and relish in the feel of his kneading. “And Maeryn and Niall,” I mumble in response.

“Yes, I’m glad you asked her to go there and assist them in redefining the Perditia Academy. Maeryn’s got a good head on her shoulders.”

An unintelligible grumble escapes me, but no words. Sinking lower and lower into the chair as my bones and muscles liquefy into nothingness under his masterful touch, the sweet moment of relief is abruptly cut off as the door pops open and a heavy pair of footsteps intrude.

“If you’re here to tell me another young one has set fire to a building,” I say sharply without opening my eyes, “I’m going to tell you to throw yourself on the flames or face my fucking wrath.”

The rumbling, masculine chuckle that responds has my eyes fluttering back open to reveal both Kalix and Ruen standing shoulder to shoulder. A heavy snake curls around Kalix’s neck, its eyes shut as it rests against his massive pecs. I’m not bitter. Nope. Not at all. Even if I wish it were me sleeping on his chest right now. I sit up as Theos’ hands retract and rub my tired eyes.

“I’m still surprised you offered to train the younger Mortal Gods we freed,” Ruen says with a shake of his head. “I did warn you that they would be more than a handful.”

“What?” I snap. “Should I have left it to him?” I point to the Kalix. “Or him?” I turn my finger to Theos as he, too, walks around the desk to join his brothers, shuddering at the thought.

Reaching up, Kalix strokes a fingertip over the arrowed head of his serpent. The snake’s eyes open sideways in that unnerving way of theirs before closing once more. “My familiars love children,” Kalix replies. “They’re very tasty according to this one.” A glitter of that odd insanity of his in his eyes makes me question whether he’s joking or not. You never know with Kalix.

“That’s not why we’re here,” Ruen says with a shake of his head.

Leaning to the side, I crack my stiff neck and then push away from the desk, rising to join them on the other side. “Then why are you here?” I glance to the open door and a Terra—Iver is the man’s name, I remind myself, not Terra. There are no Terra anymore—pauses to offer a nod as he passes by with an armful of papers.

Kalix moves around his brothers, back to the door and quietly shuts it. I follow him, a frown pulling the corners of my lips downward. “What’s going on?” I demand, feeling a bolt of nervous energy strike through me. “What’s happened?”

Ruen puts his palms up in a placating gesture. “It’s fine,” he says, voice calm and even. “Nothing’s wrong. Nothing’s happened, but…” He exchanges a look with his brothers. “We do need to talk to you.”

I cross my arms protectively. In the year since the Gods left our world, much has happened and we’ve held many meetings between the four of us to discuss the future. Some instinct tells me that this one is different.

“What do we need to talk about?” My breath is uneven and choppy and no matter how I try to calm my racing heart, using every tool I learned under Ophelia’s tutelage, the last year has spoiled me. There’s been no danger like that I once knew; just list after list of things to do, people to help, society to rework.

If I can do all of that, surely whatever they have to tell me is nothing that detrimental.

Theos steps up to one side of me and takes hold of one of my wrists. Withdrawing it from my body, he clasps his hand to mine, twining our fingers together. The gold circles of his irises bore into me.

“It’s been a full year, Dea,” he tells me, his voice dipping in that gentle way of his. “It’s time for us to move on.”

My frown deepens and I cast a look back to the others. “Move on?” I shake my head. “We have moved on.” I gesture around with my other hand. “Do you not see all of the changes that we’ve made?” Do they think that I am still mourning the loss of my mother? Of the life we once knew?

Kalix moves to my other side, capturing my free hand and locking his fingers around my wrist, a manacle of ownership if there ever was one. Jade-green eyes shift as his pupils tighten and grow slitted like that of a snake’s. Fuck. They’re serious about something, but I don’t know what it is—Ruen cuts off my thoughts with the answer.

“The book, Kiera.”

All at once, the rapid thud of my racing heartbeat slows to a sluggish stop. The book. I close my eyes.

“We need that book,” I say.

“Not anymore,” he replies. “It’s time to let it go.”

Fear drives a wickedly hot blade through my chest, carving an opening so great and wide that it forces me to lift my eyelids and face him, to face them.

“We’re not ready,” I insist. Caedmon’s book is the last piece of them that remains. “It’s been instrumental in all that we’ve done. Why do you want to get rid of it now?”

Ruen takes a step forward and as his brothers are on either side of me, holding me captive for his audience, he goes to his knees before me. His big body separates my legs and forces me to recline on the desk so that he can kneel between them. The pressure of their bodies so close makes my insides warm and tighten, but Ruen’s dark blue and purple eyes are heated by something more than sexual desire. They’re full of another emotion—love and understanding, compassion.

I force my head to turn, as if looking away is me running from what he wants to give me. Comfort. A part of me hates that I’ve come to rely so much on the three of them, that they now often know me better than even I do.

“It’s a powerful relic,” Ruen begins, “and I understand why you have used it to guide us in the last year.”

“Then, why do you want to⁠—”

“But,” he says, holding up a hand to stop me, “the book is becoming a crutch.” I shut my mouth and he tilts his head, examining me as if he can see past my exterior down to the heart of my emotions. “You think we haven’t noticed you taking it out late at night?” he asks. “Every time there’s a big question for you to answer, a problem for you to solve, you go to the book.”

“It doesn’t always give me what I need,” I say defensively.

“No, which means its usefulness is waning.”

“It’s part of Caedmon,” I remind him, them. “Do you really want to give that up? Knowing the future might help.”

“There was a reason Caedmon couldn’t reveal all the details of the future, Dea,” Theos says, backing Ruen up.

I shake my head. “It doesn’t reveal all the details.”

“Little Thief.” Kalix’s hand tightens around my wrist.

Fuck. I close my eyes. “Fuck,” I say again, this time aloud. If even Kalix wants to get rid of the powerful relic of the Gods that are no longer in our world, then that must mean they’ve all come to an agreement. When the hell does that happen outside of bed?

Answer: Never. Well, ‘almost never’ it seems.

“Do you remember what you promised when you decided to keep the book?” Ruen asks.

I do, which is how I know now that this has been a long time coming. I don’t know how, but they must have known that I would feel the need for Caedmon’s book even all those months ago.

“You cannot use it as a crutch anymore, Dea,” Theos says. “You know it and so does the book.”

Twisting my head to meet his gaze, I narrow my eyes on his face. “You’ve looked inside it,” I accuse. That’s the only reason they could know that the last thing the book had given me in terms of answers is a spell that will bind it and keep it hidden. After all, as part of the ‘Gods’ from another world, but not living as they were, we’re not sure of the ramifications of destroying a piece of history that can also write the truth of the future.

Ruen’s hand is warm on my inner thigh and despite myself, I feel my body grow taut at the light, nonsexual touch. “You know we’re right,” he urges.

My head sinks down, chin against my chest. Closing my eyes, I allow myself to give into their demands, to the truth that I’ve known was coming for quite some time but have refused to acknowledge.

“Yes,” I say, the word a whisper on my lips. “I know.”

Their hands on my skin become kinder—even Kalix’s—petting, understanding, loving.

“It will be okay,” I hear one of them say—Theos or Ruen, I’m not sure. It’s not those words that ease the tight ball of anxiety in my heart though. It’s Kalix’s snake. Cold scales, warmed by his skin, slither from him to me, over my wrist and up my arm until the coil of the serpent’s tail curls around my throat.

If I have to give up the last part of our past then I want to do it with them next to me.
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Night descends, and with it, a hushed quiet that only comes when the majority of people sleep beneath vast dark skies and stars that glitter in the distance. The moon hangs fat and heavy above our heads as the four of us stride out of one of the Academy’s side entrances. Now open to all who wish to leave or enter, no one watches us as we ascend a path towards the rocky cliffside where the ocean beats at the rocks and land that juts out of its depths.

Ruen strides ahead of our group and Kalix behind. At my side, Theos hovers close, but not touching as I hold Caedmon’s book to my chest. The leather-feel of its cover reminds me that it’s not animal skin that binds it together, but the divine flesh of a god—or rather, the magic flesh of an Atlantean.

My breath saws in and out of my chest the closer we get to the cliff’s edge.

Step after step, I follow behind Ruen’s strong back and though I’ve never wanted to admit weakness before—certainly not since the night my life went up in flames and my father was slaughtered by those bandits—I know that, no matter what the future brings, I will remain protected. By Ruen and Theos and Kalix. It’s enough to make me lift my chin and suck in a deep breath.

After several more minutes, the four of us slow to a stop where one of the stone statues from the courtyard has found its new home. I look up at the carved features of Caedmon’s face, taking in his full lips and resolute brow. Wherever he is now, I hope he’s found happiness.

“Kiera?” Glancing over, Ruen holds out a hand, reaching for me.

I step away from Theos and release the book with one palm, taking what he offers. He helps me into position before Caedmon’s statue and then, I flip open the book, letting the wind that swirls around us scatter the pages back and forth until they stop, landing upon the last bit of writing.

Goodbye, my children.

Grazing a fingertip over those words at the top of the page, I feel my chest squeeze tight and then, I recite the ancient words spelled out below. I say them once and the wind picks up speed spinning around us.

Ruen says them, mimicking the same syllables, and the ocean at our backs roars its answer.

Kalix recites the same passage, voice cold as the sudden chill that sweeps through the air.

Theos repeats them and all goes silent.

Close your eyes.

Biting down on my lip, hating the words written at the end, still, I follow the command. I know without checking that the others have done the same.

All at once, a warm hand touches mine. It’s not Ruen or Kalix or Theos. My fingers grasp the edges of the book, trembling.

“It’s alright,” a low male voice whispers. “It’s time to let go.”

His hands ease my grip with a tender touch and soon, the book is leaving my palms. When next I open my eyes, it’s to see nothing before me. No ghost of Caedmon. No whisper of the book itself. I don’t realize I’m crying until a male chest appears in front of me and Theos is crushing me to him, hushing my sobs with delicate murmurs.

He pets me, stroking my hair from the top of my skull down to where it falls at the small of my back. Though normally I would have kept it in a contained braid, tonight, I felt as though it needed to be free, and the curls dance in the renewed wind that spins all around us.

“It’s not the end,” Ruen says, a hand on my shoulder as I lift my head from Theos’ chest to look his way. Beyond him, Kalix has moved away and is standing at the edge of the cliff, staring out over the vast distance as if he can see something beyond in the darkness.

“No,” Kalix says, agreeing before looking back, green-slitted eyes glimmering beneath the light of the moon. “It’s a beginning.”

I sniff hard, the sound as indelicate as I am as a woman. Theos chokes on a laugh before turning his head away when I glare up at him.

“I want to go back,” I announce.

Ruen nods, but despite that, no one moves a muscle. Not for a long time.

It could be minutes or it could be hours, but when we finally leave the statue by the sea’s cliffside and walk back to the Academy, I think to myself, They’re both wrong.

This moment, right here, is both an end and a beginning.
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