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Prologue

When dusk claimed the sky and the first smattering of stars dotted the purple expanse, a woman of great power and strong mind discovered a cavern. Her name was Rebellyn. The cavern wasn’t much, just a small opening in the rock face a short distance away from the cottage her father had commandeered. He’d brought her here in hopes that the ocean breeze would remedy the illness spreading through her chest, but Rebellyn knew that her weakened lungs didn’t give a damn about salt-tinged air. They still rattled every time she inhaled. She was only eighteen and already felt the shivers of death. She hated it, but didn’t fear it.

Perhaps that’s why she wasn’t afraid to enter the cavern alone. She walked slowly over loose stone, her hands fumbling along the walls for purchase, until eventually the path widened into a massive opening. Four separate rivers poured into the space, and they churned endlessly around an island made of black glass. Tiny insects of luminous white shifted among the stalactites, and it was as if Rebellyn had stepped into a hidden part of the cosmos itself. She didn’t notice when a lone figure appeared from the shadows at the center of the island. So familiar with the icy presence of death, she didn’t heed the slight shift in temperature or the gooseflesh creeping down the back of her neck. Instead, she lingered.

Death watched her quietly for several moments. Never had someone crossed into his domain without immediately fleeing. The end of her life was near—he could sense it—and that’s why he’d been summoned to his birthplace. It was here the first death in the realm ever occurred. A small fish with bone-white scales and black eyes that lived only for a minute. A fleeting moment that would reverberate through time for eternity.

Almost as fleeting as this woman’s life, a mere blip in Death’s immortal existence. He tilted his head to the side and frowned. Her lack of fear was peculiar to him. And then she turned; her gaze found his. Her eyes were so pale they rivaled the beauty of the insects winking above his head, and her ashen blond hair fell over her shoulders in delicate wisps. There was a gauntness to her face, and yet her expression was . . . bold. Powerful even. She carried with her the presence of someone born to conquer, and had she not contracted the illness ravaging her insides, Death believed she would’ve brought the world to its knees with just that look alone. She lifted her brow as her stare roved over him, head to toe.

“Do you know where you are, mortal?” Death asked. The ever-present rasp to his voice was a scratchy whisper that somehow carried across the gurgling rivers to meet her ears.

The woman blinked and, instead of answering his question, said, “I have a name.”

Death paused. He knew the hood of his cloak shadowed his hollowed-out face, but he wondered if she could see the shock plastered across his expression just the same. Finally, he asked, “What is your name?”

“Rebellyn.” She inched toward the bank of the water, eyeing the swirling current that separated her from him. “Do you live here?”

“I am not bound to any one place, but when someone with your . . . condition finds themselves here, I am summoned.” He waited to see if this news scared her.

Instead, she sighed. “You’re Death.”

“You’re perceptive.”

“It wasn’t hard to guess. A being cloaked in shadows, an ominous cave.” She gestured aimlessly around her. “And I am dying, which is blatantly obvious to anyone who dares to look at me for more than a minute.”

Death frowned. “Do they not look at you?” He couldn’t imagine. She was a fascination, a wonder, something deserving of study.

Rebellyn laughed. “I’m sick. The whole world would rather avert their eyes than look at the truth. At me.”

Death inhaled deeply, and with his intake of breath, he channeled her scent deep within his bones. She was a wildflower in the height of summer, but with rot eating away at her roots. Soon the latter would become the more overpowering aroma, and her body would crumble.

“You are early,” he murmured. “But not so early that I can’t take you away.”

He thrust his arms outward, and a gush of wind swirled through the cavern. All at once the waters stilled. They became placid paths of onyx that seemed to glow with an unearthly light, and Rebellyn froze. Magic was something all mortals knew about but rarely witnessed. A thrill raced through her at the sight.

“I will give you the same opportunity as everyone who’s come before you: a path of your choosing.” Pulsating power filled Death’s words with the frantic thrum of a dying heart fighting for its last beat. Rebellyn’s eyes grew wide in response—and so did her smile. It was a brilliant thing, and it made something shift deep within Death’s bones.

He carried on nonetheless. “Successfully choose the correct path forward, and I will allow you to pass, turning my back to you and your kin. Choose incorrectly and walk with me now to your end.”

She asked a few questions in response and sat with his answers, sifting through their hidden meanings. Then she gave him a knowing look.

“Every path leads me back to you.”

The admiration already blooming in Death’s chest grew tenfold. He smiled. “Yes.”

“I see.” A flicker of mischief sparked in her pale gaze. “Then I’ll return tomorrow.” She turned on her heel without a second glance and left down the path she’d come. Death stared after her, perplexed, but with a strange sense of eagerness.

Tomorrow, then.

And so, he sat through the night, never bothering to leave. His magic was omnipresent; so long as he existed in the realm, the cycle of life and death would continue. He felt each life pass into nothing the moment something expired. It was simply a brush of awareness, a soft breath on his neck that, unless he was intentionally focusing on it, he barely acknowledged. With his mind so fixated on Rebellyn, he hardly noticed anything at all.

True to her word, she returned bright and early the next morning. And when Death stilled the waters and asked her to choose a path, she instead braved a single step in his direction. When her foot met the now solid surface of the water, she let out a tiny giggle that had Death utterly baffled. Fearless as Rebellyn was, she practically ran across the river to stand before Death with a wide grin.

“I was hoping that would happen.” Her breathy exhale settled over Death like a summer sunset, and for the first time in his existence, he felt warm. It took him several moments to find his words.

“Which path do you pick?”

Rebellyn hummed to herself before sinking to the ground. “I’ll answer you yet, but first, let’s sit awhile.” She patted the space beside her. “Indulge a dying woman.”

Death obeyed. And such became their routine. Rebellyn would spend her days with Death, recounting her youth and spilling her secrets, her hopes, and her dreams. If she had nothing to say at all, that was fine, too. Death would sit and listen, and then when the day came to an end, she’d pick the same path as before, returning to her life with the promise to see him again. If she were anyone else, Death wouldn’t have humored this game. But as the days stretched into weeks, months, years, he became so enamored with Rebellyn that he often forgot to ask her to choose a path at all.

And because Death had been stayed, Rebellyn’s lungs continued to function. While her father attributed it to the ocean air, she knew better. She’d grown aware of Death’s lingering stares, the ones she could feel against her skin when she wasn’t meeting his hooded gaze. The first time he’d called her his “little Rebel,” she’d known she’d won. That type of affection was something she’d heard only among lovers, and just maybe, Death didn’t want to see her go. She’d found a way around her circumstance, but she wasn’t done yet.

“You know, I’ve spent years sharing my mind with you,” she began one morning, her hand placed beside his. His skin was near translucent, his black veins as deep as the midnight sky. Their pinkies grazed with the barest of touches. “I think it’s high time you give me a bit more of yourself.”

Death grumbled, but he didn’t pull away from her touch. “What do I have to share? I’ve not lived the way you have.”

“I’ve hardly lived at all.” She shrugged. “So, since neither of us has been given the life we desired, why don’t you tell me what you would do if you could?”

“I suppose it’s not that I can’t do more,” he mused. “This is just all I’ve known.” His cloak, which Rebellyn had learned was more like a swath of living, breathing shadows, flared around his frame, and the barest hint of decay filled the air. The scent of his magic had initially repulsed her, but she’d learned to hide her reaction and, later, become accustomed to it.

“You could go anywhere, do anything,” Rebellyn said with an elongated exhale. “And yet you don’t.”

“What would you have me do, little Rebel?”

Her lips quirked. “Whatever you pleased. If I had power like yours, I’d never let anyone tell me how to live my life. You don’t have to fear death.” She looked at him with a spark of wonder and hope like Death had never experienced. And perhaps it was the way she inched closer to his body, or perhaps it was because he’d spent years beside this woman, learning to trust her, that Death did something entirely unexpected. He reached into the folds of his shadowy cloak and pulled out a blade made of the same stone as the island.

“Death comes for us all, Rebel.” He rotated the hilt slowly and watched as Rebellyn stared in wide-eyed fascination at the weapon. It was small but precisely sharp, with a color so intensely black and vapid that it was more like a void in space. “I am not exempt from that fate. I’m just harder to kill.” He returned the blade to its sheath, out of sight from Rebellyn’s stare.

She spent the next several years slowly prying information from Death about the world around her—namely, about the magic that lived in the soil, the air, the ocean, the beasts inhabiting the land. Death taught her everything he knew without hesitation, because, in his mind, Rebellyn’s fate was sealed. He’d claim her when the time was right. When he decided the time was right. Rebellyn drew herself closer day by day, until it wasn’t just pinkies aimlessly grazing but bodies on the verge of intertwining.

And then one evening, when their languid touches grew more insistent, more wanton, Death pulled Rebellyn onto his lap. Her lips were bruised from kissing, her gaze heated and ready. Death wanted her like this for the rest of eternity. So long as she stayed by his side, she could go on living. Forever.

With a slight curl to his lips and nothing but hope in his heart, he asked, “Which path do you pick, my Rebel?”

She’d always been cunning. He assumed she knew what he was offering.

But for all his wisdom and all his magic, he never could have prepared for her answer.

Rebellyn leaned close and pressed her chest to his. Then she slid a sharp blade—a mirror to the one Death had once shown her—deep into his gut. A jagged gasp spilled from his open lips, and something warm and sticky began to seep through his shadowy cloak, coating the ground.

“How?” he gasped. “Why?”

When she looked at him then, she was not the Rebellyn whom Death knew. She was a cold creature with an animalistic grin and hunger in her stare. For every day since he first revealed the weapon, she’d stolen a small piece of the island on her way home. Years and years of shale pried loose from the rocks, hidden in the folds of her skirts, and then finally pressed and melted into a blade. A weapon she had fashioned with murderous intent and a desire to cheat Death.

“I will not be tied to anyone or anything.” Her words gutted him more than the wound in his stomach. “I’ll take your life if I must. You will not take me, too. The path I choose is yours.”

We could have been forever. His internal plea would never be heard. A burning agony, the kind fueled only by heartbreak and loss, set fire in his bones. Instead, he whispered, “Spare my life, and I’ll spare yours. Walk whichever path you please. You shall be . . .”

For . . . ever.

He swallowed thickly. “You shall be ever living.”

And then he slipped one hand into the folds of his cloak and presented her with a smooth stone of pure moonlight. He’d never shown it to her before. He’d never talked about it, either. In fact, he’d only acquired it the night previously, when he decided he wanted to spend his eternity with her. A gift of love. Of promise. Of life. It illuminated him and all that he was, making it impossible for him to hide within his shadows. He had wanted to bare himself to her and her alone.

Nevermore.

“Stay within its glow and you will never see me again.” Because she wouldn’t. Not like this. Not open and vulnerable and heartbroken. He felt no pain outside the betrayal burning through his body.

She didn’t hesitate to take the proffered gem, twisting her knife. “And for my kin?”

That question sparked a different kind of rage within Death. He’d meant nothing to her at all. She was already thinking of her next lover. Of future children. His stomach churned with the idea, and bile soured his tongue as he forced his next words out with a hiss.

“Split it. Search for more. All jewels of this nature are now bound by this promise, I swear to you.” Rebellyn smiled as she recognized the thrum of magic filling the cavern with an oppressive, heady weight. He’d, of course, taught her about vows, too. Another thing he’d regret for all his days.

“Good.” She removed her blade and with it came a gush of blood—not red but obsidian and slick like oil—as he fell to the ground. Rebellyn paused only for a moment to glance at Death. His chest was tight as he hoped—prayed—she’d change her mind. She didn’t. She walked away without looking back, leaving Death to stare at the stalactites and the winking insects crawling among the stone.

He wanted to howl, to scream.

Instead, he cried. She’d infected him with a pain that he’d never be able to cure, and he burned for her to feel the same. As the blood beneath his body neared his face, a single tear slipped from his cheek to collide with the obsidian pool. It rippled with strange, potent magic that surged through his blood like a shiver. Death stilled. His wound was already sealing, but the puddle continued to expand. To thicken. It transformed into a slow-moving sludge with tiny maws that hungrily gnawed at the empty air, until it found an insect that had dared to land too close to the substance. It coated the tiny creature in black tar and ate away at its exoskeleton, destroying its wings and sapping the poor thing of life. Its death was swift, its body already rotting at a rapid pace and leaving behind a yellow loam that reeked of decay.

The mindless tar, the blight born of Death’s heartache and rage, continued toward the water’s edge, unperturbed. The insect wasn’t the target. It was simply in the way.

Death’s smile was cold.

Go on, then, Rebellyn. It might take years, decades, for this blight to find you. But it will. Then it will live in your blood and slowly destroy you, but not before you pass it to your kin.

And you will all suffer just like me.






One

Turns out, I hated our couch.

I’d spent the entire summer on its indigo upholstery, watching the sun lazily crawl across the sky and my brothers adapt to their new lives outside of the mines. I sat by as they found joy in their new professions and used the coin that I’d earned from saving Fernglove Manor—and more important, its immortal inhabitants—to live fully, without fear or the presence of death. Of blight. My brothers had nearly succumbed to the creeping illness three months ago. Their bodies had been riddled with yellow loam and black mold, with gaping, festering wounds steeped in illness. With wild, senseless eyes that targeted nothing and everything as panic and mania settled like a fog over their minds. I’d nearly lost them. And I’d given everything, even a portion of my own life, to save them.

In the weeks that followed, I’d been all too happy to merely sit. Yet lately, that desire for stillness has turned to stagnation. As the first hints of fall began to settle across the rolling hills outside, an urgency I’d almost forgotten began to bloom in my chest. Live. I was supposed to be living with this borrowed time, but . . .

The ache in my body from expending my power had only just begun to subside, and even now I still felt the ghostly chill of death. It was a whispered promise that grew louder every day, but death wasn’t here. Not yet. I still had time before the ramifications of threadmending—magic that allowed me to see life’s threads and stitch them back together at the cost of sacrificing my own—came calling.

Vora, one of the former attendants at Fernglove, had returned home with me just as spring shifted to summer, and while I knew perfectly well how to brew my own healing remedies, she insisted on staying and helping. For a while I begged her to go, to live her life free of the Ferngloves and their horrendous ways, but those pleas stopped when I realized I’d miss her soft chastising and incredulous brow. Now, I dreaded the day she’d leave.

And not because she was my last tie to Rorik.

My stomach clenched at the thought of him. He’d been the one to infect my brothers with blight. Even though Orin, the former head of Fernglove Manor, had forced his hand, it didn’t excuse Rorik’s actions. It never would.

A chill ravaged my skin as the fall air flowed through the open windows. Leaves rattled somewhere in the distance, and I tilted my head toward the corner of the room. Pain flared behind my eyes as a shadowy figure bloomed from the floorboards and climbed the walls like smoke. The thin, wispy tendrils wrapped over themselves to form the outline of a tall figure, and my gut churned. My gaze tunneled to him. Death.

These hallucinations had become more frequent as the days went on. A product of my pain, and yet he appeared real. A being made entirely of cloak with a rattling breath like decayed leaves over cobblestone. He never moved. Never did anything at all. He only stared. It was as if he were counting my threads, waiting for the last one to dust away so he could claim my life for himself. I should’ve been scared, but falling into his grasp was always my fate.

Instead, I ignored him. Forcing my eyes shut, I rode out the pain splintering through my head. When it faded to a dull throb, I peeled open my eyes to find he was gone. Like always. An unintentional grimace stole across my lips, and I forced myself off the couch. Too much sitting. Too much thinking. Thank goodness market was today.

“Ready to head out?” Vora called from the kitchen. I stretched my hands toward the ceiling, eyeing the rafters where cobwebs used to cluster in the corners. Vora always found a way to stay busy. I needed to channel some of that energy.

“Yes. Are you done prepping the vegetables for dinner?” I wound around the couch and passed the stairs leading to the second story. The small foyer was littered with Noam’s and Nohr’s boots, and I knew my brothers would get an earful from Vora later for not properly hiding them beneath the bench near the door. A smile curved my lips. No one could scold like that woman.

My fingers trailed the stair railing as I moved through the space into the kitchen. The room was small, cozy, with a cast-iron stove and large sink off to one side, and countless dowels and shelves on the other. Apothecary jars and vials of every size were meticulously arranged with their labels on display, and a fresh collection of drying herbs hung from the wooden rods beneath the tinctures and balms. I didn’t forage quite as much as I used to, but I still liked to craft remedies here and there and attend market.

Vora stood over a counter chopping the last of our summer squash into bite-sized pieces. She cupped a handful and tossed it into a nearby bowl as she glanced my way. “Almost. I just need a few more minutes.”

“Noam is holding our table for us. Take your time.” I glanced past her to the open window overlooking the fields. The hills had just started to bronze, the trees shifting from earthen green to vibrant auburn, ocher, and marigold. A crisp morning breeze caressed the bare skin of my arms, bringing with it the faint scent of green apples and sugar. The Hafters were baking again. Hopefully, they’d bring some goods to market. I’d trade just about anything for a homemade apple pie with a flaky, buttery crust.

I’d never mastered the art of baking, despite all my years making tinctures and medicines. In fact, Noam would argue that my minced pies were horrific, gut-clearing remedies that I should sell alongside my other concoctions to those in need of a good cleanse. I’d ignored him at the time, grimacing through my own forkful. Back then, we stomached whatever I put on the table. We couldn’t afford to let food waste. Not until Rorik . . . I scowled.

“Something on your mind?” Vora asked without looking up.

Yes. Always. “Nothing in particular,” I replied instead.

She snorted as if somehow hearing my unspoken words. Just then, a gorgeous, oversized moth fluttered through the open window. A smile easily chased away my frown as I watched Ywena float effortlessly on the breeze. She made her way to my shoulder and nestled against the bend of my neck. Her stark yellow markings were a stunning contrast to the pale pink shade of her body, her fluffy wings a delicate kiss against my skin. Twin horns curled above her twitching antennae, and her large blue eyes studied me with interest. And while I knew she had the power to jolt me with tiny electrical currents, she hadn’t shocked me once since we’d learned to communicate properly.

“Did you have a nice flight?” I murmured gently, raising one finger up to her delicate head.

She considered it for a moment before rubbing my knuckle with her two front legs. Instantly, a rapid procession of images flashed through my mind: a moth’s-eye view of how she’d spent her morning drifting above the nearby fields. Before Rorik, I could only guess at what Ywena was thinking and react to her not-so-subtle sparks of electricity. The first time she’d shared an image with me I’d nearly choked on my water and ended up spewing droplets over her delicate wings. She’d shocked me then, more out of irritation than anything, and chittered endlessly as she tried to push another image into my mind. It took a few weeks and countless headaches to finally solidify our connection and for her visions to come through as clear as my own thoughts. Without Rorik’s heartbond, it could not have happened at all.

Heartbond. A shiver trickled down my spine, and I stiffened at the mere thought of that word. Vora turned and narrowed her eyes. Her gaze traveled the length of my body before lingering on my face.

“I’m all right,” I said as I gave Ywena one last gentle poke.

“Are you sure?” There was a hint of panic in Vora’s voice. Her hands stilled; her shoulders tensed. She was waiting for me to break, and a tendril of guilt threaded through my gut. She’d seen me at my absolute worst. She knew, better than anyone else, what happened to my body after I used my magic. Vora had been the one to help nurture me back to life after I eradicated Fernglove Manor of blight and sent Orin to his grave. She’d made tonics and wiped my sweat-slicked brow, carried blankets and fought anyone who dared come too close while I recovered. Part of that fear, that memory of how ill I’d been, seemed to be branded into her bones. She was always poised to rush to my side. I couldn’t blame her; I was all too familiar with that ache. I would never forget the sight of my brothers as blight ravaged their forms or forget the weight of their dying bodies as I held them close.

Some things went beyond muscle memory.

“You should rest,” she said, eyes flicking back to that damn couch. “We can skip market. We all know you don’t need the coin.”

Again, thanks to Rorik. His name hung heavy between us, and a hint of sadness worked its way through her eyes. She’d been loyal to him for years, and still she’d chosen to come live with me. Why, I didn’t know. I never asked because thinking of Rorik was like picking at a scab. I never left it alone long enough to heal, and even then, the memory would remain. The pain. The anger. I didn’t know how to forgive him, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

Even so, he’d ensured my family was cared for with enough coin to last several lifetimes. Nohr and Noam would never know hunger again. Neither would their children. A familiar flicker of sadness twined in my heart. I’d die before I got the chance to meet any of their kids. Unless, of course, Noam and Lysa announced a surprise pregnancy, and then I just might be able to hold on to the last threads of my life long enough to meet the squirming bundle of joy. Though I hoped for their sake they would spend the next few years of their budding relationship simply enjoying each other’s company.

Like I was supposed to with Orin.

Bile soured the back of my tongue. I tried my best not to think about that colossal piece of shit. Orin didn’t love me. He just used me to get to my power. Thank the gods I’d channeled the entire estate’s worth of blight right into his body and wiped him from existence. I glowered at nothing, forgetting that I was still standing in the safety of my own kitchen and staring directly at Vora.

“Fine, don’t rest.” Vora threw up her hands and turned back to the vegetables, cutting the squash a little too forcefully.

“Sorry.” I shook my head, chasing away all thoughts of Orin. “I wasn’t mad at you. Promise.”

“Just at him.” Vora’s cutting softened to normal, careful slices.

Orin? No. She hadn’t followed that unhinged train of thought. If she had, she would have agreed wholeheartedly. Vora hated Orin as much as I did. No, she was referring to Rorik. Gently, I ran my fingers along my inner wrist. Sometimes I still felt the ghost of his power wrapping around my skin before melting into my very blood.

“It’s hard not to.” I leaned against the worn, wooden table and parked my hip on the corner. This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation.

“You know he didn’t really have control, right?” The soft thud of her knife against the cutting board perfectly punctuated her words. Vora could always slice to the damn heart of the matter with as much efficiency as the kitchen knife she so often wielded.

“I do.” I’d even told him as much when I said that I never wanted to see him again. “Doesn’t mean I have to forgive him. He’s not even asking for it, so why bother advocating on his behalf?”

Silence filled the space between us, becoming an oppressive, suffocating presence. I shifted from one hip to the other, only to give up on the table and stand with my hands braced against a dining chair.

Hushed words escaped her lips. “And the blight?”

I grimaced. A few weeks after I’d returned to my home, I’d dared to look at the newly forged heartbond between Rorik and me. I’d closed my eyes, thought of him, and it was simply there. A river of gold with smooth currents of twining, sparkling magic as vibrant as the sun and as reflective as mirrors. It stretched across a black expanse of nothingness. I stood on one end and he on the other. He’d been so very far away, his back turned, not a sound to be heard.

I’d wanted to reach out. To touch him. To feel him. Maybe even throttle him. So I’d raised my hand to drag my fingers through the winding current of our bond and froze. I’d seen it. The blight. The putrid black sludge slowly eating away at our connection. My eyes had flown open, and I’d rushed to find Vora in a panic. I’d barely managed words, but somehow mentioned Rorik’s name and blight. She’d left that night, only to return the next morning, stating Rorik showed no signs of sickness, and neither did Fernglove Estate.

I barely believed her, but found nothing after checking the heartbond again. Blight hadn’t existed at all. The first hallucination of many. While I hadn’t seen the creeping illness since, Death sure as hell made his presence known.

“Nothing,” I murmured. “I checked the other day to be safe.”

“Good.” She nodded once, and the tension in the room fled out the open window. With the last of the vegetables cut, she turned toward the already packed apothecary cases near the dining table. “We should get going, then. Before Nohr comes in here with that stench of his.”

At that, the front door swung open, and my brother walked in. His knee-high boots were covered in muck, his thick pants splattered with a greenish-brown grime. The faint scent of fertile manure drifted about him as he walked toward us, wide grin revealing dimples that burrowed deep into his cheeks. His brown hair had lengthened and now skimmed the tops of his ears, and his teakwood eyes were full of warmth. Peace.

I didn’t care about the stink perfuming his frame, so long as he always looked exactly like this.

“Hey,” he said, wrapping me in a one-armed hug.

Okay, maybe I cared a smidge. Pinching my nose, I pulled out of his embrace and lightly shoved his chest. “Gods, did you roll in the dirt with the horses? You need a bath.”

His smile deepened. “What, now that you don’t have to forage for herbs, dirt is beneath you? I didn’t mean to offend your delicate sensibilities.”

“Sensibilities aside, I won’t have you dirtying this house,” Vora said as she waved in his general direction. “Go clean up.”

“Months, Vora, and you’re already acting like our mother.” But Nohr’s voice was soft, appreciative, as he inched toward her with his arms spread wide. “Mother always liked her hugs.”

She glared at him with enough ire to freeze a normal person in place. “Don’t you dare.”

I chuckled as I watched Nohr edge toward her. Both he and Noam had grown attached to Vora in the days following the downfall of Orin Fernglove. While they’d awoken from their magic-induced coma free of blight, I’d slipped into one—and survived thanks in large part to Vora’s constant attention. The boys had been glued to her side, and neither of them complained when she voiced her desire to return to Willowfell with us.

Nohr lunged for Vora, who yelped as she unsuccessfully tried to avoid his wide arms. She bumped right into the counter, and he cornered her with a laugh, practically draping himself across her like a sheet. She cursed into his filthy shirt, and I giggled as he not-so-innocently wiped his grimy hands on her apron.

“Ridiculous,” I murmured to Ywena, and she gave an answering titter of agreement from her nest on my shoulder.

“All right, all right!” Vora blew out a huff, then untied her apron. “We’re heading to market. Get yourself cleaned up before we get back, or you’ll be sleeping in the barn tonight.”

Nohr shrugged. “Will make my morning chores all the easier.”

Vora cursed beneath her breath as she grabbed both of my cases—I’d given up arguing with her about being able to carry them myself—and walked out the front door. I followed closely behind her, eager to put distance between myself and the house that had started to feel more like a grave than a home. If I lingered for one more minute between those walls, I feared the visage of Death would return. My time was nearing its end. My purpose . . . gone, now that my brothers were healed and safe. With each passing day, I felt the lack of control over my existence grow.

I was more powerless than I’d ever been, and I hated it.






Two

Ywena abandoned me for the woods, preferring the quiet of the forest over the hustle and bustle of the town. That left Vora and me to stroll down the main road ourselves. We waved to townsfolk as they headed for market. They were chatting happily among themselves, their laughter and conversations carrying easily in the quiet air. The deeper into town we got, the more crammed the buildings became. But the structures did little to block the sharp fall breeze that had come into Willowfell with us, and I buried my hands in the pockets of my overcoat. If Vora was cold, she didn’t show it. Her gaze was focused on the winding road leading to the center of town where market was held. Where the arch stood tall and proud, just waiting for Evers to tap into the invisible ley line and appear from seemingly thin air.

As we rounded the last bend, the houses shifted to storefronts and the road spilled into an open plaza with rows and rows of tables. The arch stood proudly in the center of it all, with two twisting barren tree trunks that reached toward each other. Their gnarled upper limbs twined together and reached out like bony fingers against the sun. A single crow perched at the highest point, and its head swiveled to and fro as it studied the growing crowd. A caw slipped through its beak as it flapped its wings once.

Our town was small, but more and more traveling vendors had begun to find their way to Willowfell. So when someone I didn’t know joined the boisterous throng for market, I hardly took notice. Except this time, when a woman with deeply bronzed skin knocked her elbow into my side.

“My apologies,” she said beneath her breath, a coy lilt to her words. She kept moving, allowing for only the most furtive of glances in my direction.

With a scowl, I tracked her back through the crowd until she paused at the milliner’s table. She didn’t turn to face me, but I made note of her unique hairstyle—a voluminous, textured quaff with the sides shorn close to the scalp—so I could return the gesture if I accidentally slipped later.

“Coming, Edira?” Vora called over her shoulder.

“Right behind you,” I said, abandoning the woman and my thoughts of well-placed elbow jabs. We maneuvered through the throng of people to find Noam stationed behind a table toward the back near Lysa’s Confectionary. There were certainly better tables to choose, but we’d grown accustomed to this one for a variety of reasons. Namely, Noam’s relationship with Lysa.

“You took your sweet time getting here. I was starting to worry,” he said. His black overcoat was clean, his tousled hair effortlessly brushed to the side so it fell in slight waves about his dimpled face. Since he’d started courting Lysa, there’d been a notable uptick in his desire to look presentable.

“That so?” I asked with a smirk as Vora set the cases on the table. “I’m sure you were entirely concerned about our arrival and not at all distracted with Lysa.” My gaze slanted to the storefront at his back, where Lysa was arranging desserts on silver platters so she could wander the crowd selling her goods. Her honey curls were pulled back in a loose ponytail, and her periwinkle eyes lit with joy as she spied me through the window. She gave an emphatic wave before returning her focus to her pastries.

Noam’s boyish grin said it all. “Had to bide the time somehow. Actually . . .” His words softened to a whisper as he dipped his head to my ear. “I need your eyes. Let Vora take the first shift at the table.”

My brows crept toward my hairline, but I nodded. “I doubt she’d mind taking the whole day over if I asked.”

After quickly unlatching my cases and letting Vora know I was going to browse the market with Noam, Vora happily took over the table. Noam gave her a tight hug, and then she shooed us away, a wide smile on her face.

“I hope she never leaves,” Noam said with a sigh.

“I hope she does,” I said, shaking my head. “I want her to do something more than take care of others.”

Noam chuckled. “A bit of a projection, I think.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but he draped his arm over my shoulders and steered me into the thick of the market. Rows of tables were arranged in perfect circles around the arch, rippling outward in waves with a variety of wares. I was both shocked and pleased to see a few tables dotted with glittering gems that had obviously been drudged up from the mine—and were being sold by the miners themselves instead of immediately being handed over to the town elders. A few people had even gone as far as to try their hand at jewelry making, and I marveled at the polished silver and gold rings and necklaces cradling the precious stones.

I’d heard rumors that Rorik had put a stop to gem collection altogether. Before, Orin had acted as Willowfell’s oppressive mine baron, forcing less fortunate townsfolk to dig in the perilous depths of our surrounding mountains for garnets and sapphires. But the main prize was everjewels, a rare stone seemingly made of pure moonlight. While they had no effect on humans, they granted Evers their immortality and were coveted by their kind. Noam and Nohr used to pray they’d find one for the Ferngloves, so they’d be rewarded with enough coin to quit their work in the blight-infested surroundings altogether.

“What are we doing, exactly?” I asked, nudging him in the side.

Noam stalled before one of the tables littered with jewelry, and his fingers ghosted above a gold ring with a marquise diamond center stone. It was surrounded by a halo of smaller diamonds and a few accent sapphires, and it sparkled brilliantly in the sun. “I want to get Lysa something. A promise for our future.”

My jaw fell open. “Are you going to ask Lysa to be your wife?”

“Yes,” he said, his exhale a shaky mixture of excitement and nerves. “I’ve been eyeing this ring for weeks, but I wanted to show it to you first.”

“Noam.” I threw my arms around his wide torso and buried my face into his chest. “I’m so happy for you.”

Tears pricked at the backs of my eyes. For so long I’d fought to keep both him and Nohr safe and happy. I’d practically raised them and worked myself to the bone to do it. To see them both finding their own versions of happiness . . . it was all I had ever wanted. I would do anything for them. I nearly died for them.

And I’d do it all again without question if I ever had to.

“Love you,” I murmured as I stood on my tiptoes and planted a quick kiss on Noam’s cheek.

He squeezed me tighter before releasing me. Then he offered a dazzling smile to the jewelry merchant as he pointed to the ring and offered a sack full of gold pieces in exchange. Noam carefully cupped the piece in its small, velvety box and stared at his gift. “Don’t say anything yet. I still need to plan the proposal.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I’d never seen Noam like this. It filled me to the brim with a sense of relief, knowing that if Death did come calling tomorrow, at least he’d have someone else to lean on. Someone else to make him smile.

But the longer I stared at that box, at the promise of Noam’s future, a mixture of grief and jealousy panged my heart. I thought I had found bliss like that with Orin. I’d been so unbelievably wrong, and I was left with a peculiar hollowness in my chest that seemed to grow when I witnessed other people in love. I’d never have what Noam had. I’d never cared before, but I couldn’t deny the sliver of want that now stirred within me.

“You go back to Lysa and Vora,” I said as I batted his arm. “I’m going to browse for a minute.”

“Oh, grab some of those candles Vora likes. She burned the last one down to the wick the other day and hasn’t replaced it.” Noam shoved his ring into his coat pocket.

“Will do.” I waved and he did the same, turning back the way we came. Back toward his bride-to-be.

Maybe one day . . . But no, it was foolish to think like that. Not with so few of my threads left. I walked slowly through the crowd and a few townsfolk offered heartfelt greetings as they passed, but I was mostly left to my own thoughts. It wasn’t until I hit the candle stand that I saw her: the woman from earlier, lingering a few tables down and inspecting medicines outside of Milton’s Apothecary. This time when her gaze swung toward me, she didn’t look away. I found myself rooted in place.

Ever. She had to be. I’d never seen a more stunning woman in all my life.

Her eyes were the color of storm clouds before they broke, perfectly complementing the warm tone of her bronzed skin. Her hair was a rich, dark brown so deep it bordered on black. Her button nose was pierced on either side, and a thin silver lip ring cupped her full lower lip. As she held my gaze, she grazed her chin with delicate fingers that ended in pointed black nails. But what was most eye-catching was the tattoo wrapping the length of her slender neck. It looked like an upside-down pine tree forest, with spindly, delicate roots twining toward her jaw and tiered branches heavy with leaves dipping toward her collarbone.

She tilted her chin upward by way of acknowledgment as a group of townsfolk passed in front of her, and then she was gone.

Ringing crested in my ears as I straightened. She wasn’t a Waterstone or Starglen, that much I knew. My mind whirred as I imagined the sprawling lineage chart included in Fable or Fact: A History of Evers. It’d been months since I’d read it, and there had been so many Ever families. Which one did she belong to? And why was she here? Unease trickled through my limbs.

My gaze never left the spot where the Ever had appeared, but she didn’t return. There hadn’t even been a whisper of magic in the air, but I doubt I would have been able to detect even the faintest aroma with the array of candles perfuming the space before me. The veil underneath the arch hadn’t activated, either.

A dull ache simmered behind my eyes, and I rubbed my temples. Hallucination? She’d seemed so real. But then again, so had Death earlier that morning. Sighing, I tipped my head back toward the sky. The nettling chill was a welcome reprieve, and I prayed it chased away the early foothold this headache was trying to find. Whatever the case, the Ever—if she even existed at all—was gone now.

I made quick work of selecting some candles for Vora and then headed back to our stall. Noam had stepped away to help Lysa pass out treats, but they were already on their way back, empty platters in hand.

“Finished already?” I asked with a nod toward her hands.

“Yes, thanks to this one,” she said as Noam held out his own gleaming tray, which was empty save for a few errant crumbs.

“Happy to help.” Noam beamed. “Speaking of, Vora, Edira, need me to do anything for the table?”

My headache throbbed, and I rubbed my temples. “Actually, I think I might call it early.”

Vora immediately stiffened. “Did something happen?”

“No, no.” I waved her off. “Just haven’t been able to shake this headache all morning.”

She sucked on her teeth as she leveled me with a look of disapproval. “And you still insisted on market? Edira, you’ll be the death of me.”

“I thought the fresh air would help. Consider me properly chastised.”

Vora waited for a full three breaths so I would be forced to endure the weight of her stare, and then she relented with a sigh. “I’ll pack up. Let’s get you home.”

“I’ve got to stay open for a few more hours, but maybe we could all have dinner together once I’m off?” Lysa glanced between us. “I’ll help Vora prepare the food. You won’t have to lift a finger, Edira.”

I couldn’t help but bristle. “I can—”

“That’s so kind of you, Lysa,” Vora said, cutting me off with a look as she latched the cases shut. “Maybe you could bring some pastries to go along with coffee after.”

“Of course,” she said with a smile.

Noam slung his arm around her waist and pulled her close, nuzzling the top of her head with his nose. “I’ll be back to pick you up when you’re done.”

A faint blush bloomed across her cheeks, and she playfully swatted at his chest. “Great.”

She tipped her head toward him. Noam pinned her chin with his forefinger and thumb and gave her a chaste kiss.

Again, a flicker of longing twined through me, but I chased it away with an eye roll. Noam grabbed the cases from Vora, and then we were off. Market was far from winding down, and there were still plenty of patrons milling among the booths. Vora and Noam bantered with each other about the weight of my cases, Noam pretending to be burdened by their load while Vora laughed at his antics. I trailed a few feet behind them, thankful for the part they made in the crowd.

Once we reached the main road veering away from market, I cast one last look at the stalls and Milton’s Apothecary. There, twirling a slender vial of some mystery medication between her fingers with practiced ease, stood the Ever woman. Her grin nearly split her face in half, and she winked. I stilled as a chill raced down my back. This time when a group of patrons passed her, I kept my eyes peeled for any trace of magic. My heart hammered in my ears as I waited, and like before, she seemingly disappeared into thin air. In her place was a gruff man with dark hair haggling with Milton over a remedy in his hands. There and gone, like an apparition or a hallucination that refused to be ignored.

My stomach knotted, and I quickly scoured the diminishing crowd only to come up empty-handed. The headache that had been creeping around my hairline fully spread down to the base of my spine, and I blew out a harsh sigh. I needed to get home and rest. But as I turned on my heel, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was more than an illusion, and no amount of sleep or remedies would chase her out of my life.






Three

The next day, I woke to a mostly quiet house. I could hear Vora in the kitchen downstairs, pots and pans clanging away as she likely busied herself with last night’s dishes. Lysa had stayed late, and the boys had broken out some of our better wine to share. It’d been a pleasant evening, but my headache sent me to bed early. Thankfully, resting was actually a good idea—though I’d never tell Vora that—because I was feeling surprisingly refreshed. No headache. No hallucinations. Minimal pain.

I groaned at the warm afternoon light spilling through my window. It’d been ages since I’d slept so late. I detested the idea of wasting so much of my day, but then again, what was I supposed to be doing with my time anyway?

Sliding out of bed, I ran my fingers through my hair and dressed in a clean blouse and linen slacks. I doubted Vora would allow it, but at least I could offer to help with the dishes. I made my way downstairs and found her humming to herself with a tin scrubber in hand. A carafe of coffee sat beside her, small tendrils of steam curling toward the ceiling, along with two ceramic mugs. Ywena was sunbathing on the windowsill, and the moment she saw me, she let out a series of happy chitters. Then she was off, flying toward me with a lilting grace as she circled my head once before nestling into the crook of my neck.

“Good morning,” I murmured warmly as I stroked the top of her head.

“Morning? I must have forgotten how to tell time,” Vora called, a hint of a tease in her voice.

“Afternoon, Vora. You’ve been busy,” I said, eyeing the stack of clean dishes beside the sink. “Any left for me to do?”

“The only thing I want you to do is sit down.” She wiped her hands on her apron and reached for the coffee. She rummaged through the cupboard to nab a few brown sugar cubes and dropped one into each cup.

“I guess I’ll comply since you’re bribing me with coffee.” My lips curled as I took my seat.

“I like to be prepared.” She handed me my mug and then plopped into the chair beside me. “How are you feeling today?”

“Better.” I savored the warmth of the mug between my palms. “Where are Noam and Nohr?”

“Nohr is training one of the mares, and Noam won’t leave Lysa alone for two minutes. I believe he’s spending the day with her family.” Vora chuckled as she glanced out the open window, her eyes targeting the path winding toward the town where Lysa and her parents lived.

My smile widened, but before Vora could question it, I took a long sip of my coffee. Better to burn my tongue than accidentally spill Noam’s plans.

Just then, a firm knock sounded from the door. Vora made a move to stand, but I rolled my eyes at her and beat her to it.

“I can answer a door. It’s probably Mrs. Marlow anyway. We left market yesterday before she had a chance to collect her order.” My pain balm did wonders for the joints in her knuckles, which often ached after a day of tailoring. Ever since she’d discovered the Ferngloves were associated with my family, she’d insisted on buying remedies only from me. I should’ve turned her away for all the subtle digs throughout the years, but I couldn’t. I didn’t need her coin, but it gave me something to do.

“Fine, fine.” Vora settled back into her chair.

I headed for the front door and yanked it open with ease. “Come in, Mrs. Marlow. I have your . . .”

The air in my lungs stilled and my feet rooted to the ground. Seville. She was as stunning as the last time I saw her. Her sheetlike blond hair glowed with a luster that could only be explained by glamour, a magic Evers used to heighten their beauty and hide what they displeased. Her sharp features were honed like the fine edge of a blade. High cheekbones. Pointed chin. Meticulously shaped brows. Her full lips curved up in a smirk, and her ice-green eyes flickered with a spark of power.

“Seville.” Her name was a quiet breath on my lips that seemed to shake the very foundation of my home.

“Edira.” She tilted her head by way of greeting. “Are you going to invite me in?”

“Please.” I stepped out of the way, allowing her to breeze into the foyer. She stalled by the stairs, casting a sweeping glance across the first floor of our home.

“I expected you to elevate your decor after you left with so much of our coin.” Her fingers brushed along the sheer fabric of her blouse, which did nothing to obscure the underlying midnight-blue corset cinched perfectly about her slender waist. Skintight silken pants clung to her legs, and she swiveled on boot heels that squeaked against the floorboards.

At her words, my shock dissipated, and I let out an exaggerated sigh. “Nice to see you, too. Shouldn’t you be off traversing the world?”

“Edira?” Vora came toward us and faltered, and her hands froze against her apron mid-wipe. “Seville. I’m surprised to see you.”

“Yes, I thought I’d just check in on things.” She strolled by us and took the first seat at the dining table in the kitchen. “Do you have any coffee to spare, Vora?”

“Of course.” She found a freshly cleaned mug drying next to the mountain of dishes and set it before her. Seville didn’t hesitate to fill it to the brim.

“What brings you to Willowfell?” I asked, sliding into the seat beside her.

“This is purely a social call.” Seville took a small sip of coffee and then set her mug down. “I’ve been hopping around Glaes, and now I’m on the way back to Fernglove. It felt like the right moment to pop in and say hello.”

Our country was large, a sprawling landmass filled with mountains and plains and a smattering of towns stretching from end to end. The wilds separating us all were vast, the creatures untamed and relentless in defense of their own territories. Traveling was dangerous for most, but for Seville? An immortal with immense magic and control over the earth? I doubted it was even remotely troublesome.

“What were you doing?” I asked.

“Sightseeing,” she said. “My travels are hardly your concern. I am curious, though, to know if you’ve seen anything out of the ordinary.”

My eyes narrowed. “Define ‘out of the ordinary.’”

“Oh, nothing serious.” Tilting her head to the side, she examined her cuticles. “Unless, of course, you’ve spotted some unfamiliar Evers in the area.”

The woman from the market. A sinking feeling tugged at the pit of my stomach.

“I haven’t noticed anyone.” Vora’s brow furrowed. “And I’d recognize an Ever if I saw one. Why?” Then she straightened, her eyes suddenly wide. “Edira’s not in danger, is she?”

“Danger? Why would I be in danger?” I asked. I’d battled against Orin and won, simultaneously ridding his land and his family of blight while making him beg for mercy—which he didn’t get. A feat only the Ferngloves knew about. Though there was the possibility that the Waterstones had noticed the lack of blight stemming from the area. Their matriarch, Ossanna, was cunning beyond measure with her eyes set on survival—for herself, but mainly for her children. I’d heard nothing about them since I left Fernglove months ago.

“No, no. You’re not in danger. I’m just being cautious. The last thing we want is another Starglen attempt.” Seville nodded toward me with a knowing look.

A chill swept over my skin as I recalled the night Dagas Starglen had tortured me in front of his heartbond and nephew. He’d strung me up against their ancestor tree, its trunk an amalgamation of twisting thighs and protruding knees, its branches made of disjointed arms, and its twigs of bony fingers with ash-white flowers that sprouted from nailbeds at their highest points. The wretched limbs of their past family members had anchored me in place. Sometimes I still woke up from a cold sweat with the feel of leathery, aged skin against my neck or fingers digging beneath tendons and muscle, working their way deep into my body while Dagas demanded I threadmend his family.

It’d ended only when Rorik had ripped Dagas’s throat open and tossed his larynx on the ground.

“Thank the gods the rest of the Starglens fled,” I murmured.

“Yes, though they’re facing a much more permanent fate now.” Seville gripped the handle of her mug but didn’t take a drink. “I learned on my travels that they’d passed. Blight caught up with them. An entire family line just . . . gone.”

There was a strain in her words that hadn’t been there before, a slightly raised pitch to her voice. She didn’t look up from her coffee. Vora must have caught the shift, too, because she shot me a concerned glance.

“Seville, is something wrong?” I studied her closely. She was the picture of health and beauty, but there was a tightness around her eyes I hadn’t detected earlier. She pursed her lips, biting back words she didn’t dare say. Her glamour was perfect as always, but there was a crack in her mannerisms that I’d never witnessed before. It rattled me to my core.

“I really should be going,” she said abruptly as she stood. “I’m glad everyone is doing well. Please let me know if—”

“Seville.” I gripped her forearm and forced her to look at me. “What’s going on?”

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then, without uttering a word, she gestured to herself with a gentle sweep of her fingers, as if drawing a curtain of glamour away from her skin. The rippling magic fell off her in a glittering wave before dispersing into the air, leaving behind a still-gorgeous Seville. I pressed my lips together as I scoured her appearance, knowing full well she’d let only one layer of her glamour fall away; otherwise, we’d be able to see her mosaic, glass-like wings and sharpened fangs, along with a smattering of other bestial features that all Evers seemed to have.

“What are you . . .”

My breath left in a rush as a heady ringing crashed in my ears.

Her smile turned sad. “I trust you see it now.”

My vision narrowed to a small, dark wound oozing with yellow loam and black sludge. It marred the space beneath her ear, and the edges of surrounding skin were curling and brown like withering leaves. The smell of death—roiling, rotting earth and sour blood—skated through the air.

Her blight was back.
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How long?” I asked, my words barely a whisper. I couldn’t help but stare at the insistent, damning patch of sickness. It was a slow-moving death sentence that reeked of putrid, feculent earth, and it would consume Seville through to her bones. After a beat, she replaced her glamour to keep the creeping illness from infecting anyone else.

As a threadmender, I was immune, but that wasn’t the case for Vora. If she’d broken skin while cleaning the dishes, taken the tin scrubber a little too forcefully to last night’s bakeware, and blight found its way into her bloodstream . . . I snuck a quick look at Vora’s hands, the sharp ache of worry flaring behind my eyes.

“A few weeks now,” Seville said, returning to her chair with a heavy sigh. “Please believe me when I say that the point of my visit wasn’t to ask you to cure me.”

“Thank the gods for that,” Vora said with narrowed eyes. She’d curled her fingers around her mug, and her knuckles were bone white. “She’s done enough.”

Seville waved her off. “I wouldn’t dream of asking, unless, of course, you’ve stumbled upon some miracle cure during your recovery?”

“No. I thought I’d cured all of you.” I shook my head as I replayed the events of that day. Even when I’d woken weeks later after siphoning Fernglove Manor of blight, I hadn’t detected a single remnant of it lingering anywhere. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry, Seville.”

“It’s all right,” she said with a half-hearted shrug. “What about the others?”

“The others?” I asked.

“Lydia. Clesian. The girls.” Her gaze rounded on me. “Rorik.”

Vora answered before I could speak. “They’re fine. There have been no signs of sickness from anyone at the estate.”

Lie. I gave Vora a quick look, and Seville caught it. She leaned back in her chair, pointedly crossing one leg over the other before settling her hands on her knee. “Tell me, Edira.”

“I haven’t talked to anyone there.”

“Then what is it?” she probed.

I shifted in my chair, weighing my words. Rorik had wanted me to live, to give up threadmending and enjoy the rest of my time on this earth doing whatever my heart desired. I didn’t quite know what that was, but I knew that Rorik was family. Not to me, but to Seville and Vora. I met Seville’s glittering stare; I had no idea if she cared about Rorik’s life. Then I shifted my focus to Vora. Behind the fierce protectiveness lining her expression, I could see the undercurrents of fear and worry in her eyes. She’d pledged her life to Rorik years ago. And even though she’d followed me home, her loyalty remained with him. I didn’t want to see her suffer through the pain of losing a loved one.

Just then, a slight jostling from my neck snared my attention. Ywena had been incredibly still from the moment Seville had arrived, so much so that I’d nearly forgotten she was there. But now she peered up at me, her eyes full and contemplative, and I didn’t need a series of images to know what—or whom—she was thinking about.

My heart twisted at the thought. “A few months ago, I noticed blight along our heartbond.”

Seville’s eyes went wide. “And now?”

“I haven’t seen it since.” I braided my fingers together. “Vora left that night to check on Rorik and Fernglove but found nothing.”

“No one was sick,” Vora echoed as the stiffness in her frame softened. “There was nothing for Edira to cure even if she wanted to.”

Seville studied us for a long moment. Then her gaze dropped. One hand fell to her lap, and her fingers lightly dawdled along the side of her thigh, right where her Fernglove tattoo was hidden beneath the silken fabric of her pants. I’d seen it for the first time on her body the night of the silver fete. It’d been so long ago, but I knew every shape and line of that emblem, every explosion of color from the insects taking flight around the broken blade. I knew how the ashen petals of the flowers fell around it on an invisible current. I knew because it was a mirror to the tattoo now prickling with awareness on my inner forearm.

“I’ve never lied to you about my family. I don’t . . . I don’t like them.” Seville’s words were soft, uncertain. “I’d be content to roam the world until I returned to the earth. And I wasn’t exactly the easiest person to be around all these years. Some would venture to say I even failed as a sister.”

Vora gave her a tired, knowing look, but I nudged her with my foot under the table.

Seville’s smile was sad, as if she were aware of just how much tongue-biting Vora was doing in that moment. “I can’t change the past. But I can acknowledge it and strive for better. If Rorik is sick, I know he damn well won’t ask for help. He never did. Not with my father. Not with Orin.” Seville’s lips pursed in distaste. “I want to help him now because I didn’t back then. Then I can die like I’m supposed to.”

I’d never been so still in my entire life. Seville was so unbelievably vulnerable. Her half-lidded eyes stared at nothing, the aimless procession of her fingers unending. There was a lifetime of hurt, disgust, and shame wrapped up in her words. She’d been taught to hate Rorik from the moment she was born. I could only imagine the things she’d done, the pain she’d inflicted, in the name of her father. And later, Orin. A shiver trickled down my spine.

Vora sank farther into her chair and tilted her chin, considering Seville. “You don’t need an excuse to apologize to him.”

“I know that,” Seville snapped. The action chased away the sadness clinging to her frame, and she settled back into her safe, familiar state of haughty superiority. She drilled her sharp fingers against the wood of the table. “He’s such a liar.”

“He’s not sick, Seville,” I said quietly.

She bit out a harsh laugh. “What makes you think he’s healthy? Because Vora went and found no evidence of blight? Rorik is powerful.” Seville shook her head once and sighed. “You must know that. If he discovered even a hint of sickness, he’d do everything to hide it from you.”

“What? Why?” But even as I asked, a sense of dread filled me to the brim. The currents of Rorik’s and my heartbond were always moving, twining together like restless snakes. It had never occurred to me that he could bury the truth beneath those layers of gold. But he already hid everything behind expertly wielded glamour. Why not shroud our bond as well?

Ywena chittered on my shoulder, a quiet sound of discontent at Rorik for hiding something so important.

“I would see it,” I said, trying to convince myself more than anyone else. “I have his power now, too. I should be able to see beneath glamours, I . . .” A hard lump formed in my throat. I hadn’t seen Seville’s blight. I hadn’t pierced her glamour. She removed it.

Seville frowned. “And? Yes, you have his power. When you accepted the bond, the influx of magic between you both was enough to bring Orin to his knees. Thank fuck. But beyond that, have you done anything?”

I tilted my chin toward Ywena. “I can see what she sees now.”

“That’s largely because of Ywena, though, is it not?” Seville asked. I nodded, and an annoyed huff of air escaped her lips. “You did very little in that scenario. She tapped into an existing power latent in your body, thanks to Rorik. But what have you done?”

I glared at her. “Should I be carelessly threadmending whomever I see?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, of course not. But you haven’t used his magic. Because he hasn’t taught you. No one has. If someone were to waltz into your kitchen right now and proclaim they could make a healing tonic as well as you simply because the ingredients are already hanging from the walls, would you believe them?”

“No.”

“Of course not. It’s the same with glamour, with any of our magic. We can see beneath each other’s veils because we know how to wield the magic to strip them away. You don’t.”

“But why hide this from me?” I asked as my brows pinched together.

“Because you told him to go, and he kept his promise.” Seville settled deeper into her chair, recrossing one leg over the other. “But more than that, I think he fears what you would do if you thought something was wrong. You pushed yourself to the brink of death last time you dealt with blight. Would you go to such lengths again? It’s likely a risk he wouldn’t take.”

“He would’ve told me,” Vora said as she sat straighter in her chair.

Seville raised a brow. “Would he?”

At that, silence crept through the room. Rorik was sick. He had to be. Seville, too. Which meant that it was only a matter of time before the rest of the Ferngloves started to show symptoms again. I’d wasted precious months thinking he was fine, avoiding the maelstrom of emotions that came with the mere mention of his name and sitting safely on that fucking couch. I couldn’t help but glare at it through the stair rails.

“There’s so much you don’t know about our magic. About your magic. It’s as much a part of you now as it is a part of him,” she said softly. “To our knowledge, no Ever has ever bonded with a threadmender. We saw what happened when you harnessed that combined power for just a few minutes.”

Orin. His death. The manifestation of my threads.

“If we could teach you how to use that power to its full potential, maybe you could eliminate the blight more wholly—without harming yourself, of course.” She looked at me then with such fierceness and conviction that my retort died in my throat. “I promise, Edira, no one wants you to push yourself to the brink. Not again.”

Time stalled. Power. I’d spent these months so focused on my recovery, on my health, that I hadn’t thought about what it would mean to access Rorik’s magic alongside mine. An undeniable thrum of excitement beat through my limbs. Using my magic in the past had always posed too great a risk, the cost too dire. Would that be the same if I found a way to blend Rorik’s power with mine again? What would that look like?

An errant chill kissed the back of my neck, and the heavy weight of a stare wormed between my shoulder blades. I tilted my head toward the front door. In my peripheral, Death stood there. Watching. Waiting.

I swallowed thickly, turning my focus back to Seville. “And if I don’t want to risk it?”

Vora cursed beneath her breath as she dropped her head in her hands. Seville merely shrugged.

“Then don’t. I won’t force you, but I know that if it were me in your position . . .” She leaned forward and pinned me with her stare. “I’d want to know what I could do. What if there was something that could help you, too? What if you could bring back the threads you lost or protect the ones you still have?”

I blinked as her words echoed my thoughts. “Is that possible?”

“I don’t know. But you’ve already done things I didn’t think were possible.”

I held her gaze as my mind whirled. Of course I didn’t want the Ferngloves to die, but what if there was a way to bolster the little life I had left? After years and years of living for the expense of others, this felt like a chance to take back something for myself.

“I’ll go,” I said. Vora opened her mouth to interject, but I reached across the table to grip her hand with mine. “I’m not going to threadmend. I don’t want to die.”

“Edira . . .” She chewed on her lip as she scoured my face.

“But maybe, if Rorik is willing to teach me, I can help them and myself.” I squeezed her fingers. “I have to try.”

“You can’t go back.”

I startled in my chair, and Ywena fluttered her wings against my hair. I twisted around to see Nohr standing frozen in the foyer. He was covered in muck from the horses, his hair a tousled mess and his hands formed into fists by his sides. Jaw set tight, he tore his gaze away from me to level a glare at Seville.

“Nohr,” I said as I stood, but he jerked his chin.

“How dare you come here and plant this idea in her head. After everything you did to her.” Nohr strode into the kitchen to stop before Seville. Anger rippled from him in heady waves, and, all at once, I realized my brother had changed. When did he take over the role of caretaker? When he turned eighteen last month? When he brought me home from Fernglove and laid me gently on the couch? Tears threatened to spill from my eyes, and I stepped between him and Seville.

I placed my hands on his chest. “It’s okay, Nohr.”

“It’s not,” he spat. He turned his ire to Vora. “I can’t believe you’d let her go along with this.”

Vora shrank beneath the weight of his hardened gaze, but I grasped the fabric of his shirt and forced his attention to me. “Vora didn’t let me do anything. I make my own choices, Nohr. Don’t blame her.”

“I . . .” His throat bobbed as his eyes turned glassy. “You give too much of yourself. Always. First with me and Noam, then with them. I can’t . . . we can’t lose you. If Noam were here, you know he’d be fighting this, too.”

A sad smile pulled at my lips. “I know.”

“You don’t have much time left.” His words were a whisper. A plea. An arrow straight to my heart. There was no telling how much of my lifespan I’d shaved off when I’d cured Fernglove, but I felt the loss in my bones, in the tiredness that never seemed to leave, in the hair-raising chill no one else noticed. Every day was one step closer to my grave.

“That’s exactly why I’m going.”

“Edira—”

“Nohr,” I said, cutting him off, “I spent years making sure you and Noam were cared for, and now you are. You don’t have to work in the mines. You don’t have to scrounge for food. You’re free to do whatever you please.”

“No one asked you to do that, Edira.” Nohr shook his head.

It took everything in me not to let out a bitter laugh; I was so damn tired. I loved my brothers. I would repeat my past again and again if it meant getting them to where they were now, but they would never understand the mental load that came with that role. No, they hadn’t asked me to raise them, to feed them, to shelter them. But who else would have? And when they were old enough to take on more, they didn’t think to ask.

I went to Fernglove the first time to save them. I wanted to go back to see if I could save myself.

“I won’t threadmend,” I said softly. “But I am going back. What if there’s a way to protect my own threads? What if I can prolong this fate by harnessing this magic?”

A pregnant pause swelled between us. Nohr’s brows drew together. “Is something like that possible?”

“No one knows. But I need to try,” I said firmly. “Wouldn’t it be nice if I had more time?”

“Of course.” He gave an indignant scoff. “I just don’t trust them.”

“They’re the only ones who can help.”

I knew the moment I won when his eyes shuttered and his chest fell, and then he swept me into a tight hug that made my bones ache. Ywena barely escaped and fled to the safety of Vora’s shoulder. I wrapped my arms around Nohr and buried my face against his shirt. For several moments, we didn’t move. We simply breathed each other in. Only when Seville cleared her throat did Nohr release one of his arms, tucking me to the side of him so he could glare directly at her.

“When?” he asked.

I looked to Seville and she stood, brushing invisible dirt off her clothes. “I’d recommend sooner rather than later, but I’m at your disposal.” She cut a quick glance out the window. “If you grab your things now, we’ll make it back in time for dinner.”

“I’ll get started.” Vora pushed away from the table and headed for the stairs. She was gone in seconds.

“Are you sure you’ll be safe?” Nohr asked.

“Of course she’ll be safe,” Seville said as she moved toward me and draped her arm over my shoulders. “I’ll keep her out of harm’s way.”

“Is that supposed to reassure me?” He glowered at her.

“Far be it for me to tell you how to feel. Though this ‘overprotective brother’ angle looks good on you.” She tilted her chin up with a smirk. “I should let Tasia know. She did find you rather attractive.”

“Seville,” I said just as Nohr stiffened and took a sharp step forward. “Don’t antagonize him.” I stepped out of her grasp and reached for Nohr’s hands. The tension in his arms softened when I gripped his fingers tight. “I’m going to be fine.”

He rounded his hard gaze on me. “For how long?”

“I don’t know.” I tossed a quick look at Seville, but she offered only a small shrug. “It’s not like last time. Maybe a few days, or maybe Rorik will throw me out the moment I get there.”

“One can hope,” Nohr grumbled. Then he let out a long, heavy sigh that settled over me like a blanket. “Fine. But if I don’t hear from you within a day or two, I’ll be knocking down their door with my own fists.”

“That would be fun to see,” Seville mused.

I shot her a harried look. “That’s fine, Nohr. I promise I’ll stay in touch.”

“Okay, Edira. If this is what you want . . .” He wrapped me in another hug before releasing me and moving toward the foyer. “I’ll find Noam so he can see you off, too. We’ll meet you at the arch.”

My gaze followed him out the door. Without turning to face Seville, I asked, “Have you been back to Fernglove recently?”

She hummed to herself. “It’s been a while. After we got you patched up, I stayed for a bit to help Lydia and Clesian put the rest of the estate together. Then Rorik and I both left for a time.”

“Rorik left, too? Why?” I shifted to face her. I had no reason to be surprised or curious, yet I was. The last time I’d seen Fernglove, it’d been nothing more than a pile of rubble. Rorik and Orin had upturned the earth with their battle. The manor had descended into a heaping mess of debris, and those who remained were still actively clearing the grounds when I was well enough to leave. I hadn’t asked Vora about the condition of the estate when she’d visited Rorik, and a part of me was excited to see what it had become.

“We both had things to attend to. People to . . . meet with.” Her smile tightened, and I got the distinct feeling she was biting back words. “If you want to know what he was doing, ask him yourself.”

“Does he know you’re here?” I asked, raising a brow.

“Of course not.” She snorted. “I caught wind he made it home last week, but I figured if he were sick, he’d hide it away, too. So, I came to you first to see if you caught a glimpse of anything. Now, I think that’s enough interrogation for the time being. Go get your things.”

Nodding, I made for the stairs. Vora and I packed quickly, just a small duffel bag each, and I grabbed one of my apothecary cases stocked with remedies. Within half an hour, we were walking through the door. Seville led the way, sauntering down the path toward the main road with Vora hot on her heels. I paused for a moment beneath the archway my father had carved and gently stroked one of the wooden flowers. The entire frame was a handcrafted masterpiece of roses in different stages of bloom, with vines weaving through them all and delicate leaves that draped around each bud. Last time, I’d been ushered away so quickly I hadn’t gotten the chance to savor my home. I’d been afraid of what lay ahead. But now . . .

I wasn’t sure I would miss this. That realization stilled me in place. I would always cherish the memories of our home. Of what I sacrificed to make it a haven for Noam and Nohr. I should feel guilty for willingly leaving it behind, but I didn’t. This place . . . It didn’t feel like home anymore. The walls had been slowly closing in on me for months now, with the surety of a casket. The life I’d once had was already dead and gone. I didn’t want to perish with it.

I wanted to live, no matter how much time I had left.

Ywena chittered to me softly. A series of images flooded my mind. The dense forest surrounding the estate full of pines and puckered roots and the rich moss that clung to the bark like stray splatters of paint over a dark canvas. The rolling mist that aimlessly drifted along the forest floor before dispersing into a massive clearing. Sprawling emerald-green lawns dotted with dew and sparkling in the early-morning light. A stately manor with countless windows punctuating the limestone facade. The large rooms full of books, paintings, and history. The family.

Ywena’s thoughts were filtered with a gauzy, warm sensation that softened everything. Love. She missed her home.

“I’m glad you’ll get to visit,” I said to her with a smile, and she snuggled in closer. “I hope it’s everything you want it to be.”

Even with the threat of blight, there was an eagerness in my step I couldn’t deny. I didn’t try to hide my smile, either, as I followed Seville and Vora toward Willowfell. We walked in silence; the only sound was the thud of our footfalls against the dirt-packed earth. When we hit the cobblestone and the heavy sound shifted to a sharp rap, my pulse hammered faster.

All around us, families were filing into their homes and igniting buttery-yellow lights to bathe dining rooms in a cozy glow. They were sitting down for meals, their laughter muffled through closed windows. I wondered if the Ferngloves were doing the same, wholly unaware that we were about to join them for a meal. I doubted there would be much of a welcome when we arrived, at least not from Rorik.

As we rounded the last bend, my gaze immediately found the space near Milton’s Apothecary where the strange woman—Ever—had manifested. Shadows flooded the alleyway beside it; the only shaft of light was a small, gauzy aura from the lamppost near the door. It was hazy, like a fog had rolled through, and then she was there. She watched me closely, wicked grin stretched impossibly wide, and then she wiped her fingers over her cheek. She’d smeared the glamour covering her face, revealing pockets of blight festering with yellow loam.

Then she was gone.

I jerked my focus to Vora and Seville, but neither of them noticed. If she had been an Ever, certainly Seville would’ve sensed her magic. This had to be a hallucination brought about by the resurgence of Seville’s blight. And yet . . .

“Seville,” I said, dragging my gaze back to the mouth of the alley, “earlier you asked if we’d seen anything out of the ordinary.”

She slowed her gait to fall into line beside me. “Yes.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing, but . . .” I chewed on my lower lip for a moment. “I may have seen an Ever at market yesterday. One I didn’t recognize. And just now . . .”

“What? Where? You didn’t mention that to me.” Alarm tinged Vora’s voice as she glanced around.

“That’s where she was standing both times,” I said, nodding toward the space where my mind had conjured her visage. “But I’m not even sure she’s real.”

“What does that mean?” Seville’s brows inched together.

“Well . . .” I hedged, mentally preparing myself for the lashing I was about to get from Vora for not sharing more details about my condition. “I’ve had a few hallucinations since getting back from Fernglove. I think it has something to do with my declining health. This one was different, but I can’t be sure. She was there and then just . . . gone.”

Vora’s expression was a strange fusion of concern and rage, as if she were about to vomit and scold at the same time.

Seville’s scowl deepened, and she pursed her lips as she scanned the quiet square. “I didn’t notice any magic. Did you?”

“No,” I said.

“Describe her in detail to me. Just to be safe,” Seville said. I recounted everything I could remember, right down to the woman’s hairstyle and eye color. Seville sighed. “Doesn’t ring any bells. And I don’t mean to be condescending—strange, I know—but I would have noticed if she were here now.”

“Yeah.” I glanced at the spot one last time. Nothing.

“Even so, all the more reason for you to come back to Fernglove for a bit. Give that mind something else to focus on.” She nodded toward the looming arch. Noam and Nohr lingered before it, their gazes identical depictions of concern.

Fear simmered in my gut. “But if she’s real? What about my brothers?”

“I’ll keep an eye out. So will the others. We can rotate coming into town,” she murmured, offering the boys a reassuring grin. Noam closed the gap between us in a few easy strides and wrapped me into a tight hug.

“Nohr already told me everything.” He inhaled deeply and squeezed me tighter. “Just promise to come back if it becomes dangerous.”

I wrapped my arms around his waist and buried my face in his chest. “I promise.”

Nohr joined our hug and placed a kiss on top of my head. “I still disapprove of this plan. But I know there’s no stopping you.” After a beat, they released me and took a step back. Their gazes were tight, their lips pressed into fine lines, but they didn’t stop me as I turned toward the arch.

A tingling raced through my fingers. Back. We were going back.

“Ready?” Seville asked as she shot me a quick glance.

I could only nod as both her and Vora gripped my arms. As one, we stepped through the invisible veil hiding the ley line Evers used to travel from one location to another. Magic sang through my blood and anchored in my center, gently tugging me toward our destination. The world spun out of focus and whipped by in a kaleidoscope of colors and shapes, and a dull ringing started in my ears. The first time I’d been transported by ley line had been less than comfortable; even worse was the second time, when I had been kidnapped by a different Ever family and drugged.

But now, with Rorik’s power thrumming through my veins, a shiver of delight raced through me. It was almost easy. Peaceful. The current of energy surrounding us suddenly smoothed, the uneasy feeling in my stomach settling into a gentler caress. I blinked, and our feet landed on solid ground; the world returned. Beside us, a rectangular stone of smooth white marble throbbed with a delicate glow. After a breath, the shimmering particles diffused into the night, and the ley line went silent.

Seville tilted her head and gave me a knowing grin. “Welcome back to Fernglove, Edira. Hopefully, Rorik doesn’t kill us for being here.”






Five

Setting foot on the grounds surrounding Fernglove was both familiar and foreign. There were still the acres of gently rolling hills, with a massive clearing framed by densely packed trees. But when the glamour had been stripped from the lands to reveal the blight hidden beneath it all, it’d been a portrait of decay.

Now, leaves of ocher, rusting red, and deep yellow bedecked the sprawling limbs of trees. Autumn hung low over the quiet estate, the first whispers of bronze skating along the blades of grass. The brook at our backs murmured over river rocks, and the crisp air was full of the scent of minerals. It was all so breathtakingly alive. Even with the promise of winter, the grounds teemed with life. Nightingales called as the moon crept over the horizon, and insects of every make chirped in a chorus that seemed to swell with our arrival. The lands recognized that a Fernglove had returned, and Seville closed her eyes as she breathed in deep.

“It used to always be like this.” Her words were so soft I barely caught them. But already my focus was shifting away from her to the manor seated at the epicenter of it all.

My mouth fell open at the sight. It had been regal before, with dormers and balconies, pointed arches and pitched roofs. But now the manor was something of pure, ethereal beauty. It had been constructed in largely the same fashion as before, but the walls . . . It was hard to tell what was handcrafted and what had sprouted from the earth itself. A collection of massive trees had grown to man every corner of the structure, and their branches stretched across to form the base for the moss-coated roof. Smooth limestone bricks filled the space between the trees, and sprawling ivy covered nearly every inch of it. Countless windows were framed by darker, bark-colored wood, and for a moment, I was peering into the heart of a gargantuan tree instead of a manor.

I could have stared at it for hours. Studied every knot in the wood, every twining limb and draping of ivy. But Seville was already moving, and Vora and I spurred into motion to keep pace. Our bags jostled lightly against our hips as we passed through the courtyard. The spring flowers I’d once wandered through were gone, replaced with star-shaped blooms of red valerian, lemon-yellow lilies, and upright stalks dotted with bright blue tubular flowers. Low, manicured hedges framed the stone pathway, and fist-sized magic orbs were nestled in the roots. Pale light akin to that of the stars glowed faintly in the center of each one, lighting the way to the manor. A fountain with trickling water murmured gently as we passed, and I let my fingers drift through one of the lazy streams slipping from an overflowing bowl.

The wonder blossoming inside of me, though, came to an immediate halt when Seville placed a hand on one of the double doors leading into the manor. My pulse stuttered as anxiety wound through my gut.

“This ought to be fun,” Seville said as she glanced over her shoulder. Her sly smile did nothing to assuage my nerves. My grip on my apothecary case tightened.

Vora huffed before pressing her lips into a tight grimace. “No sense in waiting out here.”

Seville chuckled as she pushed open the doors, and we stepped into the open foyer of Fernglove Manor.

Even with its familiar layout, I couldn’t help but gape at the raw beauty of it all. The massive foyer spilled into an open sitting room on one side and the library on the other, with a long hall stretching past the double staircase. Paneling of white oak covered the walls, and the gargantuan trees I’d spied from the outside were fully visible in the corners of the rooms. Their sprawling branches connected high above to form living rafters, complete with dripping vines and lustrous, velvety leaves. Rich moss crept along the floor and up the walls. Flowers bloomed intermittently across the green canvas, creating a mosaic masterpiece of living, breathing art. It was hard to tell where the outdoors ended and the indoors began. Baby’s breath bloomed from the space between the floorboards closest to the front doors.

Potted plants teeming with the same outdoor flowers manned several credenzas, and the air was thick with floral perfume. Muted laughter filtered through the air, followed by the distant scrape of silverware against plates. Seville tilted her head to the side, her hair falling like a curtain over her shoulder, and her brows inched together. She breezed down the hall without another glance. Voices bubbled up and spilled out through the open archway, and Seville crossed into the formal dining room, Vora right on her heels. I stalled a half step behind them, my gaze already locked on the person I’d vowed to avoid for the rest of my days.

Rorik sat at the head of the table, one arm lazily draped over the back rung of his chair. His free hand cradled a wineglass with only a hint of liquid still clinging to its crystal pattern. Burnished locks, glossy beneath the soft glow of the chandelier, skimmed the tops of his ears and framed his angular face. Twin dermal piercings above his left brow winked in the light. His amber eyes were full of mischief, and his smirk was on full display with the barest hint of fangs peeking from behind his lips. His black shirt was unbuttoned beneath the collar, exposing the hollow of his neck, and the subtle rise and fall of his chest stole all my focus.

You’re stunning. I couldn’t help myself, even now. Even when the still-simmering coals of anger threatened to burst into flames at the sight of his hands, knowing they’d been the instruments responsible for my brothers’ blight.

Before any of us could say anything, a sultry laugh crested above the din of conversation, and a woman—an Ever—strolled toward Rorik from the far side of the table. She snared a fresh glass of wine and, with her free hand, trailed the length of his arm in a slow, teasing ascent toward his shoulder. The action was so smooth and full of unspoken intention. Heat swelled in the pit of my stomach, and I bit down hard on my tongue. Ossanna. Her glossy hair fell in a waterfall of black ink with shades of navy and ultramarine like the deepest parts of the ocean. Her ruby-red eyes were piercing, her cruel smile even sharper. She looked at Rorik like he was a target, and he didn’t seem to mind one damn bit.

Before I’d joyously sent Orin to his grave, Ossanna had orchestrated a bonding pact between him and her daughter, Issa. With Orin no longer an option, Rorik was in her sights. Neither Issa nor her brother, Flix, was present, though, and Ossanna let out another low, throaty chuckle as Rorik tipped his head toward her.

Maybe Ossanna wanted Rorik for herself instead of for her daughter.

“Rorik.” Seville wielded his name with an icy authority that brought silence to the entire room. “I didn’t realize we had company.”

Rorik stiffened for a moment as he fixated on Seville, and his grin tightened at the edges. “Seville. When did you get back? I—”

The world slowed as his gaze finally found mine, and then something snapped between us. It felt painful and heated, stemming right from the center of my heart and tethering my existence to his. My brows drew together as my breath hitched. This wasn’t like any magic or ailment I’d experienced before. This sensation . . .

Our bond. My own emotions rose to meet Rorik’s head-on, and suddenly I was drowning in a veritable storm of conflicting feelings. I lost what was mine and what was his as emotions roiled down the invisible current too fast for me to parse. The bitter taste of anger and disappointment was fleeting before everything went cold. Shock took over, and with it a chill that ravaged my skin. I couldn’t look away from his eyes. In less than a breath he’d invaded my body, my bones, my very blood, and now he was gone. The absence of his presence was somehow more agonizing than the unexpected intrusion, and a shuddering breath escaped my lips as I resisted the urge to wrap my arms around my stomach.

Swallowing thickly, I lifted my chin and stepped forward so that I was no longer obscured by Vora and Seville. The rest of the room came into full view, and hushed murmuring rose from the other end of the table.

“Edira!” Amalyss and Tasia said in unison as they stood abruptly. Amalyss’s loose blond ringlets bounced against her shoulders as she stood on her toes, her smile growing impossibly wide. Tasia grinned and tucked her brunette locks behind one of her pointed ears. Their hazel eyes, brown flecked with specks of green, sparked with excitement. I half expected tiny, iridescent feathers to sprout along the tawny beige skin of their cheeks. They kept their magic at bay, though, and a small smile tugged at my lips.

“Well, this is a surprise,” the Ever beside them murmured. Lydia regarded me with a raised brow, her cunning eyes a stunning shade of blue green. Her pale skin was dotted with freckles, her honey hair pulled back into a tight bun. Her hand lightly clasped that of her own heartbond, Clesian. He’d rested one arm along the back of Lydia’s chair, displaying the broad length of his chest, and his brown skin was warm against the sage hue of his shirt. His umber gaze held mine for a moment before he tipped his chin in the slightest nod.

“What are you doing here.” Rorik’s tone was hard, no hint of a question lingering beneath his words. My temple throbbed as the anger brewing in my gut churned.

“We need to speak.” I forced myself to hold his gaze, to scour his face for any hint of those spiraling emotions I’d felt only moments ago, but his expression was a carefully crafted, stoic facade.

“Preferably alone,” Seville said as she eyed Ossanna.

Ossanna smirked but said nothing as she straightened and removed her hand from Rorik. Her slim-fitting gown was sleeveless, and when she folded her arms across her chest, the pointed tips of her nails grazed the swirling tattoos wrapping her biceps. The longer I stared at those cobalt lines, the more they seemed to move like that of a turbulent river. It was the mark of her family. Of a Waterstone.

“I should be getting back anyway.” She tossed one lingering look at Rorik before skirting the table. She paused for the briefest of moments before me, grinning and giving me a thorough once-over. “Edira. How fortunate death hasn’t caught up with you yet.” And then she gave a flippant wave and left, her footsteps fading into nothing as the front doors opened and closed.

Unease crept up my spine. Whatever her agenda was with Rorik and the Ferngloves, I doubted it was good.

“Edira.” My stomach clenched at the sound of my name on Rorik’s lips. “Why are you here?”

“I saw blight on your . . .” I searched for the word and failed, not wanting to utter it aloud in his presence. I didn’t know if it would cause the floodgates to open again, leaving me wholly unprepared for whatever he was feeling.

The tension in his jaw relaxed, and he rolled his eyes before skewering Vora with a bored look. “Didn’t I tell you everything was fine? Why did you let her come back here?”

I practically spit fire as I took an angry step toward him. “I am perfectly capable of doing whatever I please whenever I please. I don’t need anyone’s permission.”

Vora merely lifted a shoulder in agreement, but her stare had narrowed on Rorik with a hint of distaste. Seville pulled out a chair and slid into it, ignoring the empty plate and the prepared dishes lining the pale blue table runner. She passed up everything for the decanter of wine and poured herself a heavy glass.

“You never were a great liar.” Seville took a long pull before setting the glass down. Then, with practiced ease, she stripped her glamour and revealed the small pocket of blight marring the space beneath her ear. Amalyss and Tasia gasped, and they slowly sat as their gazes flitted between me and Seville’s illness. Lydia blanched, and her grip on Clesian’s hand tightened.

“I take it none of you are sick, then?” I gestured to Lydia and her family.

“No,” Clesian murmured. His gaze shot toward his daughters, peeling away their glamour to perform a quick examination. I knew he’d found nothing of concern when he let loose a heavy exhale.

“How long?” Lydia tipped her chin toward Seville, her voice wavering as canyons of doubt formed across her forehead.

“Not long.” Seville drained the rest of her wine. “Based on what Edira shared with me, I’m guessing Rorik’s blight came back shortly before mine.”

“Do I look sick to you?” He waved a hand along his body. “I know you can tear apart my glamour just fine.”

“But not your clothing. What are you hiding under there?” She chuckled to herself. “Not that I want to see, but that would explain why I dragged Edira back—”

Warmth flushed my cheeks at the same time Rorik launched from his chair. He moved so fast I barely registered that he’d been sitting and was now standing inches from Seville, his back within grazing distance of my fingers. Heat radiated off his body in tantalizing waves, and my core tightened.

“She was supposed to be done with this family,” Rorik hissed. Magic began to cloud the room and perfume the air with the rich aroma of freshly tilled earth.

It should’ve frightened me. But a slow-moving heat pulsed through my center at the display of his power. His magic lived in my bones, and my body recognized it on such a deep, visceral level that my breath caught in my lungs.

This heartbond would be the death of me. Gritting my teeth, I wrapped my fingers around his wrist and yanked him back a step. “I am tired of being spoken about instead of being spoken to.”

Rorik stilled. For a moment, his gaze dipped to my fingers, and I could’ve sworn I glimpsed a hint of longing buried deep in his eyes. But it was gone before I could blink. He turned fully to me then, giving me the weight of his glare while he tugged his wrist free of my grasp.

“I am not sick.” He took a step toward me. His breath was warm against my cheeks. “You should go.”

Indignation flared in me, and I leaned closer to him while fisting my hands by my sides. “I was already ordered around by one Fernglove and look what good came from it.” My words were a war decree, and the air snapped with electric tension as everyone fell deathly still. They all knew what Orin did. And they knew what I’d sacrificed to heal them all. Life threads severed in a breath, my days immediately shortened just so they could continue breathing. Living. All because of Orin and his words.

Never again.

“Yes, Seville wants my help. But maybe I have something to gain from this, too.” I folded my arms across my chest, daring him to dissuade me. Seville’s brows disappeared toward her hairline as her gaze momentarily shifted between me and her brother.

Rorik let out a brittle chuckle. “Gain? And what on earth could you possibly gain from this place?”

“Not from this place.” My heart thundered in my throat. “From you.”

“Oh?”

“The bond. I want to learn how to use it.”

Surprise flashed through his stare. “You’re not an Ever. You don’t have the skill or latent talent to handle our magic.”

“I’ll show you exactly what skill and talent I do have,” I spat, resisting the urge to punch him square on the jaw.

“No.”

“I’m not leaving here until you teach me something.”

“Fine. Stay as long as you like.” Slowly, he leaned down so our noses were only inches apart. “I will never force you to do anything against your will. Unless you forgot about that promise, too.”

The dining room disappeared as I fell into a memory and found myself standing outside for the silver fete. He’d asked me to dance. I’d been stricken with his beetle-black eyes, with his gilded wings and the tailored cut of his sable suit. With the ruby stain of wine on his lips, his smirk full of dangerous want. I’d been unable to find my words at first, and my voice had been nothing more than a hoarse whisper as I questioned whether he was commanding me to take his hand.

He’d responded with soft, heated words as he dragged his finger along my neck.

I would never force you to do something you didn’t want to.

Rorik watched me closely, as if he could see me parsing every moment of that memory, and a satisfied smirk lifted one corner of his mouth. Then his attention dropped to Ywena, who’d been quiet from her nest on my shoulder, and she let out a low chitter. Rorik’s expression softened, the leer shifting to a hesitant, almost sad look, and he extended one finger to gently graze the curve of Ywena’s wing. His gaze never left her as he spoke.

“Do what you want, Edira. But I’ll take no part in it.” With that, he abruptly turned on his heel and left. The magic he’d summoned followed him out, and Ywena flapped her paper-thin wings in agitation. A series of images—all of Rorik, his smile too genuine and raw in her memories—flooded my mind.

“Go,” I murmured, and she left without another word from me. He’d once given her to me for comfort, and while I didn’t understand why, it felt like he needed her now for the same reason.

“That went about as well as I expected.” Vora tipped her head back and sighed. “I’m going to check in with some of the attendants and see how they’re doing. It’s been a while.” She started for the archway but paused, her hand lingering on the polished wooden frame. “Should I have a room made up for you?”

There was no judgment in her eyes, only a sliver of concern that felt too permanent these days. “No sense in going back tonight,” I said.

Vora nodded once and then left, and I took that moment to finally find a seat beside Seville and pour my own much-needed glass of wine. With Rorik gone, the rest of the tension evaporated from the room, and Amalyss and Tasia came bounding around the table to sit beside me. Amalyss heaped roasted chicken and savory, buttery green beans onto my plate, while Tasia took it upon herself to fill me in on all that they’d been doing for the past few months. Lydia and Clesian said little, only offering small clarifications here and there, but their timid smiles were real, and they leaned against each other with a sense of love and relief. It was so starkly different from how they used to be. Before, they’d been an icy front of disdain and skepticism—Lydia more so than Clesian, but neither had been truly approachable—as if they were holding their breath in preparation for death. But now, they were breathing for the first time in years.

When I’d finished my dinner and Amalyss and Tasia had run out of things to say, Lydia finally cleared her throat. “So, what now?”

I rotated the stem of my crystal glass, eyeing the last eddies of wine. “I convince Rorik to help me.”

“You can use those feminine wiles he finds so alluring,” Seville mused.

I rolled my eyes. “And what about your blight?”

“No threadmending.” Tasia gripped the edge of the table and leveled me with a firm stare so like that of her mother that I couldn’t help but raise my brow. “Rorik is right. You’ve done enough.”

“Don’t try to convince her otherwise, either,” Lydia said as she tipped her chin toward Seville.

“I won’t.” Seville’s gaze was locked on an indistinct spot on the wall. “But maybe learning how to salvage her own life will provide insight on how to prevent the blight from spreading further. Instead of curing the incurable, we can protect what’s left.”

Amalyss’s eyes widened. “That’s right! What can you do? Have you figured out how to call on the earth yet?”

Seville smirked. “She can’t do anything.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re incredibly rude?” I growled, shooting her a glare. Seville threw her hands up in mock apology.

“We can help you,” Tasia said as she gestured between herself and her sister. “I mean, we’re not tutors by any means, but we spent years listening to”—a look of disgust marred her expression, but she forced herself to continue—“Orin. Plus, Mom has taught us a few things along the way.”

Lydia watched me carefully for a long moment before dropping her gaze. “I’m sure we could help to a certain extent, but it would go faster if her heartbond were the one to guide her. This isn’t some latent family power that has always lived in her blood. This was a gift.” She looked at Clesian with such warmth that it felt wholly wrong for us to witness it. I could never look at Rorik like that.

Clesian extended his hand, palm up, and curled his fingers inward for a moment before a cloud of green mist hovered between his fingers. With it came the fresh scent of spring and a tingling sensation of warmth, the hint of sunbaked air. “I couldn’t do this before Lydia. But I learned quickly with her by my side. It would be the same for you if . . .” He trailed off and his power dissipated, leaving the room strangely cold.

“I’ll talk to him, but just in case”—I rotated my glass once more—“any help would be appreciated.” I wanted to know if there was a chance I could live just a little longer with his magic twisting through me. If I could protect my threads, then I would have more years to spend with Noam and Nohr. Maybe even the ability to mend without ramification. Maybe . . . maybe a different future. Lydia and Clesian merely nodded their agreement, and the conversation stalled as attendants appeared from the kitchen to clean the last of the plates and food. When they cleared out, Seville stood and stretched her arms toward the rafters.

“Well, we have quite a bit more time this go-around.” She looked at me for a moment and then turned for the hall. “Don’t push yourself.”

With a flick of her wrist over her shoulder, she sauntered out and left me to say good night to the others. Amalyss and Tasia wrapped me in tight hugs before promising to go through what was left of their texts in case there was anything on bonding magic I could use, and then Clesian ushered them out with a gentle nudge between their shoulders.

Only Lydia remained, perfectly poised on the threshold between the dining room and the hall. She pivoted to give me the full weight of her stare. “I know I thanked you once before, for what you did for our family, but . . .” She wrung her fingers together before flexing them out and letting them fall limply by her side. “Rorik might be right about this, Edira. I’m not sure you should have come back.”

I rubbed my hand along my neck as I glanced away. “Even if it could help prolong my life? Lead to knowledge that could help save Seville?”

“There’s no proof that using his magic would help. And what if it has the opposite effect? What if it drains you further?” Her words were far from unkind, and I hated how they clenched my heart tight.

I said nothing as I sat with her thoughts. She wasn’t wrong. A threadmender had never accessed Ever magic before. If mending caused my life to shorten, would using Rorik’s powers do the same? And yet our magic together had made it possible to eradicate the blight . . . mostly eradicate. Plus, if Rorik was sick . . . I chewed on the inside of my cheek. I didn’t know if Lydia saw all the uncertainty in my eyes, but her shoulders rolled forward, and she smiled gently, privy to some secret I didn’t yet know. Another question for me to discover and answer.

“Well,” she murmured, “I’ll help you however I can. Good night, Edira.”

“Good night.” I watched her go as I lingered in my chair, eyes transfixed where Rorik had been sitting. He’d rail against me every step of the way, of that I had no doubt. And as much as I hated to admit it, a small part of me knew I wouldn’t be able to do much of anything without his help.






Six

When I left the dining room for the immense hall connecting to the foyer and the winding staircase, I couldn’t help but pause at the room that had once been Orin’s study. The curtains were thrown open, allowing moonlight to pool around a large desk manned by a high-backed chair. Two overstuffed armchairs sat opposite of it, and a handful of books were shelved in the bookcases framing the walls, but all of Orin’s trinkets were gone. The desk was clear of paper, and there was only a single pen resting near the base of a brass tabletop lamp.

When I stepped inside, it flickered to life. My fingers immediately went to the Fernglove tattoo marking my inner forearm. The estate still recognized me, it seemed. This whole house was magicked to respond to the needs of any member of Fernglove. I used to hate the crest, but I’d grown fond of the riotous hues of the insects, the sharpened edge of the broken blade, and the ashy petals of flowers tumbling around it toward my wrist. I also loved the magic it afforded me in a place like this.

“Not tired?” an amused voice asked, and I jumped in place. Whirling toward the door, I found Rorik leaning against the frame, one ankle crossed over the other. My heart hammered haphazardly against my rib cage, and I immediately wished for Ywena. She was nowhere to be found on Rorik’s person, and I wondered if she was floating above the estate enjoying the sight of her former home. She used to shock me when my breathing turned erratic, and while the unpleasant jolt did cause me to wince, it was also a wonderful reminder to keep my emotions in check. Especially in the presence of an Ever.

I glowered at Rorik. “Did you have to startle me?”

He snorted. “If that startled you, then I failed tremendously at training you.” He pushed off from the doorframe then and slid into one of the armchairs.

“How that must vex you, knowing you failed so spectacularly.” A glimmer of joy sparked in my chest. Banter I could handle. I expected him to shut it down entirely after his icy demeanor at dinner, but he surprised me with a smirk.

“You have no idea.” Heat flickered through his gaze. “What are you doing here?”

My fingers twitched. “I already told you, I’m here—”

He waved me off. “I know that. I still think it’s asinine, but I meant why are you in my study?”

“Your study?” I raised an incredulous brow as I sank into the seat beside him, crossing one leg over the other.

“I am the head of the estate now. This is where I come to do head-of-the-estate things.” His words were flippant, punctuated by an exasperated wave of his hand, and he leaned back in his chair. “Someone has to keep the peace.”

“Is that why Ossanna was here?” I kept my voice neutral. Still, he tilted his chin toward me as one brow inched slightly higher.

“Ossanna has always been good at protecting her own. She won’t leave any stone unturned if it means Flix and Issa will have security in the event that something happens to her.” Rorik didn’t move as he studied me.

“And I suppose you’re that stone now. Has she turned you in her direction?” I feigned aloofness as best I could, refusing to meet his gaze and instead picking at my cuticles to keep my hands busy.

“Perhaps. I find it best to keep myself informed about her intentions. The last thing I want is to be surprised like I was with the Starglens.”

I grimaced. “I doubt Ossanna would try anything like that, given what happened to Dagas.”

“Me, too.” Rorik glanced at his fingers, as if reliving the moment he’d ended Dagas’s life. “But Ossanna knows you rid us of blight. She’ll stay in our good graces if there’s a chance we might share how you managed such a feat with her.”

“I wouldn’t dream of threadmending another Ever family.” Of course, the Waterstones were still infected with blight. All Evers were. I’d managed to cure only the Ferngloves, and even now that was questionable. I looked toward the window, knowing that Waterstone Manor was somewhere beyond the horizon. While I’d never set foot on Ossanna’s lands, without the ley lines it would take several days by carriage just to glimpse her estate.

Rorik studied me for a long moment, and then a dangerous grin tugged at his lips. “You’re not jealous, are you?”

I didn’t bother to stop myself from rolling my eyes. “Hardly. Do you want me to be?”

“Hardly.” His smirk stretched further. It was dangerous, that look. It ignited an ache deep in my chest. He held my gaze as if he could somehow sense my turmoil, and then I felt it. That same rush of emotions from earlier collided into me. My whole body tensed as an unfamiliar flood of indignation, fear, concern—none of which belonged to me—threatened to drown out my sanity.

A prickling heat scraped along the backs of my eyes, and my throat swelled. I let out a gasp and snapped my attention toward Rorik. Fear flashed through his eyes, and his smile slipped away, along with the barrage of feelings that had been desperately trying to crawl their way into my heart.

Again, a sharp, bitter coldness settled over me, and the onslaught of feelings dissipated.

I swallowed twice before finding my words. “What was that?”

“The bond.” His words were sharp. Clipped. A tendon flexed along his jaw. “We’re not used to being near each other with our connection intact. Which is why I told you that you wouldn’t know I was here unless you came looking.”

But that wasn’t true, was it? I held his stare. I didn’t know how to forget about him, even though I desperately wanted to.

“You won’t notice it anymore. I just wasn’t prepared for today.” His grip on his armchair tightened, but his expression slipped to one of careful neutrality. It was entirely fake. That one simple choice—to shut me out and obscure the truth—made my hands curl into fists. My vision tunneled to him as a pounding started in my ears.

“Did you glamour our bond?” I asked.

“It’s our bond now? Not the bond or my bond? The one you couldn’t even speak about out loud in front of the family?” His laugh was dark and hollow, humorless. The hairs on my arms rose in response.

Glowering, I stood up. “I saw something down the bond, and it wasn’t your magic or mine. It was blight.”

“What are you going to do about it?” He was out of his chair, and his glamour dissipated with the snap of his fingers. And for a moment, I could barely think. Sable horns pushed through the base of his hairline, and his eyes turned into endless liquid pools of ink black that obscured all color from corner to corner. His wings, enormous with a hardened black exterior and golden inner layer, fell from his shoulders down to his ankles. They snapped once as he flexed his hands. His predatory grin was all pointed teeth and confidence, and he leaned closer, bringing his face inches away from mine.

“What do you see?” he murmured darkly. His words were a sultry caress full of threat, and a delicious shiver raced over my skin. “Go ahead. Explore like you did with him.”

“I see time hasn’t made you less of an asshole.” My voice trembled as pure, unfettered rage snapped inside of me. Yes, I’d once stood in this very study and marveled at Orin’s bestial features after he removed his glamour. My fingers had traveled the length of his arms, the curve of his neck, the shape of his bone crown. I’d never seen anything like him, but that didn’t mean I wanted to relive that moment, or any moment with Orin, ever again.

I cranked my hand back and sent it flying, praying I had moved fast enough to smack Rorik’s face with enough force to rearrange his horrendous smirk, but of course he was faster. He snared my wrist midair, just before I made contact. His nostrils flared and a golden sheen passed over those endless inky eyes.

“Still too fucking slow.” His voice was all gravel and heat, and I refused to acknowledge what it did to my stomach.

“So help me be faster. Help me be stronger. Help me understand this.” I closed my eyes and centered myself with a deep breath. The bond between us unfurled in my mind: a striking golden tether that moved endlessly like fluxes in a stream, and yet was somehow taut between us. I could feel the ghost of his presence at the other end.

I felt it before I saw it. A bone-deep chill crept through the void of my consciousness, followed by a sour taste on the back of my tongue. Dread settled in my limbs and my stomach knotted. It was small, just a pinprick of oozing, slimy darkness lazily clinging to the center of our bond. It opened its maw to reveal rows of teeth, and it gnawed away at our connection.

My eyes flew open. “Where is it?”

Rorik said nothing.

“Rorik.” I ripped my hand out of his grasp and gripped either side of his collar and yanked downward. Buttons scattered across the floor as his shirt fell open, revealing the chiseled cut of his chest and sharp contour of his abdomen. His entire body stiffened, but I felt the harried cadence of his heart drumming beneath my fingers. I scoured everything. Every groove, every divot and peak. And then I found it. The blight. It was no bigger than Seville’s coin-sized pocket of sickness, but it was there. Right above the waistband of his pants and beneath the sharp curve of his hip bone. The edges of the wound were a withered, curling brown. The center was an oozing black mass streaked with puss and yellow loam, and the roiling smell of decay brought bile to the back of my throat.

My power came surging to the surface and pressed against my skin as it begged to be released. Heal. I was supposed to heal. An ache started in my fingers, and I itched to examine his life threads and see the damage I knew would be there.

“Rorik,” I finally managed. I couldn’t help myself. I let my power unfurl in a bubble of soft moonlight. It started from my fingertips and bloomed from my hands, and while I couldn’t see it, I knew my dove-gray eyes had turned glossy and bright with an ethereal light. I looked up at Rorik and watched as his life threads unraveled from his aura in a beautiful, mesmerizing dance. Their aquamarine color was near blinding, and they moved with such vigor and life that a measure of relief eased the fear and anxiety riddling my thoughts. He still had time. More than he did before, anyway. All but one of his threads were healthy and vibrant. The infected one was covered in a thick, tarlike substance. It moved sluggishly about his frame, and I knew that it, eventually, would spread.

“Don’t you dare,” he said as he clasped my hands tight. His words were barely more than a growl, a warning, and I called my power back to me. It rioted beneath the surface, churning angrily in my veins as I denied myself the chance to mend, but I wouldn’t—couldn’t—without harming myself.

“I won’t, but what are you going to do?” I asked.

“Do?” He raised an incredulous brow as he let his glamour fall back into place. “I’m going to do absolutely nothing. Just like you are.”

“And just let yourself and your sister die?”

“Edira.” He sighed before dropping my hands and taking a step back. As he palmed his neck, he leveled me with a suffering look. “I don’t need more time, and neither does Seville. We’ve been alive long enough.”

“What about your magic, though? What if there’s a way to bolster my powers again like before, and—”

“You can’t be fucking serious.” He folded his arms across his chest. “You just said that you wouldn’t mend.”

“And I won’t.” I took a step forward, trying to reclaim some of the space he created. “But what if you can teach me how to use your power, and I can blend our magics like before? What if something like that could help me and you?”

“No. We’re done with this conversation.” He turned on his heel and stormed toward the door, but I stepped in front of him before he could leave.

“Don’t just walk away,” I said as I glared at him.

His eyes darkened. “Why? I’m so good at it, after all.” He stepped around me, brushing me gently to the side so he could pass through the door. He paused only for a minute when he toed a stray button and sent it skittering across the floorboards. He watched it roll until it came to an unceremonious stop after thumping against the wall. His devilish smirk returned.

“Oh, and Edira? Next time you want to see me shirtless, all you have to do is ask.”

I cursed at his back as he left, but a quiet, familiar chuckle skirted through the air and brought a subtle heat to my cheeks. He wouldn’t help me, that much was clear, but maybe we could sort through whatever this mess was between us.

If that’s what he wanted.

If that’s what I wanted.






Seven

Gauzy morning light sliced through the sheer curtains over my window, and I watched in fascination as a handful of pale flower buds blossomed along the sill, opening their petals to the sun. Vora had brought my things to my room the night before, but I hadn’t inspected it closely after my argument with Rorik. I’d stormed up the stairs, pausing only for a moment at the final step as I recalled how Mavis used to slip quietly down the halls. As the dying matriarch of the family, she’d been a silent, watchful eye, quietly steering me toward a truth I’d been unable to see. She’d given me the power to stand up to Orin before she passed, and a twinge of grief plucked at my heart as I braced against the railing. I’d set them all free of Orin’s wrath, just like she’d wanted, and that was enough.

I almost missed her unnerving, invisible stare tracking my steps as I moved to my room. But when I saw my bed already turned down and waiting, I simply changed into my nightgown and crawled into the sheets to sleep.

Now, though, I lay on my side and studied the earthly beauty. All the furniture, from the armoire to the vanity to the low coffee table, was made of white oak. The air was fresh and clean as if a spring rain had just cleared, and the rafters above my head were laden with the same climbing ivy as the ceilings on the first floor. Even my four-poster bed had flowers ringing the wooden frame, and the canopy lightly draped along the top was a gossamer pale pink. Ywena had returned while I slept, and she stirred now along the fabric.

“Morning,” I murmured to her. She chittered in response, sending me a series of images of my smiling face through our mental connection. It was always weird to see myself reflected through her gaze. Her depiction was filtered and warm, capturing the best version of me unmarred by sadness or the weight of my future. Just me, moon-white hair mussed around my face, and a wide, easy grin without an ounce of worry in my dove-gray eyes. Whenever she did this, I knew she was happy to see me.

“I missed you, too.” I stifled a yawn as I shifted in bed. “Have you been enjoying yourself?”

She let out another series of excited titters, accompanied by more images of the woods and the manor and the sprawling hills, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Well, don’t stop on my account. I’ll be busy trying to convince your daddy to help unlock my potential.” Or maybe I’d start by checking in with Amalyss and Tasia; they’d mentioned some texts during dinner, and if Rorik wasn’t going to help, at least I could start there. Pulling the sheets away, I slid from the bed and padded across the warm wood of the floor. I’d just fully opened the curtains to gaze at the lawns when a sharp rap sounded, followed immediately by my door opening.

“Oh, good, you’re awake.” Vora strolled in with a silver tray in her hands. Two steaming cups of coffee were arranged on thin ceramic plates, and cubes of sugar were stacked neatly beside dainty silver spoons and some creamer. She set the tray on the table before settling onto the plush mauve couch.

“Back to work already?” I asked with a grin, sitting beside her.

Vora gave me a dismissive wave. “Old habits die hard, I suppose.”

“Fair enough.” I took a slow sip. “I talked to Rorik last night. He won’t be any help, either.”

She set her cup down and pressed her lips into a fine line. “Is he sick?”

I sank farther into the cushion as my chest tightened. “Yes.”

Vora cursed. Her head fell into her hands, and she held it there for several breaths before dragging her fingers down her cheeks. “How bad?”

“About the same as Seville.” Setting my coffee down, I ran my thumb along the pads of my fingers as I remembered the way I’d called on my power and examined the twirling aquamarine strands of his life force. “There’s still time. He’ll outlive us both.”

Tears welled, but she gave me a firm nod. I reached over and held her hand in mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. She blew out a heavy breath, and her shoulders rolled forward. For as long as I’d known her, Vora had always been a force. A strong-willed, fiercely competent woman with a sense of self that sparked admiration deep within me. I’d always known she’d cared for Rorik, but I’d never seen her break. Not like this. But that was the problem with hope. My curing Rorik had lulled her into a false sense of security. And I’d just ripped it away.

“I’ve never asked . . . how did you even meet Rorik?”

She smiled softly and looked toward the window, peering into a faraway memory. “I’ve been with him for decades. He visited my town once on some errand mandated by his father. I was only twenty at the time, and I was in the worst kind of way you could imagine.” Her eyes fell, and she glared at the coffee table. “My parents cast me out young. I had no money. I did everything I could to survive. He found me in an alley fighting off some men who had ideas for how I could earn some coin.” Tension flared in her hand, and I squeezed her fingers tighter to remind her that she was here with me now. Safe. “Anyway, Rorik beat them senseless, and then he tossed them out into the streets for the town elders to handle. I thought that would be the end of it, but he came back for me. He was the first person to ever offer me their hand, to help me at all. And I just followed him.

“When he brought me to Fernglove, he told his family he’d hired a new attendant, and since I was already a lowly mortal, I wasn’t a threat in his father’s eyes. Rorik branded me himself that day.” Vora peeled back the sleeve of her blouse, revealing the family crest along her arm. With the barest of touches, she grazed the blade with her knuckles before letting the fabric fall back in place.

“I owe him my life.” She looked at me then, and the wrinkles framing her eyes seemed to grow impossibly deeper. “Living here wasn’t always easy, but it was infinitely better than what I had before. And I’d make all the same choices again if it led me right back to this manor.”

“So, you’ll come back here at some point, then?”

“Oh yes,” she said with a nod. “Not to work, despite me doing exactly that now. Perhaps when this is done, I’ll build a small cottage behind the main house and garden in my spare time. When I left with you, Rorik essentially fired me—with an unnecessary amount of coin, of course. He wanted me to live, too.”

“Vora . . .” Emotion swelled in my throat.

She gave me a knowing smile. “He’s not all bad.”

He wasn’t wholly good, either, but I suppose there wasn’t anyone who was a true paragon of morality. We were all just shades of gray, shifting between something darker and lighter with the choices we made and the circumstances thrust upon us. Myself included. I’d ended someone’s life without a second thought and little—no—regret.

“I know,” I said.

“But enough of my past.” She nodded toward the serving tray. “Are you going to finish that? If not, I can clear it. I’m going to spend the day helping the attendants with a few things and catching up with some friends. Unless you need something?”

“No.” I waved her off immediately and stood. “You’re not my attendant anymore. Enjoy yourself. I’m going to meet up with Amalyss and Tasia first.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

I lifted a shoulder as I eyed the door. “Maybe Lydia has some ideas.”

Vora snorted. “Gods help you.” She reached for the tray and settled it against her hip. A quiet thread of hope wound through her voice as she spoke. “I know you’re doing this for you, as you should, but if you think of anything that can help him . . .”

“Of course.” I gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “I don’t want him or Seville to die.”

She let the door close gently behind her. I wrapped my arms around my stomach as I stared at the space where she used to be. Her story was still on repeat in my mind. The fear she must have felt, the relief when Rorik pulled those men off her. My heart twisted painfully.

My feelings toward Rorik were as conflicting as his shifting moods. I dressed quickly, grabbing a smooth pair of silken pants and a loose, long-sleeved blouse from the armoire. Then I traveled down the hall to a set of double doors I recognized as Amalyss and Tasia’s quarters. After a quick knock, they called for me to enter, and I stepped into the room.

With vaulted ceilings and countless open windows, the space was bright and airy. Two canopy beds manned the walls on either side, and a few heavy shelves of white oak framed the main bay window. Weathered books were neatly tucked among vases full of flowers and golden bookends. Amalyss and Tasia stretched out on an enormous fur rug before a marble hearth, and they had a small stack of tomes beside them.

“Edira,” Amalyss said with a smile. “How was your first night back?”

“Fine.” I sank to the floor beside them, crossing my legs and placing my hands in my lap. “What are you up to?”

“Helping to the best of our abilities.” Tasia had a book cracked open before her and flipped aimlessly through the pages. “I’m guessing Rorik was useless, as per usual?”

“That would be correct.”

“Asshole,” Amalyss muttered. “Well, we pulled a few books that mention heartbonds and family magic.”

I reached for the first book on the stack and flipped it open to find the title: A Beginner’s Guide to Familial Magic. “Your mother taught Clesian about Fernglove magic after they bonded, right?”

Tasia nodded. “She and Father went to town on an errand, but they’ll be back soon.”

Amalyss picked up her own book and rolled onto her stomach, propping her chin in her hands. “She’ll help, unlike someone we know.”

I chuckled as I turned my focus to the text before me. Time passed with the quiet scrape of paper and the occasional soft conversation from Amalyss and Tasia. At one point, Vora brought small sandwiches—egg and watercress—and tea around midday before slipping away. I nibbled on the corner of one as I read, leaning closer to the pages when one passage in particular snagged my focus.


Harnessing familial magic is largely an innate ability, and in young children, it often flares with their emotions until they learn to control their newfound power. Even so, perfecting magic varies from family to family depending on the unique strain. While children may bear the raw potential of their parents, wielding it effectively comes from years of finesse and practice, and is best taught by another family member. If that power is never refined, the individual in question will likely never be able to perform the same feats as their ancestors.



In other words, I was royally fucked unless any of the other Ferngloves could effectively teach me to harness Rorik’s gift. I snorted and nearly blew sandwich bits across the book. Wiping the last crumbs from my lips, I turned to the next page.


In the case of heartbonds, acquiring new magic can be quite jarring. Both parties may be familiar with their own unique brand of magic—assuming their familial powers were strong enough to be passed down—but the influx of a foreign magic can be difficult to manage. Guidance from both parties about their respective powers is necessary to fully realize their shared potential and harness their combined magics. Furthermore, while heartbonds require no romantic attachment to form, there is an emotional component to their connection.



No fucking shit. I absently rubbed the left side of my chest as I remembered the torrent of unbridled feelings that had battered against my heart.


As such, learning how to harness familial magic through a heartbond can be developed quite quickly and efficiently, since the bond itself allows both users to feel deeply through their connection. This grants the individual the ability to acutely experience how said magic is accessed and shaped versus learn through years of trial and error, as children do when learning about their inherited familial power.



A weighted groan slipped from my lips. Pinching my nose, I let my eyes close. No matter how well-versed Lydia was in heartbonds, I had the inevitable sinking feeling that she would be able to accomplish only so much. Especially with Rorik shuttering his emotions from me and apparently stilting the power that seeped down our bond. I needed him to take the wall down between us, but did I even want that? That meant he would have access to my magic and, worse, my feelings, which were already a whole ass mess.

“Find something?” Tasia asked.

I opened my eyes and closed the book. “Nothing beyond what I already feared. I just hope your mother can help.”

Amalyss sighed as she pushed herself into a sitting position and tossed her text to the side. “I don’t understand why Rorik is so resistant to the idea of you accessing his magic. If he would just take his head out of his insufferable ass—”

Her words died in her throat as she went utterly still. A needling chill drifted from the rafters to settle over me like a fine layer of snow, and my gaze shot to the open windows. No clouds. No breeze to speak of. And then it came. A wet rasp with no source that filled my ears just the same and, with it, brought the sour taste of death. Bile crept up the back of my throat as my power surged to the surface.

“What’s going on?” I asked, glancing at Tasia. “Do you feel this, too?”

Before she could respond, Amalyss let out a cry that rent the air and sent my heart racing. Her pupils were blown wide, and she slapped a hand over her neck as her mouth opened and closed. Tasia was before her in seconds.

“Amalyss, what’s—” A startled gasp ripped from Tasia’s throat to strangle her words. Her own hand covered the space on her neck, a mirror to where Amalyss’s was already perched. Slowly, they both rotated their gazes to me and then let the first layer of their glamours fall away. My own power ripped free from my core and came rushing forward. I didn’t bother to restrain it and instead let it unfurl in a billowing glow of moonlight. Amalyss’s and Tasia’s life threads, invisible to all but me, twirled about their frames. Like Rorik’s they were a resplendent, vibrant aquamarine—save one thread each that was now drenched in a horrendous oily black sludge. My gaze shifted to their bodies, and I found the damning pocket of infection at the bases of their necks. The blight was back.

Footsteps thundered from the hall, and their bedroom doors were thrown open. Rorik stood at the threshold, his gaze tearing apart the room until it landed on the girls, with Lydia a breath behind him. She shouldered past him and then came to a complete stop.

“No,” she mumbled as she crashed to her knees, face ashen. “Not again.” Her hands trembled as she stared wild-eyed at her daughters. Tears bisected her cheeks in flowing rivers that cascaded over her sharp jaw.

Panic clawed up my throat and soured the back of my tongue. Why was this happening? How? I’d cured them. All of them. Before I’d left Fernglove and returned to Willowfell, I’d called on my power once just to see what their threads looked like. They’d all been wonderfully clear. There hadn’t been a single trace of blight left on any of them. Yet it was back. There wasn’t even blight festering in the surrounding land, so they couldn’t have contracted it from the earth itself. And all the Ferngloves—infected or not—wore their glamour practically nonstop, which was beneficial in that it acted like a bandage that kept blight from spreading to others.

“Your everjewels?” Rorik asked, his voice carefully neutral.

Amalyss dragged her watery eyes to him. “Intact. I can still feel them.”

“Me, too.” Tasia shifted, and her fingers absently ghosted her thigh. Everjewels were the reason Evers were, well, Evers. They gained immortality by keeping the gems buried deep within their bodies, and their magic was supposed to stave off just about any ailment. They’d never truly worked against blight, but Evers had taken to burying more and more stones beneath the folds of their muscles to help keep the creeping sickness at bay.

“I don’t understand. We were just sitting here,” I said quietly. The spots on their necks were small, but the decay had already started. Their puckered, splitting skin was rotting from the inside, and speckles of yellow loam were just visible in the depths of the black ooze.

Tasia nodded. “It came out of nowhere. I’m not sure what could’ve caused it.”

Lydia crawled toward me on all fours, loose strands falling out of her tight bun to form an erratic halo about her head. A fist wrenched my heart at the sight of her harrowed expression. I knew that fear well. It was still etched into my bones, a memory I’d carry with me to the grave. I’d felt that desperation when I first realized my brothers were infected. My throat thickened as I held her pleading gaze.

“Save them. Please. I’ll do anything.” Her voice cracked. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but they’re my daughters. Please.”

“Mom.” Amalyss inhaled sharply.

“Edira can’t. It’s okay. We’ll be okay,” Tasia said a breath later.

“No!” Lydia’s chest caved with another wretched sob. Her hand flew to her mouth to cup the gasp, and she pressed her eyes closed. A deep pang rooted through my heart, and I struggled to keep my breath even. Just like Vora, Lydia had gained an ounce of hope. It hurt all the more stealing it away a second time.

“Lydia.” I rested my hand on her trembling arm. “I’m so sorry. I wish . . .”

“I’ll help you. I’ll do whatever it takes.” She stared at me then with enough fierce determination that my words simply died on my tongue. I rolled my lips together.

“Edira has done enough.” Rorik’s voice was soft, but there was an unmistakable edge to his tone. Lydia rounded on him and bared her teeth, leaping to her feet and pressing a stiff finger against his chest without an ounce of hesitation.

“The only one who can decide that is her.” Her brows drew together in a sharp glare. “And if she decides it’s impossible, then fine. But it better be because she’s had every opportunity to determine that. And I do mean every.”

Static electricity seemed to spark through the room, and my hairs stood on end as Rorik refused to back down. Magic exploded from him, a suffocating display of power. It raged like a summer storm, rattling the furniture and sending several glass perfume bottles from the vanity shattering on the floor. Even the air darkened, and the vines along the roof began to writhe like snakes, their thorns sharpening to elongated points like venomous fangs.

“I’ve made my stance on this perfectly clear. I will not help her.” His words crashed like thunder, and power trembled down our heartbond. It was a delicious caress of pure magic along the inside of my skin, and a shiver raced down my spine. If I could simply grab it and control it myself . . . I imagined myself pinching it like the end of a needle, like threadmending, and somehow stitching that thread of power deep into my soul. But the moment I tried to reach for it, it recoiled, and Rorik’s focus snapped to me. He called back his magic in an instant, but the cloud of darkness he’d somehow summoned lingered in his endless stare.

I let my own magic recede, and the glow emanating from my fingers died. “Why?”

“Because it’s futile.” Snarling, he finally backed away from Lydia to step toward me. “This isn’t something that can be rooted out. You’ve tried, and you failed. Risking your threads for us when you should be off living is a waste.”

A flicker of pain coursed through his molten eyes, and my breath caught in my chest.

You deserve to live.

He’d uttered that to me once before, so many months ago, when I’d ignored his warnings about Orin and thrust myself into my work as a threadmender. He’d watched me tirelessly sacrifice countless threads of my own just to see if I could cure blight. And he’d hated every minute of it. My gaze fell to the floor. First Seville. Then Rorik. Now Amalyss and Tasia. I had no doubt that Clesian and Lydia would be next. Rorik was right, I should be off living. I shouldn’t care at all about what happens to his family. Maybe if I’d never set foot on his land again, I wouldn’t have. Or maybe if it’d just been Seville. Or just him . . . But now it was Amalyss and Tasia. If their lives were snuffed out before they even began, and I had the chance to help them but did nothing, could I even live with myself?

“Rorik,” I started. He leveled me with a look so cold that I froze, and he stalked out of the room without another word.

Lydia’s lower lip trembled, and a broken whimper escaped her lips. “I thought we were done with this.”

“Mom.” Amalyss rushed toward her and wrapped her arms around Lydia. Tasia did the same, and all I could do was stare as they clung to their mother. Lydia held them tight before gently stroking the length of their hair. She looked at me over the tops of their heads, and I knew every unspoken thing lingering in her broken gaze. I couldn’t have denied her if I wanted to.

“I’ll try.”

“Me, too,” she answered quietly. “Me, too.”

I left them alone after that and went straight to the library, heart heavy but mind clear. With or without Rorik, I’d find a way to help them.






Eight

The following three days were a total, snarling mess of frustration and temper. Largely on my part. Lydia had more patience than I ever anticipated, and we worked together on the lawns outside the manor. Sometimes her daughters would come by, sometimes Clesian. The only time that things really got out of control was when Seville would offer pointers. She and Lydia would snap at each other about the semantics of their magic, about how it felt in the palms of their hands or how to channel it from their core, and then Lydia would go on some rant about Seville only understanding the surface of what she could achieve without a heartbond. This only made Seville roll her eyes and spit venom in the form of curses or other curt insults, and then she’d storm off.

By the time the sun hit midday on the fourth day, both Lydia and I were reaching our wits’ end. I’d twisted my hair into a loose bun, and the collar of my thin blouse was doused in sweat. With my knees pressed against the ground, my skintight trousers were stained with grass and muck. I’d been holding that position for hours, digging my nails into the earth in the hopes of centering myself with the source of their familial magic, and the sun had baked the bare skin of my neck into a tender pink. My face was flushed both from exertion and constant defeat, and I tossed my hands into the air after failing, yet again, to spark even a hint of their power.

“I can’t feel anything,” I groaned.

Lydia worked her jaw and tapped her delicate fingers along her arm. Her own perfectly tailored blouse—cinched at the center to highlight her slender waist—was free of sweat, along with her clean silken pants. Her feet were bare against the blades of grass beneath us. She’d had me do the same in a last-ditch effort to feel the earth from multiple locations.

“Maybe you need more touchpoints.” She was grasping at straws, and we both knew it.

“Yes, I’ll just get naked and roll in the grass, and poof”—I waved my hand in front of me for effect—“a tree will bloom. Seems completely plausible.”

She tilted her head to the side and let out an exasperated sigh. “Sarcasm doesn’t help. You’re certain you’re steadying your breath?”

“If you ask me one more time to breathe, I swear to the gods I’ll take you to the ground,” I seethed. She had no idea how fucking well I knew how to breathe. It had been the entire fucking focus of my training with Rorik, and if he heard her ask that of me now, he’d probably burst out laughing. Picturing his smirk only fueled the gnawing frustration in me, and I cursed.

“It might be a bit rude of me to ask, but . . .” Lydia studied me carefully for a moment. “Have you been intimate with Rorik?”

Heat scorched my cheeks. “Absolutely not.”

“Pity.” She sighed. “Physical intimacy strengthens the bond and makes accessing our power that much easier. Why, after one evening where Clesian and I were joined for nearly six hours—”

“Lydia,” I cut her off with a sharp tone. “I think that’s enough. It won’t be happening, so no need to go down that route.”

Voices rose from somewhere in the courtyard, and I glanced past Lydia toward the maze of hedges and flowering bushes. Rorik was standing there with an easy smile teasing his lips and a relaxed stance, with his hands slipped into the pockets of his black trousers. He wore a gray shirt today, one that matched the pewter color of his piercings, and I couldn’t help but notice the corded muscles of his forearms. Ossanna was with him, too, and she let out a haughty laugh. Her sable hair fluttered in the faint breeze, and her eyes were bright in the light of the sun. She was beautiful, even I could admit it, but I knew beneath the veil of her glamour was an Ever withering away from blight. It didn’t stop irritation from rearing its head, and I bristled at the effortless way her flowy dress draped around her curves.

And here I was. Covered in fucking dirt.

“Why is she even here?” I growled.

Lydia snorted. “I ask myself that all the time. Ossanna feels indebted to Rorik, in a way, for bringing to light the truth of Orin’s intentions with her daughter. And Rorik isn’t one to turn away an advantage. Tactical or romantic, it appears.” She sucked on her teeth in disdain just as Ossanna made a show of tracing Rorik’s arm with her finger. “If you ask me,” Lydia continued, “someone with a heartbond shouldn’t be dallying with anyone else, though I know not all Evers share that sentiment.”

Dallying. Pain sliced through my heart, but I refused to acknowledge it. “Rorik bonded with me to save my life. There was never anything else between us. If that’s why he’s spending time with her, then so be it. What Rorik and I have . . .”

Was nothing. Absolutely nothing. Which did not explain why, when Ossanna chose that very moment to stand on her toes and straighten the collar of his shirt, my vision turned red. I felt our tether snap with unexpected ferocity, like I’d gripped the handle of a whip and cracked it hard, and Rorik’s head jerked toward me. Irritation laced his expression, and he said something quietly to Ossanna. She turned and her eyes widened in mock surprise, and then a wretched smile lifted one corner of her mouth. She offered a wave and then turned on her heel, heading toward the bridge stretching over the quiet stream cutting through Fernglove lands. No doubt she was heading for the nearest ley line marker so she could breeze home in a matter of moments.

Rorik stalked toward me with the lethal surety of a predator and displeasure gleaming in his eyes. I couldn’t explain the ire brimming beneath the surface of my skin. I shouldn’t have cared. It made absolutely no sense that I did. Rage slithered through me and twisted through my stomach, and I planted my feet firmly as I glared directly at Rorik.

“What are you doing?” he asked, heated words masked beneath a layer of nonchalance that I could’ve picked apart in my sleep.

I spat out an answer before Lydia could open her mouth. “Training, no thanks to you. Can you take your bullshit elsewhere so I can focus?”

Both of Rorik’s brows shot toward his hairline. “I see it’s going well.”

“She’s having trouble accessing our magic,” Lydia said coolly. Her eyes were near slits as she folded her arms across her chest. “I find it interesting that you have time to entertain a Waterstone, but you refuse to help someone who could aid our family.”

“It’s not my fault you haven’t been training her right.” His smile was a dangerous weapon, and he wielded it with deadly accuracy. My nails bit into my palms as I curled my hands into tight fists. Again, I was struck by the level of fury surging through my limbs. It was mine, and yet . . . I closed my eyes for a moment, and the heartbond burned through my consciousness, shimmering gold and sturdy as always, but this time, it felt stronger. A little tighter. I could still sense a wall at Rorik’s end, but it felt weaker somehow. Fucking fantastic. Our control was slipping. Again. Slowly, I opened my eyes, but Rorik wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was scowling at Lydia.

“You’re absolutely correct,” she said with a perilous grin of her own. “If you would be intimate with her instead of a Waterstone . . .” She took a step toward Rorik, and I watched in fascination as her glamour rippled away to reveal her bestial features. I’d never seen them before. At the silver fete, the most she’d shown were pointed teeth and ears, but this Lydia was fearsome. Iridescent scales rippled down her cheekbones and along her neck, even coating the length of her arms. Her fangs protruded past her lips, and her eyes took on the reflective sheen of a cat. Scaled wings exploded from her back and stretched wide, and the earth at her feet bloomed into hundreds of tiny white flowers. The air sang with her magic, and a fresh, floral aroma filled my senses.

Rorik’s magic, as sharp as the summer sun, flared in response. “Careful, Lydia.”

“I can do incredible things, but I cannot teach someone how to access magic from their heartbond when their partner refuses to share.” Even the shape of her words seemed to change, elongating as if on the tail end of a hiss. She glanced past him to the quickly fading form of Ossanna. “Or perhaps you regret your decision?”

Rorik didn’t even bother with his own glamour. His hard tone was warning enough. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Just leave us alone,” I said through clenched teeth.

“I tried, Edira. You’re the one who came crawling back here.” He rounded his glare on me, and his sinister grin revealed the tips of his fangs. “I thought I taught you how to run.”

Anger snapped in me. One moment I was thinking clearly, suppressing the bubbling mess of emotions threatening to explode, and the next I was lunging. I thought of nothing except hitting that damn face of his and hopefully taking a few teeth with me. His eyes widened as I moved, and while I still missed, he barely had a chance to shift to the side before I went sailing past him. His dark laugh rumbled from somewhere in his chest as he rolled his neck from side to side.

“Go inside, Lydia. I’ll take it from here.”

Lydia’s gaze shifted from him to me. All I could do was grimace, and my fists trembled by my sides. A dull ringing was pounding in my ears. She watched me for a long moment when mischief sparked through her eyes. With an easy flick of her wrist, her glamour fell back into place, and she left without another word.

“Come on, Edira.” Rorik beckoned to me with the slightest curl of his fingers and a wicked smirk. “Let’s see if you remember anything I taught you.”

Everything in me demanded I take the bait, but I forced myself to hold steady. My eyes tore apart every tense muscle in his body. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Did you want me to?” He cocked his head to the side. “I’ve always been exactly what I said I was. Nothing more, nothing less. Tell me, why are you so angry?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Heat colored my words, and I stepped toward him. He didn’t retreat. “I’m furious that after everything I’ve done for you and your family, you won’t help me.”

“I am trying to help you,” he growled.

“Really? I must have missed that,” I hissed. “Because the only person I see you spending any time with is Ossanna, and she’s not the one trying to save you.”

An emotion I couldn’t name flashed in his eyes, but I felt its heat down the heartbond. “You shouldn’t be jealous of her.”

“You know nothing about what I feel.”

“That’s right. I suppose I wasn’t privy to your innermost desires like my darling deceased brother was.”

Indignation roared through me, and I lost all semblance of control. I launched myself at Rorik. I knew he’d expect me to come at him again, so rather than aim a punch at his face, I simply threw my entire body into his center. He wasn’t prepared for me to wrap around him, and I took us both tumbling to the ground. His head smacked against the earth, and he let out an audible grunt as I pinned him beneath my weight. Shock made him slow to react as he blinked up at me. Pressing my thighs tight on either side of his hips, I sat on top of him and threw punch after punch against his chest.

His ribs shuddered beneath me, and I thought I was finally, finally, doing some sort of damage to his precious ego, when I realized that rumbling was nothing more than a laugh.

“Edira—”

“Shut up!” I screamed.

He caught my wrists midair and snared them in his hands. Then, with one obnoxiously fluid move, he flipped us so my back was pinned to the earth and he was poised above me. With ease, he pressed my wrists to the ground above my head. My chest heaved uselessly as I writhed beneath him, and a dangerous, tantalizing heat filled his stare.

“Stop it,” he murmured.

His breath was warm against my neck, and gooseflesh rippled across my skin. A sudden awareness clicked in my mind and doused the fire raging through my veins. All I could see was his broad chest and the exposed length of his neck. All I could feel were his hips pressing down against mine and the delicious pressure of my hands bound by his above my head. Heat flared in my cheeks, and I swallowed.

He watched it all. “I’m going to let go now.”

All I could do was nod.

Slowly, he released my hands and then shifted off me. I hated how much I immediately missed the weight of his body.

“Sorry.”

“Are you?” He chuckled. Leaning back on his hands, he stared up at the afternoon sky.

“Not really, but it felt like the right thing to say.” Pushing myself up, I scooted into a sitting position a safe distance away from him, where he was out of reach and where I could easily keep my hands to myself. The emotions raging inside me subsided, and I groaned as I pinched my nose.

Rorik blew out a heavy sigh. “This is my fault. I wasn’t paying attention to our bond, and I let some of my emotions slip through. You’re frustrated, so my frustration simply amplified yours.”

“That was your frustration?” I rested my chin on my shoulder as I stared at him. “You’re a fucking mess if you’re that upset all the time.”

“I know.” His smile was stilted. “You can blame yourself for that, though.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course, because it’s so immeasurably difficult to have me around.”

“Yes.”

My nails dug into my knees. “This is going nowhere. You still refuse to help, yet you can find it in your heart to spend time with Ossanna. Is she trying to pawn Issa off on you like she did with Orin, or does she want you for herself?”

Rorik winced. “It’s complicated.”

“Is it? It’s not like we have anything between us. Orin was going to do the same thing, despite claiming to love me.” The words tasted like ash on my tongue, and I looked away to avoid the weight of Rorik’s gaze. “I’m sorry you had to heartbond with me out of some perceived fealty after I broke your family’s vow. I’ll be dead soon anyway, and then you can go about your merry days with her.”

A rumble of discontent came from him, but I refused to stop. “I’m going to do this with or without you. You can make it easy for me, or you can make it hard. All I’m asking for is the chance to do what I want with my last bit of time on this gods-forsaken earth.”

Tension filled the space between us as a deep, pregnant silence took over. I felt his stare worm into me, and it grew heavier, more damning, with every passing breath. I drilled my fingers against my legs until finally I turned. Fire burned in his eyes, and the muscles along his neck strained tight against his skin. The vein near his temple flared, and there was so much hanging unsaid between us that I nearly broke down and closed my eyes. I couldn’t stand the way he was looking at me. Like I was some burden he’d been forced to carry.

I carry the weight of unspoken burdens in my bones.

He’d said that to me one night, before I understood the truth of his predicament and how Orin essentially controlled him. I never wanted to be like that. I didn’t want to be the reason Rorik felt forced to do anything.

Heat pricked at the backs of my eyes. “Never mind. Forget I said anything. I’ll just—”

“Fine.” The word was so strained, so heavy, it scraped through the air. “I’ll help you.”

“Forget it.” Now that he was offering, I couldn’t bear to take it. It felt wrong somehow, stripping this tiny piece of self-control he’d gained, this choice he’d finally made for himself.

“Don’t.” He inched toward me. “Gods-dammit, Edira, do you ever think of yourself first?”

I blinked. “What?”

“For fuck’s sake.” He blew out a breath and ran his hand through his hair. “You say you’re going to do this regardless, because that’s your choice. Fine. This is my choice.” I opened my mouth to argue, but he pressed his finger to my lips to stop the words from spilling out. “But just know that I’ll fight you every fucking step of the way in the hopes that you change your mind and run.” He watched me with an intensity that made my lungs stop working altogether. After a long moment, he let his finger fall away, leaving behind a burn on my lips.

“I think you thrive on being difficult,” I finally managed to say.

“Maybe,” he mused. He turned his body so he faced me directly. “Place your hands in mine.”

Gingerly, I did as he asked. His lips quirked as his thumbs teased the center of my palms. Warmth spilled from his touch, and while I knew it was just body heat pooling between us, a flicker of desire stirred in my chest.

“Close your eyes,” he said.

I frowned. “After you just pinned me to the ground?”

His grin sharpened. “I can do it again if you’d like.”

Heat flamed in my cheeks, and I slammed my eyes closed. “Just tell me what to do.”

“What a tantalizing offer,” he purred. I bared my teeth at him, and he laughed. “Just picture our bond.”

Finding it had never been hard. It was impossible not to search for it every time I rummaged through my consciousness. It was a beautiful, sparkling thing that yearned to be seen. Touched. Acknowledged. It bloomed to life in my mind with ease, and my breath naturally fell into a slower cadence as I waited for Rorik’s guidance. Memories of our past skated through my mind. How many times had we done exactly this? Sat together and simply breathed? It felt so natural to be doing it again, and a pleasing weightlessness filled me to the brim.

“Good,” Rorik murmured. “It’s one thing to wear a mask on your face, but an entirely different thing to mask your truest emotions. Usually by the time they bloom to the surface, they’re a bit diluted and easier to manage. I forget, as a mortal, this intimate knowledge of your emotional being is often lost on you.”

I snorted. “I don’t know whether to be offended or to just chalk that comment up to more immortal snobbery.”

“Both,” Rorik said. “Still, the more familiar you are with the source of your feelings, the easier it will be to mask them. When they pop up, give them the space to fully breathe. Acquaint yourself with the rawest form of what you’re experiencing, and the next time, you’ll recognize it sooner. And be able to mask it.”

“I’ll have you know there will be no filtering on my end. I’ll make sure you experience every ounce of disgust and rage I feel toward you at any given moment.” I couldn’t keep the grin from tugging at my lips, but I had no idea if he saw it or if his eyes were shut like mine.

Even so, I could hear a hint of a smile in his answer. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Now, just keep breathing.”

Nothing could’ve prepared me for what happened next. At first I was there, standing on the edge of the bond and staring into the darkness where I knew he lurked. Then there was a deep, heavy shudder like the ground giving way, and the bond between us went impossibly taut. The river itself became a placid stream of shined gold, more reflective and blinding than I’d ever seen, and suddenly Rorik was there in my mind. He stood at his end of the bond, his amber eyes trained on me. Waiting. Watching.

There was a slight pause. The calm before the storm.

And then everything slammed into me.

It was a barrage of emotions all snarling and raging as they coursed down our tether. I felt anger, red hot and hungry for vengeance, rip through his limbs and tear at his skin like a savage beast. Despair, so tortured and low, a deep guttural ache that stemmed from everywhere. Frustration roiled from the pit of his gut and made the dark expanse of our shared consciousness sway. Sadness, more all-encompassing and bone-deep than the rest. A gasp tore from my chest, and my hand immediately flew to my heart. There were one or two other emotions coiling beneath those, but they were elusive. I could feel them like a light caress, a feather dancing against my skin, but when I tried to focus on them, they simply slithered away.

It took me several breaths to find my words. “Why do you feel like this?”

His answer was humorless. “I could ask you the same.”

It never occurred to me that my emotions would have a similar effect on him. “What do I feel like?”

“You don’t know?” Rorik laughed, but it was brittle and callous. “Gods, Edira. And you wonder why I wanted you to run. All I can feel is the oppressive weight of your drive. You really weren’t going to let this go.”

“Never. After what I sacrificed to save your family, after what Orin did to me . . .”

At the mention of his name, an acrid taste flooded my tongue. It was so heavy and riotous that it had to be both of our angers colliding. Our roiling emotions surged together in a flux of heat that tinged my vision red. My muscles tightened, and my body ached to find a way to let out the neglected fury screaming down our bond. My rage fed Rorik’s just as his fed mine.

“Easy,” he murmured. “Don’t get lost in it.”

Gritting my teeth, I forced out a slow breath that burned like steam. Rorik nodded as he did the same. The overwhelming heat churning through my body cooled but never fully dissipated. Manageable for now, at least.

When he spoke again, his words were hollow. “Why do you think I didn’t want you to come back?”

“Because you couldn’t stand the sight of my beautiful face?”

A flicker of hesitation down our bond. Then it shifted to light and teasing. “Of course. You are difficult to be around, after all.” Before I could tear apart that ridiculous answer, he scraped my palms with his nails, reminding me that my body wasn’t actually present in the expanse of our minds. “I’m going to summon my power now. Pay attention to how it feels.”

I went stock-still. I felt it in my heart before it crested around my hands. It was so incredibly light and gentle. Just the smallest prickling of awareness followed by a sensation of warmth that pooled outward. It settled in my chest and pumped out from my heart, rushing through my body with a sudden heat. The scent of pines and moss was heavy in the air, and something cool kissed my palms.

My eyes flew open, and both of Rorik’s hands were doused in hundreds of green particles of magic. Gently, I traced the length of his fingers, reveling in the crisp, refreshing nip of his power. A smile stretched across my face, and I looked up at him to find him already watching me. Magic thrummed through his eyes, turning his gaze molten, and one of those elusive emotions twining in our bond dared to rear its head. All I could tell was that it was deliciously warm, and it sent my heart cantering. Rorik’s gaze roved to my chest.

I rolled my lip into my mouth as I leaned in closer. His nostrils flared, and he clenched his jaw. Then as abruptly as it had appeared, that mysterious feeling of his disappeared, and Rorik bent toward me with a teasing grin.

“Your breathing slipped.” With effortless quickness, he jammed two fingers in the center of my stomach, and my lungs nearly collapsed. I yanked my hands away and wrapped my arms around my torso. I hadn’t realized my breathing had faltered. If anything, I’d been proud of how steady I’d managed to keep my focus, and he was the one throwing bullshit emotions my way. As I gasped for air, I shot him a glare—and a torrent of vile sentiments down our bond.

Rorik tipped his head to the sky and laughed. “I suppose this will, in the very least, be entertaining. We’ll do more later. Go take a break.”

After finally getting my lungs in working order, I launched to my feet. “Fuck you, Rorik.”

He flashed a sinister show of teeth. “I believe when I suggested training of that nature your exact words were ‘I would never sleep with you.’ Don’t tell me you’re going back on your word?”

“Never,” I said, spouting the exact same answer I’d used back then, too. Then I turned on my heel and left him to do whatever it was he filled his days with. His laugh followed me through the courtyard, along with a tiny prod of awareness down our bond. A flash of his smirk appeared in my mind, and I cursed quietly to myself.

Maybe he’d been right all along. Opening myself to him was a nightmare waiting to happen.






Nine

Rorik wasn’t in the dining room when I entered that evening, and I was thankful to slide into my chair without his eyes upending my entire world with every casual glance. Seville was seated beside me, and she tilted her head by way of greeting. Lydia, Clesian, Amalyss, and Tasia sat across from us, and despite their recent bad news, the girls seemed to be in good spirits. They chattered away about upcoming travel plans, and I frowned as an attendant began to fill my plate.

“You’re going somewhere?” I asked.

“Not anytime soon,” Tasia said with a wave. “But yes, in a few months.”

“The four of us will be meeting a few other families with Evers our age,” Amalyss said, a sly smile pulling at her lips.

“We thought about holding off, given the recent development, but that’s precisely why we’ll carry on.” Lydia reached for Clesian’s hand and squeezed it tight. “It’s what the girls want, and all Evers have blight, so they won’t be at any additional risk of contracting it or sharing it.”

“We just want to keep living our life, is all,” Tasia said with a sheepish grin. “And I do mean living in every sense of the word.”

“Tasia,” Clesian muttered as he cleared his throat. “We’re at the table.”

“It’s common for Evers to visit other families when they come of age,” Seville said. She reached for her wine and swirled it once before taking a delicate sip. “My father did the same for me, though that hardly worked out.”

Lydia snorted. “You nearly killed every possible suitor just for looking at you wrong.”

“He had horrid ideas for who I should end up with.” Seville shrugged.

“At least we agree about that,” Lydia said.

“How many other families are there?” I asked. Once, while reading Fable or Fact: A History of Evers, I’d stumbled upon a lineage chart detailing hundreds of Ever families, but outside of the Ferngloves, I’d only ever met the Starglens and Waterstones—neither of which seemed to appeal to Amalyss and Tasia.

“There used to be more,” Clesian said. He nodded his thanks to an attendant who’d set an arranged plate of duck, grilled squash, and freshly baked bread before him. “Back when I was courting, there were dozens of families with eligible partners. But there was only one Lydia.”

She chuckled softly, and a pang of longing spurred in my chest. I busied myself with my squash, spearing the vegetable before taking a quick bite. “How did you two meet?”

Clesian twirled his fork along his plate. “I used to be an emissary for another prominent house, and I was traveling between families to extend them an invite for a fete. When I got here, Lydia answered the door. Before I could even start, she took one look at the invitation in my hands and tore it to shreds. Then she slammed the door in my face.”

“You make me sound so horrid,” she murmured, but didn’t deny it. Both Amalyss and Tasia giggled.

“Of course you were immediately taken by her absolutely unhinged behavior,” Seville drawled. But her words lacked any bite, and her lips curved with the barest hint of a smile. Heartbonds were so revered in Ever society, and here I was, bonded to a colossal ass who would’ve rather seen himself tied to literally anyone else. Possibly even a Waterstone.

Rude, though I’m flattered you’re thinking of my ass.

My fork clattered to my plate, and all eyes rounded on me. I turned in my chair, expecting to find Rorik leaning indolently against the opening to the dining room, but he was still absent.

“Edira?” Seville’s brows drew together. “Something wrong?”

My eye twitched. Slowly, I turned to Lydia. “Can heartbonds talk to each other down their bond?”

“Of course.” Her smile was wide. “I’m assuming that after your physical sparring match there was some additional contact?”

Clesian’s brows shot toward the ceiling as Seville nearly choked on her wine.

“Not like you’re insinuating,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Continue to nurture that bond however you can. Intimacy helps immensely,” she said. “Shame on him for not telling you about mind-speak, though.”

I started cursing vehemently within my mind and prayed Rorik heard every last fuck I threw his way. He must have, because a delicious chuckle sounded in my ears.

I can’t hear everything, just what you choose to share with me. His words were a velvety purr against my consciousness. Unless, of course, you’re not in control of your emotions. Again. Then your thoughts scream so loud I can’t help but listen.

Grimacing, I forced myself to ignore the weight of his voice in my mind. I needed to get a grip on my emotions quickly. He was already under my skin; I didn’t need him loitering around in my thoughts, too.

“He’s such a prick.” Seville snorted. “I suppose the good news is that means he’s finally agreed to help?”

I nodded, and a visible wave of relief washed through the entire family. Seville raised her glass to herself in a mock cheer. “What did he say to you?”

“Nothing of consequence. As per usual.” This time, I intentionally sent the words his way.

I’m wounded, he thought back.

I’m sure. Are you coming to dinner?

Why? Miss me?

“Fuck him, I hate everything about this.” I gritted my teeth and stabbed a piece of duck before tearing into it.

Clesian started laughing. It was nothing more than a stifled chortle at first, but the longer it went on the louder it became, and suddenly his whole family was laughing. Their collective joy practically rumbled the table, and while I silently cursed Rorik—again—for his antics, I couldn’t help but join in after a moment.

When she caught her breath, Lydia offered me a kind smile. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’re not responsible for him.”

“If only,” Seville muttered to herself.

At that moment, Rorik decided to saunter into the dining room, eyes alight with a familiar mischief. I shut my mouth and leaned away from Seville. He slid into his chair with ease and nodded to the nearest attendant, who peeled off the wall to fill his plate with food and his glass with wine. He spared me only the smallest of glances, and my gaze narrowed in response.

Asshole.

In the flesh.

I forced myself to glare at my plate instead of him to avoid giving him any semblance of satisfaction.

Conversation stalled for a few minutes as the scrape of silverware filled the room. Until finally Seville blew out an unceremoniously loud sigh and turned her focus to Amalyss and Tasia, nettling them for details about their preferred partners. They were all too eager to comply, their hazel gazes lighting with excitement as they each discussed what kind of Ever they hoped to connect with during their upcoming travels. After a few minutes, Lydia relaxed and joined in, offering her own tsk of dissatisfaction, often shaking her head at her daughters’ versions of “quality” traits, while Clesian drank. Heavily. Still, there was a soft smile to his lips that hinted at his true feelings when it came to his daughters’ happiness.

I let myself get lost in their musings, and a strange yearning bloomed in my chest. I’d never allowed myself to think of relationships and courting the way Amalyss and Tasia now did. Even before this mess with the Ferngloves, my entire experience with the eligible bachelors and bachelorettes of Willowfell was nothing more than dalliances. Quick interactions full of lust and need, nothing more. I’d never allowed for anything to grow.

Then Orin came along and ruined everything.

Tempered anger festered from the depths of my gut, and I took a long drink from my wine. Rorik watched me quietly, his gaze hammering into me as I drained the last of my glass. He’d barely touched his dinner, instead twirling his knife between his forefinger and thumb for most of the meal.

“And what about you, Rorik?” Lydia asked. Her tone was light, if not a bit sly, and she took a practiced sip from her glass before glancing between Rorik and me. Her question broke my reverie, and I forced myself to meet Rorik’s lingering stare.

“What about me?” he answered, finally slanting his gaze to Lydia.

“Do you have any advice for the girls? For their upcoming courtship travels? Don’t think I forgot about your own journey the moment you came of age.”

Rorik rolled his eyes. “Clearly nothing came of it.”

“No surprise there. You were even more difficult than me, I hear,” Seville said as she pinned her brother with a wry grin.

Amalyss perked up in her chair and pushed her plate forward. She propped her elbows on the table and braided her fingers. “You came back without any prospects?”

“I wasn’t interested in prospects.” Rorik continued to fiddle with his knife, and he nodded to an attendant to refill his wine.

“Just fun,” Seville drawled.

“I can respect that,” Tasia said.

“How befitting,” I murmured as I leaned back in my chair and tipped my head toward the ceiling. A dull ache had started behind my eyes. Just a subtle throb that pounded in time with my heartbeat.

“Befitting?” he mused. “True, I enjoyed my fun.”

Tasia giggled as Seville’s grin stretched further. Immediately I was reminded of our night together, of the wine we shared while taking milk baths and reliving our dalliances. Evers certainly enjoyed the more carnal activities in life. I couldn’t blame them.

“But”—Rorik fixed his eyes on me—“that’s all it was. Fun. There hasn’t been anyone appealing enough to warrant more.”

A fist clenched my heart and twisted it tight. “Interesting.”

Amalyss tilted her head toward me. “What do they do in Willowfell?”

“Nothing elaborate.” I rubbed my temple trying in vain to chase away the growing ache. Rorik’s eyes narrowed as he targeted the action. “We don’t have courtship travels, but I guess that’s a product of necessity for Evers.”

“No gifts? Outings of any kind?” Tasia looked downright abashed on my behalf that I was forced to live such a drab existence. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Not for me. I didn’t want any additional attention. Fewer opportunities for my partners to discover I was a threadmender. My . . . interactions were far from public.”

“One of these days, I’ll drag you to a coupling fete. It’s quite the experience,” Seville said. She skewered her lower lip with her teeth, biting back a teasing smile. Lydia nodded her agreement as she cut a furtive look toward Rorik, and Clesian coughed. Both Tasia and Amalyss seemed to vibrate in their seats, their gazes alight with blatant intrigue. Rorik was the only one who stiffened. His entire expression went cold.

“That is a horrendous idea,” he said, tone unfalteringly even but somehow filled with silent threat.

“Why?” Seville laughed as she finished her wine. “Edira’s life is short, and as Tasia pointed out, her experiences have been lackluster—including the one she entertained within these walls.”

Rorik’s daggered glare sliced through the air, and my stomach knotted at the hint of my relationship with Orin. But rather than utter his name out loud and give him any more space in my life, I gripped on to the one lifeline Seville had tossed: her offer.

“What’s a coupling fete?”

Rorik plunged the knife he’d been twirling into the table. “Something you will not be participating in.”

The pain behind my eyes flared. “Telling me what to do now?”

Seville ignored him entirely. She flipped her hair over her shoulder before reclining in her chair. “The name speaks for itself. It’s a type of fete for Evers to come together and . . . couple, if you will.”

Clesian spoke up then, clearing his throat before meeting my gaze. “Originally it was held as a way for Evers to mingle with the hopes of conceiving a child without formerly attaching themselves to another family.”

“Power sharing is a touchy area for many of our kind,” Lydia said as she straightened in her chair. “Coupling fetes tend to appeal to those who have no desire to form heartbonds. Some attend purely for the fun of it, though. There’s an herb that can be taken by either party to prevent conception.”

“Rorik never did want to be tied down,” Seville said with an exaggerated sigh.

“We were already burdened with Father’s vow. No one else needed to endure that.” His words were clipped, and Seville nodded in agreement.

My chest tightened. I couldn’t bring myself to hold Rorik’s gaze. Instead, I stared at my empty plate. He’d carried so much weight throughout his life, first with his father, then Orin. And now, me. We weren’t bound by an evervow, but we were tied together just the same. He didn’t want to be in this predicament any more than I wanted to. And while I couldn’t blame him for that, I couldn’t deny the small swell of . . . sadness? Uncertainty? The foreign, squirming emotion made my stomach roil and my jaw clench.

I hated it even more that I couldn’t tell if it was mine or his.

Fortunately, the headache that’d been brewing all evening decided that now was the time to come in full force, and I sucked in a sharp breath as the throbbing pain crawled down my neck. Slowly, I stood.

“I think I’m going to call it for the night.” I offered what I hoped was a convincing smile, one that hinted at tiredness but betrayed none of the pain I felt—both the unfamiliar one twisting through my chest and the needling ache in my head. But while I received polite good nights from the family, Rorik only scrutinized me with narrowed eyes.

What’s wrong? His voice twisted through the fog of discomfort in my mind. Hallucination?

I bit back a groan as I exited the dining room and headed for the stairs. Leave it to Seville to share my vision of the Ever to Rorik. If he thought my health was declining, there was no way he’d continue to train me.

I haven’t had any problems since being back here. Lie. Sort of. At least no hallucinations of Death or insanely attractive Evers. Perhaps my mind had enough material to work with just being back within these halls.

We’ll scale back on training.

We will not, I thought back. I want this. Don’t you dare take it away from me.

Edira . . .

No. One word spoken with all the control and power I could manifest. Thankfully, it was enough to shut him up. Once I was in my room, I let out a sigh as I rubbed my temples. I didn’t even bother to change before slipping into bed and burrowing my head beneath the pillows.

The headache would subside. Everything else . . . Only sleep would tell.






Ten

Sleep worked wonders on my headache, but when I rose the next morning, I made an effort to move slow. To relax in a bath filled with soothing herbs and salts to alleviate muscle pain. To stretch and greet the midmorning sun slanting through my windows with a round of breathing exercises. Rorik would be proud. Irritation soured the back of my tongue at the thought of his name. Yet, I endured. I had to find a way to harness his power so I could strengthen my own. All without falling prey to his devilish grin and dark taunts.

Completely possible. I snorted to myself as I left my room. The manor was alive with faint whispers of life as attendants went about their duties and chatted aimlessly with each other. Their movements were a dull murmur that pulsed like lifeblood through the house, and I smiled to those I passed on the way to the kitchen. Their demeanors were so different without Orin’s suffocating rule, and I was glad to see that not just the family thrived in his absence. Breakfast had ended, but I didn’t mind; instead, I snagged a cup of freshly brewed coffee and a scone, eating it while making a beeline for the library and the bay window that overlooked the front lawns.

Draping a knitted throw blanket across my lap, I took a delightful sip of coffee. Rich hints of vanilla coursed over my tongue, and I let out a hushed, pleased sigh.

“What an enjoyable sound.” A deep, sinful voice infiltrated the quiet of the library, and I lifted my gaze to the archway to find Rorik watching me with a teasing grin. His hair was damp, and he wore a loose black button-up shirt with fitted trousers that clung to the defined muscles of his thighs. I vaguely wondered if he ever looked disheveled. Or if mussed hair and wrinkled clothing would do anything to make him less devastating. Rolling my eyes, I took another long drink. Without the sigh.

“I am quite vocal,” I said, throwing a tease back his way. Two could play at his games. I watched to see if my words rattled him like his quips so often unnerved me. It worked. A heated, dangerous sensation flared down our heartbond.

“Noted.” His answering smile was downright wicked. “Still here, I see.”

“Was I supposed to go somewhere?”

“You left rather quickly last night.” The playful lilt to his voice shifted softer, something akin to concern, and his gaze roved the length of my body. “I was hoping you’d be gone when I came down the stairs this morning.”

My eyes narrowed as I blew out a breath. “Yes, well, I’m not going anywhere. You might loathe our predicament, but I live to defy you.”

“So stubborn,” he murmured. The words lacked any bite, and a prickling warmth spread throughout my limbs. Tension stretched taut between us, begging to be cut. Antagonizing each other, it seemed, was what we did best. Draining the last of my coffee, I cast the blanket from my lap and stood up.

“Shall we practice?”

Rorik raised a brow. “Practice what? Making fun little sounds? If you’re so inclined—”

“No.” I shot him a hard glare while simultaneously refusing to acknowledge the swell of disappointment in my gut. “Magic. One session is hardly enough, and I get the sneaking suspicion you’re holding back.”

“Me?” His lopsided grin was all the affirmation I needed, but he placed a hand over his chest in mock insult. Then he laughed. It was low and infuriatingly attractive, and suddenly I wasn’t the only one making appealing sounds. “I told you I wouldn’t make this easy.”

“Fine.” I set the mug on a nearby end table and crossed the room in a few easy strides. “Then how do I convince you to work with me today?”

A deep hum purred from the back of his throat as he looked down at me. “I’ll teach you today if you rest tomorrow.” Immediately I opened my mouth to argue, but his finger was pressed against my lips yet again. “I know I can’t stop you. If I don’t help you, you’ll just overexert yourself trying to do it alone. But you have to keep your health in check.” He leaned closer, his breath intermingling with mine. A knowing look coursed through his gaze. “Understand?”

All I could do was glower at him. And bite. Either I took him completely by surprise, or he let it happen—I didn’t want to examine that dangerous thought for even a moment—but I snared the tip of his forefinger between my teeth and bit down hard. A tinge of salt skated along my tongue. A dark joy bloomed in the recesses of my mind. This was fun. A guttural growl simmered from his chest as layers of his glamour fell away. He stared at me with beetle-black eyes as horns pushed through his forehead to tangle with his locks. Then he smiled, showing off his own fangs and dragging his tongue along their tips for effect.

“The last thing you want is for me to bite back.”

Wrong. Absolutely fucking wrong.

Still, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that. Without ever breaking his gaze, I released his finger.

“I can always ask Lydia and Seville to help again.”

“I sent them and Clesian out to check our lands and our neighbors’ lands for any lost Evers.” His smile stilted. “In case your hallucination was not, in fact, a trick on your senses.”

The visage of the Ever from the market, with her cunning grin and knowing stare, filled my mind. I cursed beneath my breath. It was any wonder he didn’t want me to strain myself. But if she was real and had her eyes set on me, then I wouldn’t go down without a fight. I wouldn’t be a victim again like I had been with the Starglens.

“Guess it makes sense to train me, then.” I folded my arms across my chest. “I accept your terms. Now, can we get on with it, or are you going to posture some more with your magic?”

“Posturing sounds fun.” He let his glamour slide back into place and then sighed, turning on his heel and heading for the front doors. “But fine. We’ll do what you want.”

I followed him in silence as we moved through the pristine courtyard and onto the manicured lawns, heading for a lone tree that I was surprisingly thankful to still see standing. It was an amalgamation of bodies, with thick legs twisting over one another to form the trunk and burrow deep into the earth. The bark was leathery skin of varying shades, and its limbs were arms bent at obtuse, knobby angles that ended in elongated hands and twiglike fingers. Bone-white flowers bloomed from the tips of nailbeds at their highest points, and smoke-gray leaves cupped the gossamer petals. This was where Fernglove ancestors were buried and apparently reborn, and even now, the tinge of death called to my threadmending magic.

When I’d first laid eyes on the ancestor tree all those months ago, I’d been horrified by its existence. But now . . . My gaze slanted to Rorik. We’d spent so much time beneath these limbs. It was a familiar staple when it came to bolstering my power. And now, apparently, his.

He sank to the ground and crossed his legs, placing his hands palms up on his knees. “Let’s get started.”

The next few hours flew by as we worked, pausing only to eat a light lunch brought by Amalyss and Tasia shortly after noon. We started with breathing—we always started with breathing—but it was different with Rorik’s hands in mine, with his magic flowing between us and our heartbond open wide. His power was immense. It was the coursing wind rushing over plains of grass, the depths of shrouded wood kissed by cool mist, the unrelenting beat of the sun encouraging life to bloom at every turn. It was the harmonious calls of birds flitting through the trees, the swell of chirping insects greeting dusk, and the reverberating heartbeat of hooves thudding against the earth. It was all that and so much more. What little slivers I could grasp of his magic felt like lightning to my veins. Wild and all-encompassing and intoxicating. But the more I familiarized myself with it, the easier it came and the less it rocked my senses.

“It’s beautiful,” I murmured in awe. It’d taken several tries and even more curse words to get it right, but I’d managed to coalesce the essence of earth between my palms. The vaporous feeling of it caressing my skin sent gooseflesh rippling up my arms, and yet somehow the magic itself was warm. Rorik’s hands framed mine and we sat knee to knee, but while my focus was locked on the floating orb within my grasp, his gaze had shifted to my face.

“It is,” he said, words soft.

A tremor worked through my fingers, and the magic evaporated. Groaning, I let my hands fall heavily into his and tipped my head back to the sky. Already the sun was setting, and while rationally I could admit I’d gained more in a handful of hours with Rorik than days with Seville or Lydia, I was far from satisfied. I wanted to make his magic my own, to access it whenever I desired. I wanted to encourage whimsical flowers to bloom at our feet or split the ground into a chasm so deep I could only fathom what lay at the bottom. I wanted to effortlessly tap into creatures’ minds and see what the insects and beasts of our lands saw. I wanted all of that, but most important, I wanted power. I wanted to be strong enough to laugh at Death and walk away, just like the first Ever had done.

But as much as I wanted to press forward so I could learn how to use this magic to protect my own threads, my body wasn’t having it. That same headache from the day before was back with a vengeance, throbbing ceaselessly behind my eyes. There was even a dull pounding in my muscles and a bone-deep fatigue that made it feel like I’d run for miles. Magic, it seemed, exacted a greater cost than I anticipated. Given what I had to deal with when I threadmended, I should have expected as much.

“How do you control insects?” I asked on a tired exhale. There was no way he’d teach me that anytime soon, but I was curious.

Rorik rolled his eyes. “Let’s learn to walk before we run.”

“But you already taught me how to run, or did you forget the time you chased me?”

A smirk claimed his lips. “I could never forget the sight of you blundering through the woods.”

“That aside,” I said with an indignant huff, “if controlling insects is so advanced, why can I communicate with Ywena?”

“I’d hardly call communicating with her controlling her. Most of the magical creatures that inhabit our lands have a higher sentience than you might realize. I have a friendship with Ywena, as do you, so she chooses to share her magic with us, not the other way around.”

“So, I’d have to project my magic onto a creature?”

“Yes and no. It’s more complex than that.” Rorik failed to keep the amusement from his voice. “Don’t worry about it for now. You’ll be able to do more soon enough.”

Rolling my neck from side to side, I pinned him with a scowl. “Assuming you don’t stop teaching me, of course.”

“Of course.”

Another errant pang spurred in my neck, and I winced. Removing my hands from his, I kneaded my fingers deep into the muscles curving from the base of my skull down to my shoulders.

Rorik tipped his head to the side, his sly grin growing impossibly sharp. “You could ask for help, you know. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

My gut tightened at the memory of his fingers working the length of my spine. It had been a few days after he and Orin had rescued me from the Starglens’ den, where I’d been strung up and lacerated by an ancestor tree of their own. Once I was healthy enough to train, I’d met him here, on these very lawns. I’d known from the look in his eyes and the clipped tone of his voice that something was wrong. I hadn’t objected—much—when he’d offered to knead the muscles between my shoulders. I’d liquefied into his arms that evening, soaking up the relief his touch brought. Once he’d released every possible knot, he’d pressed my back against his chest, cradling me between his legs, and forced me to breathe in time with him.

Practice, he’d called it. In reality, it’d felt an awful lot like peace—something we both needed at the time.

“You won’t catch me denying that offer.” I let my hands fall away as I turned in place, giving him my back.

“Someone likes a little pain with their pleasure.” He immediately found a knot, and a moan instinctively slipped from my parted lips. Fucking great timing. A pleased chuckle rumbled from his chest. “Again with the sounds.”

“Shush. It can’t be helped.”

“Not where I’m concerned.” His response was purely mischievous and downright smug, and I was thankful he couldn’t see the heat crawling up my cheeks. I bit down on my tongue to bury another moan as he targeted a fresh knot. His fingers worked to chase away the more incessant pains, and while it did little to alleviate the headache or exhaustion, his thorough touch did coax me into a familiar liquid state. Before I knew it, I was leaning against his chest again. His hands fell away, and he rested his elbows on his bent knees, so his arms dangled in a loose cage around my body.

Silence stretched between us as dusk settled over the lawns. The quiet chirps of insects began to lilt over the still air, and a few nightingales called from their invisible perches within the surrounding woods. As a handful of brilliant white stars burst to life in the lilac sky, I let out a quiet sigh. Peace. Just like before.

“What are you thinking?” he whispered against the shell of my ear.

“Can’t you tell?”

He seemed to consider that for a moment before shifting, angling his head forward so that I could just catch the profile of his face in my peripheral. “If you let me.”

The heartbond. I felt a gentle tug along that golden river winding through our chests. Since my little . . . outburst after seeing Ossanna, I’d tried my hardest to keep my emotions in check. And, judging by the lack of foreign anger or irritation flooding me in turn, I assumed that meant he was doing the same. For now, that was safest. Talking, though, that I could do.

I was just admiring the scene. The words rolled easily from my mind and flew down our bond as quickly as if I’d uttered them aloud. Lydia was right. Physical contact certainly seemed to help.

Rorik’s heady stare felt like a warm blanket against my skin. You once told me that you never wanted to see this place again.

I was mad and hurt. Can you blame me? I shifted in his lax embrace so I could study every inch of his expression. After killing Orin and ridding Fernglove, temporarily, of blight, I’d awoken from slumber furious. I’d been betrayed by Orin and Rorik so deeply, so viscerally, that I hadn’t been able to see beyond my own immediate need to run. Just like Rorik had taught me. Sadness flickered through his eyes, and he dipped his head low toward my shoulder. His breath skated along my neck, and my pulse ratcheted to an unbearably fast cadence that I was positive he could sense.

I’m sorry, Edira. The slow, measured way his words fell into my mind spoke to a churning guilt that was amplified down our bond. It swirled around me, threatening to drag me under with the certainty of a fast-moving current, but I didn’t want to drown in the past anymore.

Turning my head, I dragged the tip of my nose lightly against his cheek. His frame tensed, but his lips just barely caressed the curve of my neck. The ghost of a kiss, and while it was so unbearably faint, it sent a purl of heat through my limbs that I couldn’t explain.

“I forgive you, Rorik.” I wanted him to hear the words spoken out loud so we could put an end to the maelstrom of grief plaguing our bond. I also needed to feel the weight of those words on my tongue, to measure whether I was truly ready to move on. And I was. Rorik’s actions, as misguided and horrific as they were, had been entirely orchestrated by Orin. I’d nearly lost my brothers because of them, but Rorik had been powerless to stop Orin’s rule. Still, the more I sat with the weightlessness and relief that came with reconciliation, the easier it was for me to remember everything else he did to try to save me from the nightmare Orin had devised.

I wouldn’t have survived without Rorik.

Gently, I cupped the side of his face and angled him toward me. His gaze was thick with emotion, and a tendon flexed in his jaw. So much raced through his stare that it was impossible to catalog it all—even more so because, at that moment, he’d sealed his feelings away behind an impenetrable wall at his end of our heartbond. It was so sudden and staunch that it left me reeling, and a chill swept down my spine.

“You should’ve stayed away.” Rorik’s throat bobbed as he scooted out of our comfortable cocoon, and then he simply stood up and walked away. I blinked at his retreating form while anger and frustration raged in my mind.

Why? What just happened? Why just . . . walk away? I sent every ounce of my irritation down our bond, trying in vain to break down the icy exterior he’d erected on his end, but it didn’t even shudder under my wrath. All I could do was fume alone.

Gritting my teeth, I flopped onto my back and glared at the evening sky, headache now on full blast. He was such an ass. I’d known it from the start, but something about this exchange felt different. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it reminded me of those unnamed emotions quietly snaking down our heartbond. I could never pin them down. Just like Rorik. Exhaustion tugged at my senses, and I blew out a long breath. A twisting pain spiraled down my neck and infiltrated the muscles Rorik had just loosened. I couldn’t help but wince. Maybe it wasn’t the magic feeding the aches in my bones, but the wielder himself.






Eleven

I rested for a full day, yet every minute felt like punishment. Anxiety had crawled beneath my skin with the restlessness of an ant mill, perpetually spiraling with no end in sight. Hundreds of tiny legs scratched at my insides, and the feeling only worsened as time crept on. The only way out of an ant mill was death. But that wouldn’t be my fate, not yet. I itched to get back to training, to harness the magic I’d unearthed with Rorik. Even now, it was coiled painfully tight in my core, just waiting to be summoned, and I wanted to see what it could do.

I wanted to see what I could do.

I wanted to see if I could summon my threads and coat them in Ever magic like I’d done all those months ago. I wanted to chase away the chill in my bones and wrest control from Death’s grasp. And maybe I was arrogant—likely Rorik’s fault, with his asinine emotions mingling with mine down our heartbond—but I felt like I could save myself. Maybe I could find a way to help the Ferngloves stop their blight from spreading, too. I just had to find out where to start.

The next morning, I practically dragged Rorik from his study to the pristine lawns outside. Soft light bathed the earth in an ethereal glow, and dew glinted like minuscule diamonds across the blades of grass. The rolling fields appeared to be studded with gems, and only a few birds had risen from their nests to greet the sun with tentative, lilting calls. Crisp air ruffled the loose braid across my shoulder, and gooseflesh rippled up my neck. Rorik watched me closely, without an ounce of emotion in his hardened facade.

“I was hoping you’d sleep in,” he drawled.

“I’ve done enough resting.” I shifted my weight and settled into one hip, delivering Rorik what I hoped was a look of disdain. The anxiety creeping through my veins had fizzled out at the prospect of training, of mastering my power. And, despite my lack of sleep, there was only the barest murmur of a headache simmering behind my eyes.

“I see.” His gaze flickered over me, and he paused when he met my eyes. His next words were softer. “Long night? Any more aches? Pains?”

“Outside of the one you’re giving me right now with this line of questioning? No.” I scowled at him, knowing full well he’d use any whisper of an ailment to postpone our work. “Training is exactly what I need to be doing to prevent all of that from happening, by the way.”

“So says you and Seville, but neither of you have any proof.” Rorik lifted a shoulder. “Using my magic could just as easily drain you instead of bolster you.”

“Then we go until I’m tired.”

Rorik frowned. “It’s just after dawn. The attendants haven’t even started breakfast yet. Why don’t we wait to eat first?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Edira—”

“Don’t.” I glared at him. “I don’t expect you to understand, but I need to do something. Anything.”

His eyes narrowed as he shook his head. “I understand more than you know about wanting control.”

At that, the indignation brewing within me was effectively doused. Of course he knew about facing an impossible fate. Orin’s evervow had been no more escapable than death. Until I came along, anyway. My chest loosened, and I tipped my head to the sky to let out a long, calming exhale. When I rounded my gaze back on him, some of the tension in his frame had dissipated.

“Seems like we could both use an outlet of sorts this morning,” I said. It was an apology without actually apologizing, and Rorik merely rolled his eyes.

“The only thing I need is a day free of the stress and anxiety that follow you around like flies,” he said as the hint of a smirk teased his lips.

“Ever think you might be the source of your own problems instead of me?”

“Maybe save the character analysis for after a day’s worth of meals and several glasses of alcohol.” He reached out with one finger and lifted my chin toward his face. “But you might be right. It feels like we could both benefit from something.”

I balked and batted his hand away. “That’s not the kind of activity I had in mind.”

“Isn’t it, though?” He pointedly dropped his gaze to my chest, pinpointing my traitorous, cantering heartbeat.

Heat bloomed across my cheeks, and I shoved him. He didn’t move. “You are so infuriating.”

“You’re one to talk.” He flexed his hands. Then he stretched his arms toward the sky. “Let’s go for a run.”

“Run?” I blinked. “Haven’t I done that enough?”

“Well, you won’t agree to any other blood-pumping activity, so . . .” He trailed off. “I want you to run, Edira. But this time, I’m going to alter the earth to create obstacles for you to either dodge or take control of on your own.”

“So, you’re intentionally going to try and trip me,” I growled.

“Yes.” He smiled. “You don’t have to play along, of course. But this is the only magic you’ll get out of me today.” He pulled my hands up in his, and his fingers lazily touched both of my palms. Calm. Intentional. Both a threat and a tease. “Feel the magic down our bond. You should be able to tell when I summon it. You can either grip it and shift its purpose, or choose to simply avoid it.” He circled me slowly, coming to a stop behind me and pressing the palm of his hand to my lower back. “Now, go.”

His words released me, and the excitement that had been mounting in my muscles suddenly exploded. I tore off through the courtyard, my booted feet thudding loudly against the pavers until I hit the rolling lawns. Dew showered the air like glittering fragments of light. My heartbeat roared in my ears, and that feeling of anxiety completely died. A wide smile took over my face, and I savored the burn of my breath.

I didn’t know if it was Rorik’s emotion or mine, but I felt alive. Like I’d been holding my breath for hours and suddenly my airways were clearer than they’d ever been. Like this was my purpose. This was the way to my future free of death. A carefree laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep in me, and while a quick glance over my shoulder revealed that Rorik had already disappeared—tore off in his own direction to likely watch and judge with a smirk of his own—I swore I heard his answering chuckle.

His magic crested in my chest first. It was a sudden swell of static, like the tension in the air before lightning strikes, and then I felt the ground rumble. Reverberations shot up my legs and threatened to send me sideways, but I kept my balance as I launched into the forest. I took the winding path we’d ventured down before, and trees clambered around me as their branches, thick with leaves despite autumn’s wishes, blanketed out the sun. Mist curled along roots, and moss climbed over every rock and strip of bark, but I wasn’t scared. Not like before. Something about the woods felt familiar now, like Rorik’s magic made me one with the earth.

I felt every ounce of magic he summoned deep in my bones.

At first, he started small, sending a few stray rocks tumbling down the path or causing branches to snap abnormally toward my face. I dodged without thinking, anticipating their movements by the flux of his power within me. Then came the vines shooting through the forest like snakes. They flung toward my ankles, trying to snare me as I ran.

You won’t be able to dodge those. Rorik’s voice sounded in my mind. I couldn’t see him in the dense woods, but rapidly growing plants nipped at my heels. As I rounded a bend on the path, the trail gave out to nothing but unmarked forest floor. I tripped over a boulder and scraped my hands along the rough stone, barely rolling out of the way as the vines shot into the woods. If Rorik had wanted, he could’ve commanded them to drag me kicking and screaming to his feet right then and there. But they simply went limp against beds of pine needles and fallen leaves.

Try controlling it. Even in my mind his words were a whisper. Pushing myself to my feet, I scoured the woods. My ears strained in the silence, my heart hammered in my throat, and my hands stung with the sticky warmth of blood. Still, I smiled. I breathed. I searched for my heartbond with Rorik and relished the comfort of its magic. I was still reaching for it with my mind when Rorik struck, and time slowed.

Before, I’d merely felt his magic snap through me, but this time, I kept my focus on our bond. I needed to understand how it manifested so I could do the same. It was nothing more than a ripple down our current. A single teardrop in the golden stream that barely echoed through its surface, but I saw it. So when a monstrous root tore through the earth at my feet, I already knew it was coming. I thrust my hand forward at the same time I called to Rorik’s magic in my mind, and it rushed through my blood like I’d torn down a dam. It flooded to my fingertips, and I flicked my wrist to the side, bidding the wayward root to do the same.

And it did.

With a shuddering groan, it gave in to my command and went flying into a tree trunk with a heavy thud. Elation and shock hit me with the same force, and I squealed as his magic—our magic now—filled me to the brim.

And then something smooth wrapped around my right ankle and gave a definitive yank. Before I knew it, I was flat on my ass, and Rorik was standing beside me, laughing as a dark vine rubbed along his calves like a proud cat.

“You celebrated too early,” he said, devilish smirk on display.

“Can’t you just compliment me?” I glowered. I tried to tap into our bond, to find the source of magic he was using to control the vine loitering by his feet, but I couldn’t grasp it. He seemed to sense me rooting around for it, though, because his grin only deepened, and his eyes sparked with a sense of knowing.

“Nice try.”

An idea bloomed in the back of my brain. I settled into my frustration, letting him think he’d won while quietly searching for another thread of power down our bond. “So, you only let me control that root because you wanted me to.”

I focused on the individual currents twining through the river of gold, and I felt his magic running beneath it all. Finding the source was a lot like finding the right thread; the longer I centered myself, the longer I focused, the easier it was to find a stream of magic that I could harness. I pictured it twining around my fingers and gripped tight.

“You have a way to go before you can fully wrest control from me. And even then, it will come down to a matter of will.” He crouched down before me and let his hands loosely dangle about his knees. “And I don’t think you’ll ever be able to shake me of that.”

When he bit his lip to keep from laughing—again—I struck.

Our magic coursing through me, I summoned a root from the depths of the earth and sent it rocketing toward his center. It erupted from the soil with ease and lassoed him around the torso, yanking him backward until his spine cracked against the thick trunk of a tree. Then I looped it around his center again. Just for kicks.

Rorik’s eyes were wide as he stared at me. Slowly I stood and stalked toward him, doing my best to imitate his lopsided grin. I only wished I had the fangs he did to really sell the look. When I stopped before him, I pinched his chin and angled it up just like he’d done to me at the beginning of this exercise.

“What was that about willpower?” I asked.

Heat exploded in his gaze, and all at once his glamour was stripped away. Impossibly deep beetle-black eyes stared at me as twin horns pushed through his locks, right at his hairline. A golden luster spilled across his skin, and elongated sable nails clicked against the bark of the tree. His wings were still suppressed behind his glamour, but I had the feeling if he broke free, he’d summon those, too.

He smiled, all fangs and dark intent, and his words were a deadly whisper. “Who captured who?”

My smile slid away. “What?”

The same vine from earlier was on me in a breath, wrapping tight around my thighs, stomach, and just beneath my breasts. It slid against my skin in an unbreakable binding as it lifted me off the ground and brought me inches from Rorik’s face. Our breaths intermingled, and my brain stopped functioning entirely. I could feel him everywhere. Down our bond. Through his magic seeping from the vines into my skin. With every ragged skitter of his breath. My pulse roared in my ears as an unbearable want simmered low in my stomach. This close, I could smell the delectable fragrance of his magic. He was oakmoss and bergamot, fresh rain and the hint of pine, the faint undercurrent of a rose right before it fully blooms. He was the very earth that surrounded us, and he’d somehow rooted himself deep within me.

My body needed him. There was no other explanation for the heat that ravaged my senses, for the desire that became so all-consuming I struggled to think. Gold flashed through the darkened pools of his eyes, and a low, guttural sound simmered from the back of his throat. I didn’t know what to make of it. All I knew was that sound set fire to every last rational thought I had left, and if he’d commanded that vine to strip me naked and lay me bare, I wouldn’t have fought it one bit. Images of his broad frame covering mine filled my mind, and I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood to keep any sounds from slipping out.

Rorik shuddered, and I was acutely aware that he could likely sense my desire through the wide-open bond we were currently sharing. I had no ability to build that wall back up. Not like this.

He cursed, and both his vine and my root crumpled to the earth. He pushed away from the tree as I fell to the ground with a thud. The shock of the hit and the scrape of rocks against my already wounded hands chased away the fog clouding my mind, and I steeled myself with a breath.

“Where are you going?” I shouted.

“To cool off. You should do the same,” he said tersely as he walked away.

I was on my feet in seconds and quickly fell in line with his stride. “What the fuck was that?”

He didn’t look at me. “Nothing.”

“That”—I gestured wildly behind me—“was not nothing.”

His lips lifted at the corner, but the action felt stiff. Slowly, his glamour fell back into place. “Not my fault you find my power so seductive.”

“It’s not—” I slammed my mouth shut, because what was I even supposed to say? That it wasn’t just his power that drove me wild, it was him? Was that even true? It was so damn hard to even unpack what existed between us, what was a by-product of the magic we now shared and what was real. I clenched and unclenched my jaw, ignoring the weight of his sidelong glance as we walked farther into the depths of the forest.

I didn’t dare speak again until we finally came to a stop before a rocky outcrop dripping in vines. I gave him a knowing look, and the tension in his frame eased.

“I won’t command them, promise.” He held his hands up, then winced at his own words in mock pain. “Well, I won’t send them after you, at least.” With two fingers, he pointed at the weeping strands of foliage, and they curled upward on themselves to reveal the darkened mouth of a cave. “Come on.”

He started into the open maw of the cavern, but my body had frozen at the sight. A sudden wave of fear crashed through me, and the sounds of the woods faded as the world narrowed to that quiet opening. My throat tightened as bile soured the back of my tongue, and a cool sweat began to form at the base of my hairline.

Briar had taken me down into a cave, down into the bowels of a burrow he’d called home. Where I’d been strung up to an ancestor tree and tortured for my magic.

My ability to speak died as the memory of that night played on a loop in my mind.

I could still feel the leathery skin of deceased Evers rubbing along my arms. The bite of their elongated nails as they pierced my skin and dug beneath my muscles and tendons. The uncomfortable writhing and shifting of the tree’s endless limbs as it held me in place.

I couldn’t go back. I wouldn’t.

“Edira.” Rorik’s voice was a rough purr against my ear, and I started in place. The present sounds of the woods, of the birds trilling away and the murmur of the breeze through leaves, came rushing back along with Rorik’s breath. His hand had gently clamped around my wrist, but when I met his gaze, I saw nothing but rage. I didn’t feel it down our bond, which meant he’d been sheltering me from that fathomless emotion of his, but he couldn’t hide it from his eyes. And I knew. I knew, because I hadn’t had the skill or foresight to shield my emotions in that moment, he’d felt that visceral fear—and realized why I’d gone still at the cave’s entrance.

“We don’t have to go in,” he murmured. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think . . .”

My throat had dried, but I forced a scratchy swallow. “No. I don’t want the fear to control me.”

He considered me for a long moment before relenting with a nod. “I’ve got you.” He never let go of my hand as he eased us into the cave, and with every step the dread slowly abated. Rorik had protected me then. He might laugh at my expense or push me through ridiculous exercises and drills, but he’d never hurt me.

Thankfully, we didn’t have to walk far. The rough rocks beneath our feet shifted to a smooth white stone that was slick with moisture, and the walls opened to a large enclosure, complete with a circular pool of crystal clear water. Stalactites dripped from the ceilings like bony icicles, and pale lichen glowed along the walls in swirling, indecipherable patterns. They sparked brighter as we passed, casting a faint pale blue glow into the damp air.

Rorik released my hand. “Ready to cool off?”

And then he removed his shirt with one quick yank and tossed it to the side.






Twelve

My mother loved this place,” Rorik mused as he looked around. He said something else about magical properties and water and healing effects, but it was all muddled in my mind. I’d seen him shirtless before, but only once, and I’d been fueled by too much ire to really appreciate what I’d seen. But now I could look. I noticed the wide frame of his shoulders, how his back tapered to narrow hips, how his carved muscles rippled with even the slightest move on his part. The Fernglove crest stole most of my focus, though. Its hilt started at the base of his neck with the blade perfectly centered along his spine. Butterflies, moths, beetles, bees, and a variety of insects were all in perpetual flight around the shined metal, and bone-white flowers filled the empty spaces to create a cohesive masterpiece. My fingers immediately went to my own emblem, and despite their shared composition, his was by far the most beautiful tattoo I’d ever seen.

Without warning, he undid the buttons to his trousers and tossed them beside his shirt.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I asked, voice unnaturally high. I hated that I was so thrown by the mere sight of his body, but fuck, those thighs. His undergarments clung to his skin and were tight enough to reveal . . . everything. I tore my gaze away before I lost my sanity entirely.

He turned halfway, giving me a quick look at his chiseled chest, and I silently cursed the gods. With raised brows, he tilted his head to the side. “Were you not listening to a thing I said?”

“No, sorry, I was highly distracted by the fact that you were undressing without any warning,” I seethed.

He smirked. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay over there.” After pointing to the far side of the cavern, he dove into the water. And because it was so obnoxiously clear, it was impossible not to see how the contours of his muscles flexed as he swam. When he emerged, he ran an errant hand through his hair, sweeping the strands out of his face, and leaned against one of the stones lining the pool. “We pull from this water source for our baths at the estate. It’s rich in minerals that help with healing. It’s deep in the middle, but there are a few shelves along the edge where you can stand or sit.”

Everything about his sly expression told me that he knew exactly what he was doing.

Two could play at that game.

“Fine, I suppose it’s only fair.” I edged closer to the pool and stripped out of my shirt, revealing beige undergarments trimmed in white lace.

Rorik kept his gaze level. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that your siblings have both seen me undressed.” I moved to my pants next, making a show of slowly easing them down my thighs before nudging them to the side with my foot. “Wouldn’t want you feeling left out.”

“I hate that in so many ways.” Heat flared in his eyes as a current of indignation trickled down our bond.

“I imagine it’s quite hard for you.” I shrugged. “Or perhaps not.” It took everything in me not to look at his waist and confirm my assessment, and instead I peered into the depths of the water. The bottom of the pool was covered in thousands of small river stones, and each one had veins of emerald green streaking through their surface.

Rorik growled, his gaze trained intently on me. “Get in already.”

“I suppose I’ll listen to you this time.” I dove into the pool, only to quickly regret doing so. The water was biting cold, and it effectively doused whatever sultry behavior I’d managed to summon in an attempt to tease Rorik. I broke the surface with a yelp and glared his way. “It’s freezing!”

“I said we were here to cool off.” He still hadn’t moved, but I finally noticed the telltale pearling of gooseflesh ravaging his skin.

“Gods, how long do we have to stay in here?” I shivered as I searched for the shelf along the edge. Once I found a smooth place to sit, I curled my knees against my chest to salvage what warmth I could. Water splashed near my chin, and I barked out a shaky curse.

“Not long. Just relax. We’ll be done before you know it.” He tilted his head back. Closed his eyes.

Yeah, right, I thought. The cold was near insufferable, but Rorik was right. Already the soreness in my body from training had lessened, though I refused to admit it out loud. It was likely just the cold staving off the ache anyway.

A minute scraped by in agonizing silence, save the chattering of my teeth. Rorik had settled deeper into the water, allowing his back to slip down the side of the wall so just his chin remained above the surface. How he wasn’t entirely ice by this point was beyond me.

Does your brain ever shut off? His voice was silken in my mind. I glared at him, but his eyes were still closed, and he seemed otherwise unbothered by my existence.

No. I eyed my clothes and debated abandoning the pool altogether. Does yours?

He opened his eyes and speared me with a harried look. No. But what plagues my mind is hardly any concern of yours.

Maybe I want to know. Maybe I just want to understand you. I held his gaze, daring him to break away first.

I don’t want or need to be understood.

That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. I sighed and cast my eyes to the ceiling. There was some deep, unnamed feeling rooting around in my chest that I didn’t want to examine, and the more time I spent with Rorik the more it bled to the forefront of my mind.

I want what I shouldn’t, and I’m afraid to lose what I don’t have. His words were soft in my mind, so much so that I thought I imagined them. But when I rounded my stare back to him, he was still looking at me with a weighted expression that was steeped in a strange mixture of longing and despair. An ache stemmed from my heart, and I itched to close the gap between us and hold his hand. He’d been through so much in his life: abused by his father and brother, cast aside by his sister—recent actions notwithstanding—left alone in a loveless household. Sometimes it was easy to forget just how scarred Rorik was. He hid his emotions behind walls of glamour and stone, leaned on sarcasm and acidic words to keep people at arm’s length.

I wondered if anyone had ever asked him what he wanted.

So I did.

What do you want? I’d forgotten about the cold at this point and uncurled my legs from my chest. Leaning forward, I gripped the lip of the stone seat. It would be so easy to push off the edge and swim to him. We didn’t ask for this position we found ourselves in—tied to each other in a heartbond born out of fealty and guilt—but I didn’t want him to suffer. He always said he wanted me to live. I wanted him to live, too.

Emotions flared down our bond, never fully coming to a head as if he were stopping them before they became too noticeable. Another minute ticked by, and I wasn’t sure he’d answer me at all. But I wasn’t ready to let go of this strangely vulnerable moment. Rorik had given me so much, and if our arrangement really was this for that, maybe it was time I tried to share with him. Just a little.

Do you want to learn how to see threads?

“No,” he said aloud, the word soft but firm as it reverberated through the cavern. “You are not obligated to share your magic with me. I never expected that when I offered to bond with you.”

“I know.” My heart hammered in my chest as I swam toward him. When I got close enough that our hands could touch, I found a seat beside him and settled against the stone. “But simply looking at threads doesn’t drain my magic or shorten my lifespan. Looking”—I couldn’t help but steal a glance at his body—“doesn’t hurt. Promise.”

“I don’t know,” he hedged.

“What if you see something I can’t? What if you’re able to piece together a way to blend our magics better so I can live longer?” Between strengthening his magic within me and teaching him how to recognize mine, maybe there was a better chance of learning how to protect the threads I had left.

He watched me carefully, a flicker of curiosity threading through his otherwise hardened gaze. Slowly, he nodded. “Fine.”

“I’ve never done this before, so bear with me.” I turned toward him and held out my hands on the surface of the pool. Water slipped between my fingers and over the lines of my palms until he covered my hands with his. Heat bloomed from his touch, and the warmth settled me. I smiled, reveling in the rough scrape of his calloused fingers, and centered myself with a breath. My power was eager and ready, and it blossomed outward from my body like the petals of a flower greeting the sun. The tension in Rorik’s frame evaporated, and he closed his eyes for a moment. I felt him poke at our bond, searching for the source of my magic. A sudden, tender warmth spilled through me and sent a gasp from my lips, and his eyes flew open. Concern laced his features, but I shook my head.

“I’m fine.” I watched as a moonlit glow ensconced his fingers and an ethereal glow bloomed outward from his eyes. “Seems like you found it.”

His throat bobbed. “It’s . . . I don’t know how to explain it.”

“I know.” I couldn’t help but grin. Threadmending was so much more than a power to be harnessed; it was the very essence of life. It was an appreciation for what existed and an understanding that all things came to an end. It was precious and warm and fleeting. It was the water slipping between our fingers. A thing that could only be caught for a moment.

“I don’t know how this will work,” I said after a few breaths, “but I’m going to look at your threads now. Typically, threadmenders can’t see their own, so I have no idea if that will hold true for you or if your magic has shifted the nature of things.” I thought of how, when I first accepted Rorik’s heartbond and channeled the blight from the earth, I’d seen all my threads. They’d been coated in the resplendent gold shell that protected our bond, and I’d commanded them with a vigor I’d never known. Still, I hadn’t seen them since.

“Will I be able to see yours?” he asked, voice barely audible.

“I think so. Threadmenders can see other threadmenders’ lifespans, just not their own. I don’t see why it would be different for you.” I tipped my head toward him and met his gaze head-on. “Ready?”

“Yes.” That single word was so gravelly and heated and full of emotion. I wanted to understand him completely, even if he didn’t want or need my attention. Centering my power, I willed it to bloom further and watched in awe as his life threads unfurled from his frame, peeling away from his body like ribbons dancing in the wind. They were a resplendent and dazzling aquamarine, and their light reflected with the brilliance of polished gems in the clear surface of the pool. I spotted the one damning, wayward thread coated in wretched black tar, and it dimmed the budding awe in my chest. My power thrummed in recognition of the sickness, begging me to find the source of the blight and root it out. I couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

“Edira.” Rorik wasn’t looking at me directly but around me, and I stilled. This was the first time he’d be able to see threads, and now that he knew how to access my magic, he’d likely be able to do it again on his own in the future. Just like I hoped to do with his magic. And yet, his broken gaze told me that he wouldn’t be looking again anytime soon. Slowly, he shifted his stare to me.

My stomach plummeted to the bottom of the pool. “How many are there?”

Rorik’s throat bobbed. Once. Twice. “Not enough.”

The headache from earlier returned, a dull murmur behind my eyes. I winced but tried my best to smile. This wasn’t a shock. Maybe to Rorik, but certainly not to me.

“Edira . . .” His voice was painfully soft. I couldn’t stand how it made my fears crawl to the surface.

“It’s okay,” I said gently, pulling back my power and quietly erecting my own barrier on my side of our heartbond.

He opened and closed his mouth to speak, but no words came out. I’d never find out what he intended to say, because at that moment Ywena came fluttering through the cavern. Her endless chittering was a shrill warning that echoed through the cave, and both of us riveted our eyes to her.

Something was wrong at the house.






Thirteen

Images flashed simultaneously from Ywena to Rorik and me, and I was lost in the flurry of pictures. Her frantic energy filled the air, and she was too distressed to clearly iterate what she saw.

Rorik immediately shot out of the pool and came to stand before her. “Easy. Try again.”

I did the same, making a beeline for my clothes and quickly dressing while her images once again paraded through my mind. The lawns outside of Fernglove, the stable hands working with the stags, attendants tidying the courtyard, a lone visitor walking up the steps to the entrance of the manor . . .

The pool had tried in vain to turn me into an ice sculpture, but the last image from Ywena froze me in place. It was as clear as the water we’d just bathed in. The Ever from the market. She was at the house.

“A visitor? I don’t recognize her,” Rorik said with a frown.

“I do,” I said quietly.

Rorik tensed. “How do you know her?” He was still shirtless, still covered in droplets of crystalline water and looking like a god of wrath. His fangs had elongated to prick against his bottom lip, and his eyes had gone black.

“I don’t know her. She’s the Ever I saw. The one we were hoping was a hallucination.” He opened his mouth to demand more, but I held up my hand and kept going. “I swear I didn’t know she was real.”

“Well, clearly she is,” he spat, clenching his hands into fists by his sides.

“I told you about her. Why are you mad at me?” I took a step toward him.

He sucked on his teeth. “Seville told me about her. Not you.”

“Semantics,” I bit back.

“Come on. I’m carrying you.” He didn’t bother with his shirt, only his pants, and then moved toward me.

I backstepped out of his reach. “Excuse me, what?”

“Don’t test me, Edira,” he growled. Then he ran his hand down his face. “Please.”

His voice cracked, and with it went my stubborn resolve. I nodded and let him scoop me into his arms. I ignored how perfectly I seemed to fit in his hold, how even with the cold water from our bodies seeping into my clothing, I felt warm. His fingers pressed tightly against me, and then he was running.

I thought I’d run fast before, but I’d been so very, very wrong. Rorik moved through the forest with uncanny speed, and the brisk air was a harsh slap of cold against my already tender skin. I burrowed further into his chest and felt his grip deepen. Still, he didn’t let up. He barreled through the woods like an arrow let loose from its bow, and if a tree or branch dared to get in his path, he shoved it to the side with his magic. His glamour stripped away as the wind tore through us, and once the network of branches above our heads had cleared enough for us to see the sky, he launched into the air.

Flying. We were flying. A startled gasp flew from my lips as the world fell out from under us. His hardened forewings snapped out behind him with a resounding clap, and then the hindwings buzzed to life. Shimmery gold and near translucent, they moved at an impossible speed and propelled us forward, and if my added weight affected Rorik at all, he didn’t show it. We raced above treetops, their heads like the pinpoint of needles beneath our feet.

It was magnificent. If circumstances had been different, I would’ve set my pride to the side and pleaded with Rorik to fly me through the air for hours. Knowing him, he would’ve done it just to see me beg. But his eyes were locked on Fernglove Manor, his expression already shifting to one of bored indifference and dangerous nonchalance. His preferred mask. He wore it with such efficiency that even now, seeing him slip so easily behind that carefully constructed facade gave me pause.

You still with me? I thought quietly, not wanting to distract him from flying and send us spiraling to our deaths from this height.

Rorik’s eyes softened a fraction, but his grip on my thighs did not. Of course. Then he shut me out completely, leaving me cold and alone in the shared consciousness that our heartbond provided.

Within minutes, we were at the manor. We descended with ease, and he gently placed me on the ground before calling back his wings and replacing his glamour. The moment my feet hit the stone steps, the front doors swung open, and Seville was standing there with her own tight look of unease. Her lips were pinched into a fine line, and her stare was sharper than glass. She took one look at my damp shirt and his bare chest and mumbled something beneath her breath about “horrid timing.” But other than that, she simply ushered us in. She and Rorik shared a private look as attendants moved silently through the foyer. Rorik signaled one, and they rushed away only to return with a fresh shirt for Rorik and a knit cardigan for me.

“She’s in the library,” Seville said.

“Who is she?” Rorik buttoned his shirt quickly and then was off, Seville and me following close behind.

“She won’t say until you’re present. I have her with Lydia and Clesian now. I sent the girls to their room.” Seville cast a quick look upstairs. I doubted that would keep Amalyss and Tasia from eavesdropping.

“How did you not notice her? Back in Willowfell?” Rorik hissed.

Seville averted her gaze, but her lips curled back in a snarl. “I’m not sure.”

“What does she want?” I asked as I adjusted the hem of my moss-green sweater.

Seville glanced at me, then Rorik. “You haven’t told her?”

Warning bells crashed in my ears. “Told me what?”

“Not now,” Rorik growled.

I swear to the fucking gods, if this has to do with me and you haven’t told me, I will end you, I practically screamed down our bond. I wasn’t sure if he would hear me, but he shot me a glare that told me my words must have slipped through some small crack.

We passed into the library where Lydia and Clesian were seated on the couch, their own frames tense and their tea untouched and cooling on the coffee table before them. The woman was standing before one of the shelves and aimlessly dragging her fingers along the bindings. She hummed softly as she moved, not at all perturbed by the tension that sat heavy in the air. As we came to a stop before the table, I was once again struck by her beauty. It seemed effortless, like it was simply a natural extension of her. I wasn’t even sure if she was aware of it. Her lips curved in a smile, and her eyes crinkled as she gave me a teasing finger wave.

“Hello there.” She gave up on her perusing of the shelves and rounded on us fully. “You left before I could properly introduce myself the other day.”

“I believe you were the one who left,” I said. She’d disappeared so easily into the crowd. At least here she’d have a harder time slipping away. I doubted Rorik would ever let her.

“Go on and introduce yourself, then.” Rorik shifted from one foot to the other, and he cast a disinterested look to the windows. He played at unbothered, unwilling to give this Ever the full weight of his attention. “We all have things to do.”

“Rorik, is it?” Her gaze sharpened. “I must say, you do share a striking resemblance to him.”

Rorik didn’t react, but Lydia and Clesian stiffened on the couch, and their stares fixated on the Ever with a dawning sense of understanding. Even Seville’s eyes narrowed as she carefully, precisely, placed one hand on her hip. Seville’s entire stance was a dare. An invitation to this Ever to try to cross whatever invisible line she’d just constructed with her words. And the Ever woman seemed to sense it, because she let her gaze shift to Seville.

“I’ve heard rumors of your beauty and your temper from many Evers who’ve graced our halls.” Her gaze roved the length of Seville’s body, and then she chuckled to herself. “At least one of those things has proven to be true. I do hope the other is as well.”

“Your name,” Seville bit out.

“Ah, yes.” The Ever sank into one of the armchairs and let out a soft groan. “My name is Kara. And by the looks you all are giving me, I assume you’ve deduced that I’m here on behalf of the Embergrave house.”

My pulse ratcheted as her words settled over me. The Embergraves were one of the most prominent families of Evers in Glaes. They were listed in the back of Fable or Fact: A History of Evers alongside the Ferngloves, Waterstones, and Starglens, but more important . . .

Zeverin Ignatus Embergrave.

The name of Rorik’s father rattled through my mind. It’d been the key to breaking the family evervow that had kept them from rising up against Orin, but even now, just thinking of that moniker and who it was tied to sent a shiver racing down my spine.

“I paid a visit to Stormsend and the Embergrave Estate a little over a month ago,” Seville began cautiously, her ice-green stare still piercing. “I didn’t see you there.”

Stormsend was a sprawling town that took up a large portion of the northeastern coast of Glaes. By carriage, it would take at least two weeks to reach the verdant valley backed by treacherous, snowcapped mountains. I would bet that somewhere within those endless ranges was a mineral deposit of everjewels coveted by the Embergraves. Even so, Stormsend was a renowned trading port for many neighboring continents and islands, thanks in large part to the calm waters leading into the peaceful bay where ships could easily dock and trade wares. I’d never been, but I’d heard tales of the serene landscape from traveling merchants as they made their way through our town.

“I saw you,” Kara said as she dragged her thumb along her lower lip and eyed Seville. “Maybe if you would’ve stayed longer, we could’ve . . . connected.”

Seville raised a brow. “Why are you here?”

“Zeverin sends his regards.” Kara crossed one ankle over her knee as she studied Rorik.

Immediately, my gaze shot to Rorik. “Your father is still alive?”

“I wouldn’t call him a father by any stretch of faith.” Rorik looked at his nails. “What does he want? He’s spent his entire life ignoring my existence, and I quite liked that.”

“You seem rather healthy. All of you do.” Kara pointedly looked around the room until her stare landed on me. “I wonder why that is.”

Rorik stilled. Only his eyes revealed a sliver of the torrential storm that must’ve been brewing in his chest, because I felt a flicker of pure hatred trembling through our bond. “I think you should leave.”

“Oh, certainly. I don’t plan on staying.” Kara stood abruptly and grinned. She made a show of patting her corseted vest, and then she slipped her hand into one of the pockets along her rib cage. With dexterous fingers, she retrieved a small envelope sealed with a wax E and dropped it on the coffee table.

“I would, however, highly recommend reading that.” She nodded to the correspondence without taking her eyes off Rorik. “I’ll give you the night to consider its contents, and I’ll be back tomorrow to collect your answer. But do keep in mind that Lord Embergrave would be . . . remiss if you were to decline his kind gesture.” She slipped her hands into the pockets of her wide-legged trousers as she breezed by, pausing only for a moment at the threshold of the library. “You were so very close, though. I hear you managed to round up all but one. I guess you can figure out where that one is.”

Her tinkling laugh rang through the air as she sauntered out. No one moved until the front doors slammed shut. And even then, everyone was silent for a moment longer. So much was said in the looks shared by the Ferngloves as I stood on the outskirts of their unspoken conversation. Finally, Rorik cursed and began to pace.

“What did she mean by ‘all but one’?” I asked.

“Attendants,” Seville said, her clipped tone full of venom. Rorik glared at her, but she didn’t balk. Lydia dropped her head in her hands and pressed her fingers firmly against her temples.

Clesian placed a thick hand over her knee before directing his attention to me. “When the manor collapsed, several attendants didn’t return. We don’t blame them for that, of course,” he said pointedly, giving Seville a warning look. Seville scoffed. “They weren’t sure what to expect, and so they sought employment elsewhere. And when you’ve worked for an Ever household before, it’s fairly easy and familiar to step into that world again. Their new employer could strip them of our crest and apply their own, giving the attendants the same comforts they’d grown accustomed to here.”

“The problem isn’t that they sought new work,” Lydia said as she raised her head. Her expression was haggard, her eyes far away. “The problem is what they saw here, and what they might tell their new lord or lady.”

“What they saw here?” I frowned. Orin had been a horrific partner and a monster to his family, but I’d never witnessed any sort of abuse toward the attendants. Maybe they feared stepping out of line, but that hardly seemed like it would cause another Ever family to come calling. Plus, Orin was dead. I’d seen to that myself when I drained the estate and the family of blight and shoved it down his throat.

Kara’s laugh reverberated through my bones. You seem rather healthy.

A dull ringing sounded in my ears as the room began to sway. Slowly, I turned my head until I caught Rorik staring. “You and Seville . . . you weren’t just gallivanting about Glaes for fun. You were covering up what I did to Orin and how I cured the family. You didn’t want the other Evers to find out.”

Seville nodded. “We either offered them reemployment or paid them off and enacted an evervow. A life of ease for never speaking about what they saw or heard. Most didn’t witness it directly, anyway, so we thought we were fine. But some had lingered in the woods to watch. And apparently one slipped through our grasp.”

“But what of the Waterstones? Ossanna clearly knows,” I said.

“She’s proven trustworthy. When a few attendants came to her estate, she alerted us immediately. If she wanted to do something, she would have already,” Rorik said.

“No one thought to tell me about any of this?” My own anger began to claw up my throat.

“I wanted to tell you immediately.” Seville shrugged and then folded her arms across her chest. “Rorik didn’t want you to have to worry about us anymore.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t say something.” My voice climbed higher, and I itched to tear apart the wall blocking his end of our heartbond so I could better understand why he’d kept this from me.

Rorik turned sharply and stormed toward me, heat turning his eyes molten gold. “You never wanted to see me again.”

The rage budding in me came to an abrupt halt. “I think this particular scenario at least warranted a heads-up, even if it wasn’t from you directly.”

“Noted.” He stared at me for a moment longer, and then he blew out a breath as he turned to his family. “Now what?”

“I think we start by opening that.” Lydia pointed one delicate finger at the envelope.

A dull ache simmered behind my eyes, and I pinched the bridge of my nose. Evers and their fucking envelopes. At least the last letter I’d opened from one of them had saved me from a fate I hadn’t even predicted. I doubted this one would do the same.

Rorik picked it up and broke the seal with ease, and his tight gaze flew over the contents in a matter of seconds. The paper crinkled as his fingers shook. Then he thrust it to Seville. “It’s an invitation to a coupling fete in seven days’ time.” She snatched it out of the air and devoured the formal, looping handwriting that dominated the page. With a long breath, she handed it to Lydia. Both her and Clesian’s faces blanched.

“They are known to host them from time to time.” Lydia shook her head. “A perfect excuse to invite the family and a potentially powerful threadmender into their home.”

“We’re not going,” Rorik hissed as he began to pace again. His agitated gait ate up the room in a few long strides, and the floorboards beneath his feet groaned as he stalked back and forth.

“Do we have a choice?” Seville asked cautiously, her stare tracking Rorik’s movements.

“I doubt they’ll take no for an answer.” Clesian ran a hand over his shorn hair before leaning back into the sofa. “It’s only addressed to Rorik, Seville, and Edira, though.”

A twinge of relief coursed through Lydia’s expression. “The girls will be safe.”

“I would’ve thought you’d want them to attend,” I said as I finally sank into one of the spare armchairs and tucked my feet beneath me.

“The Embergraves think they’re superior to everyone else because they have the most direct bloodline tying them to the first Ever. They view marriage into that family as a gift beyond measure, even more so when a child is involved.” Clesian’s gaze cut to Rorik, who had stopped before the bay window to brood. “But they are not known for their kindness. Throughout the years, Evers have flocked to Stormsend and created a community of their own, hoping that one day one of their children will grab the attention of one of the Embergrave descendants and elevate them to a life of self-imposed royalty.”

“My sister . . .” Lydia pursed her lips, stealing a quick glance at Rorik before returning her focus to me. “She never really explained what happened. She and my mother went to one such fete purely to maintain a modicum of civility between our houses, and she came back pregnant.”

“That is irrelevant,” Rorik grumbled. He abandoned the window to stand behind the couch and gripped the polished frame so tight his knuckles turned white. “The point is those fetes are dangerous. And Zeverin will stop at nothing to get to Edira if he thinks she can cure him.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek for a moment. “So we go and show him. We show everyone at the fete that you’re not healed.” They all looked at me, and I shrugged. “I didn’t cure you. I still haven’t figured out how to do it now, even with Rorik’s magic.” Despite the healing pool’s best efforts, exhaustion had found purchase in my bones, and I settled deeper into the chair with a yawn. My eyelids threatened to close.

Rorik’s eyes narrowed as he studied me. Seville reached for one of the teacups and drained it, clearly not caring that it was cold. “That may be true, but we’re still healthier than most. Likely even the Embergraves. You might not be able to cure blight, but you certainly gave us back some lost time—and I bet any Ever would do anything to have that same gift.”

I nestled farther into the chair. Yawned again. “Maybe.”

“We’ll discuss more later. Edira needs to rest.” Rorik moved toward me and, with annoying ease, slipped his arms beneath my body and lifted me from the chair.

“I can walk,” I mumbled with not nearly enough protest. Rorik only raised a brow, and I resisted the urge to toy with his twin dermal piercings just to irritate him.

No one said anything as we left. He carried me up the stairs, never looking down to meet my eyes, and I quite frankly didn’t care. I was tired. And that headache was becoming bothersome, and the prospect of sleep was too tantalizing to deny. So, I didn’t argue when he breezed into my room and drew the curtains shut. Or when he tucked me gently into bed. I only stilled when he brushed a loose strand of hair out of my face.

“Sleep,” he whispered, his fingers still lingering against my cheek.

I fell asleep with the memory of his touch still warming my skin. And I didn’t wake up once.
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When I awoke that evening, Rorik was there. He was sitting in an overstuffed chair with his legs stretched out before him and his ankles crossed. Head tipped toward the rafters, he stared at the ceiling and the cacophony of ivy strands and leaves wrapping the wood. He’d changed his clothes since this morning, and his shirt was wrinkled around the collar as if he’d been tugging it out of frustration. Loose pants of what appeared to be a soft fabric clung to his legs, and his feet were bare. A candle had been lit on the nightstand beside him, and its orange glow competed with depthless shadows for dominance over his stoic expression. Even in casual clothing, he was a sight to behold.

“That was the best nap I’ve taken in ages,” I said, and his gaze snapped to me.

“Glad to hear it.” There was a tightness to his words, and I shifted in bed so that I could sit up and face him head-on.

“Something wrong?”

“Outside of the obvious?” He reached for a glass I hadn’t noticed sitting beside the candle. The crystal tumbler was almost empty, the tawny liquid nothing more than a shallow puddle barely covering the bottom.

“I suppose that was a dumb question.” I sighed and picked at the sleeves of my cardigan, pulling them up my palms.

He caged the drink between his hands. “How long have you been sick?”

It was a question, and yet he delivered it like a command. “What do you mean?”

“Headaches. Sleeplessness. Mistaking people for hallucinations.” His glamour slipped, and his sharpened nails clinked along the glass, punctuating his words. “Were you having these symptoms before you returned to Fernglove?”

“Yes.” I fidgeted beneath the sheets. “I still have headaches, but if anything, being here has made things better.”

“Are you certain? Or are you saying that to convince yourself?” He drained the rest of his beverage and then set the glass down with a definitive thud. Gone were his amber irises, and instead I was staring at endless ink-black eyes that were excellent at hiding emotion. “A few hours playing with my magic leaves you exhausted and lethargic. What happens when you push yourself too far? You don’t have threads to spare, Edira. You need to stop.”

“Is that what this is about? Because you saw my threads earlier?” I yanked off the sheets and stood. “I told you, the type of magic we’re doing does not affect my lifespan.”

“But you don’t know that.” In one fluid motion he was standing before me. With surprising gentleness, he ran one finger along my jaw and tilted my head left to right, inspecting for signs of illness. “We are in uncharted territory with this heartbond of ours. I won’t risk your life anymore until we know it’s safe.”

I pulled away from his grasp. “That’s a funny way of saying ‘never again.’ We will never know if it’s safe, because this”—I gestured between us—“has never happened before. Not to your knowledge, anyway.”

His smile was stiff. “I’m fine with never.”

“So you’ve mentioned.”

We were only a breath apart, and neither one of us appeared in the mood to give way. It was a thrill, not knowing who would break first.

“Where does that leave us?”

Rather than move away, he strode forward, and I was forced to take several steps back until my legs hit the bed. He reached above me and gripped the top railing of the four-poster frame. Leaning forward, he dipped his head toward mine.

“You stay here until we figure out how to deal with the Embergraves, but after that”—his jaw clenched as his gaze roved the length of my body—“you leave. You get the hell away from this place and live a peaceful life far away from us. Protect the few life threads you have left instead of risking them for unknowns.”

“No.” My heart cantered wildly in my chest.

“No?” His lips tilted in the first sign of amusement all evening. “Edira, you don’t have the power to stop your own death. You don’t have the power to stop blight. You don’t have the power to stop me. Don’t waste your life for nothing.”

“I could stop you if I wanted.” The scent of his magic lingered on his skin, and desire roared to life in my veins. His body was right there. His hands blissfully occupied the space above my head. I could easily touch the broad expanse of his chest.

His grin was a sinful, dangerous thing. “I doubt that.”

My hands went to the hemline of his shirt, easily slipping beneath the fabric and grazing the contoured planes of his stomach. He stiffened, and a warning simmered from the back of his throat in the form of a growl. It only fueled my want.

“Tell me something,” I whispered as I stood on my toes, dragging my hands up with me. He was a statue beneath my touch, his breath annoyingly even. As if he’d spent his days training with Ywena just for this moment. “What do you actually want, Rorik?”

He inched closer so I was pressed firmly against the bed, just moments from being toppled over, and he let one arm fall away from the frame so he could cup the side of my face. With heartbreaking tenderness, he rubbed his thumb across my cheek. My lips. Time slowed as I fell into the endless void that was his heady stare, and the backs of my knees weakened. He’d leaned so close that I could feel his breath on my mouth, and I swore the hunger in his expression was a mirror to my own. I shouldn’t have wanted him the way I did, but I was beyond denying it. My body ached for him. He had to feel the same. He had to . . .

“I want you to leave.” Slowly, he released his grip on the bed and took several steps back. “No more magic.”

And with that, he fled. Anger flushed through me with a side of embarrassment, and heat flamed my cheeks as I sank to the bed. I wanted to scream. To throw something or slap that irritatingly gorgeous face of his. He’d teased me for so long, but maybe that’s all it was. A deep pang spurred from my chest, and I flattened my palm over my heart. I didn’t understand him, that much was obvious. And he wasn’t about to let me close enough to try.

“Fuck him,” I mumbled to myself as I flopped back onto the bed. He might have just retracted his offer to help me harness his magic, but I’d learned enough. And I wouldn’t let him stop me.

EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, I headed for the library where I could watch the path leading away from the estate. It still bothered me to no end that neither myself nor Seville had been able to detect Kara’s presence until she was standing directly before us. I wasn’t sure exactly when she’d return today, but I didn’t want to be surprised. Not again.

Settling onto the window bench, I grabbed a book to pass the time. Fable or Fact: A History of Evers had somehow survived the downfall of Fernglove and, despite a few tears to its already weathered cover, was in good condition. The tome was remarkably thick and full of anecdotes spanning centuries, but my favorite had always been the story of how Evers came to be. My fingers dawdled over the script, and I hummed to myself quietly, not noticing that Seville had joined me in the library.

“Reading about Rebellyn?” Seville asked quietly, taking a seat across from me at the other end of the bench. She was dressed in smooth slacks and a green blouse, her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. “She was a cunning woman.”

“Rebellyn?” I glanced back at the text, but there was no name to be found. The fable was short and read more like a bedtime story than an article of fact.

“She was the First. Obviously, pieces of history are often lost to time, but some families were able to maintain records of her existence more accurately than others.” Seville stared out the window at the quiet lawns, her gaze far away. Likely she was looking for Kara, too.

“How much of this is real?” I asked.

“There’s truth to every fable. Death, for example, is very, very real.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said. “Things die. Of course it’s real.”

“No, no.” She shook her head before leveling me with her piercing gaze. “Death is an immortal being like us. One with a vendetta against Evers, all because of Rebellyn. He can be tracked, though I don’t know how, and—if you believe Rebellyn’s tale with the blade—he can be wounded. Possibly even killed. Though I imagine that would have ramifications on the balance of our world.”

“And the blight . . .” My mind whirled as I stared at the passage. I’d noticed it before, how quickly the disease attacked mortals yet lingered for years with Evers. Whenever I glimpsed it down my bond with Rorik, I’d even seen it take the shape of a tiny maw, methodically chewing away without any sense of urgency. As if it was designed to linger, to inflict as much pain as possible, before eventually snuffing out the life of its host.

As if it was designed specifically for them.

I cannot walk where there are no shadows. Stay within its glow, and you will never see me again.

The everjewels. Death created an illness designed to eat away at the light protecting the immortals from his clutches. And he wouldn’t stop until every last one of them was gone.

“Blight exists because of Death. That’s why it can’t be stopped,” I said.

“Some tried to take on Death like Rebellyn, of course. But when that didn’t work, we turned to other measures.” She nodded pointedly at me. “Plus, his whereabouts have been lost over the years.”

For a moment, I sat with her words. How did Rebellyn do it? How did she best Death? Of course, I was curious to know if it could be done for the sake of stopping blight, but there was a different, selfish part of me that wanted to know how to do it for myself. If I met Death like she had, did I have the power to do what she did?

Or maybe I just needed the weapon. “Was the blade lost, too?”

“Some of the families hold secrets about Rebellyn’s life. The Embergraves have her weapon. Or, at least, that’s what Zeverin claims. No one has seen it. The Ferngloves know how to summon Death, but to what end . . .” Seville shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure what the other families know about Rebellyn—let alone if it’s useful. Regardless, that kind of knowledge is coveted among Evers and certainly not published in our texts.”

No weapon, then. Maybe her magic was enough. “What kind of powers did Rebellyn have when she met Death?”

“None.” Seville grinned, proud of her ancestor. “That’s the morsel of truth we’ve held on to within this family: her mortal story. She was a sickly, weak woman when she met Death. Not powerful like the fable would have you believe. When someone in that condition stumbles into his domain, he’s forced to appear. He can’t resist the call. Which is why only the sickest of Evers have met him, and why none of them have survived.”

I stilled. Weak. Sickly. I was both of those things. Maybe the secret to extending my life wasn’t bolstering my threads with Rorik’s magic but bartering with Death himself. I just had to figure out how. And if the blade was in the Embergraves’ possession . . .

“We have to attend the fete,” I said quietly.

“I think so, too. Rorik would be a fool to tell Kara otherwise,” she said with a pointed look in my direction. “But something tells me your reasoning is different than mine.”

“Because it is.” I inched the book toward her, and she took it in her hands. “We need to find the blade. And then after that, I need to find Death.”

Silence swelled between us as neither one of us moved. Seville didn’t even blink. Her fingers remained frozen against the page, her lips barely parted. Finally, after an eternity passed, she said, “You think you can take him on? Why, when so many of us have failed?”

“Because I am a weak, sickly mortal. Because he’ll underestimate me just like he did with Rebellyn.” I stood slowly, excitement building within my chest as a light tingling sensation raced through to my hands. “And I have something she didn’t. Magic. Both mine and Rorik’s. I think . . . I think I can do this, Seville. I have to do this.”

There was a way. A way for me to barter with Death. And in doing so, I could save my life and possibly the Ferngloves’. If I could drive that blade straight into his heart, just like Rebellyn did, he’d be forced to comply. But unlike Rebellyn, I wouldn’t fall prey to an evervow that killed off her kind. I’d learned too much from my time with Orin. I would never let another immortal being—Death or Ever—bind me again.

A silky voice draped in heat and malice filled the air. “Absolutely not.”
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Rorik stood at the entrance of the library, his magic pulsing in heady waves with his hands fisted by his sides. Some of his glamour had fallen away to reveal his pointed fangs and horns, and I swore he did it intentionally just to make himself look more feral. He stormed toward us with agitated steps, only stopping when he was within reach of me. I watched without speaking as a flurry of emotions toyed with his expression: rage, concern, indignation.

“You cannot do this,” he seethed. “You’ll die.”

“And? Is that supposed to be news to me?” I didn’t move. I couldn’t let him sway me, not when it felt like I found something that could help us all.

“Rorik,” Seville started as she stood, but he shot her a withering glare that had her biting her tongue.

Rorik turned back to me. “Where is your line? What will make you accept that this is simply the way it has to be? You can’t heal us; you’ll kill yourself in the process. You can’t harness my magic, because it drains you unnecessarily—”

“You’re the only one who thinks that,” I interjected. “We haven’t trained enough yet to prove anything.”

A fire lit in Rorik’s eyes as he kept going. “But now you want to seek out Death? What, exactly, do you plan to do when you find him? Stab him? Rebellyn had a magical weapon. You don’t. And even if you somehow get your hands on it from the Embergraves—and let’s not even address how asinine that thought is—remember what happened to Rebellyn. Her bargain cursed her entire line. Every single descendant of hers, no matter how far removed. What do you think would happen to you?”

Power, fueled by my anger, bled to my fingertips. It was a mixture of Fernglove magic and mine, of the sturdiness of the earth beneath my feet and the glow of moonlight during a midsummer night. It exploded outward, and the vines climbing along the ceiling fell from the rafters to drape around me like writhing snakes.

“I don’t have to worry about my line being cursed because I won’t live long enough to have one.” I spat venom with my words, but he didn’t balk at my fury. Seville glanced at the writhing foliage, a proud look in her eyes and a small smile on her lips. It was enough to keep me going. “I’m the perfect person to take on Death because I have no tomorrow to worry about.”

“You’re delusional,” Rorik said.

“No, you’re delusional.” I let out a sharp laugh. “How are you not fighting to live? How are you not fighting for them to live when this plan might actually work?” I threw my hand toward the open entry of the library where Amalyss and Tasia had gathered. Vora rushed into the entryway beside the girls and halted. A few of the vines snaking along the ceiling slithered toward them.

“At what cost?!” Rorik roared, and suddenly, his own set of vines surged around mine and snapped them in half. His magic was overwhelming enough to squash the little control I’d gained, and the power in me sputtered out. The house settled with a groan, and the air went quiet. Even my threadmending glow flickered. Silence stretched between us as we glared at each other.

“Enough.” Seville put herself between us. “Take a break.”

Rorik formed fists by his sides, and veins bulged along his corded forearms. He stormed away and threw open the front doors, leaving behind nothing but the scent of his magic. The hint of oakmoss in the air doused the ire within me, and I stared at the floor.

“That was messy,” Vora said as she approached us. “I take it something happened?”

I recounted what I’d learned and how Rorik reacted with monotone words. My mind was already far away, lost down the golden heartbond stretched between us. I hated this feeling of restlessness, of despair. It felt like it stemmed from both of us, and neither one of us knew how to deal with it.

Like Rorik, Vora was adamantly against the idea of me putting myself within Death’s reach. Amalyss and Tasia were in vehement agreement with Rorik, too, but none of it mattered. I understood why they were rallying with him, but this was my choice. My decision. They could help me prepare for it or not.

After a while, Vora and the girls left, leaving me alone with Seville again. She toyed with the end of her ponytail as she watched me from the corner of her eye.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Have I truly lost it to think that I can do this?”

Seville considered me for a moment. Then she turned so her back was pressed against one of the bookshelves. “No, I don’t think that makes you delusional. If anything, I think it makes you sound like an Ever—and I mean that as a compliment.” She smiled more to herself than me as she continued. “We’re always looking for ways to cheat death. Why not let you have a try? I’ll help however I can.”

“But what if something happens to you?” I asked. “Death loathes your kind.”

“Something is already happening to me.” She pointed to the spot beneath her ear. Glamoured as it was, I couldn’t see the festering blight marring her otherwise perfect skin, but I knew it was there just the same. “You’ve done so much for us. Helping you is the least I can do.”

“I don’t want you to die,” I said softly.

Seville pinned me with a tired look. “Don’t you think Rorik feels the same?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out.

Seville sighed before she continued. “This is hard for everyone. I hoped blending your magics would be the answer—both for you and for my family. Maybe it is the answer, but only time will tell. Unfortunately, time seems to be the very thing that is not on your side. So, if the solution really lies with confronting Death, then I’ll help you. If we kill him, the blight should die, too.”

I had only thought of forcing him into a deal, but if we just permanently erased him from existence . . . Maybe after I forced him to spare my life . . . “Can you even kill Death?”

Her smile was cold. “He said it himself in the parable you read. ‘Death comes for us all.’ Even him. The bigger question is, what happens after?”

“Seville . . .” I didn’t know what else to say, but she waved me off anyway and straightened.

“A discussion for later. Go. Just clear the air with Rorik before Kara gets here. We need him calm and collected, not looking for a reason to fight.” She pushed off from the shelf and left in the direction of the dining room. I hesitated only for a moment. Just long enough to check my heartbond and feel tremors of anger fluctuating down our connection. With a long exhale, I made a quick stop at my room for some boots and then headed out the front doors.

Rorik was exactly where I thought he’d be, training beneath the ancestor tree with his shirt off and a sword in one hand. I knew he saw me because a flicker of irritation snapped between us, but I gritted my teeth and pushed forward. I stood silently as he moved through his drills. Which was perfectly fine, because I still wasn’t sure how to start this conversation. Let him be the one to break the tension.

After several more painfully awkward minutes, he thrust his sword into the earth and turned toward me. Beads of sweat rolled down his sternum. “What is it?”

I flinched at the bitterness in his words. “I’m sorry.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re apologizing?”

“Yes. I could have handled that conversation better.”

“No,” Rorik groaned as he dragged a heavy hand down his face. “I was the one who was supposed to apologize first.”

My lips quirked in amusement, and the feeling was such a relief that I nearly burst out laughing on the spot. “You were quite an ass.”

His gaze snagged on my grin, and he took it for the olive branch that it was. His own smile stretched from one ear to the other. “You’ve been thinking about my ass again?”

“Well.” I made a show of leaning to the side, where I most definitely did not examine his backside. “Hard to say. There’s not much to work with.”

“I see.” With a shake of his head, he sighed and then sank to the ground. He patted the space beside him, and I obliged, sitting so I could face him. “I am sorry, though. There’s . . . a lot happening down this heartbond of ours, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” I said. “Is it always this contentious for everyone?”

“I wouldn’t know. Never had one before. And Lydia and Clesian are sickeningly in love, so their opinion on the matter is somewhat skewed.”

“They are, aren’t they?” I mused as I stared at the sky. Puffy white clouds crept along the blue expanse, momentarily obscuring the sun and casting the world in shadow. “Seville said she’d help me confront Death.”

Rorik grimaced. “I don’t want Seville tracking him down, either.”

I sighed. “You can’t control what she does any more than you can control what I do. Seville wants to live without the weight of blight. If there’s a way to stop it, she’s going to try.”

“And likely cause major fallout in the process.” Rorik ran a hand through his hair and tugged on the ends.

“The only other hope is to keep training with me.”

“That is not a solution.”

Leaning forward, I gripped his hand in mind. “Rorik, how many threads do I have left?”

He stilled. “I told you. Not enough.”

“It’s not your magic that made them disappear,” I said gently. “It’s what I did the day I killed Orin. And I don’t regret doing that for a second.” His fingers flexed against mine, but I didn’t release him from my grip. “I was fine back in Willowfell, but I wasn’t better. I’ll never be better. Sitting around leading a boring, peaceful life won’t bring back what I lost. So, I want—no, I need you to understand.”

I paused long enough for him to round his dark stare on me.

“I will not stop trying. With or without you, I will master this magic and I will face Death on my terms. I refuse to sit around and wait to slowly wither away. I’m going to live my life the way I want to.”

“How do you not see the flaw with this plan?” Rorik asked. He yanked on my hand so I was forced to lean closer, mere inches away from his face. His eyes roved over my features, searching. Begging. “You’re putting your life on the line for a hope with no proof that it will work. What if my magic doesn’t protect your threads? What if you face Death and he injures you beyond repair? What little you have left will be gone. You’ll be gone.” His nose brushed against mine. “I cannot have that.”

His eyes slipped closed for a moment and he breathed me in. And then he squeezed my fingers once and let me go. Slowly, he got to his feet but quickly stiffened with a scowl.

“She’s here.” He nodded toward the entrance of the manor, where Kara was standing with her back to the doors and staring at us. “Let’s go.”
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By the time we got to the steps, Seville was standing there with Kara, her lips pursed into a fine line. She didn’t invite Kara inside. I doubted Rorik would, either. Weak midmorning sunlight failed to warm the crisp fall air. It would still be months before the first snow stuck to the ground and the trees would dump their golden-brown leaves, but the turn of the season was inevitable. So was this meeting.

Rorik slipped his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “I’m assuming you want to know if we’ll attend the fete.”

“Yes.” She grinned, and mischief swirled in the depths of her dark eyes. “I mean, if you plan on declining, that will definitely complicate things.”

My stomach hardened as I waited for Rorik to respond. Nothing down our heartbond. No crack in his perfectly constructed, nonchalant expression. He couldn’t say no. He wouldn’t. I needed a way into that manor. I needed that blade.

“If you need some inspiration for making the right decision, I can remind you that Lord Embergrave is acutely aware of your threadmender’s whereabouts. Oh, and not just her whereabouts, of course.” Kara gave a whimsical sigh as she looked over the quiet lawns. With an easy flick of two fingers, she indicated over her shoulder in the direction of Willowfell. “She has two brothers, no? They’re strapping young men. While not to my particular liking, they might be of interest to several Evers within the Embergrave estate.”

My vision tunneled to her as blood rushed to my fingers. Noam. Nohr. My hands curled into fists. I’d finally, finally, saved them from blight and kept them away from the antics of Evers. She would not be the one to drag them back. Rorik must have felt the fury pumping through my veins, because there was a tender, yet insistent, poke in my consciousness.

Don’t. His voice was rich with the same ire I felt, but one look at his bored demeanor revealed nothing. They won’t get to Noam and Nohr. I promise.

I couldn’t bring myself to respond, but I let my hands slacken by my sides.

“A fact anyone could have deduced by simply visiting Willowfell,” Rorik said with a sigh. The detached calm in his voice was so artfully delivered that, if not for our heartbond, I would’ve believed he didn’t care two shits about my family. “Still, no need for empty threats. We’ll attend the fete, but only if our accommodations allow us to stay together.” If we were to stay at Embergrave Manor, I knew Rorik wouldn’t budge on this. Undoubtedly, he wanted one location to secure, not to have me or Seville placed in some random room far away from him.

Thankfully, Kara didn’t seem the least bit fazed. “That can be arranged. I’ll let Lord Embergrave know.” She clapped her hands together in excitement. “Oh, and don’t forget the theme, and do prepare your threadmender ahead of time for what to expect. Lord Embergrave will not tolerate a scene.”

Rorik’s lips twitched, but he hid it quickly with a lazy grin. “Of course.”

“As you know, participation isn’t required.” Kara’s gaze slid to Seville. “Though I do hope all of you enjoy everything this fete has to offer.” With that, she tipped her chin by way of goodbye and turned toward the bridge. Her humming lingered in the air long after she was out of earshot, and I kept my lips sealed until I saw her activate the ley line.

“My brothers.” The words flew out of my mouth the moment she disappeared. “We need to keep them safe.”

“We can move them to the manor until this is resolved,” Seville said. Her gaze tracked the glittering particles of magic dusting the space around the smooth white stone of the ley line marker. “We’ll need to send a carriage now to get them here before nightfall.” She opened the doors to the manor and poked her head inside, muttering quick instructions to the nearest attendant.

“You think they’ll come?” Rorik peered at me with drawn brows.

“I don’t care. I’ll drag them here myself if I have to.” I turned away from Rorik and Seville and stormed toward the ley line. In my peripheral vision, I saw two attendants head toward the stables, hopefully to alert them of the sudden need to ready the stags. Rorik and Seville caught up with me quickly.

“I understand the feeling, but where are you going?” he asked.

“To Willowfell. I’ll talk to them before the carriage arrives and let them know what’s happening.” My booted feet pounded against the cobblestone, and a few attendants tending to the hedges and flowers very smartly avoided my path.

“Edira.” Rorik snagged my wrist and gave a gentle tug, halting my panic-fueled march. “They’ll be okay.”

“Once they’re here, yes, they will be okay.”

“And what will they think of you going to a coupling fete in some foreign Ever’s lands?” Seville asked.

We had stalled near the brook separating Fernglove Manor from the surrounding wilds, and the ley line marker waited just on the other side of the bridge. I could still feel the staticky swell of magic in the air even across the water. “That’s irrelevant.”

Rorik barked out a laugh. “I’m sure they’ll feel that way, too.” I shot him a glare, and he just shook his head. “It’s dangerous no matter how you look at it. That said, I won’t interfere. You can decide how to explain what we’ll be doing—truthfully or otherwise.”

I nodded once. “Good.”

“I’ll go with you two. I’ll notify the tailor of our needs for the fete,” Seville said, a twinkle in her eye lighting at the prospect of clothes. Her appetite for fashion was unending. The prospect of a fete was no doubt a justifiable splurge.

“I’m sure Mrs. Marlow will be thrilled,” I said. We started walking again, crossing the bridge and reaching the ley line in a matter of minutes. “What is the theme, anyway?” I’d only glanced at the invitation after it’d been passed among the family. The whirlwind of the last twenty-four hours had been enough to fill my thoughts to the point where I’d almost forgotten it was, actually, a fete. And if it was anything like the silver fete hosted by the Ferngloves earlier this year, it, too, would be a spectacle beyond compare.

The mirth in Rorik’s eyes fled. “Do you remember what Clesian said about coupling fetes?”

“Yes. They’re for the purpose of finding a potential partner to have a child with.”

“And other, more base activities,” Seville said. “The point is, it’s not a ‘theme’ in the sense you’re thinking. The attire requirements are always the same.”

“It’s a fete. I imagine it will be flashy and ostentatious regardless.” I offered my hand to Rorik as I placed the other on the white marble structure. Seville placed her own palm on the stone. Magic purred beneath its smooth surface, just waiting to be commanded. Rorik stared at me for a moment before taking my hand.

“I suppose you’re correct.” Power flourished from Rorik’s touch and raced down my arm, through my blood, through my very bones, and a pleasing shudder rushed through me from head to toe. The ley line reacted, and a mist of green plumed from the stone and enveloped us entirely. Fernglove Estate faded away as the world melded together in a swirling beautiful mess of colors and shapes. A peaceful quiet filled the vein of magic we occupied. It lasted for only a few moments, and then our feet were on solid ground. A sheet of glittering motes rippled through the air like a curtain in the breeze, and I looked up to see the familiar arch erected in the center of Willowfell. Thankfully, it wasn’t market, but there were still plenty of onlookers who paused about their day to excitedly whisper about our unexpected appearance.

Rorik didn’t release my hand as he steered us toward the tailor’s. Seville’s grin nearly split her face. “I’ll need ample time to arrange our wardrobes for the event. See you in a bit.” She knocked once on the door, and Mrs. Marlow came bustling to the storefront with bolts of fabric pressed flush against her bosom. She fiddled with the handle until she finally managed to steel her excitement enough to open the door. Seville breezed by her, her gaze already locked on the mannequins and fabric, and mentioned something about sparing no cost for perfection.

Rorik cursed beneath his breath as the door shut behind Seville.

I chuckled. “Don’t pretend like you expected anything less from her.”

“It’s a fete. It lasts for three days. Tell me, then, why she insists on spending our entire inheritance.” He started down the main street winding out of town, and I followed alongside him.

“Options, I assume.” We walked quietly after that, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Dead leaves scraped against the cobblestone streets, and a rustling breeze toyed with my hair and sent a chill down my spine. The oversized knit sweater had become a fast favorite of mine, and I tugged on the sleeves to hide my hands from the cold. Rorik was unbothered by it all. He stalked beside me, his long strides eating up at least two of my own, and his all-black attire shone like oil in the weak light of the sun.

As we rounded the bend, the road shifted to packed earth, and the quaint houses with their varying front doors began to spread farther and farther apart. The hills marking our countryside had dulled to a soft yellow in the presence of fall. I was thankful my days of foraging were largely behind me. This time of the year used to carry a frantic sense of urgency as I tried to unearth the last of my herbs and brew as many tinctures as possible to get through the winter months. Now, though, I took solace in the crisp air and marveled at the varying shades of ocher and rust that colored the trees.

When my home came into sight, though, some of that anxiety came creeping back. “This should be fun.”

Rorik shrugged. “You could change your mind and run away with them. Find a new place to start up a life away from all this.”

“Yes, because that’s a viable option.”

“It should be.” His words were tight, and I knew I’d be getting exactly zero help from him when it came to convincing my brothers to join me in this mess.

“Come on,” I grumbled. “We need to give them time to pack.”

“Whatever you say,” he mused.

As we passed through the front gate surrounding my mother’s garden and the sound of Noam’s and Nohr’s laughter filtered through an open window, I knew I’d be in for a fight.

AS EXPECTED, MY BROTHERS WERE less than thrilled with my demands. Noam flat-out refused to leave Lysa. He insisted that if he was in danger, then she must be, too, given how much time they spent together. Despite my many reassurances that her name was not mentioned, he refused to budge. Nohr was worse. Throughout the entirety of our conversation, he repeated only one word whenever I expected him to talk: No.

I talked with them for hours to no avail, and Rorik was absolutely useless throughout it all. He seemed to thrive on their defiance, and his smirk grew deeper and more sinful as time passed. By the afternoon, I was about ready to throw him out the window just so I wouldn’t have to see his taunting grin.

“Are you going to say anything at all?” I finally exploded as I tore toward him. We were all in the living room, Noam and Nohr seated on that awful indigo couch, with Rorik leaning against the wall. He’d propped one elbow on the mantel of our quiet hearth, and his hand was pressed against his temple.

“Far be it from me to interfere in family matters,” he drawled.

I hate you so fucking much, I practically growled at him through our mental connection.

Good. His answer was a silken purr in my mind, and I threw up my hands before turning back to my brothers. “Fine. If Lysa’s family is fine with her staying at the estate for a few days, then she can come, too. Does that work for everybody?”

Noam glanced at Rorik, who simply shrugged. “Plenty of rooms.”

“No,” Nohr said, voice even.

“How old are we again, Nohr?” I glared. “I swear to the gods, if you say that word to me one more time . . .”

He folded his arms across his chest. “No.”

I let out a wordless shriek and yanked on my hair. By the end of this conversation, I was bound to be bald. “I am not doing this to try and make your life difficult. I am trying to keep you out of harm’s way!”

“How bad are these Embergraves?” Noam rubbed his chin as he glanced at his brother.

Please, just help me. Say something remotely useful and convincing, I thought to Rorik without meeting his stare.

“They are one of the oldest lines in our world, and they have resources to do whatever the hell they want. Those able to claim the Embergrave name also have dominion over fire and can burn just about anything to ash. They’re pretty fucking bad,” Rorik said.

Happy? he asked me privately.

Noam paled slightly, but Nohr managed to keep his face impassive, save a raised brow. “Is that supposed to frighten me?”

Rorik’s eyes narrowed. “It should. If it doesn’t, then you’re a fool.”

“Great, and these are the people that you want to visit in a few days? Either they’re so terrifying we should avoid them at all costs, or they’re only mildly annoying but apparently throw a great party that can’t be missed.” The muscles lining Nohr’s arms tightened. “You can’t have it both ways, Edira.”

“Nohr, I understand your concern, but—”

“No. You’re hiding something.” Nohr leaned toward me. “I know you, Edira. You are my sister, not their threadmender. What could they possibly offer you? Why are you so focused on going to this fete?”

I bit my tongue to keep from screaming. Because of course he knew me, but I knew him better.

“I think you’re forgetting who raised you,” I seethed, not caring that he flinched. “I’ve made choices my entire fucking life to protect this family—all without your knowledge or permission.”

His face twisted in anger. “You still didn’t answer my question.”

And I couldn’t. Wouldn’t. It didn’t matter why I was going to the fete, just that I had to. That I wanted to. This was my choice. I wanted the power to take back my life and then some. But he would never accept that. Because the version of me that he knew was the caring older sister who gave everything to keep him safe. Not this hardened woman before him grasping for what little control she had left.

“I am going to that fete,” I seethed, “to keep them from coming after me and apparently you, too.”

“Why don’t we all leave, then? Find a new place to call home?” Nohr asked with a shrug. Beside him, Noam’s eyes widened, but he kept his mouth shut. If this conversation was any indication, he’d never leave Lysa. But maybe he was already formulating a way to ask her to run away with us.

A saccharine smile claimed Rorik’s lips. “Oh, I knew I liked you.”

“And I don’t like you at all. I hope you can understand.” Nohr’s words were biting, and he finally unfolded his arms and braced his forearms on his legs so he could clasp his hands together.

“Of course.” Rorik’s grin stretched further. “My entire life is composed of one-sided relationships.”

“All right, enough.” I scowled at Rorik and then placed both hands on my hips. “You’re not helping. And, Nohr, I’m not running away to some foreign town to start a new life. I like what I have here.”

“You mean at Fernglove. Not Willowfell. Not this house. Not the life you have, could still have, with us.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but no words spilled out. Nohr continued to stare directly at me. I couldn’t bring myself to deny it. Because he was right. Yes, I cared about the Ferngloves. But it was more than that. It was more than the family and their bantering and their antics. It was more than the picturesque lands or the warmth of the manor that felt more and more like home every day. It was more than this heartbond that had been thrust upon me. It was . . .

My throat tightened as I cut a furtive glance at Rorik. His smile was gone. His eyes, dark. When I poked at our bond, it was cold. Empty.

Where did you go? I mentally whispered for only him to hear.

He didn’t answer.

I inhaled deeply, trying to settle myself, when a peculiar scent hit the back of my tongue. I frowned. Breathed again. Smoke tinged the air, and I jerked my head toward the cracked window above the kitchen sink. An orange glow bled through the glass.

“Is that a fire?” I asked.

Everyone’s gazes snapped to the window. Rorik launched from the front room and tore through the door. We were close behind, nearly colliding into his immobile frame just a few feet into the garden.

The heat was an immediate presence, and I backstepped into Nohr’s chest. Snarling flames were hungrily devouring the bronzed field beside our home. They were as tall as the house and growing larger by the second with the cool breeze that swept in from the forest.

Rorik ripped away his glamour and shot into the air. His wings snapped open, and he flew above the raging fire. Without hesitating, he held out his hands and commanded the earth to heed his call. His magic erupted both down our bond and in the world around us. The ground began to tremble, and suddenly the soil was churning upon itself as layers upon layers of dirt began to suffocate the fire. The flames sparked and howled, but the soil was unrelenting, and soon all that was left was smoldering charred dirt and the stench of smoke in the breeze.

Rorik hovered for a moment longer before slowly descending to stand among the ashes. Magic surged from his being, and particles of green showered like mist against the earth. Blades of fresh grass wormed through the soil, reaching adulthood in seconds and then shifting to a golden amber to match the state of the surrounding fields. There was still an unmistakable heat in the air and the occasional pocket of smoke that curled from beneath the earth to wrap around Rorik’s body, but, for the most part, he’d quashed the flames. His wings snapped angrily as his fangs teased his bottom lip, and he ran his pointed nails along his jaw before cursing to himself. Slowly, he turned to meet my stare.

It should have been a horrifying moment, but my heart raged in my chest for entirely different reasons. Because in that moment, surrounded by minuscule particles of magic and wrapped in tendrils of dying smoke, all I wanted to do was run to him.

He’s why I won’t leave.

Tears pricked the backs of my eyes, and I looked away.

“Are you okay?” Nohr’s hands on my arms tightened. I’d forgotten that I’d stepped into his embrace at the sight of the flames, and I nearly jumped with his gentle squeeze.

“Yeah,” I croaked, thankful that I could blame my weak response on the fire.

“What was that?” Noam asked. He stood beside Nohr and me with wide eyes and a slack jaw.

“That was a warning from the Embergraves.” Rorik stalked back toward us, and his glamour slowly fell back into place. “It was in the shape of an E.”

“Kara?” I asked as I stepped out of Nohr’s arms and scoured the nearby forest line.

“Maybe.” Pure murder raged in Rorik’s eyes. “We may have accepted their invitation, but I imagine it was a parting gift. A reminder in case we changed our minds between now and when the fete is held.”

Just then, the sound of groaning wheels churning over loose dirt crested through the air, and we turned as one to see the Ferngloves’ slick black carriage heading toward us. An attendant I didn’t know sat in the open driver’s seat, and he gripped the reins of two massive stags—one I recognized as Zota. Standing twenty hands tall, he was as magnificent as always with ivy strands that sprouted from the base of his horns. Clusters of tiny white flowers dotted his mossy hide, and he threw his head up and down in excitement at the sight of us. The other stag let out a low groaning whine as he ducked his head to avoid Zota’s antlers.

“Okay, Edira.” Nohr blew out a long breath. “We’ll go.”

Relief sang through my bones, and I wrapped him in a hug. “Thank you.”

“It’ll be fun,” Noam said as he joined us. “A little holiday from Willowfell. Plus, we’ll get to see what they’ve done with the place.” The tears I’d been fighting spilled over, and I held them both close for several moments. Then Noam asked, “We’re still stopping by Lysa’s, though, right?”

A laugh bubbled from my lips, and I nodded as I finally released them. “Sure. Go pack.” They headed indoors, and I made my way toward the road where Rorik was speaking with the driver. Seville had exited the carriage and was listening intently to their conversation. Several cases had been loaded into the boot of the carriage, and I shook my head, knowing full well those contained whatever she’d purchased.

“Hey, Zota,” I murmured as I ran my hand down the length of his snout. He chuffed in response, and I brought my forehead to his muzzle. “Glad to see you’re still healthy.”

Rorik waved off the driver and came to stand beside me. “He’s ready to go whenever we are. Seville is going to take the ley line back and alert the family of what happened here.”

“Good.” I pulled away from Zota, but not before giving him one last pat on the neck. “Though I’m surprised you’re not going with her.”

Heat flickered in his eyes. “If you think I’m leaving any of you unattended after a stunt like that, then you don’t know me in the slightest.”

“Fair enough.” I sighed. “Noam still wants to visit Lysa and see if she’ll join us.”

“That’s fine.” Rorik’s answer was curt. In fact, his entire body was rigid. His gaze bounced from one thing to the next, assessing where the threat came from and when it would strike again. “I’ll be sitting with the driver anyway. I’d prefer to have a clear view of our surroundings.”

“Rorik.” I reached for him, and while he let me grip his hand, he didn’t react to my touch at all.

“Get in,” he said with a nod toward the cabin as Noam and Nohr exited the house. “I don’t want to linger.”

I didn’t argue as I climbed in and slid across the tufted seats. Noam and Nohr joined me with small canvas bags packed full of clothes, and then Rorik slammed the door shut. The carriage creaked as he hauled himself up beside the driver, and before I could blink, we were heading back into town.

“And you still want to head to their estate,” Nohr muttered. He’d sidled beside me, knowing full well that if Lysa did join us she’d be cozied up with Noam on his bench.

“Not now, Nohr.” I rubbed my temples.

“I’m not letting go of this, Edira,” he said with a shake of his head. “You’re already pushing yourself too far.”

“I’m fine, just tired.” And that was partially true. With the sudden depletion of adrenaline, my body all too easily sagged into the overstuffed cushions of the carriage. I rested my head against the paneling and stared out the window. I couldn’t see Rorik out there, but I could feel his anger. I had a feeling it would only fester as the days went on. Still, the message was effective. Rorik wouldn’t dream of standing against the Embergraves if this was how they reacted. And it was enough to push Nohr into coming to Fernglove.

My family was safe. We would attend the fete.

I would find that fucking blade and drive it through Death’s chest.

And then we would finally have some peace.






Seventeen

By the time we made it back to Fernglove that evening, Noam, Nohr, and Lysa—whose parents practically shoved her out the door when they realized she was receiving an exclusive invitation to stay at the estate—were all too eager to turn in for the night. Vora was ecstatic to see them, and she quickly had rooms made up for them next to hers with a promise to give them a tour of the place right after breakfast the next morning. Rorik was silent as ever. I tried once more to reach him down our heartbond, but I was met with nothing but an indestructible wall sealing his emotions away. The tension only mounted from there.

“We need a plan,” I murmured softly to Seville. We were together in the library, glasses of wine in our hands, and the manor was largely quiet. Amalyss and Tasia had retired, too, but Clesian and Lydia had joined us and were sitting together on the couch. Their fingers were interlaced as they stared at the crackling flames in the hearth. Rorik stood alone, empty drink in hand, and stared out the window.

“For staying safe at the fete?” Lydia asked, tipping her head to the side. “Families from all across Glaes will attend. Likely Ossanna, too, so perhaps it was a good thing that Rorik kept up niceties with her.”

Rorik snorted. “Only days ago you were chastising me for that choice. I kept Ossanna happy so she would tell us if anyone passed through her lands searching for Edira. Nothing more.”

I chewed on my lip and stared at the ground. He’d done so much just to try to protect what little of a life I had left. It was no wonder he thought I was squandering it now by wanting to meet Death head-on.

With a long exhale, I shook my head. “That’s not what I meant.”

“We need a plan for getting into the Embergrave vault,” Seville mused.

“Gods-dammit, you two are trying to send me to an early grave.” Rorik stalked toward an end table with a decanter full of golden-brown liquid. He poured himself a heavy drink.

“On the contrary, we’re trying to prevent that from happening,” I muttered. It was the first thing I’d said to him since Willowfell, and even though my words were soft and free of malice, he flinched just the same.

“Wait, what did we miss? What do you think is in the vault?” Clesian asked.

“The blade that wounded Death and allowed the first Ever to strike a bargain with him,” Seville said. “Edira needs it, and the fete is the perfect opportunity to steal it while all the other participants are incredibly distracted. The Embergraves will be none the wiser.”

Rorik’s laugh bordered on maniacal as he sank onto the window bench. “And what makes you think you have the skill to steal from them?”

“You can help, or you can leave.” Seville flicked her hair over her shoulder and glared at him, but Rorik only rolled his eyes. Markedly better than the blowup he’d had this morning, so either he’d given up on swaying me, or he thought it was so thoroughly impossible that it wasn’t even worth the energy to worry. I wagered it was the latter.

“Why do you need the weapon?” Lydia’s gaze swung to me.

“So that I can confront Death and convince him to leave my life threads alone and put an end to the blight.”

Clesian went still. “You mean to wound him. To force a bargain like Rebellyn did.”

“Assuming he’s open to that path,” I said coolly. “The other option is to kill him.”

“You cannot be serious,” Lydia said as she stared slack-jawed at me. “I understand your drive, truly I do. But to take down Death? Many have tried, and none have succeeded. It’s too dangerous.”

“That’s exactly what I’ve been saying,” Rorik muttered.

“I know it’s risky, but I’ve made up my mind. I am the only one among us who can summon him, and I have magic on my side, unlike Rebellyn. Between that and the blade, I have a chance.” My words never faltered, and I held their gazes the entire time. This was my plan. No one would stop me.

Lydia glanced between me and Clesian. “I’m not sure . . .”

“That’s all right. I am.” I drained the rest of my wine and set the glass on the coffee table between us.

“Even so,” Clesian said, drawing out the words slowly, “the first problem lies in acquiring the blade itself. Zeverin will kill you just for trying.”

“And if you think you’re getting anywhere near that vault without everyone’s eyes on you, you’re wrong.” Rorik’s stare was more intense than the flames at my back. “You’ll be on display the entire time. Zeverin wants to know if you’re worth stealing. If you get close to that vault, he’ll just throw you in there.”

“I’ll do it, then,” Seville said with a shrug.

“Asinine,” Rorik muttered as he pinched his nose.

“Maybe. But while you sit here and refuse to help your heartbond”—her emphasis on the word made Rorik still—“I’ll do whatever I can to help keep her alive. Rumor has it Zeverin is in the market for a partner of his own. I can keep his attention focused elsewhere.”

“You don’t even know where the safe is,” Lydia said. “Is this really the best option?”

“Don’t pretend like you aren’t intrigued by the idea. You’d do anything to protect Amalyss and Tasia from this fate,” Seville said calmly. Lydia sucked in a sharp breath and glowered at her, but Clesian stepped in before she could respond.

“That doesn’t mean we want you aimlessly wandering about the estate. But I think I can help.” He gripped the back of his neck. “I’m still in contact with a few friends who were emissaries along with me. While I didn’t work for the Embergraves, one of them did. I can talk to them and see what they know.”

Seville’s eyes lit up. “Fabulous.”

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Rorik said before finishing his drink.

“Oh, it’s happening. Besides, won’t it be fun to best your old man?” Seville said with a grin. Rorik hissed at that, but she only laughed. “Now, I’m going to get some rest.”

“I’ll visit my friend in the morning. Hopefully I’ll have good news shortly thereafter.” Clesian extended his hand to Lydia, and she took it as she stood up from the couch. After a quick round of good nights, the three of them left and climbed the stairs to their rooms.

A rumble of discontent simmered from somewhere deep in Rorik’s chest. “I hate this.”

“I know.” I stood and stretched my hands toward the ceiling. My bones creaked with the action, and a yawn threatened to spill from my lips. “But at least we have a plan and a reason to be there. We can prove how sickly and frail I am.” I filled that last sentence with as much sarcasm as I could muster, but anger still flitted across Rorik’s face. Slowly, he moved toward me.

“So, you admit it,” he murmured.

“Of course.” I frowned. “But that doesn’t change anything. I’ve been ‘sick’ since the day I tried to save my parents as a child.” I looked away, unable to deal with the hammering weight of his stare. “It’s not a recent development like you seem to think.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke. Static charged the room, and my pulse ratcheted as I stood before him.

“What would you have me do?” he asked, voice strained.

Cautiously, I grabbed one of his hands and upturned his palm. I trailed one finger along the lines and indents marking his skin, and a spark of warmth ignited down our heartbond. “You know what I want. Keep working with me. Keep helping me.”

“Is there nothing that will make you change your mind?”

“Not that I can think of.”

Rorik dipped his head toward mine. “Stubborn little mender.”

“Brutish fucking Ever.” I smacked his chest, though there wasn’t any force behind the hit. “Now, I’m tired. I don’t even have the energy to be angry with you, so we know that’s a sign I need sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I left him standing alone in the library, his gaze fixated on the hand I’d been holding.






Eighteen

Moonlight peeked through a slit in my curtains, and I turned on my side to stare at the pale shaft illuminating the dark layout of my room. It’d been hours since I retired, and sleep had been fitful. Anxiety had crept back into my blood, and with it came thoughts that refused to be stymied. I was stuck in an endless loop of what-ifs: What if my brothers hated me for going to the fete? What if I couldn’t find the blade? What if I endangered Seville or the others? What if I couldn’t defeat Death? What if Rorik refused to help? What if he truly hated me deep down? My stomach tightened at that last thought, and I dragged a pillow over my face. I had half a mind to leap out of bed and storm down the hall, right to his room, and bang on his door until he opened up. Because there was absolutely no way this endless, chest-tightening unease was all my doing.

I slipped in and out of dreams fraught with ants marching in a perpetual loop across blight-ridden ground. They’d sink into yellow loam and black tar only for their brethren to stomp right over them. Never faltering. Always lost. I stood in the center of the mill, unable to move or find a way out. And my brothers stood by on the side. They watched with disapproving eyes and tight grimaces, while Amalyss and Tasia stood across from them and sobbed.

I couldn’t make anyone happy. Least of all Rorik. He crouched before me with his arms pressed against his knees and his fingers braided together. He was saying something, but I couldn’t make out the words. They were lost in a rattling, wheezing wind, and I realized it was my breath. My hand had flown to my chest at the same time my nightmare shifted.

Death.

My heart hammered in my throat at the sight of the cloaked visage. There was nothing where his face should have been, just an endless void of black shrouded by a cloak. He stood alone on an island made of glass, with inky water lapping against the jagged shoreline. He didn’t move. But somehow, I knew he was watching. Somehow, I knew I held his stare.

Edira. The rasp lingered for far too long in my ears, and I’d jolted awake for the final time. There was no going back to sleep after that.

Clesian left at first light with Lydia by his side to meet with his emissary friend, and the rest of us met for breakfast as soon as they activated the ley line and disappeared. The dining hall was mostly quiet, save for a murmured conversation—punctuated by the occasional giggle—between Noam and Lysa. Nohr sat beside them, his fork dawdling above scrambled eggs. Seville had a small platter of assorted fruits in front of her and was pondering a few different selections of fabric in her lap. Apparently, she already had plans on visiting Mrs. Marlow to make adjustments to our garments. Tasia and Amalyss sat beside her, offering their own inputs whenever Seville permitted, and then there was Rorik.

He sat at the head of the table, his locks glossy, and chewed on bacon while silently studying the table. When his gaze found mine, he lowered his brows.

You look tired, his thoughts pushed into my mind, and I resisted the urge to sigh out loud.

You know, no one likes being told they look tired.

His lips curled slightly. What would you have me say, then?

Preferably something nice. I brushed my thumb against my lips to swipe away stray crumbs from my toast.

Nice? He bit into his food, never once breaking eye contact with me. Hm. I could tell you how nice it looks to see your mouth—

“You two aren’t even speaking and I’m somehow disgusted,” Nohr grumbled as he shoved his plate away from him. Noam and Lysa immediately stopped whispering, and all gazes bounced from Rorik to me.

“Nohr,” I exclaimed. “Was that really necessary?”

“I don’t know, Edira, is any of this necessary?” He gestured lamely at the house and leveled me with a withering look. “I guess this home far outshines ours.”

Slamming my hands on the table, I stood up. “What has gotten into you?”

“Call it a rude awakening.” He shook his head. “I just thought you’d come back for good, but now you’ve dragged us here.”

“It’s only for a short while. For your safety,” I said.

“And after?” His grin was sharp enough to make an Ever proud. “When things are settled and we don’t have to worry about yet another Ever threat, will you finally come home?”

Words faltered on my tongue, and my gaze flicked to Rorik. His expression was carefully blank, and his entire body stilled.

Nohr grimaced. “I didn’t realize your life with us was so horrid.”

Rage began to fester within me. “What would you have me do, Nohr? Stay behind and take care of you forever? What if I wanted to take care of myself for once?” My voice cracked as heat pricked at the backs of my eyes. “My time is limited.”

“And you’re supposed to spend that time with us!” He stood up and kicked the chair out from behind him. Lysa gasped as Noam reached for his brother. Nohr shoved his hand away. “We’re your family, Edira. No one else.”

A suffocating weight settled in my chest as I watched him storm out of the dining room. “Nohr,” I whispered. A tear slipped from my eye.

“It’s all right, Edira. I’ll talk to him.” Noam stood and wrapped me in a hug. “He’s just worried. He doesn’t want to lose you. None of us do.” Lysa came around the table and wound her arms around me, too. After a breath, they both released me.

“Why don’t we have a picnic today?” Tasia said. She glanced at Amalyss, who nodded her fervent agreement, and Tasia tilted her chin in the direction of the front lawns. “Nohr likes horses, right? We don’t have those, exactly, but some really wonderful stags. Maybe their presence will help remind him of home a bit?”

Lysa beamed. “That’s a wonderful idea.”

Noam gave me one last sad smile, and then he and Lysa took off after Nohr. Amalyss and Tasia came around the table and offered me hugs of their own.

Amalyss lingered a touch longer. When she released me, her words were soft. “I know we’re not family, but . . .”

My throat bobbed. “You’re family. Thank you for watching after my brothers.” I looked from her to Tasia and prayed they could feel every ounce of love pouring from my body. “It means a lot to me.”

Once they left, I fell back into my chair with a groan. “They hate me.”

“Far from it,” Seville murmured. “Sometimes the hardest emotions to share—like love—come out in the most abrasive of ways. Doesn’t make it right, but . . .” She cast a furtive glance toward Rorik before meeting my stare again. “I wouldn’t hold it against him.”

The anger in me settled, and I nodded. “I won’t.”

“Well then.” She stood and grabbed the fabrics from her lap. “I’ll be in town for most of the day supervising our creations.”

“Enjoy,” I said as she walked out, leaving me alone with Rorik. He watched me carefully, his frame still tense.

“Are you all right?” he finally asked.

I waved him off. “Yes, I’m fine. This isn’t the first time Nohr and I have had a spat. We’ll figure it out later.”

“Good.” He pushed his plate away. “Because if you’re up to it, I think we should train.”

“Thank the gods. I’m tired of you holding back.”

He drilled his fingers against the table. “I’ve explained why I don’t want to do this. But I also think that we’re about to walk into a very dangerous place, and any power you have is an added benefit for your safety—so long as it’s a last resort.”

“I can agree to that,” I said through a grin.

“Let’s get to it, then.” He stood, slipping his hands into the pockets of his trousers, and then walked toward the door leading to the back lawns. I fell in line beside him and quietly drank in the tranquil morning. The trees rimming the clearing were just now beginning to drop their leaves, and half-barren limbs stretched toward the sky to soak up what they could from the sun’s rays. Birdsong coursed over the open fields, and I smiled to myself as we walked to the woods. We stopped at the tree line as a soft chittering lilted over the bird trills. I tilted my head to spy Ywena floating toward me on an errant breeze.

“Hey there. Are you enjoying yourself?” I extended my finger, and she happily perched on it. A lightness invaded Rorik’s expression, and I got to glimpse one of his rare, softer smiles.

Images of the sun cresting over the horizon and flowers opening to the day flowed into my mind. Then came the rush of a babbling brook and the startled look of a deer deep within the woods. Ywena had already done her rounds that morning, it seemed.

“We’re going to practice a bit. You’re welcome to stay.”

She kneaded her front legs against my skin for a few moments. Then she took off again, circling my head once before perching on the thick, moss-coated trunk of a nearby tree. She spread her wings flat against the bark and went still.

“Sunbathing it is,” I said with a chuckle.

“Always on the prowl for the perfect spot,” Rorik said. He nodded to the ground at the base of the tree. “Take a seat. I want to see what you can do without my hand-holding.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, trying and failing to ignore the smirk on his face. Sinking to the earth, I closed my eyes and steadied myself with several deep breaths. My threadmending magic came easy; it always had. My Fernglove magic was slower to react, but it came just the same. I imagined them like the threads I so often saw—one moonlit and dazzling like the everjewels the Evers coveted, and the other a sparkling resplendent gold. Fernglove magic itself often manifested with particles of green, but this power was a gift from Rorik. A by-product of our golden heartbond. It felt right to honor that, even if it was just within the confines of my mind.

I willed the two magics to twine together, to form a bond so strong that it couldn’t be split. They spun faster and faster in my mind, picking up speed with every breath, until I couldn’t tell them apart anymore. Until they’d finally, beautifully, blended into one gilded ribbon of pure magic that pulsed with the ethereal glow of the moon.

I gripped it tight.

My eyes flew open in time to see that my fingertips were ensconced in their signature glow, but there was an unmistakable shimmer to the air around my hands. Thousands of golden flecks hung like stars in the misty expanse. The moment I tried to focus on that, though, the power fled, and I slumped forward as exhaustion slammed into my bones. I groaned as an immediate ache threaded through my muscles.

“You keep trying to run before you can walk.” He sat in front of me with his knees against mine.

I nudged him. “That’s your fault. You’re the one who drilled running into my brain. It’s muscle memory at this point.”

He chuckled. “Still, I’m glad the magic is getting easier to access.”

Because we’d touched more in recent days than ever before. Because Lydia had been right about the effects of physicality and our bond. But I didn’t dare say that out loud. Not while Rorik was looking at me without an ounce of trepidation for once.

“That said, it’s probably best if we keep our heartbond a secret at the fete. You’re supposed to be sick and powerless, remember?” He dipped his head toward me and grinned.

“Yes, yes, I’m so very weak and pitiful. Especially in the presence of someone as strong as you.” I layered my words with sarcasm as I rolled my eyes, but there was something almost animalistic about the way his grin stretched further.

“I’ve been thinking a lot lately about Orin’s death,” he hummed.

“Pleasant image, to be sure, but why?”

“Was that the first time you were able to use your threads like that?”

Images of that moment flooded my mind. It’d been so surreal. The influx of Rorik’s magic had clashed with my own until they’d simply become one. And then my life threads had unfurled from my body and split into hundreds of ribbons as glittering flecks had clouded in my moonlit aura. I’d been able to harness that energy into my threads, and they’d answered my call without hesitation. I’d thrust them into the earth and drained the lands of blight while, at the same time, sent the rest of my threads barreling into Orin so I could shove the siphoned blight into his veins.

“Yes. I’ve never heard of another threadmender being able to do something like that, either.”

“You drew power from my magic to bolster your own, which is an incredible feat.” Rorik turned his palm toward the sky and effortlessly summoned a swirling orb of green mist between his fingers. “I don’t know if you’ll be able to accomplish it again, but I was thinking you could try to do that on a smaller scale. Maybe just one thread. And then siphon life from the earth to help strengthen your own thread.”

I blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

“What is the earth but an abundance of life? It teems with it.” He let the orb of magic disperse and then gestured around him to the swaying trees. “Don’t drain it dry. Just take some so your threads don’t snap off while you’re healing.”

A dull ringing started in my ears as I weighed the possibility of his words. My breath hit faster, and a lightness invaded my chest. If his theory was correct, if I could find a way to harness both magics like he suggested, then the cost of threadmending wouldn’t be my severed life threads. I would simply drain the earth of a small portion of its innate life-giving power in exchange for curing whatever ailment I faced.

Even blight.

I couldn’t keep myself from smiling. “Let’s try it,” I said.

He held out his hand. “I don’t think there’s much I can do except keep my magic at the forefront. The rest is on you.”

Threading my fingers through his, I gave him a squeeze. “That’s all I need.”

Closing my eyes, I summoned both magics to the surface as before. With Rorik beside me, touching me, his magic practically roared with amplified vigor and surged forward just begging to be harnessed. A giddiness filled me to the brim, and my cheeks ached from the strain of my grin. I could do this. I coaxed his magic and mine together again, stretching and twining them like a master spinner until they became one painfully beautiful creation. A golden thread dipped in moonlight.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. Immediately, my gaze went to our joined hands. They were bathed in a delicate glow that was sparked with iridescent, gilded flecks of magic.

“Keep breathing,” Rorik murmured.

And I did. He’d taught me just how powerful a single breath could be. I leaned on that knowledge now more than ever, and the glow remained steady.

And then my first thread appeared. It was no thicker than a string but full of an innate radiance, throbbing with life. With Rorik’s magic now artfully blended with mine, the thread was a beautiful, gilded shade. It twirled aimlessly by my cheek, mussing my hair and dancing in the faint breeze that rolled in from the fields. Tears pricked at the backs of my eyes.

“Rorik,” I gasped.

“Try and command it.” Awe colored his words as he inched closer to me.

I poured all my focus into that solitary thread. I filled it with purpose and willed it to reach toward the earth. Slowly, as if I were tugging it through molasses, it slipped toward the ground.

Burrow deep. Siphon magic from the world like you siphoned blight from the earth not that long ago.

Rorik’s magic filled my senses as wafts of pine and florals bloomed from the blades of grass beneath my thread. The earth seemed to be calling to it. Welcoming it. When I felt the magic swell to an impossible head, I thrust everything I had down that ribbon, and it went barreling into the earth with ease. It churned through soil and mulch to bury itself among the roots.

And then it drank in the earth’s magic. I felt it before I saw it. It was a trickling warmth that barely found its way to me, but the longer I focused on it, the more it flowed. Eyes wide, I stared as the grass surrounding my thread began to wither away in a small radius, until all that was left was dried, cracked soil. My thread extracted itself from the ground, and then my power diminished. No pain. Nothing but a gentle, relaxed sensation, like my muscles had been massaged into butter and my body was yearning for a catnap.

My gaze riveted to Rorik. I barely found the words to speak. “I did it.”

“I know.” His smile, free and clear of anything but joy, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I threw myself into him with a wild laugh and wrapped my arms around his neck. He smelled of fresh rain and oakmoss, of our magic, and gooseflesh ravaged my skin as I burrowed my nose in his neck. He pulled me in close, his hands deliciously tight on my waist, and I took that moment to grip his face.

And then I kissed him.

My mouth captured his shock, and I slid my hands to the back of his head and threaded my fingers in his hair. At first, he didn’t move. But when I nipped at his lower lip and pulled it between my teeth, he answered with a growl that sent me reeling. His mouth parted for me, and suddenly his tongue was sweeping against mine, and his fingers were digging into the flesh of my sides with a pressure that sent pleasure straight through to my core. He was ravenous in his exploration of my mouth, in the hungry way he devoured my moans. Lust—sultry and heady and warm—twined down our heartbond and brought a flush to my face. He abandoned my hip with one hand and snaked up my back to wrench his fingers in my hair. With a yank, he pulled my head back and exposed my neck. I whimpered as his teeth scraped against my skin, all the way to the shell of my ear, before he gently pulled my lobe into his mouth.

And our magic.

Lydia was right. Our heartbond was full of wild, unfettered magic that sang of heat and desire. And power. I’d never felt more alive, more in control, and yet somehow out of control at the same time. I needed Rorik with a ferocity that couldn’t be explained.

My hands went to the buttons of his shirt, but he caught them with ease. “No,” he said, voice gravelly and deliciously dark.

“No?” I could barely think straight. My body was screaming, demanding that I keep him exactly where he was. He dragged his lips over my jaw, then placed a painfully gentle kiss on the corner of my mouth.

“This can’t happen again.”

“Why?” My stomach knotted itself, and my fingers went cold. I let my hands fall away and forced him to meet my stare head-on. To see all the potential hurt he was about to cause.

I knew he saw it. Felt it flickering down our tense bond. He searched my face for what felt like an eternity. But that still didn’t change his answer.

“I don’t want you to be involved in this life any more than you already are. I’ve told you from the beginning, I want you to live. You can’t do that here.” He let go of my wrists and then gently moved me off his lap. Tugging at the collar of his shirt, he stood up and looked away. “Don’t practice anymore today. We’ll pick up again tomorrow.”

Pain exploded in my chest as he walked away.

After everything I’d been through, I thought I understood all the different ways I could be hurt. But this was different. There was an undercurrent of rage that I couldn’t deny—nor did I want to. That emotion was easy to fall into, and it felt good compared with the gnawing ache Rorik had just thrust upon me. Why kiss me if he didn’t want me? Why did he do anything at all? Every time I felt like I was one step closer to understanding his motives, he’d do something like this just to keep me away. I hated him for it. But I hated myself more for thinking that I was enough for him to stay.
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There is a vault, but it’s going to be impossible to access,” Clesian said, drink in hand. The moment he and Lydia had returned that evening, Seville, Rorik, and I met with them in the library. The others had all gone to bed, and while it saddened me that Nohr hadn’t sought me out, I knew we’d resolve things eventually. For now, I needed my mind focused on this plan. A plan that I wouldn’t dream of sharing with my brothers.

Lydia’s haggard expression matched her heartbond’s, and she took a heavy drink from her glass of wine. Gently, she slipped her free hand in Clesian’s. “It’s in Zeverin’s bedroom, and the lock is activated by his touch alone.”

“Of course it is,” Seville said with an exaggerated sigh. Sinking into the armchair nearest the fire, she crossed one leg over the other.

“Well, if I am the object of his attention, it shouldn’t be too hard to convince him to take me there,” I said. “It’s a coupling fete, so maybe—”

A resounding crack splintered the air, and my gaze riveted to the glass tumbler in Rorik’s hand. A clean break had shot through it like lightning.

“That’s out of the question.” The silken heat in his voice would’ve normally set my heart racing, but the hurt and anger still threading through my gut were excellent at squandering any desire.

“Is it now?” I folded my arms across my chest, daring him to cross the room and go toe to toe with me. “I think I am in charge of my own body and what I choose to do with it.”

“No one is saying you aren’t,” he spat as he took a solitary step in my direction. “It’s too dangerous. If you go into his quarters alone, he’ll never let you leave.”

My lips pressed together in a fine line, but before I could throw out another retort, Seville held up her hand. “As much as I hate to admit it, I’m in agreement with Rorik. You are not an Ever. You are supposed to be weak. I’ll be the one to grab the blade from the vault. And hopefully, we’ll walk out without anyone the wiser.”

“And just how do you plan on accomplishing that?” Rorik scowled. I could barely stand to look at him. Not when part of me still longed to pick up where we left off earlier on the lawns.

“An irysdrop. We have plenty of time to prepare it.” Seville shrugged. “I’ll even have Edira help me. It’s a nice trick of Fernglove magic that she should be aware of.”

When Rorik said nothing, Lydia jumped in. “It could work.”

“Let’s say all goes according to plan. You get the blade, you leave unscathed,” Clesian said as he set his now empty glass on the coffee table. “What then? Will you seek out Death immediately?”

For a moment, I said nothing. I wanted to say yes. Judging by how Rorik reacted at the sight of my threads in the cave, my time was even more finite than I realized. But fear still snaked through me. Maybe I wasn’t prepared for this. Rebellyn stood up to Death, and he fell prey to her whims because no one had ever challenged him before. Slowly, I forced myself to look at Rorik. He’d told me to live. And even if this wasn’t what he’d imagined for me—what my brothers had imagined for me—it’s what I wanted to do.

“I need to know where to look,” I said quietly.

Clesian and Lydia looked at each other, then shook their heads. Nothing. Seville lifted a single shoulder while mouthing the word sorry. If Death’s whereabouts had truly been lost to time, then all of this was moot. A tingling sensation rooted in my chest as my thoughts began to spiral. There had to be a way. There had to . . . Another look at Rorik revealed that he’d gone unnaturally still.

My gaze narrowed, and I barreled down our bond and sent all the power I could muster behind my thoughts. What is it? What do you know?

He gave me a pleading look, and for the briefest of moments, my heart shuddered. But I couldn’t be stopped. Wouldn’t be stopped.

“Edira,” Rorik said out loud, letting the softness of his voice tease my ears.

“What. Do. You. Know?” I crossed the room to stand before him and angled my chin upward so he’d be forced to look me in the eyes.

An eternity could’ve passed between us in that moment. He clenched and unclenched his jaw. Swallowed hard. Scratched at the dermal piercings above his brow. But I never budged. Never let the weight of my stare lessen. And finally, he sighed.

“I don’t know. But Ossanna might.”

Seville straightened in her chair. “How do you know that?”

“Ossanna has been hinting at sharing family secrets ever since she set Issa up with Orin.” Rorik stepped away from me and glanced out the window. “She mentioned once that water can be the boundary between life and death. At the time, I’d assumed she was being arrogant about the strength of her power.”

“Can we have her over tomorrow? Will she explain more?” I asked.

“I doubt it. Not without getting something in return.” Seville reclined in her chair, her mind spinning.

“They already left,” Rorik said. “Ossanna wanted to get there early to make sure she had the opportunity to greet every possible suitor for Issa.”

“We’ll have to get the information from her while we’re there, then,” Seville said. Stifling a yawn, she stood and sauntered toward the exit. “For now, though, rest up. Tomorrow, Edira and I will harvest the irysdrop and get the brew started.”

“After that, more training.” Rorik didn’t even look at me as he strolled out of the room. Seville sighed at his back but followed after him. Clesian tucked Lydia against his side and draped one arm around her shoulders.

“This risk you’re taking . . . are you sure it’s worth it?” Lydia asked. Her hand lingered on Clesian’s chest, and a twinge of pain burned through my heart. If I got through this, maybe I’d have a chance to experience what they had. If I got through this, maybe Rorik . . .

I buried that hope down deep. “It’s worth it.”

The two of them nodded and headed upstairs. Tomorrow, then.

THE NEXT MORNING, SEVILLE AND I were standing in a miniature garden tucked deep within the woods behind the manor. All sorts of root vegetables and berry bushes were in varying states of hibernation, but one plant stood out from the rest. It was a small, bulbous thing with broad, velvety leaves and pale yellow in color.

“Welcome to our hidden garden of obscurities and oddities,” Seville said with a grin. “We don’t have all the rare plants in the realm, but we have a few.” She’d worn tan slacks with a white blouse, and her hair was pulled back in a loose bun. A few strands had fallen about her face to frame her cheeks, and she brushed them away as she knelt on the ground.

Following her lead, I knelt and gently stroked one of the leaves. “I recognize this from A Collection of Rare Flora, back when I was researching how to cure blight.” The hue and texture had been described in painstaking detail, right down to the tiny white fingerling hairs lining the edges. “I don’t remember its significance, though.”

“It can only be harvested once every few years, and even then, it’s not a guarantee,” Seville said. “We’ve managed to keep one or two thriving with our magic. When they get to a flowering state, we leave them alone until we absolutely need them.”

“Like now,” I murmured.

“Like now,” she echoed. Gingerly, she peeled back the layers of leaves to reveal a palm-sized, iridescent pine cone. “I’d let you try this, but considering we only have one available, I hope you’ll understand.”

I held up my hands in agreement. While I trusted that my fingers could forage even the most delicate of herbs, I was far from practiced in dealing with anything magical. Seville buried her fingers in the earth on either side of the plant and then ignited her magic. Sparkling green particles bloomed outward while the scent of florals perfumed the air. When her magic coated the irysdrop, the leaves turned brittle and ocher.

“Magic-touched irysdrop is poisonous. It’s not fatal, but once consumed, the person in question will be highly susceptible to suggestion, and their memories while under the influence will be altered to match.” Seville extracted her hands from the earth. With dexterous fingers, she gripped the base of the pine cone center and gave it a twist. The stem broke with ease, and she gently wrapped it in a silk cloth she’d pulled from her pocket.

“That’s incredible,” I said.

“Indeed it is. And now you can perform this act, too, should you ever need a draught of your own.” She stood up and clasped the core between her hands. “Another family secret, if you will.”

Together, we headed for the kitchen, where she had me grind the core into a fine powder with a stone pestle—apparently anyone could do this without risk of destroying the draught—and then she poured a thin stream of steaming water over it in a circular motion. Once water filled the mortar to the brim, she draped the silk cloth over it and tucked it away in a cabinet for safekeeping.

“In a couple days, that’ll be ready for consumption. Clear, sweet, but not overpowering. A perfect addition to any glass of wine.” She linked her arm with mine and steered me toward the main hall of the house. “Now, I do believe I’m supposed to drop you off with Rorik for more training. I trust that’s going well?”

“About as well as you could imagine,” I muttered.

“Keep at it. One of these days, he just might pull his head out of his ass.”

“What was that you were saying about love and abrasiveness?” I said with a smirk.

She scoffed. “I was hardly referring to me.” But her smile told me otherwise, and even though things were still tense between Rorik and me, Seville left me feeling more hopeful than I’d been the night before.
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The next few days were a blur of training. Rorik pushed me to expand the radius of my magic, so that I siphoned larger portions of vegetation to bolster my threads. And once I hit my max range, he had me hold on to my power for as long as possible.

“Think of it like pushing a muscle to the brink. For it to grow, you have to rip it, so when it heals, it adds bulk and strength,” he’d said. I’d merely groaned from my back while staring up at the leaves of the forest, my breath hitting hard and fast.

When I hit my limit, he’d swap over to teaching me the basics of knife handling.

“You’re entirely too clumsy. Grip the handle tighter, with purpose. There’s no need for flourishes; you just need one swift move to bring him to his knees,” Rorik had said. While I’d rolled my eyes at his note about my inept and bumbling fingers, he was right. There wasn’t time to train for an actual knife fight, and I’d likely have only one chance to drive the blade into Death’s chest.

On and on we went, to the point where I thought Rorik might’ve been right about pushing myself too hard. My bones ached. My head throbbed. There seemed to be a permanent cool sweat dampening the collars of my blouses. But I refused to let that slow me down. Rorik grimaced whenever he noticed the lingering effects and would stop fighting me. As for my brothers . . . Nohr’s attitude had softened with time, and while he still hadn’t outright apologized, he was at least speaking to me again. If he were to find out that I was straining too hard, though, he’d dig in his heels just like before.

Which was why I refused to tell him or Noam and Lysa about my plan to confront Death. Fortunately, the Ferngloves complied with my wish and kept their mouths shut. When the morning of the fete came, the entire family was waiting in the foyer to send us off. Amalyss and Tasia rushed toward me first, and while I could sense the worry and concern in their tone, there was also a curiosity that couldn’t be squelched.

“Tell us everything that happens,” Tasia said with an exaggerated eyebrow waggle.

“Spare no details. If you do, I’ll . . .” Amalyss chewed on the inside of her cheek. Her eyes lit up. “I’ll trick you into an evervow again and force you to tell us anyway.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m not there to have fun, but I promise I’ll tell you about everything I see.”

I gave them each a one-armed hug, and then Lydia approached us with an amused smile. “Go on, let her go already.” The girls complied, strolling back to their father’s side while whispering beneath their breath about the unfairness of being left behind from a coupling fete when they were rightfully of age. They even roped Lysa into their conversation, and her pale skin tinged a bright red as the girls started detailing the purpose behind the fete. Lydia just rolled her eyes.

“Be careful,” Lydia said. She gripped my hands in hers. “Clesian and I will keep your family safe. I’d vow it to you, if you’d let me.”

My chest tightened at her offer, but I shook my head. “I trust your word, Lydia. That’s good enough for me.” Months ago, I would’ve lunged at the opportunity for an evervow; it was a magical promise that had serious ramifications if reneged. That type of security was something I once needed to feel safe within these halls, but now these immortals were my family, too. I trusted them.

Lydia hugged me tightly and then let go, making way for my brothers.

“This better not be the last time we see you,” Noam said as he pressed me against his chest. One arm instinctively went around his waist while I reached for Nohr with the other. He melted into his usual place, and I hugged them both.

Guilt sat heavy in my gut. “It won’t be.”

“Good.” Noam pressed his nose to the crown of my hair. “I want you to take the longest vacation of your life when you get back. A permanent one.”

A wayward tear streaked down my cheek. I wiped it against Noam’s shirt before anyone could notice. “Okay. I can do that.”

“Can you?” He said so much with his pointed look that all I could do was swallow. After a moment, he gave me another squeeze and then released me. Already he was maneuvering his way back to Lysa, and I hoped he was able to successfully pry her away from what appeared to be a very uncomfortable conversation for her delicate ears.

“Why does this goodbye feel more real than any other one we’ve said?” Nohr asked. He still hadn’t let go, and his warm palm was firm against my back.

My chest threatened to cave in on itself. “Because I’m going someplace dangerous.”

“You’ve always run into danger,” Nohr said with a sigh. “Edira . . . I’m sorry. For the other morning.”

“It’s okay,” I murmured. “I’m sorry, too.”

“I just . . . I know they’re your family, too. I just felt like I was losing you, and I wasn’t ready. I’m still not ready.” His grip on me tightened, and he blew out a shaky breath. “But I’m glad you’re not alone. At least this time you have that prick to protect you.” He glowered at Rorik, who’d been waiting just on the other side of the open doors with his back to the courtyard. His flinty gaze never met mine, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been watching me the entire time.

“He’s . . . difficult,” I muttered. “But he will keep me safe.”

For a beat, Nohr said nothing, and then the words slowly tumbled from his lips, as if he had to pry them from his mind with far too much force. “I get it, Edira. I get why you chose him. I didn’t at first, but just being here these few days and seeing how he is . . . how he watches over you . . . I get it.”

Whatever he saw must have been before our kiss. “There’s nothing between us.”

Nohr pulled out of my hug and shook his head. “Are you trying to convince yourself or him? Listen, just say the word. If you want to run away right now, we can leave. Gods, I think Rorik would even let us. Makes me hate him a little less.”

The sad part was Nohr was right. Rorik would celebrate if we waltzed through those doors and promised never to return. I gave Nohr a tired look, then squeezed his hand one more time for good measure. “Thanks for having my back.”

“Always.” He pulled me in for another quick hug. “I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

“All right, all right. We’re coming back, you do know that, right?” Seville sauntered over and gently tugged on my wrist. “But there is etiquette to consider with these things, so we really must be going.”

I waved goodbye to the family as we funneled out the door, three attendants in tow. They’d follow us to Stormsend with our bags and return to Fernglove within the hour. Part of me wanted Rorik to brand Nohr, Noam, and Lysa with his family’s crest just so they could understand the perks of ley line travel. We walked through the courtyard in strained silence, the only sound our heavy footfalls thudding first against cobblestone and then dirt after we crossed the bridge and reached the marker.

Rorik placed one hand on the marble stone and offered me the other. I didn’t take it. Instead, I palmed a free spot opposite his fingers and tried my best to ignore Seville’s raised brows. Thankfully, she said nothing, and the attendants knew better than to comment, though I imagined they’d be sharing gossip with their friends the moment they returned. Rorik grimaced, then activated the ley lines that would shepherd us halfway across the continent in no time at all.

Magic whipped around us as the world spun beneath our feet.

“It will take longer than usual, given the distance.” It was the only thing Rorik said for the duration of our travel. Minutes ticked by in awkward silence, and Seville’s glances between Rorik and me were far from subtle. There was even a slight curl on her lips that suggested she was thoroughly enjoying the mounting tension. I wanted to reach around and pinch her, but that would’ve only made things worse. Instead, I gritted my teeth and glared at the swirling depths of the ley lines. When they finally receded and my feet hit solid ground, I let out a long exhale.

We’d manifested on the outskirts of a sprawling town that buzzed with activity. Townsfolk dressed in fine clothing milled about the clean cobblestone streets, and the buildings were made with an off-white stone that was free of any filth or grime. Their architecture was bold, with sweeping lines and large windows framed by dark shutters and even darker roofs. Polished carriages with well-groomed horses traversed the roads, and iron lampposts manned the corners of sidewalks.

“Stormsend,” Rorik said tightly. “Stay close.”

“It seems fine?” I watched as a troop of children ran into the street with a ball and kicked it among themselves. Their laughter bubbled above the clacking of horse hooves, and some unseen parent in the distance half-heartedly chastised them for not being careful. A few people nodded in our direction as they passed, but they were otherwise uninterested in our arrival. The ley line marker—a large sphere that came up to my hip and was made of the same stone as the buildings—sat proudly among a collection of wooden barrels that housed trumpet-shaped purple petunias and intensely pink flowers with spiky blooms that I didn’t recognize.

Everything felt so peaceful.

“Stormsend itself is fine,” Seville said as she glanced around. “But everyone here is unflinchingly loyal to the Embergraves. They have little interest in other Ever families.”

A pearl-colored carriage with a gilded frame veered in our direction, and the driver waved to us before calling his buckskin mare to a stop. He was a spry elderly man with twinkling blue eyes and a toothy grin that stretched from ear to ear. He hopped down from his seat with ease, straightened his silken vest, and then walked toward us. “Here for the fete? We’re to bring all Evers directly to the estate. Free of charge, of course.”

Seville stepped forward and offered the man her widest beam. “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

He stared at her for a hair too long but recovered quickly with a fervent nod. “Of course. It’s a short ride, lady. I’ll have you there in no time.”

Between him and our attendants, our bags were quickly loaded in the boot, and we filed into the plush interior. The panels were a soft pink with champagne-colored filigree, and sheer curtains were tacked to the sides of the windows, giving an unobstructed view of the surroundings. I sat on the cushioned bench and stared outside, not ready to engage in any conversation with Rorik beyond what was strictly necessary.

As we pulled out of the main town, there was a stretch of road that contained nothing but wilderness. It was beautiful: An endless range of snowcapped mountains extended along one side, their sharp peaks lost in the fluffy, purplish clouds dragging across the sky. There was a small pine forest flush with the base of the mountains, and a meadow dotted with hundreds of tiny white flowers. On the other side, there was a calm stretch of sea that was storm gray, thanks to the sun’s masked presence. It was the first time I’d ever seen the ocean, and I marveled at its endless expanse. Several impressive boats were docked at the piers, with large sails of immaculate canvas and brightly colored flags. As I inhaled slowly, the mineral taste of salt skated across the back of my tongue.

The absence of buildings lasted for only a few minutes, though, and soon houses began to crop up along the road. Some were nothing more than single-room cottages, while others were small mansions in their own right. They shared a similar architectural style to that in Stormsend, but there was something different about the people. They were colder. Sharper. I frowned as I peered closer. My heart stilled.

They were Evers. All of them.

Everywhere I looked I saw bestial features. Wings made of glass and feathers and scales. Pointed ears and fangs, claws and tails of every shape and size. And, of course, the glamour. It was impossible not to notice their flawlessness. My mind raced to catalog everything, and I was lost in awe of all the variations of power they displayed. I wanted to know what kind of magic they wielded. Were they as strong as the Ferngloves? The Embergraves? Or were they all like Clesian before he met Lydia—able to maintain some simple magics, but nothing more?

“Is this all part of Stormsend?” I asked.

“No.” Rorik flexed his hands. “This is the Embers. The outskirts of the Embergrave Estate.”

“Evers without families or land will come here and live under the protection of the Embergraves,” Seville said as she scanned the surroundings. “Lord Zeverin is powerful and cruel, but he does take care of those within his borders. He believes all Evers should thrive for eternity, as Rebellyn intended. And with ownership over the ports and the nearby everjewel mines, he’s capable of making that happen. Everyone here would die for Zeverin if he asked.”

“Many of them will attend the fete, but there are very few who are invited to stay within Embergrave Manor itself,” Rorik said. “Which is why half of these fools are glaring at us and the other half are wondering what they can do to get into our good graces so they, too, can be chosen by an Embergrave.”

Unease trickled down my spine. Rorik was right. I hadn’t noticed it initially, but a growing number of onlookers had gathered by the road, and their piercing stares were far from kind. I pushed away from the window and settled into my seat. The last thing I wanted was more undue attention.

The carriage groaned to a temporary halt before a large iron gate with a ruby E engraved in the center. After a few moments, the gates swung inward, and we were off down a winding gravel path that led to an imposing structure made of gleaming black stone. Grand windows were placed in perfect symmetry along the walls, and the gabled roof was made of the same black material as the building itself. It was more like a château than a manor, and it stretched on for ages across a wide-open plot of land that abruptly ended in sheer cliffs above the sea.

The driver maneuvered down the main road, around fenced-in, manicured gardens with small walking paths and trickling fountains. Yet the thing that stole my focus entirely was their ancestor tree. It appeared on the horizon before we were even near the end of the path. It stood proudly at the rounded bend of the road where carriages were dropping off guests, and I couldn’t keep my gasp at bay.

“It’s massive,” I whispered in awe, and Seville nodded once beside me.

“They’re the oldest family. They’ve buried the most,” she said.

The trunk was a gnarled mass of legs wrapping over legs, the varying skin tones creating a whirlpool of color as they all intertwined. Even if Rorik, Seville, and I all locked hands and formed a circle around its base, we wouldn’t be able to fully wrap around it. Muscled arms locked around disjointed elbows and jutted outward to form knobby limbs that stretched toward the sky. I couldn’t count all the hands. Worse, the thing seemed to move. An invisible breath ran through the tree, the bone-white leaves at the top shimmering like a weary sigh. My eyes widened, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

“I thought they only moved if they were told to by a family member,” I murmured.

“This tree has a mind of its own,” Rorik said, his glare tight. “Rebellyn rests there. Many suspect it’s her rage that still burns and causes it to move.”

“Her rage?” I asked as the carriage drew us closer.

Rorik lifted a shoulder. “Well, clearly Death found her after all. She outsmarted him for a time, but not forever like she wanted.”

We fell back into silence as his words sat heavy in the air. I dragged my gaze away from the looming tree to the surrounding lawns, trying and failing to shake the weight of its foreboding presence. The entire estate reeked of danger and death. My nose twitched as my power vibrated beneath my skin. Arriving here was much like arriving at Fernglove that very first night. I could feel the presence of blight deep within me, but I couldn’t see it. There was a dull, muted scent in the air; a hint of must and death that couldn’t fully be suppressed.

The Embergraves had glamoured everything to perfection, but I knew what lay beneath the picturesque scene they’d painted: a rotting manor of decay.

The carriage came to a halt, and the driver hopped down from his seat to open the door. With a wide gesture to the house behind him, he smiled. “Welcome to Embergrave, friends. I hope you enjoy your stay.”






Twenty-One

After our bags were sent away to our quarters, we were ushered into a receiving room full of Evers. The space was massive, with floor-to-ceiling windows and hardwood floors so dark they appeared to have been charred by flames. The ebony walls were pristinely polished, and now that I was closer, I could see the ruby-red veining in the stone that spiderwebbed out like lightning strikes across the smooth surface. A monstrous chandelier dripping in pewter crystals hung from the rafters, matching several ornate wall sconces with metal the color of mercury. The sumptuous red velvet curtains had all been pulled back to reveal the manicured grounds, but even with the natural light there was an unsettling darkness to the manor. I couldn’t help but wonder if blight had crept into the foundation here, too. If the marbling in the stone was actually a glamour over yellow loam seeping through the infected structure.

Gooseflesh pricked my skin, and I rubbed my hands along my arms. Even with my long-sleeved blouse, I couldn’t escape the chill of this place.

“Hello, Ferngloves!” Kara strode toward us, the hem of her wide pant legs sweeping against the floor and obscuring her shoes. She wore a brocade corset vest over a shimmery black blouse, and her hair was effortlessly swept up and away from her face. Her gaze roved over us before snagging on Seville.

An angry churning heat simmered low in my gut. She’d threatened my family. Our fields had been burned. I wanted her to feel that visceral fear, to run and panic as I threatened something she held dear. “That was a nifty stunt you pulled.”

“Whatever could you mean?” The sly smile teasing her lips never disappeared.

“My house,” I said. Her flippant response was kindling to the flames, and I wanted to tear her apart for even setting her sights on my brothers. Rorik’s pinkie grazed the back of my hand. It was the first time he’d touched me since yesterday, and as much as I wanted to yank my hand away and spit fire at him, too, I couldn’t help but feel steadied by his support. At least marginally.

Easy. One word down our bond. It had to be Kara. She was there—both in Willowfell and Fernglove.

“Yes, well”—her eyes narrowed—“Lord Embergrave asked that I escort you to him upon your arrival. Come. Grab a drink and follow me.”

She spun on her heel, sweeping through the crowd with the type of authority and force that caused the guests to simply peel away from her path. We followed in her wake, pausing only momentarily to accept drinks from an attendant who’d practically shoved their silver tray in front of us, and came to an ornate set of double doors framed by garnet columns.

Don’t drink that, Rorik warned down our bond. I glanced at him and Seville to find that neither of them had touched their beverage. Plenty of Evers were downing the sparkling white wine, including Kara, and they seemed perfectly coherent. Still, that didn’t mean fuck all when it came to Evers. Immediately, my mind rewound to the night that Briar Starglen had brought me wine tainted with drugs so he could drag me back to his family for an evening of light torture.

No, I wouldn’t be consuming anything that Rorik or Seville didn’t deem safe.

Kara pushed open the doors and then immediately closed them after we entered, effectively separating us from the welcoming party. We’d been escorted into a colossal ballroom, and the only furniture in sight was a row of long tables off to one side and a smattering of couches and chairs on the other. That, and a single throne sitting on a raised dais at the end of the room. The chair itself was beautiful, like a splatter of shined blood against the backdrop of the manor’s onyx walls. Its construction was that of jagged rubies that looked sharp enough to cut anyone who dared come too close, and the only smoothed edges were the contours of the seat where someone would sit and rest their arms.

Where someone was sitting and resting their arms.

It took everything in me not to come to an immediate halt so I could pick my jaw up off the floor. The Ever in question had to be Zeverin, because his likeness to Rorik could not be mistaken. They shared the same red hair, though Zeverin’s was longer, reaching down to his shoulders and curling across his collarbones. His eyes were a piercing amber with auburn striations. Even the defined line of their jaws was the same, though Zeverin’s was covered in a close-shaven beard. But their similarities fell away after that. Zeverin’s face was fuller, less angular, and Rorik’s sharp cheekbones were solely a gift from his mother.

Zeverin watched us approach with a cold stare that betrayed no love for his bastard son. And Rorik returned that look in full.

“Zeverin,” Rorik said with a drawl.

“Lord Embergrave,” Zeverin corrected with a deep voice that reverberated through the room. “Welcome to my home.” His gaze—somehow both lazy and dangerous—slowly traveled the length of Rorik’s frame. He sneered. “You’re looking healthy.”

Rorik kept his tone even. “Is that why you invited us to this ridiculous fete?”

“Ridiculous?” Zeverin’s beam stretched across his face, revealing pointed teeth. “Finding someone to share your power with should be cherished. If you were a member of my house, I would’ve found you a suitable partner and ensured the continuation of my line already.”

My stomach clenched, and I forced my expression to remain blank. He didn’t know about my heartbond to Rorik. Couldn’t. I was weak and incapable of doing anything he wanted; that was the impression we had to sell to get him to leave me—and my family—alone.

“Alas,” he continued when none of us spoke, “what you do with your Fernglove magic is none of my concern. Though your sister”—his eyes flicked to Seville, and she raised a careful brow—“is of particular interest to several in attendance.”

Seville’s smile was wide, and she settled into one hip as she made a show of studying Zeverin’s body. While I knew she’d rather gouge her eyes out than spend her free time with Zeverin, pretenses were important for our plan. So was seduction.

“We’ll see if there are any suitable prospects. I’m quite picky,” she murmured.

“As you should be,” Zeverin said, his eyes lingering. He stood and strolled toward us until he was only a few feet away. Shifting his gaze back to his son, he let out a quiet sigh. “Your mother’s magic was strong. But the purest magic, bestowed upon us by the First, is particular. It’s a pity your mother and I couldn’t have heartbonded before she birthed you. Perhaps you would have had a greater chance of inheriting my power and claiming the Embergrave name.”

Rorik tilted his head, cold grin on display. “Pity.”

“Indeed.” Zeverin turned his focus to me. His gaze thundered into me with the oppressive weight of a towering mountain, and I clenched my jaw as I stared up at him. I had no chance of piercing his perfectly constructed glamour, but he was close enough now that I could sense the rot permeating from somewhere deep within his bones. Possibly down to his soul. His eyes lingered on my face long enough to make my skin prickle. “This threadmender of yours is exceptional, Rorik. I’ve employed many in my long life, but none have come as close to curing the blight as she has. Why, you’re practically founts of health; I can only sense the tiniest whiff of infection. Does keeping her nearby stay the malady?”

Rorik hid everything behind his placid look of disinterest, but I felt his rage surge to life down our bond. It was a roar of power, a tumultuous rush of heat that shot straight to the pit of my stomach. And while he said nothing, I swore I could hear his ire-filled threat in my ears: Don’t fucking touch her. I hated that it did weird things to my heart, stiffened my breath, and sent a tingling want threading through my muscles.

“Her life is almost spent,” Rorik said with a shrug, effectively yanking me out of our emotional connection and centering my attention back on the Ever lording over me. “She can’t mend any longer.”

“It’s a miracle she hasn’t perished already.” He made a show of circling me slowly, never taking his eyes off my body. “I do still have one threadmender employed. His name is Dermon. It would be wonderful if Edira could share her knowledge with him. Between all the festivities, of course.”

I dipped my chin and cast my gaze to the floor. Reasonable. Modest. Even a little awestruck. I could play at all these things if it meant keeping Zeverin’s gaze off my family. “I’d be delighted to meet with him.”

“Wonderful. I’ll be sure he attends tonight’s banquet.” Then he snapped his fingers in the air. “Kara.”

She was at his side in a breath. I’d almost forgotten she was there; she’d been dutifully silent for the duration of Zeverin’s antics, remaining stationed along the wall as if she were a statue meant to decorate the space.

“Yes, Lord Embergrave?” She spoke quietly without any inflection, her expression neutral as she clasped her hands before her.

“Escort the Ferngloves to their suite, then return to me.”

“Of course.” She made for the doors with Seville, and Rorik and I followed without giving Zeverin a second glance. We trailed behind Kara as she led us up a grand staircase until we reached the third floor of the manor. Attendants dressed in clean-pressed, tea-length gowns and suits moved quietly about the halls, and they didn’t bother to look up from their tasks to greet us. Kara didn’t greet them, either. She walked without speaking and finally halted before a large set of doors with brass handles and hungry flames engraved into the blackened wood. She gave them a shove, and they swung inward, revealing a private sitting area. A tufted bloodred couch with clawed feet sat before a snarling hearth, the flames licking the black stone and making the ruby veins pop. A large bay window at the back was framed by potted plants with broad burgundy leaves, and the bench was covered in jewel-toned pillows and throw blankets. A bar cart near the door was arranged with clean glassware and an array of bottles.

“There are two rooms for you to divvy up however you see fit,” Kara said as she pointed to doors on either side of the room. “You’ll have a personal set of attendants who will see to your needs while you’re here. Tonight’s feast begins at nightfall. If there’s nothing else . . .” She trailed off, hand still on the door as she glanced between us.

“Are the Waterstones presently occupied?” Rorik asked. He’d made his way to the drink cart and was inspecting the wares. I vaguely wondered if he possessed some sort of magic to determine whether the liquid had been tampered with.

Kara watched him carefully. “Ossanna has been conducting meetings all day with suitors. Should I let her know you’re interested?”

“No, I’ll catch her at dinner.” Rorik must’ve deemed one of the drinks safe, because he’d wrapped his long fingers around the neck of the bottle and grabbed a clean glass.

“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Kara’s gaze slid to Seville briefly, then me, and she left with a curt nod. Rorik waited until the door had clicked shut and her footsteps had faded before he let out a long sigh. With a heavy hand, he filled his glass and then drained it.

“Don’t wait up for me tonight.” Seville flicked her hair over her shoulder and strolled toward her brother. “I have a suitor to woo, after all.”

“Seville,” Rorik groaned as he dragged out her name. “Keep your voice down.” He pointedly glanced around the room. While there were no visible eavesdroppers, that hardly meant our conversation was safe. “Don’t be reckless.”

“Reckless is all I know how to be.” She stole the alcohol from his hand and took a swig straight from the bottle. “You needn’t worry. This is all part of the plan. I need to plant the seed that I’m interested in Zeverin’s mind and then nurture it so he’s ripe for the picking come the gala.”

He glared at her but didn’t try to reclaim his drink. “Fine. I’ll see about getting Ossanna to meet with us privately.” He folded his arms across his chest after scowling at the closed doors. “Don’t want anyone else eavesdropping.”

“Until then, I have some mingling to do.” She took another pull from the bottle of liquor before thrusting it back into Rorik’s hand. Then she sauntered toward the room on the right and placed her hand on the door. “I’m going to freshen up. Do let me know if anything exciting happens.”

“Will do,” he murmured to her back as she strolled out.

“I should do the same,” I said.

“Primping for someone in particular?” Rorik asked.

“It is a coupling fete, and we are supposed to blend in.” I offered him a sly grin. “What better way to do that than to find a partner?”

Heat flashed through Rorik’s eyes. “Gods help me, I’m going to have to tie you down just to keep you from getting in trouble.”

I smirked. “I don’t think that would have the effect you’d want.”

He stalked toward me, and his magic flared outward from his body to rub against my skin. Static swelled like lightning about to strike. And damn if it didn’t excite me, if I didn’t want to tilt my head upward so I could watch the clouds break and soak in the downpour that followed.

“Is that what you want? To be bound?” Power hummed from deep within him, and it ignited our bond with brilliant clarity. Still, I wasn’t fast enough to react to it, to try to stop him from making a move. Deep down, I wasn’t sure I would have, anyway. Smooth vines sprouted from the nearby plants and wrapped my ankles, and two more slithered up my torso to lightly drape around my arms.

Desire roared to life within me. I wanted him to restrain me. I wanted him to explore me for hours, to bring me to the edge over and over again before finally giving in to release with me. But as tantalizing as those thoughts were, I refused to let him know they existed. If he was going to toy with my emotions with that kiss of his, then I could do the same.

Leaning into the vines’ hold, I bit my lower lip and held his gaze. “See what I mean?”

He did nothing but stare, and yet a torrent of longing shot through our bond. His longing. If I kept this up, maybe he’d break again. Maybe he’d pull me into him and explore my mouth all over again.

“If you need an excuse, it’ll make our heartbond stronger,” I murmured.

He inched closer so he was just a breath away from my lips. “What makes you think I need an excuse?”

“I don’t know,” I said, my words like a hum, “just that comment you made about our kiss.”

His gaze dipped to my lips. “Sometimes desire outweighs rational thought.”

Before I could come up with a response, Seville breezed into the room. She’d changed into a slim-fitting forest-green gown with a slit up her thigh, revealing her family crest.

With a suffering look, she sighed. “Please save that shit for behind closed doors. I don’t mind a good show, and gods know we’ll have plenty of opportunities for that this weekend, but you are my brother.”

The vines disappeared as Rorik straightened. “We’ll go downstairs with you.”

Seville raised a brow. “Oh? Afraid what will happen if I leave you two alone?”

“No.” Rorik made for the door. “I just need to keep an eye on both of you, apparently.”

Seville tipped her head toward me, and I smirked. “Well, I wasn’t going to sit here and do nothing.”

“Lovely,” she said as she linked her arm with mine. “Men are weak in the presence of powerful women. I’ll have Zeverin groveling before my pointed heels in no time.”

Rorik cursed as he pushed open the door. “That is a truly horrific image.”

“Anything for my family, Rorik.” She said it so quietly I thought I’d imagined it, but I watched as Rorik flinched. Then his shoulders slackened. He didn’t respond, though. Perhaps he couldn’t. Because in that moment it was abundantly clear to me that Seville would do anything to protect her own—and that included Rorik. And I wondered if he’d ever heard her admit as much, or at least believed her when she claimed to care for him, too.

He tilted his head ever so slightly to glance at his sister. And while Seville had already moved on, heading aimlessly toward the other guests, I could see every warring emotion colliding in Rorik’s expression: relief, despair, frustration, acceptance. It was a tumultuous blend of Why did you have to say this now? and Why couldn’t you have loved me sooner? and my heart ached to hold him.

But of course there wasn’t time for that, and I doubted he would’ve let me anyway. One day, though, I vowed I would hold him the way he deserved. The way he so clearly craved. All I could do was pray he’d accept it instead of push me away.






Twenty-Two

By the time nightfall hit, I was ready to call it quits. True to her word, Seville had us mingling for hours, sweeping me around from one Ever to the next and effortlessly introducing them as if she carried around an almanac for all the important families. In the rare instances she didn’t know whom she was speaking with, she artfully steered the conversation in a way that would force them to share names and family affiliations first. Sometimes she’d use me as a reason, nudging me forward to spark conversation, and, because I wouldn’t be expected to know anyone, they’d offer up details without thinking twice.

“You never know what information might come in handy,” she said under her breath. She grabbed a glass filled to the brim with some vibrant pink concoction and pressed the drink into my free hand, grabbing a second one for herself.

“How do you know these are safe to drink?” I asked.

She tilted her head toward an attendant carrying a tray of what appeared to be the same type of wine from earlier. “Those are . . . enhanced.”

“Enhanced?” I blinked. “Not poisoned?”

“Poisoned? Oh.” A look of guilt streaked across her face as she blanched, but she recovered with a weak smile and hid the rest of her discomfort with a quick sip of her drink. “No. The only reason Briar was able to pull off that stunt was because the rest of us weren’t watching your back, and that will not be happening here.” She gave a pointed nod to the far end of the room where Rorik leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. His expression was neutral, but there was no mistaking the alertness in his piercing gaze.

“Okay,” I said, gingerly sipping my drink. The tang of cranberry and lemon hit the back of my tongue, followed by a sweet aftertaste that had me eagerly enjoying another sip. “So if the wine isn’t poisoned, what do you mean by enhanced?”

“Some things are customary at coupling fetes, and the Douselle Kiss is one of them.” Seville sidestepped a group of boisterous Evers, each with two glasses themselves, and guided us toward the fringe of the room where the air was less perfumed with the cloying scent of the wine. “It’s aged with a rare flower found in the mountain peaks surrounding Stormsend. Let’s just say it lessens your inhibitions and makes everything feel a bit sharper. It’s all consensual, of course. No one is forced to drink it.”

“Have you had any before?”

“Of course.” Mirth filled her eyes as a sly grin stole across her lips. “And I very well might this trip. But not tonight,” she said with a sigh. “Tonight, I want a clear mind.”

We’d reached the end of the room where rows of polished black tables surrounded by chairs filled the space. Platters of food were being dropped off by countless attendants until I was certain the tables would buckle from the added weight of all the dishes. Garlands made of darkened twigs and crimson berries curled and snaked around the platters and place settings, until they eventually flowed over the ends like waterfalls.

“And this? How do we know this is safe?” I nodded to the cornucopia of food that probably could’ve fed the people of Willowfell for a week.

“Another custom, but thankfully our ancestors were even a bit leery of leaving that to honor. There’s an evervow in place,” Seville said, peering at the ebony place cards with names embossed in reflective ruby ink. “All food served by the host to their guests can’t be tampered with, unless, of course, the host wants to suffer the ramifications of said tampering themselves.”

Just then, Zeverin strolled into view. He came to an abrupt halt at the head of the tables and clapped his hands together, effectively silencing the hall and commanding the attention of the guests.

“Dinner is served. I welcome you to my home and my table in the hopes you’ll walk away from this fete with newly forged relationships and a lifetime of memories.” His wide grin held nothing but magnanimous charm, and he cast his arms outward toward the chairs. “Please find your seats.”

A warm breath skated down my neck. “We’re the next table over.”

I jolted in place at the same time Seville rolled her eyes. With a scoff, she looked over her shoulder at Rorik, who’d annoyingly materialized behind me.

“Asshole,” I mumbled.

He was too tense to offer me anything close to his usual, devilish grin, but the corner of his lips curled slightly. “Indeed.”

But when we got to our seats, his lips pressed into a fine line. We’d been grouped together, of course, but Rorik was meant to sit farthest from me, with Seville sandwiched between us.

“He’s out of his gods-damned mind if he thinks I’m not putting her between us,” Rorik said to Seville, his words barely more than a growl.

“Keep your shit together,” she hissed. “Look.” She flicked a single finger toward the place setting beside mine. Dermon. “He’s the threadmender. You can’t move her unless you want to slight Zeverin.”

Rorik’s answering shrug was tight. “Fine.” He reached over and swapped his name card with Seville’s.

We slid into our seats as the other guests did the same, and two women in stunning midnight-blue gowns pulled out the chairs opposite us. I recognized Ossanna immediately. Her hair was swept into an artful updo dotted with aquamarine gems, and a few tiny stones had been adhered to her temples like droplets of glistening water. Beside her was her daughter, Issa, whose own hair flowed around her shoulders in lustrous waves. I had no idea just how old she was by Ever standards, but she appeared to be in her early twenties, just a few years older than my brothers—and no more than a decade younger than her mother. An ostentatious ruby pendant rested just above her cleavage, and she ran a dainty finger along the gold chain. Her eyes, like blood paled by milk, immediately drifted to Rorik.

“You know what I loathe?” Ossanna drawled as she sat down. “Being seated near someone who’s already made it abundantly clear they have no intention of courting my daughter. What a wasted opportunity.”

“Ossanna, what a pleasure.” Rorik leaned forward and grabbed a decanter full of what appeared to be red wine. “Think you can clear your evening to speak with us privately after dinner?”

“And miss the first night of festivities? Absolutely not.”

“I am here to find a partner, after all,” Issa said, eyes still locked on Rorik. A violent heat burned in my chest at her obvious intent, but I pressed my lips into a fine line. I had no claims to him.

“And I wish you the best in that endeavor,” Rorik said to her coolly before returning his gaze to Ossanna. “Tomorrow morning, then.”

“Fine.” She flicked her wrist to the side. “Not like anyone will be rising early for the next few days anyway.”

The chair next to me scraped against the floorboards, and a thin young man just a few years my senior plopped into the seat. His shaggy shock-white hair looked like he’d just roused from bed and hadn’t bothered to tame it, and his tailored gray suit hung loosely about his willowy frame. Slowly, he tilted his head toward me. His eyes, a shade so black I could barely detect his pupils, were sunken, and his cheeks were hollow.

“You must be Edira,” he said, voice quiet but surprisingly clear. I’d half expected him to wheeze his final breath before the first course was served.

Rorik stilled in my peripheral, but he kept his focus on Ossanna, maintaining an easy conversation with her, Issa, and Seville over the arrangement of food stretched before us. There was no doubt he was listening.

“Dermon? Nice to meet you,” I said. I offered him my hand, and he shook it once before clasping his palms in his lap. “Have you been employed by the Embergraves for long?”

“Three excruciating years.” His gaze shifted to Zeverin, who was still standing at the head of the tables and encouraging the last of the Evers to take their seats. Malice sharpened Dermon’s gaze, and his lips turned down in a grimace. I followed his stare, then frowned when I noticed a line of attendants scurrying out of the room through a door in the back. They moved quickly, occasionally tossing furtive glances our way before amping their pace.

“Are they not allowed to remain for the banquet?” I asked, nodding toward the trail of fleeing bodies. The final attendant did a quick sweep of the room and then quickly shut the door behind him.

“It’s more of a safety precaution.” Dermon filled his own glass with red wine and took a heady drink.

I opened my mouth to ask more, but at that point Zeverin clapped his hands together again, and the room fell silent. With his hands outstretched, he turned his palms toward the rafters and smiled brightly.

“It has been too long since our last coupling fete. As such, I find it important for us to honor the traditions of our past.” A subtle red glow began to outline his body, and a sweltering heat baked the air. Sweat gathered at the nape of my neck, and I shot Rorik and Seville a warning look. They were both stiff in their seats, gazes fixated on Zeverin. Even Ossanna and Issa seemed tense.

“These festivities are meant to unite us, to give us a chance to pass along the gifts our ancestors left us. But in order to preserve the sanctity of our magic, we must all be aware of each other’s strengths . . . and weaknesses.” The heat ratcheted higher, and twin flames snarled to life in his palms. “In the early days, we hid nothing from each other. So we will honor that custom, at least for tonight.”

“Fuck,” Rorik muttered beneath his breath as his gaze snapped to one of the exits. Then another. “Fuck.”

Adrenaline shot through me as my chest tightened. “What’s happening?”

“Why the hell is he doing this?” Seville hissed. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes wide.

“Doing what?” I asked.

“Let us wash away the mirages and be as we truly are,” Zeverin said at the same time his magic erupted. A wave of heat rushed outward from his body in a display of brilliant flecks of red and orange. They flowed through the room, crashing into bodies and the house itself before dissipating into nothing. Being thrust under his magic was like being raked over coals. My skin flushed as a raging fire roared to life from somewhere deep in my bones. Slamming my eyes shut, I bit down hard on my tongue and swallowed the scream that was trying to wrench free from my lungs. Every inch of my skin was painfully tight, and just when I thought I’d burn from the inside out, the fire died. A cool shiver settled over me, and I slumped back in my chair.

And that’s when I felt it. Death.

My eyes flew open, and I gasped. Gone were the pristine walls with ruby veins. The stone was mottled with blight, with trails of yellow loam and dripping black ooze. It slipped through the slabs and pooled along the floors, ate away at the rafters and clung to the furniture. The scent of decay was so strong I nearly gagged.

But that was only the beginning. An Ever near him stood from her seat and raised her glass of wine in toast. “In the name of tradition,” she called, bright and clear. And then she let her glamour fall away. All of it.

One by one, the Evers followed suit, removing their glamours and revealing the true nature of their blight-ridden forms. Sloughed skin. Pitted limbs. Pustules and wounds. Even the Waterstones and Zeverin himself complied. He was somewhat healthier than the rest, with only a few visible pockets of infection lining the sides of his neck. It suddenly made sense to me why the attendants had fled. The risk for infection was far too great.

The air was so unbearably thick with the stench of rot and the promise of demise that it took everything within me to keep my healing power at bay. But it surged through my veins regardless, begging to be released, and I grasped the edge of the table as my breath hit fast. I couldn’t fully wrangle it. Moonlight began to blossom from my fingers, and I knew my eyes would be doused next.

“What do we do?” Seville muttered.

Rorik cursed. “We fall in line.”

Twin onyx horns had burst through his hairline, tousling his locks. His beetle-black eyes were tight, his lips peeled back in a snarl as his sharpened fangs looked ready to tear into Zeverin. With the slightest shift, he adjusted in his seat so his hardened black-and-gold wings could fall through the hollowed-out back of the chair—something I realized must have been a common design to accommodate the possibility of wings. While I knew there was blight hidden beneath his clothes, there was none on display for the room to see.

And, of course, there were his threads. Healthy and vibrant and twirling around him like ribbons in the breeze. But he wasn’t the only one. Threads upon threads unfurled before my eyes as I surveyed the room of Evers. Some strands were sharper in color than others. Almost all of them were drenched in the black sludge of blight. They hung listlessly in their auras, barely twitching. Some desiccated strands even dusted to ash.

A small cough sounded beside me, and I rounded my gaze on Dermon. A lump hardened in my throat. His power had been ignited, too, but it was undeniably dull in comparison to the throbbing light pulsating from my limbs. Where I was a full moon shining over an open plain, Dermon was a pale slice of light diffused by water. Soft. Weak. My gaze immediately snapped to the space surrounding his body. I’d never witnessed another threadmender’s life threads before. They shared the same hue as his magic, but the number . . . a handful. No more. He was closer to death than any Ever here.

And all at once I knew exactly why Zeverin had done this. It wasn’t for harmony or shedding pretense—any Ever could peer beneath another’s glamour—it was for the sole purpose of showing everyone just how healthy Seville and Rorik were. And for directly comparing my abilities with that of his own weakened threadmender. No one else could see our threads, but they could see our outward glow. They could see the strength of my magic that had been bolstered by Rorik’s heartbond.

“Lovely,” Zeverin said, his rolling voice echoing loudly and jolting me in place. His fiery gaze never left me. “Now, let’s eat.”

He strolled right past, effectively drawing the attention of all the guests directly to us. Shock filled many of their expressions; others, curiosity. But the worst? Pure, ravenous hunger. My heart thundered against my rib cage. I sank farther into my chair, desperately trying to get a handle on my power and failing. Tingling started in my fingers, and I balled my hands into fists as dots danced across my vision.

“It’s okay,” Rorik said beneath his breath. He grazed my knuckles with his fingers and made a show of reaching past me for a platter of roasted venison, hiding the tender moment from view. “We’ll figure out what to do later. Just play along for now.”

Nodding once, I wrangled my panic into submission and forced a round of several deep breaths while he filled my plate with food. Conversation bubbled around us as the guests eventually went about eating and drinking, and soon the weight of their stares lessened. Seville was engaged with a guest beside her, and Rorik was silent in the seat beside mine. His gaze, however, never stopped moving. Even though he wore a lax demeanor—reclined in his chair, wineglass cradled in his hand, bored expression hiding the tension building down our heartbond—I knew he was cataloging the room, assessing potential threats. For a beat, I did the same.

Despite the obvious surprise that came with Zeverin stripping everyone of their glamour, the guests seemed to accept this “tradition” at face value and were happy to simply continue with the evening. Laughter turned boisterous with the help of alcohol, and the decanters were quickly drained as glass after glass met the peeling lips of rotting Evers. It was bizarre to watch them eat and drink—especially the ones where blight had gnawed away at their faces. In some cases, Evers were missing entire portions of their jaws or cheeks. I could see bits of food between strings of sinew and tendon as yellow teeth mashed venison and greens into a pulp. My stomach knotted at the sight, and I pushed my plate to the side.

“That was eventful,” Dermon said. He’d dished a small amount of sautéed mushrooms and asparagus onto his plate, along with a thin slice of meat. He chased his food around with his fork, finally spearing a bite and twirling it before his eyes. “I’m surprised you’re as healthy as you are, given you’ve mostly healed those two.”

“Healthy is relative,” I muttered. Pain flared behind my eyes, and I pressed two fingers to my temple. Being around this much blight was like a hammer to the skull. Every fiber of my being was calling for me to heal, and I was staunchly denying it. The strain itself was enough to make me vomit.

“How did you manage it, by the way?” Dermon said with a nod. “Zeverin has gone through more threadmenders than I can count, and I even have the records. They all died just to salvage a few of his life threads.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek. I couldn’t tell him the truth: that I’d bonded with Rorik and gained magic I’d never dreamed of. So instead, I settled with “I don’t know. I’ve been asking myself that same question since the day it happened.”

“I see.” Dermon’s eyes traveled around my frame before he met my stare. “Do you want to know?”

“Do you?” I asked quietly.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Me neither.” There was no sense in brooding over my shortened lifespan.

“What a life,” Dermon said with a sigh, abandoning his food and reaching for his wine. “Never thought I’d end up here with these assholes.”

“I take it you’re not fond of your employer.” A sense of ease settled some of the nausea roiling in my stomach. I wouldn’t go as far to say that I trusted Dermon—he was still employed by Zeverin—but it was rare to find another threadmender. There was solidarity in that, I hoped.

“You’re the first I’ve met, but I imagine it’s the same for any threadmender who’s ended up in Evers’ hands,” he said. “They’ll drain us dry without a second thought if it means they can live a little longer.”

My headache throbbed. If Zeverin didn’t replace the manor’s glamour soon, I’d be in a world of pain. “If only we could cheat death like the first Ever did.”

“Please,” Dermon scoffed, then took a long drink. Sweat had begun to dampen the collar of his button-up shirt, and I spied a tremor racing through his fingers. His power would be doing the same to him as it was to me. “That fairy tale is like gospel in this place. But let me tell you, in all the years I’ve been here, I’ve never seen this famed blade the First supposedly used to bring Death to his knees.”

Of course not. Why would they let a threadmender in their personal vault, especially one who so clearly despised them? Ignoring the wine, I reached for a glass of water and sipped lightly. My stomach revolted at the liquid, and I clenched my jaw tight.

Dermon tipped his head to the ceiling and continued when I didn’t respond. “It’s a secret she took to the grave, if the attendants’ gossip is to be believed. All I know is I’m glad there’s no cure.” He rolled his head to the side, and his pensive gaze bored into me. “Right?”

“None that I’ve found,” I mumbled.

“Good.”

I recognized the heat and anger burning beneath his words; I’d been the same, after all. I would’ve gladly applauded the death of every single Ever until I met the Ferngloves. Well, most of the Ferngloves. I’d already killed the one who didn’t deserve my grace anyway. Splintering pain shot through my skull, and my left eye watered. Immediately, my hand went to my forehead.

“We need to get you out of here,” Rorik said beneath his breath. Between the gaps in my fingers, I could see the worry lining his expression. He’d given up on scouring the room and was solely focused on me.

My breath came out shaky. “Okay.”

Clipped footsteps marked Zeverin’s approach, and I let my hand fall away to meet his stare head-on. He’d stopped across the table from us, right behind the Waterstones. Ossanna grinned foolishly up at him, along with Issa, but Zeverin paid them no mind.

Despite the blight’s best efforts, I wasn’t sure there was anything in this realm or the next that could dampen Zeverin’s presence. He was a dominant force, with pointed fangs and slitted eyes like those of a snake. His skin had transformed into stonelike scales, and between every crack was a river of flowing crimson, as if his veins were made of lava. A long tail covered in bloodred feathers with orange eyes swished the floor behind him, and large wings of the same plumage were tucked in tight against his back. Heat radiated from his form, and my already sweat-dampened blouse was on the verge of becoming completely soaked. He exuded royalty with every breath, and he knew it. Still, he was good at playing magnanimous. The wide grin, the easy way he gestured to the room, even the way he spoke. But I knew better than to fall for honeyed words after my time with Orin. Still, I could pretend. So, I offered him my own demure smile before tipping my chin slightly in a show of politeness.

“Lord Embergrave,” I said softly.

“Edira, I trust you and Dermon have been getting along swimmingly?” The syrup in his voice made my skin crawl, but I nodded just the same.

“Of course. He’s a delight.”

Zeverin beamed. “Wonderful. It seems in my desire to honor tradition, I forgot about what that effect would have on you. Allow me to remedy that.” He snapped his fingers, and a spark ignited to life a few inches above his pointed nails. It hovered in the air for a moment before lifting to the rafters and then exploding, showering the entire space in a wave of reflective ruby flecks. The effect was much the same as before when he’d burned the glamour away, but it lasted only for a breath, and relief hit hard and fast as the manor was once again beautifully blight-free. This was signal enough for the guests, and they, too, began replacing their glamour.

I sank into my chair as the weight in my chest disappeared, and the headache behind my eyes—while still annoyingly present—lessened. My bones ached and my muscles screamed for me to rest, to escape back to my quarters and climb right into bed. And since I was supposed to be weak, I let myself fully fall into that state. I didn’t even stop the subtle tears spilling over the corners of my eyes, or the heavy sigh, or the limp posture. I felt Rorik’s panic spike down our bond, but I pushed it away.

Zeverin watched me closely. “The mirage is back in place.”

I knew he was referring to the glamour, but I couldn’t help but inwardly sneer. Because it was. I could glamour my intentions, too. “Thank you, Lord Embergrave. That was incredibly gracious of you.”

“Our tradition has been observed. All is well.” His gaze flicked to Rorik for the first time since coming to the table. “It seems you’re keeping your threadmender healthy somehow. We have much to discuss.”

“We do?” Flippant. Bored. Indeed, the mirage was back for Rorik, too.

“Oh yes. But if you’re unwilling to share . . .” His stare drifted to Seville. And damn if she wasn’t ready for it. At some point during the exchange, she’d propped one elbow on the table and cupped her chin, expertly exposing the length of her neck and the thin strap of her dress that was threatening to slip off her shoulder. She’d also crossed her legs to expose the slit in the gown’s fabric and her bare thigh. Her lips were wet with wine, her gaze somewhat hooded. Instantly, I was reminded of the time she’d talked about lingerie as armor, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how she poised herself like a gods-damned weapon. No one could stop Seville from getting what she wanted.

“I’m happy to provide you with scintillating conversation,” she said coyly. “After my brother and I escort our threadmender to her room, though. She’s clearly fatigued.”

“Of course,” Zeverin said with a bow. Then he snapped his fingers again, and someone peeled off the wall to join him at his side. Kara. I hadn’t even noticed her lingering in the shadows, but she was there in an instant. Her cool gaze swept over us once.

“Yes?” she asked.

“It seems Dermon is indisposed. Please take him back to his quarters,” Zeverin said. I shifted my gaze off him for a moment to steal a glance at Dermon, only to find him slumped over in his chair. His breath was rattled but deep, indicating he’d slipped into slumber shortly after the blight had been masked. Exhaustion was already tugging at my senses. I wasn’t far behind him. My eyelids fluttered, and I stifled a yawn.

Kara was easing Dermon out of his chair, and, beside me, Rorik was doing the same. His strong arms slipped beneath my legs and shoulders, and then I was snugly cradled against his chest. With a small finger wave, Seville bid goodbye to Zeverin as she stood.

“I’ll be back,” she said. And then she led the charge, swaying her hips as she strolled out with us hot on her heels. The moment we exited the hall, though, she dropped the act. “Gods, Edira, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I murmured. It was all I could muster, both from exhaustion and for fear of Rorik hearing the truth masked beneath my words: that the wave of blight had hit me much harder than I’d expected. I hadn’t mended anyone, and yet it’d felt like I’d healed someone for hours. I vaguely wondered if I should’ve asked Dermon how many threads remained. Because for the first time since learning about the blade, I feared I wouldn’t be strong enough to face Death down. Not like this.

Rorik raised a brow. “Are you sure?”

I waved him off. “What are we supposed to do now?”

“We keep playing the game,” Seville said as we hit the stairs. Neither one of them said anything else as we made our way to our rooms. I was already fading by the time we made it inside and shut the door. Seville and Rorik exchanged hushed words—Rorik’s decidedly more heated and agitated than Seville’s, but that didn’t stop her from returning to the party downstairs—and the next thing I knew I was being laid on a soft bed with a mound of blankets being pulled up to my chin.

A deep sigh filled the air. Fingers grazed my cheek. “Sleep, Edira.”

And I did.






Twenty-Three

Weak gray light filtered through a slit in the burgundy velvet curtains, and I stifled a groan at the early-morning sun. I didn’t want to be awake. I’d been dreaming of the fields outside my home in Willowfell, watching as a breeze caressed the meadow and made the vibrant strands dance. It’d been so peaceful. Unlike here. At least the linens were comfortable. I shifted slightly in bed, savoring the silken feel of the sheets against my bare arms. I was still in my blouse and pants from yesterday, and I longed to strip myself bare so I could cocoon in the bed in total comfort. The thing was massive. The thick, tufted upholstery headboard was a sleek black, and the frame was solid wood with lavish carvings of flames.

Rolling over so I could ignore the slant of sunlight threatening to ruin my morning, I went stock-still. Rorik was asleep beside me, a steady rise and fall to his chest. My heartbeat exploded into a full-on canter, and I was suddenly all too awake. He’d remained on top of the sheets and dressed down to loose-fitting pants and a shirt. One arm was haphazardly strewn above his head, and the other was draped over his abdomen. His hand had caught on the hem, revealing a thin sliver of smooth skin just above his waistband.

As tantalizing as the contoured plane of his stomach was, though, I couldn’t help but smile at his face. It was so . . . relaxed. There wasn’t any tension between his brows, no hardened jaw or stricken tendons straining down his neck. He was utterly at peace. Lips parted, eyes closed, hair tousled. I could’ve stared at him for hours.

Of course he wouldn’t be Rorik without immediately destroying the moment.

“How long are you going to stare at me?” he murmured without opening his eyes.

“I was debating whether or not I’d be able to finally land a hit on that jaw of yours.” I curled one of my hands into a fist for effect, but there wasn’t any strength behind my fingers.

He smirked. “Not a chance.”

“I thought you were sleeping.”

“Clearly you were wrong.” He finally opened his eyes, and I had to remind myself to keep my breath steady. His stare was so warm. Almost affectionate.

“Do you make a habit of sleeping in other people’s beds without their permission?”

He raised a cocky brow. “This is my bed. Technically, you slept here without my permission.”

I threw my hands up in the air. “I hardly had a say in the matter.”

“Don’t worry, I forgive you.” He rolled onto his stomach and nuzzled his face into his pillow. “Go back to sleep.”

“Not happening.” I sat upright in bed, nabbing a few pillows to keep me propped up. “What’s the plan for today?”

Just then, the door separating the main sitting area from the bedroom slammed open, and Seville strolled into the room. Ever the picture of perfection, she was already dolled up in her finest glamour, wearing a flowy white blouse tucked into ivy-colored slacks. She took one look at us, rolled her eyes, and then immediately went to the window and threw open the curtains.

“I was actually wondering the same thing,” she said as she—rather dramatically—sat on the foot of the bed and examined her fingernails. “The Waterstones will be here in an hour for breakfast. I’d like to get a strategy in place before they arrive.”

Rorik groaned. “The only strategy I care about is making sure Edira is healthy enough to survive the fete.”

“Edira is fine.” She turned her focus to me, nose wrinkling. “You’re still in yesterday’s clothes. Take the time to wash up now, because I doubt you’ll have time later.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“There’s a luncheon in the gardens in a few hours, but most will return to their rooms in the early afternoon to prepare for tonight’s gala,” Seville said, crossing her legs. “It’s the main event and can be a bit raucous.”

“If you think we’re spending more than five minutes at tonight’s celebration, you’re out of your gods-damned mind,” Rorik said stiffly. Shoving himself into a sitting position, he leveled her with a flinty glare.

“After last night’s unfortunate turn of events, we are all going to be the talk of the fete. We have to be seen so no one thinks we’re up to something. And I will be up to something.” She stood then, brushing her hands along her blouse to free it of invisible dirt. “We must participate. I’ll whisk Zeverin away and do what needs to be done to secure our prize. Tomorrow, we stay for the customary farewell brunch, and then we slip out with the other guests and Zeverin will be none the wiser.”

“And of course all of this will go accordingly and there will be absolutely no fuckups whatsoever.” Rorik flexed his hands before clenching them tight.

“Zeverin will only get a small taste.” A coy smile graced her lips. “Just enough to lay the groundwork for the irysdrop to work its magic.” She held her hand out to me. I took it, and she ushered me toward the door without a backward glance at her brother. “The bath in our room is spectacular. Let’s get you in it.”

AN HOUR LATER, I WAS freshly bathed with my hair loose around my shoulders and dressed in elegant silk slacks and a sleeveless black blouse. Seville deemed it appropriate for our afternoon activities and swore up and down I’d be “the most intoxicating human to grace the realm” later this evening. She’d already selected my attire for me, but what it was, I didn’t know. It hardly mattered, because Ossanna and Issa had arrived, and with them came the possibility of Death’s location. Assuming they’d be willing to part ways with the information Seville and I so desperately wanted.

“So, Ossanna,” Seville began, reclining in her armchair and crossing one leg over the other. “How goes the courting?”

“There are a few prospects,” Ossanna said through a lengthy exhale. She and Issa were seated together on the sofa, and Ossanna briefly glanced to where I stood near Seville. Rorik, of course, was sulking by the window, scowling for absolutely no reason at the cloud-streaked sky and muttering vulgarities beneath his breath.

I poked at our heartbond for the first time in a handful of days.

Ass, I thought to him.

His gaze flicked to me. Letting me in again?

Only when I deem necessary.

A deep chuckle sounded from within the recesses of my mind. I could knock down your defenses with a gentle prod.

Would you? I thought back.

Silence stretched between us for a beat. No.

“I’ve always wondered, why the push?” Seville said, drawing my focus back to her. “So many of us are already within Death’s grasp, thanks to the blight. Perhaps Issa would be better off on her own.”

Issa frowned. “You misunderstand. I want a heartbond.”

“And I want her to end up with someone better than Orin,” Ossanna said pointedly. “If Issa wanted no one, I would support that life for her, too. All I really want is for her to be healthy and happy, as any parent would.”

“If only we could permanently eradicate blight and make that life a real possibility,” Seville mused. “I imagine you’d give anything for that to be Issa’s reality. Flix’s. Yours.”

“What are you getting at, Seville?” Ossanna’s brows had drawn sharply together.

A knock sounded from the door, grinding their conversation to a halt, and an attendant entered pushing a silver cart laden with food. She immediately swept into a deep curtsy and tucked her chin to her chest. “Pardon the intrusion, but I was informed that you’d be taking breakfast here this morning.”

Seville smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Yes, thank you.”

We waited in tense silence as she pushed the cart farther into the room and began arranging flaky croissants, fruit, and an assortment of breakfast meats on the coffee table before us. Then came a carafe full of coffee, several gleaming cups, and a small stack of cloth napkins. I’d hardly seen our personal attendants who were supposedly assigned to our quarters. We’d left so quickly the evening before that I hadn’t been introduced, and I’d been on the brink of unconsciousness when we returned. My only interaction with this woman was this morning. She’d been in our room waiting for Seville to return with me in tow and assisted with drawing my bath. It was then that Seville had told her about breakfast, and she’d left without any complaints.

She was a curvaceous woman with thick brown ringlets piled loosely in a bun atop her head. With a gentle swipe of her hand, she brushed a few stray hairs out of her face, and I blinked. Shook my head once. It was such an innocuous action, and yet, for a moment, it’d been like part of her went hazy, like the chestnut shade of her eyes had grown darker. Glamour, perhaps? But she was human, and if she was glamoured, Seville and Rorik would’ve noticed.

“Please let me know if you need anything else,” she said sweetly, and then she was out the door. Once her footsteps faded out of earshot, Seville reached forward and poured herself a cup of coffee.

“What do you know about Death’s whereabouts?” Seville asked.

“What a strange question. Why does it interest you?” Ossanna plated herself a croissant and then handed one to her daughter. She seemed unbothered by the sudden shift in conversation, but her eyes remained sharp.

“We know the story of how Rebellyn met Death at a four-way stop.” Seville sipped her drink, never once letting her gaze fall away from the pair. “But we also know that the fable has simplified over time.”

“And you think I have the answer?” Ossanna tut-tutted before tearing off a small morsel of her pastry.

“I think it’s interesting that you don’t immediately deny having such knowledge,” Seville said.

“If I gave an immediate no, I wouldn’t be able to learn your intention. I am erudite, after all, and information is power.”

Rorik finally shot her a harried look. “You mentioned something once about water being the boundary between life and death.”

She let out a forced chuckle. “Maybe it’s a good thing you weren’t interested in Issa. You’re as dense as they come if you couldn’t recognize a threat like that.”

“Ossanna.” Rorik folded his arms across his chest, and magic trickled to life down our heartbond. Heat baked the room, and vines erupted from the soil of the plants to snake over the pots and across the floorboards. One halted a breath before Ossanna’s ankle. “The truth.”

“You’re threatening me?” She settled into the couch, unperturbed. “Odd tactic when you want something from me.” Still, her gaze cut to the vine at her feet and then to her daughter. A slow, saccharine smile spread across her lips. “Fine. I’ll admit there’s more to that statement than I let on. But it is a family secret that I passed on to Issa, and information she can share with her heartbond, if she desires.” There was an undeniable lilt to her voice, and her gaze flicked to Rorik.

Rorik glowered at her. “That’s not happening.”

“Must not be very important to you, then. Whatever do you need it for?” Ossanna popped another piece of her croissant into her mouth and chewed slowly. Beside her, Issa did the same while casting a furtive glance toward Rorik. A flicker of irritation sparked to life in my chest, but I squelched it quickly. Rorik could do as he pleased.

“So that we can confront Death.” Seville delivered her words so bluntly that Ossanna could only blink.

After several moments, she asked, “Why?”

So that I can live, I thought.

“To stop blight once and for all,” I said instead. Both could be true. Ossanna didn’t need to know my motivation—that would never sway her. But if there was a chance that we could eradicate blight, grant her children the happy, healthy lives she so desperately wanted them to have, then she might be moved to share her family secret.

“Evers have certainly tried,” she said, studying me closely, “but never a threadmender. I take it you know how to summon him?”

Seville nodded. “We just ask that you keep this plan between us.”

For a long moment, no one spoke. Obviously Ossanna would know what we would need if we were going after Death; she could easily go to Zeverin and let him know of our intentions, effectively putting an end to our heist. Sharing our plans with her was a risk. Ossanna set her food down and braided her fingers together. Her stare slanted to Rorik. Then me.

“And what if you fail?”

“Then you’re not out anything,” I said, taking a step forward. “You’ve told me a secret, and when I die, I’ll take it with me.”

Rorik let out a low hiss. I hate this, he thought, his words flowing down our bond.

I won’t die, I answered. I hoped he believed me.

Ossanna narrowed her eyes as she studied the three of us. “I suppose that’s true,” Ossanna said, reclaiming her food. “And if you succeed, then the health of my children is worth the price of that secret tenfold.”

Seville’s shoulders slackened, and she leaned back in her chair. “Tell us how to get to him, then.”

“It’s quite simple, really.” She dabbed the corner of her mouth with a napkin. Then she held out her hand palm up and summoned a tiny sphere of churning blue water. The scent of mist and rain filled the space. “What is water but the very current of life? Nearing its end, it streams toward death.” Four separate rivers split off from the sphere and fell over her hand. The streams trickled to the floor, but before they could spill across the carpeted rug beneath our feet, they suddenly shifted directions and converged together.

“There are hundreds of crossroads in Glaes, but only one where four quiet brooks defy the very rotation of our world,” Ossanna continued, her eyes full of respect as she studied the current of her magic. “They converge in an underground cavern to swirl endlessly around an island of black glass. Here, Death will appear if properly summoned.”

Mesmerized, I stared at the point where the streams converged. “Where do we start?”

Ossanna curled her fingers inward, and her water retreated into the sphere before disappearing entirely. “There’s a small fisherman’s cabin not far from here, just south of Stormsend. One of the coves is rarely trafficked because the ocean bed is treacherous, and the beach is littered with sharp stones. But there you’ll find the beginning of a small stream that runs not to the sea but away from it.”

“All we have to do is follow it,” Seville said softly.

“Thank you.” I tipped my chin slightly. She may have been conniving and vile and any number of horrific expletives, but I understood why Ossanna did what she did. Family was everything.

Ossanna watched me for a moment. “You’re more interesting than I initially thought you’d be. I hope you live for a few more years.” She stood then, brushing a few stray crumbs off her slacks, and beckoned to Issa. “Come, dear. Let’s head to the gardens and mingle.” They left without offering a goodbye.

“Now for the hard part.” Seville shifted in her seat to glance at us.

“Everything about this is hard. And foolish,” Rorik grumbled.

“Well, first things first—the luncheon. We need to be seen at all the events to keep suspicion off us. If we’re early, grand. The more eyes on us the better.” She stood up and nodded toward the door. “We’ll leave to prepare for tonight’s gala when enough people have already done so.” Without waiting for Rorik to complain, she linked her arm through mine. “Let’s go.”

Her hope was infectious. I felt it seep into my skin from where her elbow knocked against mine. It was a warm, cautious thing that set my stomach aflutter. I wanted so badly to believe that we could do this. That she’d somehow find the blade, and we’d walk out of here unscathed. There was a nagging sensation in the back of my brain, though, that I couldn’t quiet silence. One that was rooted in fear and dread.

I was weak. I was sickly. I was mortal.

And while that’s exactly who I needed to be to summon Death, it also meant I’d be that much easier to kill.






Twenty-Four

The crisp, salt-tinged breeze rolling in from the ocean cliffs swept over the lawns and toyed with the decorative chimes dangling from the handful of gossamer canopies. Long tables laden with finger sandwiches and wine were manned by attendants, and Evers milled about while munching on food and exchanging pleasantries. Some of them proudly showed off their bestial attributes, while others kept everything tightly wrapped up in glamour. Much like before, Seville guided us through the growing crowd for the first couple of hours, ensuring every face acknowledged our presence. Rorik, on the other hand, posted up along one of the wooden columns of the canopy and defaulted to crossing his arms while wearing a practiced look of boredom.

As we passed a group of Evers all sporting varying types of tails, I tilted my head toward Seville. “Does everyone here have familial magic like you and Rorik?”

“The opposite, actually.” She finger-waved to a woman near the wine fountain, but didn’t pause in our route. “Most Evers just have basic powers: expedited healing, beast features, evervows, glamour, a few simple charms for comforts like you enjoy at the estate. Anything beyond that is considered rare.”

“Hence why everyone wants to bed you.” I couldn’t keep the disgust from my voice.

Seville laughed. “They can try.” Her gaze rounded on Zeverin. He’d been watching us for the past several minutes. It was hard to say if he was more interested in Seville or my power, but I had no doubt in my mind that he’d steal both of us away if he could. Seville steered us toward the edge of the crowd where the lawns gave way to winding cobblestone paths and neatly trimmed hedges.

“I’m going to talk to Zeverin and lay the groundwork for later,” she said with a gentle pat on my arm. “Enjoy the fresh air. Don’t let Rorik burn holes into your back.”

I laughed at that. “As if I could stop him.”

Seville grinned. “I suppose not.” Flicking her hair over her shoulder, she strolled away, leaving me to stare at the grounds. Beside the network of hedges was a sprawling, well-kept garden. I recognized a few herbs immediately, and a familiar twinge of longing coursed through my fingers. As much as I complained about digging in the dirt and brewing tonics, my time as an apothecary had been simple and scattered with small moments of peace. Now . . . My gaze shifted to a man with white hair standing in front of a sage plant, admiring the velvety gray-green stalks and lavender flowers. Dermon. Now my life was like his, tied to an Ever family, though mine felt like a choice, where his, it seemed, was not.

“Hey,” I said as I approached him. “Are you versed in flora, too?”

He let out a soft hum, studying me out of the corner of his eye. “I know a little. It was one of the first things I researched when coming here. Any pointers?”

“I tried a bunch of variations myself.” I scoured the freshly watered soil and thriving vegetation. “I didn’t find anything that helped.”

Guilt threaded through my stomach. I knew what could help, but I couldn’t tell him without risking my safety. Plus, I wasn’t sure letting Zeverin in on the secret that heartbonding meant access to a threadmender’s power was a good idea, either. He’d use Dermon just like Orin tried to do with me.

“Helped?” His laugh was brittle. “I’d rather them hurt.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “Understandable. Will you be attending the gala tonight?”

“I doubt it. I’m Zeverin’s only employed threadmender at the moment, and as he’ll be otherwise occupied, he won’t be able to ensure I’m not whisked away.” Dermon let out an almost wistful sigh.

“I take it he’s protective,” I said.

“Protective?” Dermon’s laugh was sharp. “Possessive is more like it. A distant relative of his once made a comment about borrowing me for a week or two, and the next thing I knew, she was buried at the foot of that creepy tree with the rest of his deceased kin.”

“I hate how dangerous it is for you.”

“It isn’t for you?” He tilted his head to the side.

“Yes and no.”

We wove around plants, our feet quiet against the rich soil. I knew Rorik was watching us. I could practically feel his heady gaze worming between my shoulder blades, but I didn’t turn around. Dermon and I were just two threadmenders aimlessly wandering the gardens, seeking reprieve from an Ever-filled event. There was no reason for alarm.

“You know, I’m supposed to be needling you for information.” He glanced at me. We veered down another row, where most of the plants had stopped flowering with the chill of fall. “Truth be told, even if you told me how to remove as much blight as you’ve managed to do with the Ferngloves, I would lie.”

“Really? Why?” I followed him toward the far end of the garden. A few Evers had ventured away from the main luncheon setup to wander along the paved pathways surrounding the plot. The nearest canopy was still within eyesight, and a quick glance over my shoulder confirmed that Rorik was, in fact, still staring daggers my way.

What are you doing? He sent his question down our bond, and it rumbled with irritation and worry.

I’m mingling. Being seen. You know, what Seville asked us to do? Go socialize. I cut him off then, knowing full well he’d grumble at me later.

“Because I’m tired; aren’t you?” Dermon asked as we came to a halt. “At this point, I’d rather die on my own terms than heal for one more minute under Zeverin’s rule.”

Tired didn’t even begin to cover it.

“Besides,” Dermon continued when I didn’t say anything, “I don’t want you to end up stuck here like me. I’ll tell Zeverin there’s no secret to your magic, that everything was a fluke, and hopefully tomorrow you’ll be able to leave with the rest of the guests.”

Sadness crept through my chest as I studied Dermon’s face. Somewhere beneath that hardened facade was a young man who never really got to live. And here he was, still doing everything in his power to give me a chance at a different life.

“There you are!” Seville called to us from the edge of the garden. I lifted my gaze to meet her stare, and she waved me toward her. “Let’s head inside and prepare for the evening.”

Dermon tipped his chin downward by way of goodbye, and I gave him a soft smile before heading toward Seville. She looped her arm through mine and guided us toward the steps where Rorik was already waiting.

How’s Zeverin’s mender? he asked down our bond.

As good as he can be, I suppose, I thought back. He’s not interested in helping Zeverin in any capacity, so he’s the least of our concerns.

Good. The tension riddling Rorik’s shoulders lessened.

Seville glanced between us. “Ready for tonight?”

Rorik’s disdain was palpable, but I nodded as we passed through the double-door entry to the manor. A handful of attendants were stationed there, including the woman assigned as our retainer, and she smiled at us as we approached. Seville requested tea be brought up later for refreshments, and the woman bent low into a bow that had her hair spilling over her cheeks. Again, when she brushed them aside, I got the strange sensation that she was wiping away the features of her face, if that was even possible. Her round cheek smudged into a sharper angle for a beat, but when she righted herself, her expression was perfectly smooth, smile placid.

Worry gnawed at my gut. If this was a new brand of hallucinations starting to plague my mind, then I really didn’t have much time left at all.

AFTER THE ATTENDANTS DELIVERED OUR tea, Seville settled into the armchair with a long sigh. She cradled her cup between her hands and gently blew steam away from the surface.

“Everything’s ready to go.” She nodded toward the table where a slender vial of perfume no larger than my pinkie rested next to an assortment of jewelry. After waiting for the irysdrop to steep back at Fernglove, she’d made the decision to bottle the opalescent liquid in something suited for the night’s activities.

“And just how are you going to get Zeverin to drink that?” Rorik asked softly as he folded his arms across his chest. The attendants had left long ago, but I doubted he’d risk anything more than a whisper at this point.

Seville took a sip of her tea. “I’ll slip it in a glass of Douselle Kiss. He’ll jump at the opportunity if I’m the one offering it. Then later, when he’s dreaming of all the things we didn’t do, I’ll use his hand to open the vault. Easy.”

“Even if this works,” Rorik drawled, “who’s to stop him from checking it first thing in the morning after you’ve entertained him?”

Seville let out a haughty laugh. “You misunderstand the power of male dissonance. If I weave a tale of him as this dominant sex god that left me breathless and limp—and I have no problem lying in his bed until he wakes just to sell that picture—the only thing he’ll be doing is strutting out the door with me on his arm like a proud little peacock.”

I snorted. “I can’t wait to see that.”

“It’ll be great fun.” Her eyes lit up, and she set her cup down. “Now, it’s time to get ready.”

Rorik pinched the bridge of his nose. “Thank the gods we’re leaving tomorrow.”

“Go to your room,” Seville said as she batted him on the arm. “Get yourself together. Remember, we’re to be seen. That is vital for tonight. No slipping away early, no hiding in corners. Until I leave with Zeverin, everyone needs to think we’re willing guests—not plotting thieves.”

Rorik pinned her with an annoyed look. “I’m neither a willing guest nor a thief.”

“And you’re certainly no help,” I ground out. “Now, leave us alone for fuck’s sake.”

“Yes,” Seville said with a coy smile. “Because tonight is all about fuck’s sake.”

My stomach tightened at her insinuation, but her tinkling laugh drowned out Rorik’s litany of curses, and she gently steered me toward our room to prepare for the night. Once she closed the door behind us, she rolled her eyes.

“He’s such a bother.” She moved past the bed I’d yet to sleep in—though I hadn’t even asked if she’d really have shared it with me—and led the way to the attached bathroom. Even though I’d already bathed once today, Seville said that my time wandering through the gardens deemed another quick wash. I didn’t dare argue.

Once I was done, Seville bathed, too. “For solidarity,” she’d said with a chuckle. I found myself smiling and shaking my head, happy to have her by my side. While she reclined in the tub and I sat on a nearby stool in my towel, I stared at her through the reflection of an ornate, freestanding mirror.

“This brings back memories,” I mused.

Seville leaned her cheek on the rim of the tub. “Of your almost wedding?”

“Thank fuck that fell through,” I said with a brittle laugh. “But the night before, with you and Amalyss and Tasia . . . I enjoyed that.”

She studied me for a long moment, then looked at the ceiling. “I’ve never had a sister, and yet, you’ve somehow made me care about your existence. What rare plant did you put into my drinks to make that happen?”

An expansive feeling spread through my chest, and my shoulders slackened. I’d never had a sister, either. And while at first Seville intimidated me and, quite frankly, terrified me at times, I’d grown to love her. Deeply.

“Well, it wasn’t just one plant.” I smirked. “It was a series of carefully crafted tinctures.”

“I would expect nothing less,” she said with a laugh. Then, more softly: “I hope you know what you’re doing, Edira. I don’t want you to die.” Her words were barely more than a whisper, but they blanketed over me with such warmth that I couldn’t help but sigh. After a beat, she stood up and reached for her towel. “But enough of that. We have a gala to dress for.”

After we were both dry, we slipped into satin robes, and she set me before a mahogany vanity in the bedroom. She cursed the lighting and tried in vain to throw the curtains open wider, as if that would somehow chase away the clouds in the sky, but eventually settled with just the weak light of the filtered afternoon sun and the chandelier above our heads. She spent the next hour perfecting my makeup and styling my stark-white hair in a waterfall braid. Once she deemed me “perfect,” she swept her own hair up into a quick but artful updo and then began to rummage through her luggage.

“Here it is!” With a triumphant smile, she held up an unmarked jar with a cork lid. “A little goes a long way. Lather up.”

Bringing the jar to my nose, I inhaled and was immediately rewarded with a heavenly burst of bergamot, honeysuckle, and vanilla. I greedily scooped out a heavy portion of the lotion with two fingers. As I rubbed it into my skin, it left behind a resplendent shimmer.

Seville did the same and then returned it to her luggage. “And now for the most important part: clothes.”

But what Seville extracted from her case wasn’t just clothes. It was lingerie. Specifically, the piece she’d had custom-made for me from Mrs. Marlow’s shop. She thrust it toward me, and I caught it midair. The gilded, silken fabric was dotted with onyx crystals for coverage across the bosom, but sheer beneath the bust with ebony boning and intricate, scalloped lace. The bottoms, if I could even call them that, were made with the same design and material but had absolutely zero chance of hiding my ass.

Heat flushed my cheeks. “You can’t possibly be serious.”

“Oh, I’m deadly serious.” Seville extracted her own scarlet ensemble that stood out like blood against her pale skin. “This is a coupling fete. This attire is expected. But . . .” She dropped her outfit on the bed and moved to the armoire, where she’d hung a few garments for easy access. She immediately snatched what looked like a long, see-through robe of sheer black material. The hems were sewn with gold stitching, but more impressive was the smattering of beetles crawling vertically up the center of the robe where it parted open. Each one had been crafted of gilded, near-translucent beads with shimmering, delicate wings.

“Seville,” I said, rounding on her with a pointed look. “That is the furthest thing from subtle.”

A happy chuckle slipped from her lips. “Good, because I wasn’t trying to be. I had Mrs. Marlow throw this together the moment we learned of the fete. Now put it on.”

The lingerie fit me like a second skin. Once I’d secured the final clasp at my back, I reached for the robe and stood before Seville. Her gaze lit with pure mischief and delight. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes as she produced a golden chain and passed it through the loops along my waist, securely tying the robe in place. Not that it mattered. I was still on full display.

A knock sounded from the door, and butterflies took flight in my stomach. Rorik.

“What?” Seville called as she shimmied into her own getup. “We’re not ready yet.”

“Zeverin summoned me.” Rorik spat his father’s name through the door. “I imagine he’ll want to know if you’ve shared any tips with Dermon for mending.”

“I have nothing new to offer,” I called back. “Dermon will confirm that.”

“Good. I’m going down now to play the role of disinterested bastard and assuage any concerns beyond what he expects: incompetence.” With that, his feet thudded against the floorboards, and he was gone.

“This should do the trick.” She twirled once, watching her legs carefully to see if anything was exposed. Her chiffon lingerie was sheer from her chest down to her narrow hips, with only a carefully placed rosebud appliqué over each of her breasts. Her back was completely open, and to add even more allure to the look, she revealed her mosaic wings and let them flutter behind her. From her waist down to her ankles, the skirt was crafted of flowing silk and hinted at the shape of her legs.

“You look incredible.” The words felt so unbelievably hollow when in all reality, Seville was one of the most stunning people I’d ever laid eyes on. When I’d first met her, I’d felt a prickle of attraction. But now, she was my sister. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

She smiled as she slipped a red garter up her thigh where she planned to stash the perfume bottle of irysdrop, perfectly out of sight.

“You’re a vision yourself,” she said through a hum. A rush of excitement purled through my limbs. The last time I’d dolled up for a fete, I’d looked like a garden. But this made me feel exquisite. The brush of fabric against my skin was nearly erotic, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Rorik would think. I wanted him to come undone. I wanted him bare and vulnerable and completely, utterly mine.

Foolish. Still, I couldn’t help but want it.

“Now, let’s grab our concoction and be on our way,” Seville said.

We returned to the main sitting area, and she snagged the vial from the table. With ease, she peeled back the slip of fabric obscuring her leg and tucked the bottle safely in her garter belt.

“Time to get ourselves a blade.” She raised her chin slightly and brushed a few loose locks of hair off her shoulders. Even now, about to poison our host and steal from his private stash, she didn’t look the least bit frightened. If anything, she looked confident. Powerful. And she would make Zeverin regret ever insinuating she was only good for her womb.






Twenty-Five

The hall we’d dined in the night before had been transformed. A quartet was stationed in the far corner, playing soft music that murmured through the air like a heated breath. Wood-carved sofas with burgundy upholstery of varying lengths and sizes had been brought into the room, along with high-backed cushioned chairs that looked more like thrones. The floor had been covered in thick, plush rugs, and I lost count of the number of pillows effortlessly tossed throughout the space. There were only a few tables along one wall, and while there was an assortment of foods plated and attendants moved through the crowd with smaller, bite-sized morsels, the primary emphasis was the Douselle Kiss. It was everywhere. In tiered glasses that were full and ripe for the taking. In elegant fountains manning the room. On the trays of attendants and in the hands of guests.

Evers floated through the hall. They moved languidly as they exchanged pleasantries or enjoyed the food and drink. They were all a sight to behold. Leather, lace, gemstones, feathers—no fabric or adornment was off the table. They were walking masterpieces of beauty and seduction, and they were not afraid to revel in that truth. If they weren’t eating or conversing, they were dancing.

My gaze snared on a couple twining together in the center of the floor, their bodies illuminated by a dangling chandelier bedecked in pewter crystals. With each lazy twirl came a slow, sensual caress, and their clothes were sliding from their sweat-slicked frames. When the female’s bust was completely exposed, I inhaled sharply both at her beauty and at the brazenness of their actions. And yet . . . I cut a quick glance around the room. They weren’t the only ones.

In fact, they were quite . . . tame in comparison to others.

Sounds I hadn’t noticed at first now joined the sultry climb of music. Soft gasping moans. Deep-seated growls of pleasure. Heat flamed my cheeks as I spotted another couple rocking together on a chair. Her gossamer layers of skirts did nothing to obscure the slide of their bodies, and my heart hammered against my rib cage as she tipped her head back in pure ecstasy. The low light of the chandelier cast the room in an array of shadows, and in each sliver of darkness, something carnal happened. Bare backs. Legs. Tangled arms and heaving chests.

My throat dried, and I took an inadvertent step backward. Right into Seville. We’d descended from our quarters only moments ago, and already I’d forgotten she was there.

“Not what you expected?” She smirked. She scoured the room before momentarily pausing on a female Ever lingering near a display of small pastries. Kara. Her attire was a tantalizing mixture of black leather and studded silver, with just a hint of skin peeking through her tightly laced bodice. Her storm-gray stare found us, and I saw the hunger light in her eyes once she targeted Seville.

“I assumed Evers, you know . . . coupled, just not here.” I followed her gaze to Kara, and while bile still soured my tongue at the thought of what she did to my home, I couldn’t help but appreciate the way her corset cinched her waist.

“Partners are more than welcome to leave, of course.” Seville lifted a shoulder. “But this is fairly common. Not all fetes are boring, stuffy affairs like the one you attended.”

I raised an incredulous brow. “You considered that boring?” For as long as I lived, I would never forget that night. How the back lawns had been transformed into a mystical garden with gauzy, cloudlike canopies and glittering lights. How the tables had overflowed with food and drink, how the Evers had danced and moved with a mirth I’d never seen. And Rorik . . .

A tingling raced through my limbs and my stomach tightened. He’d been danger incarnate in his suit of black and gold, his Ever features on full display. And he’d asked me to dance. Held me close as he brought his lips to my ear and whispered sinful words that had been permanently branded into my memory.

The only pain I’d ever intentionally inflict on you is the agony of making you wait to feel the pleasure of release.

I bit my lower lip gently as I tore apart the room without moving. Searching.

“Seems like your mind is already warming to the idea,” Seville said as she pointedly dragged her gaze to my mouth. “We need to put on a show tonight anyway. Remember the goal.”

I could hardly find my voice. “Yeah. Of course.”

“You want some advice, Edira?” She clucked her tongue once before snagging a glass of Douselle Kiss from a passing attendant. Then, with soft but insistent fingers, she turned me gently toward the front of the room. “Take whatever you want. Stars know he’s not going to do anything about it. Maybe you should.”

A group of dancers—if you could even call them that—shifted from the center of the dance floor to the wall, leaving a clear line of sight to one of the armchairs along the room’s edge. Rorik reclined against the tufted fabric with one ankle crossed over his knee, his elbow propped against the armrest as he cupped the side of his face. In his other hand, a crystal wineglass loosely dangled between his fingers. He moved it lazily, swirling the remaining contents of his drink as he studied the room.

And then his slow appraisal of the environment brought his gaze to mine, and the whole world seemed to stop. A flare of recognition shot across his eyes, and my breath hitched. A trickle of warmth seeped down my neck. I couldn’t help but think of our kiss. How much my body had craved him in that moment; how I would have done anything to feel him inside me. And how he left me reeling and alone.

Indignation brought heat to my cheeks. “He wants nothing to do with me.”

“That so?” Seville raised her glass to her brother. He narrowed his eyes at her in response, and she chuckled darkly. “Maybe I’m misinterpreting his foul mood when you’re not around. Still, if you want to toy with him, the wine helps.”

With that, she turned on her heel and sauntered toward one of the tables. Kara had disappeared somewhere, and in her place was our attendant. Seville waved her off when she offered a plate of chocolate-dipped fruit and decided instead on a second glass of Douselle Kiss. Perhaps for Zeverin.

Which, of course, left me with nothing better to do than stare at Rorik. Tension snapped through the air, cutting a clear path through the Evers in the room. Why did he get to decide how we were supposed to act without even talking to me? Did he really not want me? Us? Was all of this . . . this attraction simply a result of our forced heartbond?

Fuck it. If I was about to face down Death—and I already knew my days were numbered—I wasn’t going to waste time sitting on my ass hoping for something to happen. I’d make something happen.

Veering toward the table, I found an oversized glass fountain where wine flowed over multiple tiers in a delectable cascading waterfall. An attendant stood ready, and the moment I approached, she snared one of the many crystal glasses and filled it for me. The sweet scent of fresh fruit and florals hit my nose, and I inhaled deeply as I strolled toward Rorik.

He tracked me the whole way, his heady gaze like that of a predator waiting for the right moment to strike. He’d had the perfect opportunity days ago and done nothing. Now it was my turn.

“Not exactly what I was expecting.” I swirled the wine before bringing it to my lips.

He didn’t move except to narrow his eyes. “Don’t drink that.”

“Why not?”

He gestured to the many, many bodies that had become an inseparable tangle of limbs. My lips parted of their own accord, but no one seemed to care in the slightest. They were wrapped up in their own sensations, enjoying the revelry of the night and the wine without a thought for the world.

“No need to put ourselves on even more display,” he said as his gaze traveled the length of my body.

“On the contrary, that’s exactly what we’re supposed to do.” I glanced across the room, finding Seville already positioned before Zeverin. He had her pressed against the wall and was tasting her neck with ardent fervor. She was playing the part well; I had no doubt that glass would be spiked within minutes, and she’d be ushering him away to his room.

“What did Zeverin have to say to you, by the way?” I asked.

“Just more probing questions about your health and my sister’s availability. Lots of empty posturing.” Rorik grimaced as his eyes found Seville and Zeverin, and he shook his head. “Seville can handle herself, though.”

“And I can’t?”

Rorik rounded his stare on me. “Certainly not if you drink that.”

All around me, carnal impulses were being fulfilled without so much as a second thought. No judgment. No care for the world. Just . . . release. A flicker of anger threaded through me. The last time I’d been with someone was Orin. And while I’d exacted my vengeance by taking his life and burying him in the ground, a small part of me hated that he still had some claim to my body.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I drained the glass in one heavy swig.

Rorik went impossibly still. “What are you doing?”

“Giving my mind a break.” I licked my lips.

Rorik’s eyes followed my tongue. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”

“I hope it’s fun.” I smirked.

He raised a brow at my quip, but the stiffness in his shoulders didn’t relent. He seemed to be counting my breaths, watching my every move to see when the wine would take hold. As if the very thought gave it life, a delicious heat began to unfurl from my center and lazily flow outward. It was as slow-moving as lava and just as scalding, and yet I couldn’t get enough of the fire. My skin flushed and my eyes fluttered closed, a surprised gasp pushing through my lips.

Rorik cursed quietly, and I peeled open my eyes to find the space transformed. The room was the same and yet . . . not. Colors intensified to hues I couldn’t begin to describe, and I felt, rather than heard, the low rumbling sounds of the room. The lilt of voices and music meshed in an orchestration of desire that sang in my very bones. Even the low lighting felt more intimate; the layers of darkness and quiet splashes of light were an erotic tease for the eyes.

I felt everything. Every breathy exhale. Every pounding heartbeat. Every stare and every whisper. And I wanted more.

My gaze slanted to Rorik.

Fuck, he was beautiful. His attire seemed to move and ripple like ink-black water, clinging to every hard cut and groove of his muscles. The collar of his shirt was undone, and his bare skin was a feast for my eyes. But nothing was more tantalizing than the color of his darkened amber eyes. They looked more like warmed gold, spilling through his gaze and swallowing me whole. A full-body shiver raced through me. I wanted to lose my hands in his burnished hair, wrench his head back and drag my mouth along the length of his neck before slipping my tongue between his parted lips.

“Stars, you’re stunning.” The words seemed to bubble from nowhere.

Heat simmered in his stare. “You’ve told me that lie once before.”

Ah, yes. Back at the fete all those months ago, when he’d danced with me and demanded I tell him a lie. A good one. Too bad it had been a damning truth that left me drowning in a maelstrom of emotions. “I remember. You didn’t have a problem touching me then.”

“I don’t have a problem touching you.”

At that I laughed. I found myself drifting closer to him, my feet moving without much thought or direction from my brain. “You’ve backtracked every chance you’ve gotten since I returned to Fernglove.”

“I don’t want you to feel obligated to me because of . . . this.” At that, a tender stroke of awareness slid through my mind, as if he’d gently glided his finger along the invisible heartbond connecting us. My body nearly went limp at the velvety caress, at the mental kiss of his power against mine.

“I feel no obligation. But if you don’t want me near.” My body revolted at the very idea of being with anyone else, but the last thing I wanted to be was an obligation, either. Already I was shifting, turning out toward the crowd. So many bodies tangled together, seeking release. Douselle Kiss was a siren that demanded to be sated, and if not with Rorik, then . . .

“It’s more than that.” Pain raced through his eyes, but it was gone in a flash. Yet I knew if I asked about it, he’d deny it. Just like he’d continue to deny whatever this was between us.

Stars know he’s not going to do anything about it.

Although Seville was nowhere to be found, her words rattled through me with quiet clarity.

Courage or wine or some amalgamation of both pulsed through my blood, and I positioned myself between his spread legs. So, he didn’t want to deal with our emotions. Then fine. I could work with that. Sex could be just that: sex. And even more so in our case, because physical intimacy would only make it easier for me to control his power. Bracing both of my hands on his corded forearms, I leaned in closely.

“Tell me you haven’t thought about it. What it would feel like,” I murmured.

He clenched his jaw. Unclenched. “Edira . . .”

“If you’re not interested, that’s fine, I suppose. There are plenty of other options here.”

There weren’t. Not in my eyes. But he didn’t need to know that.

“That would be the single most asinine thing you could do.” A growl simmered from his chest, and he white-knuckled the armrests. “I’d end up murdering someone.”

A rush of excitement pulsed through me at his admission, and I inched closer. “You can’t have it both ways, Rorik. You can’t want me and deny me. Pick.”

Silence louder than the music and the moans filled the space between our chests, but I would not break. I would not budge. A flurry of emotions filled his stare, each one more confusing than the last. Longing. Hesitation. Fear. Worry. After several breaths, they all disappeared beneath his familiar teasing grin. And then he let some of his glamour fall away, revealing beetle-black eyes practically flowing with rivers of gold and sharpened fangs that seemed eager to bury themselves in my skin.

Mischief filled his expression. “If you can make me leave this chair, I’m all yours.”

Stars, I loved that look. It felt like ages since I’d last seen it. He was a master at playing games and he knew it, and damn if I didn’t love the thrill of it all. The push and pull. The test to see who would break first.

His words released me, and I wasted no time climbing into his lap. My sheer robe pooled around us, and my bare legs pressed against his thighs. Even through the fabric of his slick pants I could feel the hard cut of his muscles. The sensation filled me to the brim, and my mind went wild. I wanted to know how strong his legs were, if he could hold me upright while barreling into me. How long we could stay pressed against a wall without him faltering.

Rorik watched me closely, his dark eyes never leaving my face.

Fuck, Edira. Your desire . . . His thoughts bled into my mind, and the heat coursing through our heartbond nearly burst into flame.

I feel yours, too. I shifted closer, bringing my hands to his chest. Another trill of magic flared to life beneath my fingertips, and an errant moan escaped from the back of my throat. Rorik’s body tensed in response, the tautness only sending the wine’s effects down another rabbit hole of ecstasy as I felt every muscle flex.

Every. Muscle.

He began to harden beneath me, and an insatiable hunger drowned out all other needs in my body. I shifted my hips again, poising the apex of my thighs expertly over his length.

And yet, Rorik never moved. His hands remained gripped on the armrests; his black gaze fixed on my face. Lust coursed through his expression, but he didn’t yield to it.

“You know, it wouldn’t be so bad if you just gave in.” I nibbled at the lobe of his ear and watched as gooseflesh rippled down his neck.

“It would undeniably be the best night of your life.”

Fuck, I wanted his mouth all over me. “Then why not? We’re hardly making a scene off in the corner like this.” With deliberate slowness, I dragged my nose along his throat, pausing only to let my tongue graze the sharp edge of his jaw. A heady and tantalizing sound rumbled from his chest.

“A scene?” His gaze momentarily flitted to the room full of Evers. “Edira, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you like the idea of an audience.”

A peculiar jolt of excitement shot through my core. “I’m certainly not opposed. Besides, it’s what we’re supposed to do, right?”

I moved to kiss him, but he simply grinned. “You haven’t convinced me to leave this chair yet.”

Right. The chair. His wicked challenge made me want to riot, but if it was a game he wanted, then I’d participate. And I’d win.

Slowly, with deliberate intention, I rolled my hips against him. “I wonder how much it will take.” Again, I ground into him, and he let out a throaty chuckle coated with heat and lust.

“I don’t think you’ll win this one.”

“And why is that?” I asked.

The devilish curl of his lips had me breathless. “I have better control than you.”

My own need warred with my desire for mental—and perhaps physical—torture, and my hips set a steadier rhythm of their own accord. Wetness gathered in my undergarments, and the delicious friction from the fabric and Rorik made focusing on anything other than my own building want near impossible.

But I could still play the game. I would still play. With ease, I slid my robe off my shoulders to reveal the gilded bustier. My nipples pearled beneath the silken fabric, and the swell of my breasts heaved as I continued to grind against him.

Rorik’s gaze darkened, and then a vibrant flash of gold streaked through the ink-black depths of his eyes. A rough, low sound simmered from somewhere deep in his chest, and a sudden splintering cracked through the air. A quick glance at his hands revealed his grip on the chair had nearly destroyed the now creaking wood beneath his tense fingers.

My mouth watered at the display, and my hips moved faster. I wanted that pressure across every inch of my body. I wanted him to grip me with such wanton desire that I was left with bruising, with tangible proof that his need for me matched my own want for him. I craved him in a way I’d never craved anything before, and perhaps it was the wine or the lust-filled air, but I wanted to claim him as mine for the entire world to see.

If only he’d have me.

Right as my need began to mount, I stopped. Rorik hissed his displeasure, and I smirked. I slid off his body and headed toward the throng of intermingling bodies. A dangerous threat filled his gaze.

Edira . . . His thought was a warning.

I, of course, didn’t heed it. What? I’m here to do a job, Rorik. And I’m going to do it well.

Turning my back on him, I made a beeline for one of the tables that had been arranged toward the front of the room—right beneath a chandelier, incredibly well lit for all eyes to see. A few interested Evers had already begun their pursuit. They followed after me with wide grins and lust-filled stares, and they didn’t bother to hide their arousal. When I reached the table, I shoved off the platters of food and drink, and the sound of clattering dishes only drew more eyes to me. And more interest.

Before the first Ever could put his hand on my thigh, Rorik was there. He gripped the man’s wrist so tight I swore I heard his bone snap, and Rorik snarled in response. The few others who’d come near stalled, waiting to see whom I’d pick.

“Seems like I got you out of your chair,” I said, leaning back and parting my legs in invitation.

He let out a possessive hiss as he took a step toward the Evers, flexing his hands. A swell of magic churned about his form, heating the space, and he bared his teeth at them with murderous intent. They immediately backed away with their hands up, gazes flicking between me and him.

My mouth opened in a gasp of pure desire. The way he stood against them, the way he wanted to claim me as his own . . . There was an undeniable, carnal need raging down our heartbond, and once he was satisfied that our onlookers had found other ways to occupy their hands, he stalked toward me. Burying one hand in my hair, he brought the other to my low back and arched my body into him. The sudden presence of his touch was like fire against my skin.

He placed a bruising kiss at the soft spot where my ear and neck met. “Do you remember what I told you at the last fete beneath the stars?”

“You said many things that night,” I murmured, and his grip tightened. A moan shuddered through me.

“Indeed.” He was a picture of lust and hunger. His eyes were trained on me, but his lips were parted, his breath hard and uneven. Every muscle in his body was tense. “But I think you know what I’m referring to. How I plan to watch you writhe with unbearable want as I make you wait to feel the pleasure of release.”

“Fuck, yes.” I gripped the collar of his shirt and began to tear it open.

A groan spilled from his lips. “Edira, if this happens . . .”

“It doesn’t have to be anything,” I said, frantically searching for whatever words would get him to stay. I couldn’t have him walk away again. Not when he was so close to giving me what my body so clearly desired. “It can just be sex. It’ll strengthen our . . .” I bit back the words before anyone could overhear.

It’ll strengthen this. I stroked our heartbond and felt a shiver of pleasure stem from him.

Just sex, then. He gave me one last look. One last chance to change my mind. I pulled his mouth to mine and bit on his lower lip until he hissed in response. He tore at my clothes without fully removing them, giving himself the pleasure of seeing my body without allowing the whole room to feast on my naked form.

“Lie back,” he demanded, and I fell onto the table without an ounce of hesitation. He pulled my ass closer to the edge and then ripped my panties to shreds. Pure hunger filled his eyes. And then he drove two fingers deep inside of me while biting down on my shoulder. Hard.

The moan that escaped my lips was loud enough to draw the focus of one or two more Evers. Like before, they inched closer, and one woman managed to snake her hand through my hair before Rorik snarled at her. She bit her own lip in response, clearly turned on by the act, and quickly found herself a willing participant on the floor nearby.

No one touches you. His words were a seductive claim in my mind, and all I could do was nod as I rocked my hips against his fingers.

I need you to fuck me, Rorik. My body was already writhing beneath his touch. I needed more. I needed all of him. And I needed it now.

Beg for it. His hands went to his pants. Slowly, painfully, he undid his trousers.

My mouth watered. Please.

Out loud. So the whole fucking world can hear.

“Please, Rorik,” I moaned.

“Louder.” His cock was in his hand, and he stroked it once. Twice. Then pressed the broad tip of his head against my clit. I let out a sharp gasp as my head banged against the table.

“Fuck me, Rorik,” I begged. “I need you inside of me. I need to feel your release.”

His grin was downright sinful. “You will.”

And then he buried himself inside of me. I lost all semblance of control as my entire world became the feel of him sliding deep into my core. The sounds of the room faded to nothing more than a muted din. The lighting darkened so my vision was only on Rorik. And gods, did he feel incredible. Every thrust was a stroke of pure ecstasy, and the coil of need in my abdomen was wound so unbearably tight. I was close. So damn close. I wanted it to last forever, but at the same time, I couldn’t stop myself from begging for more. For it to be faster. Harder.

“Fuck,” I cried. That ribbon of need was seconds away from coming undone. He seemed to sense it, too. He covered my mouth with his, and his tongue intertwined with mine. My fingers drove through his hair, and I pressed his forehead against mine as my breaths hit harder.

“Come for me, Edira. I want everyone to hear you scream my name. I want your whole world to shatter so you’ll never think of anyone else but me,” he said roughly into my ear.

His words were my undoing, and that bundle of need shattered into a thousand pieces as my climax ripped through me. I screamed his name as he barreled deep inside me. The pressure of his grip on my waist was everything. He wrung every last drop of pleasure from me, and then he spilled himself into me with a loud groan. Still, he kept moving. Slowly, gently, he lessened his thrusts as my limbs went weak and my body trembled from the sudden rush of ecstasy. When the sounds of the room began to trickle back into awareness, I rounded my gaze back to him.

“You will be the death of me,” he murmured as he leaned forward. His nose ghosted beneath my collarbone, his breath warm against my chest. Gooseflesh rippled across my skin, and he let out a pleased sigh.

“I doubt that,” I said softly. I could hardly think with him still seated inside of me. “I’ll beat you to the grave.”

I didn’t know why I said it. My words were meant to be teasing, and yet there was an undercurrent of truth that couldn’t be ignored. I wanted to live. Rorik had wanted me to live, too. So much so that he was willing to die right alongside his family if it meant I could’ve gained a few extra years by not using my power.

Rorik stiffened as his gaze shot to mine. His words were soft. So . . . tender.

“I know.”

Desperation and desire collided in me with fervent demand, and I cupped either side of his face. I wanted to memorize every emotion in that gaze. Etch the cut of his jaw and slant of his lips into my mind so that I could carry his visage with me even if . . . when I wouldn’t be around to see him any longer.

Fuck the plan. Fuck this being just sex. I wanted him. All of him. I would beg if I had to. I didn’t care about winning or losing anymore. I’d take any outcome so long as it ended with us intertwined.

I opened my mouth to say as much, but he placed a soft finger against my lips. “I think we played our part well enough. No more.”

“No more?” I rolled my hips for effect, but he gently slid out of me and redid his pants. Hurt slammed through me with the force of a summer thunderstorm. I had no right to be upset. I’d outlined the rules, and he’d complied. But fuck, I couldn’t shake the pain. A single, damning tear gathered in the corner of my eye. Rorik spotted it instantly.

“Whatever you’re thinking—”

“Forget it,” I said with a weak smile as I sat up. As quickly as I could, I draped my robe about my shoulders and tied the chain. “We did what we had to, right?” I gestured to the hall, which had quieted as many Evers had slunk away with partners for the night. Seville was nowhere to be found. Which meant my time with Rorik was up.

I bit down hard on my tongue to keep the errant sob from breaking free from my chest. A small part of me wondered if that’s why he never pressed for more. Because a relationship with me would be too fleeting. It probably wasn’t worth the effort. Why bother to get invested, to deal with my desperate heart, when he could just as easily find someone else? Or, if he did want something lasting, there were plenty of his kind to choose from. Someone who could spend immortality by his side.

“What’s going on in there?” He trailed a light finger across my temple.

“Nothing at all. Just tired,” I said.

I doubted I masked any of the hurt brewing in my chest. All I could hope was that he’d expect me to be exhausted. He said nothing as he helped me down from the table, but grimaced when I pulled my hand free of his.

“No need for pretenses, right?” I laughed. It was the hollowest sound I’d ever made.

“Right,” he muttered.

As we made our way back to our quarters, a cold wave of numbness poured over me from head to toe. I couldn’t tell if that was the sudden depletion of the wine’s effects or the aftershock of what Rorik and I just shared. Either way, it scalded with an icy pain that had me trembling, and I wrapped my arms tight around my stomach. I wanted out. To be away. To be anywhere but here, in this manor with him.

But even as we made it to our suite and I shut the door to the room I shared with Seville, I couldn’t escape the agonizing pain twisting through our heartbond, tying me up in a web of confusion and leaving me in knots. Somewhere through that gilded bond I could’ve sworn I felt his own despair, but I couldn’t let myself believe it. Not when every time I tried to reach for him, I came up empty and alone.






Twenty-Six

The farewell brunch was held in the front gardens outside the manor the next morning. The pale blue sky was blissfully free of clouds, and the sun’s warmth subdued the biting breeze coursing over the verdant lawns. Buffet tables draped in ash-gray linens were adorned with an assortment of breakfast foods and beverages. Attendants stood by them dutifully, plating dishes as Evers approached to fill their bellies after a night of romping. By the time Rorik and I made our way to the edge of the gathering, many were already seated at iron bistro tables and chattering away. Some were obviously paired off. Some were more aloof. Some glared daggers at each other, and if I wasn’t so consumed with worry about Seville, I would have done anything to eavesdrop on the multitude of conversations floating through the air.

“Seville will be fine,” Rorik said as he nudged my side. I ached for a more intimate touch from him. Last night, I’d crawled into bed and wrapped myself up tightly in the sheets, fighting back tears while simultaneously wondering what kind of mistake I’d just made by letting my emotions, my desires, get the best of me. By the time the sun rose, I’d slept maybe a total of three hours. Fifteen minutes later, I’d dressed in simple slacks and a blouse and packed my bag. I wanted to be gone. To busy my mind with the prospect of meeting Death instead of thinking of Rorik.

Another cluster of Evers emerged from the manor, and I strained my neck in the hopes of spying Seville. She wasn’t among them. A numbness started to invade my fingers and toes as my heartbeat ratcheted higher. She wouldn’t get caught. Couldn’t. The irysdrop had to work. Still, dread settled in my bones.

“Breathe,” Rorik said. “I can feel the panic radiating from your body.”

Breathe. The audacity of this arrogant Ever. Still, a wry smile dared to claim my lips.

The front doors opened again, and my gaze shot to the steps. My fingers dug into my sides. One Ever. Another. My heartbeat thrummed in my ears. Please, Seville. Please . . . And then, finally, Zeverin, with Seville on his arm. Relief shot through me, and my shoulders slackened at the same time I let out a heavy exhale. Her coy smile betrayed nothing other than infatuation for the fete’s host. Furthermore, she appeared unharmed. The cut of her blouse was low, her arms bare, and there wasn’t a bruise or injury to be spotted. Beside her, Zeverin strutted forward with a haughty sense of superiority that only heightened the moment his gaze met Rorik’s.

Rorik glowered in response. “Seems like your plan worked.”

“We’ll see,” I murmured. Seville leaned in then, whispering into Zeverin’s ear, and then she patted his arm and slipped out of his grasp. He only grinned in response and watched her ass as she strolled toward us.

“Took you long enough,” I said.

“Zeverin escorted me back to our rooms so I could change.” She tapped her thigh once, indicating the space where her garter belt had been. “That aside, we have a problem.”

“What do you mean?” Rorik asked, daring a quick look around.

“The irysdrop worked beautifully,” she said beneath her breath, “but the blade wasn’t in the vault. Plenty of other valuables, but no weapon of any sort.”

“Shit.” My gaze flicked past her to Zeverin. He’d turned slightly, bending his ear toward Kara. She’d materialized out of nowhere yet again, and had something small clutched tightly in her hand.

“It has to be here somewhere.” Seville shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “At least Zeverin wants to see me again. I’ll come back here as many times as necessary to find it.”

A needling ache throbbed at the base of my skull. Lack of sleep was getting to me. Or maybe it was the unfortunate turn of Seville’s night. My brows drew together. The Embergrave Estate was massive. There were more rooms than I could possibly count, plus a handful of surrounding buildings for the staff. Zeverin could’ve hidden it anywhere. We’d need an entire garden dedicated just to irysdrop to create enough draughts for Seville to search the entirety of the grounds.

Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I scanned the area. Dermon was sitting alone, scowling very pointedly at Zeverin. It seemed his hatred toward him never abated. It’d been that way since the first night he’d sat next to me.

In all the years I’ve been here, I’ve never seen this famed blade. His words whispered through my mind. It’d made sense, of course. Why would Zeverin share that secret? But if I told Dermon the truth, maybe he could help us. Maybe there was some way for him to unearth the blade’s hiding spot . . .

It’s a secret she took to the grave, if the attendants’ gossip is to be believed.

My eyes went wide, and I immediately jerked my head toward the edge of the gardens where the gravel road curved before a singular, massive tree of gnarled limbs. If the First really did take her weapon with her to the grave, I knew exactly where to look.

“I have an idea. I just need—”

Before I could finish my thought, the ground began to swelter. The once-verdant grass quickly yellowed and then withered on itself, as smoke began to seep through the earth to coat the air in an acrid scent. All around us, Evers began coughing and covering their eyes, but Rorik and Seville didn’t move. Tension climbed through Rorik’s shoulders and up to his jaw, and he flexed his hands by his sides as he glared at Zeverin, who stormed toward us, his feet leaving smoldering coal-black footprints in his wake. He was a living, breathing flame, and a harsh heat radiated from his body. Kara trailed behind him, her gaze shifting between him and Seville.

“You insolent, insignificant mistake,” Zeverin snarled at Rorik. “How dare you come into my house and orchestrate this?”

He extended his hand to Kara, and she set an empty perfume vial in his palm. Panic clawed at my throat. How?

Zeverin’s glare cut to Seville. “I should have expected you to be just as vile.”

“Are you suggesting I used that on you?” Seville lifted her chin, her expression revealing nothing. “That’s a bold accusation, Lord Embergrave.”

His eyes sparked with magic, and he snapped his fingers. Kara stepped beside him wordlessly. And then suddenly, her form wavered like that of a mirage rising above a hot desert. Gone was the woman with storm-gray eyes and a slender build, and in her place was our brunette attendant. The one who’d served us breakfast while we met with the Waterstones. The one who’d watched as we exited the garden the day before and brought tea for us. We’d been careful with our conversations, but how many other pieces of information had she been collecting without our knowledge?

Fury filled Seville’s stare, and her lips peeled back in a grimace. But Rorik took a step forward, his power swelling within his hands and revitalizing the torched ground beneath us. Fresh grass defied the steaming soil, and tiny white flowers began to bloom around patches of clover.

“So, she didn’t want to sleep with you. Is your ego so wounded that you’d burn your estate to the ground?” Rorik spat. Murmurs rippled through the crowd. I doubted anyone here had ever defied Zeverin.

“I think your intentions were far more nefarious than you let on.” Sparks ignited in Zeverin’s palms. “That’s the beauty of Kara’s power. You never really know what face she’s wearing—or what she hears.” The flames in his hands turned electric blue as he focused on her.

“I just wasn’t feeling your hospitality.” Seville’s glamour fell away as she called on her power, adding to the spread of healthy earth beneath her brother’s feet. As her fangs protruded over her bottom lip, her mosaic, glass-like wings snapped angrily behind her. “I think it’s time we take our leave.”

“How very foolish of you.” Zeverin slammed his hands together, and the blue fire between his palms became a snarling mess of hungry flames that lapped at his fingers. With one swift movement, he knelt to the earth and buried his hands in the ashen ground. A saccharine smile claimed his lips as he marked us for prey with his heady, taunting stare.

“You were never going to leave here to begin with. If you had stayed willingly”—he inclined his chin toward Seville—“it would’ve been easier, of course. But the plan was always to keep both of you. I thought I made my intentions clear when I had Kara brand your land.” He pinned me with a wild stare. Zeverin’s glamour fell away, and while I’d thought him regal during the opening feast, he was nothing but a nightmare now. Every single tooth in his mouth was needle sharp, his stare a thing of pure malice. His feathered wings snapped angrily behind him.

My heart thundered in my ears as I took a small step back. I’d witnessed an Ever fight before, even participated in it. But this—this was different. I could feel the swell of Zeverin’s power surging through the ground and coating the air. He may not have been the first Ever to grace our world, but there was no doubt in my mind that he was a direct descendant of Rebellyn. And he was significantly older and more powerful than Orin had been.

Rorik, though, only laughed. Pieces of his glamour fell away as he stretched his neck from side to side. First his twin black horns pushed through his hairline. Then his black-and-gold wings. His fangs. His nails. The golden exoskeleton across his skin.

“I think I’m going to enjoy this,” Rorik said, his voice lethal.

Zeverin’s eyes lit with challenge. “Let’s see how pitiful you truly are.”

Just then, a resounding crack resonated through the air as a yawning chasm began to zigzag in a wide circle around the lawns. Bubbling lava filled the gaping wound in the earth and devoured tables and food as they tumbled beneath the shifting ground. Evers screamed as they backed away from the quickly widening moat of boiling heat, clambering together in the middle to avoid Zeverin’s wrath and the brawl that was about to unfold between him and Rorik.

“Seville, get Edira out of here,” Rorik snarled.

She hesitated, her gaze snapping from Rorik to Zeverin, then reached for my wrist. That solitary second was enough for Kara to react, and she lunged toward Seville. With a heavy thud, Kara slammed into Seville and took her straight to the ground. A mirage bloomed to life, encompassing them both, and the two of them disappeared. Zeverin acted at the same moment, his ire solely focused on his son. Roaring flames coalesced in his palms and then shifted to long whips that he gripped with both hands. He snapped one at Rorik’s feet, setting the already desiccated grass aflame, and Rorik leaped backward to avoid getting burned.

Run, Edira! he shouted down our bond. Run while they’re distracted!

My head whipped around. The moat of lava had cut us off from the road and was too wide to cross. Only Evers with wings dared to take to the sky and evacuate, leaving the rest of us woefully stranded. Beads of sweat dripped from the base of my neck down my spine. Earsplitting howling like that of two large cats fighting sounded from somewhere to my left, and I heard the distinct thump of a fist connecting with flesh. Even if I couldn’t see Seville and Kara, I could never mistake the sound of Seville’s murderous hiss. Taking off in the opposite direction, I made a beeline for the moat.

“Get back here!” Zeverin roared. His whip cracked through the air and snared my leg. The flames ate away at the silken fabric of my pants in seconds, and searing heat lassoed my calf. I shrieked as I fell to the ground, tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. All around me the parched grass went up in flames. We’d be trapped in a wildfire within minutes if this didn’t end. Rorik screamed wordlessly as he lunged for Zeverin. With one hand, he summoned barbed black vines that shot up from the earth and constricted Zeverin’s limbs. Blood oozed from the multitude of cuts lining his body, and his whips went limp. Scooting free, I winced as the swollen, shiny flesh of my leg caught on a rock.

Problem for later. I jerked my head back around, trying in vain to find an escape route. I scanned the lawns, pausing for a moment when I spied the ancestor tree. One way or another, we’d get what we came for. That, at least, I could do.

“You cannot defeat me,” Zeverin said, and laughed. His body went up in flames, and the vines dusted to nothing. Rorik circled him slowly, keeping his attention focused on him and off me. They snarled at each other, their powers ebbing and flowing as they both tried to find openings. Gingerly, I eased myself onto my feet and edged toward the tree. A pained cry threatened to spill from my lips, but I bit my tongue hard and held it in. One step. Another. The tree loomed before me, its arms shifting and swaying in harsh, disjointed twitches. I wondered if it sensed me coming. I wondered if it knew.

A high-pitched scream rent the air, and I looked back to see Seville and Kara tumble out of the mirage. Seville had fashioned a wooden thorn and run it through Kara’s side. Blood wept from the wound and pooled across her clothing. But Seville was far from uninjured. Gashes lined her own arms and legs, and her cheek was split from her jaw to her temple. Her frantic eyes scoured the area until they landed on me.

And then Zeverin struck. He re-formed his whips and sent them both toward Seville. Her howl crested above the battle as two snakelike flames wrapped her thighs and burned away at her clothes. The biting odor of burned flesh singed the air. The withered grass surrounding her and Kara lit within seconds. Adrenaline raced through me, chasing away my pain, and I made a move to run toward her. But her gaze locked with mine for a beat. She shook her head once.

Go. She didn’t have to say it for me to know what she wanted.

Rorik charged Zeverin and drove his elongated nails into his rib cage, spearing him like meat and lifting him upward. Rivers of red flowed over his hands and down his forearms. His father’s blood.

“You’ll never touch her again,” he snarled.

“They are both mine,” Zeverin screamed. He brought his palms to Rorik’s wrists and coaxed fire to life between his fingers. Rorik hissed as he retracted his hands from Zeverin’s chest. Hungry flames devoured the lawns, and more Evers were shrieking and begging Zeverin to stop. He heard none of their pleas.

I collapsed before the massive ancestor tree and stared at the gnarled writhing trunk. Shivers raced across the leathery skin of countless deceased Embergraves. Bones cracked and splintered. The hair-raising scrape of battered nails digging into flesh filled my ears. Flashbacks exploded in my mind of the night I’d been pinned to a tree just like this. Of the horrendous feel of limbs dislocating and popping just to snare me in place. It sounded so much like this. Nausea roiled through my stomach. My throat tightened. Dots bloomed across my vision. I didn’t want to touch this tree. I didn’t want to get caught yet again. I didn’t . . .

For Seville. For Rorik. For me. Swallowing the bile gathering at the back of my throat, I thrust my hands forward and grasped what appeared to be shins from two different descendants. They quaked beneath my touch, and arms unfurled from the massive trunk to trap me in place. But before they could reach down and snatch me, I ignited my Fernglove magic. I thought only of Rorik. Of the beautiful gift he’d given me by asking me to be his heartbond. I thought of all our fights, of our banter, of the way he’d chased me through the woods and how his laughter carried all the way to the tops of the pines. I thought about his unwavering determination, how he did everything to make it possible for me to live; how, even when he disagreed with my choices, he still supported me entirely.

Rorik gave me life. And I would use that life to give his magic form. A burst of green particles exploded from my fingers and showered the bark of the tree. Hands outstretched just inches from my body, the entire thing stilled. Not even a tremor raced through its fingered extremities.

“Please.” My whisper tasted of magic. Heady. Warm. Powerful. “I’m not trying to hurt you. I need your help. I know how to stop the blight, but I need your weapon.”

For a moment, nothing happened. And then the soil just before my knees began to churn on itself. Knock-kneed legs snapped and dislocated to reveal a cavern right at the base of the tree. It widened until the limbs couldn’t shatter any further, and inside was a lone, slender forearm and delicate hand with clawlike nails, its fingers blackened past the second knuckles. And it gripped a blade. Not just any blade. But a blade devoid of life and color, darker than the depths of night. Just like the lore surrounding Rebellyn.

The wrist snapped at an awkward angle, inching the weapon closer to me, but its fingers didn’t loosen.

“Please,” I tried again.

Nothing. Not even a shiver through its aged, decaying skin.

“I’ll save your kin. I promise,” I said, praying Rebellyn heard every ounce of conviction in my tone. The words seemed to burn against my tongue, and then its fingers unfurled from the hilt. The blade sat perfectly still in its open palm.

I hadn’t realized what I’d done until after I’d spoken. Invisible chains wrapped around my arms and left an icy kiss against my skin, and with it the suffocating scent of smoke. Particles of red—like Zeverin’s magic—sparked in the air around me for a moment before dispersing to nothing. The First, it seemed, could enact an evervow even beyond the grave. Such was the power of her magic. And now, if I didn’t save Everkind, I would suffer the consequences.

The magic left in a rush, and the tree resealed as I stared at the weapon. It was as long as my forearm and hypnotically dark. If I stared into the black void of the blade long enough, I feared I’d slip into the abyss and never return. As I found my footing and once again began searching for a way out, an agonizing howl shook the air. Both Seville and Kara were nowhere to be found, but the weapon Seville had used was left behind in a puddle of blood. Zeverin had abandoned his whips and managed to wrap his arms around Rorik’s torso.

And ignited himself.

A column of roaring flames shot toward the sky. I couldn’t see Rorik. But I could hear him. My mind went utterly blank. I felt nothing as I shot toward them, my heart erratically pounding against my rib cage. My breath stung my lungs, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. It was Rorik. And I needed him. I channeled everything I had into my Fernglove magic, and it exploded from my right hand without an ounce of hesitation. Rorik and I came together last night. Our limbs intertwined, our mouths claiming each other, our heartbond full of unending magic and emotion. My power—our power—was fully unfettered, and I would use it to destroy anyone who laid a hand on Rorik. The earth beneath my feet ripped open to devour the flames burning the lawn, leaving me a clear path to the tower of fire.

An earthquake rumbled from somewhere deep in the earth’s core, and the ground splintered right beneath Zeverin’s feet. His footing slipped, and with it his concentration. The flames went out in a rush as Rorik crumpled to the ground.

“Thief!” Zeverin roared, his bulging eyes locked on the blade in my other hand. “I’ll lock you up and drain you of magic for this!”

I barely registered his words. My stare was fixed on Rorik. His blackened skin and hollow eyes awoke a fury in me like I’d never known. Barbed vines erupted from the earth and slammed into Zeverin. I snared him like a doll and thrashed him against the ground. Over and over and over again. I wanted his blood mixed with the soil. I wanted him broken beyond repair. I wanted his line squandered and his insides strewn across the steps of the manor he’d once called his.

But the more I battered his now limp body against the ground, the sharper a similar pain began to spread through my limbs. But I didn’t care. I wanted him dead. I didn’t care if that meant I died, too. Somewhere in the far recesses of my brain, I realized this was the evervow. This was the exact opposite of saving the First’s kin.

But fuck him. Fuck him and his useless pride and his power. Fuck him . . . A groan slipped from my lips as I doubled over, the effects of the vow and my magic wreaking havoc on my gut. A cool hand gripped my shoulder tight, and I snapped my head up to see Ossanna standing beside me.

“Enough. Escape while he’s unconscious.” She released me, then raised her hands to the sky and summoned a massive orb of swirling water. Salt tinged the air as her magic grew, and then she clapped her hands once. The ball crashed into the earth, flooding the lawns and dousing the wild flames with chilling waves that slammed against our legs. Murmurs of praise rose from the Evers who’d remained, and I stole a glance at the group in search of Seville. Nothing, but I could’ve sworn I saw the hint of a mirage slowly creeping toward the road. The light bent for a breath, and I caught a glimpse of Kara shouldering an unconscious Seville. She held my gaze for a moment, inclined her chin toward the path leading to Stormsend, and then disappeared.

I let my magic fade away as I rushed to Rorik’s side. Ossanna followed closely, her gaze flitting between me and Zeverin’s still form.

“You won’t be able to go to Stormsend.” She knelt beside me and studied his wounds. Grimaced. With a twirl of her fingers, she sent a cooling stream of water across his body. It wrapped around him like a faintly tinted blue bandage. Rorik sighed. Then she made a similar bandage for my leg as well. A prickling chill shot over my calf until a gentle numbness settled deep into my muscles.

“Thank you,” I murmured with a nod toward my leg.

“Your wound was superficial. With this, you’ll recover soon enough. As for Rorik . . . I can’t heal him, but I can create a temporary cast of sorts that will hold for a few miles. After that, you’re on your own.”

“Why can’t we go to Stormsend?” I asked. Rorik began to stir, his eyes moving restlessly beneath closed lids.

“If Zeverin intended to keep you and Seville, it won’t be safe. Both the Embers and Stormsend will be on high alert for your presence.” Ossanna stood and brushed her hands along her blouse. “Keep to the coast. Be on the lookout for what we discussed earlier.”

The entrance to Death’s domain. “What’s to keep Zeverin from heading to Fernglove? Or Willowfell?”

“What’s to stop him from doing anything?” She looked to her daughter, who was scowling at Zeverin with obvious distaste. “I think our opinion of him has shifted. I won’t go to war against him, but we’ll leave immediately for Fernglove Manor. I’ll get word to your family before Zeverin can act.”

“Ossanna . . .” Words formed and died on my tongue, none of them carrying the gratitude I wished I could have delivered. “Thank you. For everything.” With gentle hands, I eased Rorik into a sitting position. His eyes peeled open, and he blinked a few times as he studied the stream of watery bandages lining his body.

Ossanna nodded. Her gaze slanted to the blade in my hand. My grip on the hilt hadn’t wavered since Rebellyn bestowed it on me. A flicker of understanding coursed through Ossanna’s ruby eyes; then, hope. Without looking to her daughter, she said, “Issa, your bag.”

Issa came willingly, her hands already tugging at a slender metallic chain across her chest. She pulled it over her head and handed the bag to her mother. The sapphire velvet pouch was cinched closed with a silver cord.

Ossanna handed it to me. “Best not to run with a blade. A sheath would be better, but this will have to do.”

“Thank you.” I took the bag and slid the blade carefully inside.

“Go. Now. Before it’s too late,” Ossanna said.

Rorik stood slowly, testing his balance with a wince, and I immediately looped my arm around his waist to give him support. He had the gall to raise his brow, but didn’t outwardly complain. His gaze narrowed when he examined the purse now slung over my shoulder.

He swallowed twice. “Is that what I think it is?”

“I’ll explain later.”

He managed a grunt before leading us away from the wreckage of the front lawns. We skirted around the estate as quickly as his body would allow—which was still surprisingly fast, given the gravity of his injuries—and made for the sheer cliffs lining the sea. The air was thick with salt as we trudged forward. I couldn’t help but stare at the magic rimming his frame. I prayed it held out long enough for us to get somewhere safe.






Twenty-Seven

We found a winding, narrow path down the water-slicked cliffs a few miles away. Dusk had claimed the sky, painting the world a lavender shade, and the first glimpses of stars dotted the darkening expanse. Rorik and I hadn’t spoken much on our trek; most of his energy went to keeping a stoic expression to try to bury the pain I knew he must’ve felt. The moment we hit the jagged, rocky beach, however, Ossanna’s magic died—and with it, Rorik’s relief. He nearly crumpled right there but managed to grasp a nearby boulder and bite out a curse. Panic crested in my chest, and I scanned the rough beach to find the cabin a short distance away.

“Come on, we’re almost there.” I helped him stand and shouldered some of his weight. Rorik’s face blanched. He’d long since replaced his glamour, but that didn’t stop his blackened skin from cracking to reveal trails of blood and raw flesh. My mind whirred.

“I thought Evers were supposed to heal quickly?” I asked, trying in vain to keep the fear from creeping into my voice. If I’d been injured like he was, I doubt we would’ve made it this far. Even with Ossanna’s help. Silently, I thanked her again as I kept my arm wrapped tightly around him.

“It takes longer to heal from Ever magic, but I will. Eventually.” He grimaced. I whispered an apology as I jostled his body to prevent him from slipping on a misshapen stone. There was hardly any life on this beach. What sand existed was hidden beneath layers of hazardous stone, and the cliffs at our backs had little to no outcroppings for vegetation of any kind. But as we neared the cabin, a glimmer of relief filled my limbs. The land surrounding it had been mostly cleared of rubble, and a few shrubs had managed to grow. Their needlelike yellow flowers swayed in the ocean breeze, and the barest hint of coconut drifted in our direction.

An idea bloomed in my mind. “This way,” I said, guiding Rorik toward the cluster of shrubs and away from the front door.

Rorik frowned. “Why?”

“Trust me.” I eased him to the ground and leaned his back against the weathered, wooden planks along the cabin’s exterior. Then I kneeled before him. Steadying my breath, I focused on what I’d learned before the fete, when I’d sat with him on the grounds and practiced molding our magics into one.

“Edira,” Rorik growled, but I shook my head once.

“Quiet.”

Closing my eyes, I pictured both of our magics: my moonlight river of healing energy and the golden heartbond we shared. I found them both easily this time, and I willed them to twine together. I wove them into a resplendent gilded thread of power that pulsed with the light of the moon. Slowly, I opened my eyes and was rewarded with the sight of not one but two of my threads.

They responded more quickly this time, reaching for the ground without much additional prompting from me and burrowing deep into the sand. The scent of earth and florals and tall swaying pines filled my nose, and then came the distinct aroma of coconut from the nearby flowers. They’d bent toward me, harkening the call of my magic, and spilled their life force into the sand through their roots. And my threads had woven around them. Life flowed into me as the leaves withered and the blooms dulled.

Now the hard part. With my threads steadily robbing the foliage of their vitality, I turned to Rorik. The moonlit glow ensconcing my fingers was flecked with gold, and I turned my palms up to the sky as his aquamarine threads peeled away from his body. They were brighter than the stars in the dusk light and even more captivating, rippling through the ocean breeze like ribbons. There were several, though, that were unusually damaged. Their frayed ends were limp against the ground, their color dulled. I pursed my lips together.

“I’ll be fine, Edira. Just let it be.” Rorik made a move to stand, and I acted before he could escape my grasp. I snatched the nearest damaged thread out of the air and bathed it in my magic. It stilled instantly, soothed by the healing power now pulsing from somewhere deep in my core and rolling out of me in hypnotic waves. Rorik halted, too. When I pinched the ends of the ragged thread and began coaxing them to rejoin, I felt him reluctantly tap into our heartbond and access my power. Curiosity, it seemed, had won out. His eyes were now glowing like twin moons rimmed in gold, and he watched in wide-eyed fascination. The blackened skin along his forearms crackled like brittle paper and then flaked away. Smooth, undamaged skin was left behind, and my own arms began to itch.

Gritting my teeth, I cast a cursory glance at my limbs, expecting to see a burn splattering across my arms. Instead, though, there was only the faintest blush crawling from wrist to elbow and a minor needling sensation. One of the plants by my side withered to something resembling a tumbleweed.

It’s working. A smile tugged at my lips as I moved to the next frayed thread and repeated the process. More of Rorik’s damaged skin peeled away, and another nearby bush was totally sapped of life. One thread left. The last one came to me eagerly, sliding between my fingers and presenting itself for mending. Rorik still hadn’t moved, but his gaze had slanted to the remaining shrub behind me that was quickly losing color.

I repaired his final thread before the last leaf curled on itself and fell to the sand. My magic receded, and I slowly gauged the aftermath of healing something so drastic. The tingling in my arms had died and the flush was gone. Only the slightest tightness remained, the sensation like a layer of dry skin just begging to slough off.

Rorik hesitated for a moment as the glow of threadmending magic still lingered in his eyes. He stared around me, likely inspecting my threads, and then let out a terse sigh. He pushed off the ground and offered me his hand. “That was reckless and entirely unnecessary.”

“Just say thank you for once.” I took it and stood. “I take it my threads are still intact?”

He mumbled a yes beneath his breath as he led the way to the wraparound deck. The wood creaked beneath our weight as we took the steps up to the porch, and he gave the door a forceful tug until it swung open. Musty, stale air with a hint of salt flooded my nostrils. Rorik grumbled as he navigated through the dark, avoiding shadowed furniture until he crouched before what appeared to be a hearth. He made quick work of some kindling and leftover wood, sparking a fire to life with the help of a flint stone that had been left on the mantel.

“We’ll rest here tonight,” Rorik said as he stared at the growing flames. Ocher light bathed the cabin, and I closed the door behind me. The cottage was quaint, with well-worn furniture in pastel blues and a low coffee table made of driftwood. Cobwebs clustered in the corners and draped across the rafters. To the left, there was a woodstove in the kitchen and butcher-block counters covered in grime. A threadbare throw blanket was draped over the back of the couch, but otherwise, there wasn’t anything in the way of decor. No pictures or paintings or knickknacks of any kind.

Crossing the room, I headed for the solitary closed door and opened it to find a large four-poster bed. The maple frame, at least, seemed in decent shape. I couldn’t say the same for the linens themselves, though. A layer of fine gray dust was masquerading as a blanket. The only other piece of furniture in the room was an armoire with its doors hanging open. A few clothes and shoes had been left behind, but nothing more.

“Tomorrow, we’ll head home.” Rorik tilted his head toward me as I closed the bedroom door.

“Home? But what about this?” I took off the pouch and set it on a nearby end table. “Death isn’t far.”

“That was the plan before Seville was taken. Now we’re shorthanded,” he said as he stood. Images of her unconscious body slung over Kara’s shoulder filled my mind. My stomach tightened. I’d shared what I’d seen with Rorik on our journey to the cabin, and he’d only managed a groan in answer.

“So, we go save Seville, then come back for Death.” I parked my hip on the arm of the couch and glowered at Rorik.

He let out an exasperated sigh. “Don’t underestimate Seville. She’d throttle you just for the mere suggestion that she couldn’t take care of herself.”

Temper colored my words. “You’re not the least bit concerned? What if something happened to her?”

“Of course I’m concerned,” he said. “But we can’t go back to Stormsend right now. I’ll get you back to Fernglove, away from this mess, and then I’ll search for her. Seville suffered burns, not a mortal wound. I wouldn’t put it past her to be faking just so she could get the upper hand on Kara.” He stalked toward the kitchen, ignoring my huff, and then sucked on his teeth once before heading for the front door. “Stay here. I’ll be back with food.”

“Wait—” I tried to stand, but he was gone before I could push off the couch. I let out a wordless, stifled shriek of frustration before fully settling onto the cushions. Logs snapped and popped in the fire, and for several moments I did nothing but stew and stare into the snarling flames. As the anger ebbed, I tore off the granny boots I’d been wearing and grimaced. When I’d dressed for breakfast, I’d hardly expected a brawl followed by a cross-country trek. My feet ached from walking in heels for so long, and the embroidery along the leather sides was damaged beyond repair. I’d have to force my weary feet back into them eventually, but for now, my toes could breathe easy.

I reached for the pouch and pulled out the blade. The metal was a void unlike anything I’d ever seen. Even the light from the flames seemed to dim in its presence, and there were no splashes of orange or flickers of yellow in the blade’s reflection. Just absolute nothingness.

Like death. I rotated the hilt once. It was a comfortable weight in my palm, perfectly balanced and warm to the touch. I’d only just started practicing with a knife, but something about it felt strangely right.

I’ll save your kin. I promise.

A chill crept down my spine. The weight of the evervow was etched into my very skin, a cold reminder that I would have to be the one to take down Death. Once we were free of Embergrave lands, I’d shared with Rorik how I’d used earthly magic to get the ancestor tree to reveal the hidden blade, but not that the first Ever herself had managed to place an evervow on me.

The door swung open, and Rorik stormed in, still wearing a scowl but now carrying a makeshift spear with two fish impaled on its pointed end. He closed the door behind him and then walked to the fire. Gently, he propped the spear above the flames so the fish could cook.

Sizzling met my ears as remnants of salt water splashed against the wood. We sat in silence for what felt like ages. I still hadn’t taken the wall down around my end of our heartbond, but I’d removed a few bricks. Peeked to the other side to see if he was listening. I couldn’t tell. The river of emotions flowing between us was unnaturally still. Quiet. I hated it, but I didn’t want to be the one to break first. Not after I’d bared myself to him in more ways than one. Not after he’d turned me away. Again.

At some point, he ventured to the kitchen and secured some mostly clean plates and forks, and then he slid a fish onto each one. Without a single word, he took his seat beside me on the couch. The silence grew heavier as we peeled the skin off our fish. It carried through the first several bites, and my frustration mounted higher with each second that passed.

“I’m not going to bend on this one, Rorik. I have the blade. I’m going to find Death.”

He didn’t look at me. “No.”

I resisted the urge to smack him and instead placed my plate on the coffee table. “That was the plan all along. Why are you fighting this so hard?”

“Because there’s no reason for you to do this. Not anymore.” He maneuvered the tines of his fork around thin, brittle bones, securing a flaky white morsel of meat. “You healed my burns outside without damaging your threads. If you keep practicing, you’ll be able to mend whatever you please.”

“Like blight?” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

“Not blight.” He shook his head. “There’s no point. It will keep coming back.”

“Then I’ll keep healing it.”

Rorik swallowed thickly. “You’d have to try first. And what if it didn’t work? What if it did? Are you just going to siphon life from the world to keep me alive for as long as you please?”

Yes. I would drain the world dry if it meant keeping him safe. But as much as this was about keeping him alive, it was about saving myself, too.

“I want to do this for myself, Rorik. Maybe I don’t want to live by just . . . siphoning life from something else. What if I want the power to be free of that? To move as I please, to use magic as I please, without the risk of hurting myself? What if I don’t want to leave rot in my wake?”

“It’s better than letting yourself rot in the ground,” he said.

“What would you have me do, then?”

A muscle twitched along his clenched jaw. “Right now, I want you to eat your fish.”

“Fuck the fucking fish, Rorik!” Launching to my feet, I picked up the plate and threw it into the fire. The ceramic shattered against the back stone wall, and what was left of my meal was devoured by the flames. “You are such a colossal pain in my ass. I don’t even know what I’m still doing here.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying this entire time.” He set his plate down—much more gently than I did—and slowly stood. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Anger exploded deep within my core. “All I’ve ever done is try to help you.”

“I never asked for it.” He looked away, refusing to meet my stare. “When we get back to Fernglove, I’m going to set you and your brothers up with a carriage and funds to start a new life somewhere else. It isn’t safe in Willowfell anymore. Not until I deal with Zeverin.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I seethed.

“Why?” he drawled in that feigned, disinterested voice I loathed so much. And in that moment, I couldn’t keep it in. All the emotions I’d felt for him, everything I’d been trying to ignore. I knocked down the wall hiding my feelings from him and spilled everything I had down our heartbond. The lust I felt when he set me alight with just one look. The safety that rooted deep in my gut whenever his arms wrapped around me, no matter the scenario. The joy and laughter and teasing banter. The love.

That last admission rattled through me with such force that tears pricked my eyes. It was so heated and painful, so dangerous and absolutely terrifying. And yet it was true. I’d fallen in love with him when I shouldn’t have. He was all that I thought about, all that I wanted. I should’ve hated him to the ends of the earth, but I couldn’t. I had been holding myself to some unseeable, unreasonable expectation, because I should want someone else—but says who? He was the only one I wanted.

His gaze snapped to mine as every raw emotion filtered down our bond. Then he placed one hand over his face, but not before I caught the despair wreaking havoc on his expression. His shoulders rolled forward as he let loose a heavy breath and let his hand fall away.

“I’ll have Vora accompany your family, too. And Ywena, of course, but that’s largely up to—”

“Rorik!” Tears streamed from my eyes in hot rivers of pain. “What do I have to do to get you to acknowledge me?”

He took several steps back toward the hearth. “Edira—”

But I couldn’t stop. Now that everything had been undammed, the words simply flowed. “How can you send me away? Do you even care when I’m not around? Or am I delusional?” A brittle, manic laugh bubbled from my lips. “This can’t be completely one-sided. Can it?”

He said nothing as he stared at me, but the air was thick with unspoken words. I just couldn’t see them. Couldn’t grasp them. I didn’t know what he was thinking, and I was so fucking tired of guessing at his wants while second-guessing my own.

My lips trembled, and I swallowed. “I hate the way you look at me. Once I deal with Death, I’ll grant your wish and finally fucking leave.”

He broke then, slamming his fist against the mantel and striding toward me. “Don’t you get it? You’ll die if you go through with this. How am I supposed to protect you from Death?”

“Well, maybe when I’m gone you’ll finally admit that I meant something to you. Maybe you’ll finally fucking miss me.”

His eyes burned brighter than the sun as he towered over me. “I miss you every fucking second we’re apart. I’ve never wanted anything, anyone, in my life the way I want you. And that scares the living shit out of me because here you are, the only thing I care about in this gods-forsaken world, actively putting yourself in harm’s way.”

“Then why?” I practically shouted. “Why push me away?”

“Because I wanted it to be enough for you to finally leave. I would break my heart, I would break both of our hearts, over and over again, if it meant you got to live one more day on this earth.” His words were so pained, so gruff and full of heat and love, that I could do nothing but stare at him.

Slowly, I clasped my hands around his and intertwined our fingers. “One more day on this earth means nothing to me if you aren’t in it.”

He let out a shuddering breath. “Stubborn little mender.”

“Brutish fucking Ever.” As I answered his call with our familiar banter, I pressed my forehead against his sternum and reveled in the sound of his rapidly beating heart. He was most certainly a brute. And an Ever. And I wanted him to be fucking me into next week, if he’d simply take what I was offering. But most important, he was my brutish Ever. The only one I wanted.

“You will be the death of me,” he murmured into my hair. He let go of my hands then and slipped his arm around my waist, tugging me flush against him.

“As will you,” I said.

He chuckled softly. “To the grave, then?”

Tilting my head up, I held his gaze. “To the grave.”

Pinning my chin between his forefinger and thumb, he leaned down and kissed me. The velvet warmth of his lips sent a wave of relief and joy through me, and I crumpled into his arms. More tears spilled from my eyes as I deepened our kiss, exploring his mouth with my tongue and allowing him to do the same. His hands slipped beneath my ass, and suddenly I was lifted in the air and my legs wrapped around his waist. His kisses turned brusque, demanding, until he pressed me against the wall between the hearth and the bedroom door.

Ache built in my core as I rolled my hips into him. “I like being pinned like this.”

He let out a dark chuckle that set my heart on fire. “I’m not surprised in the least.” Trailing bruising kisses down my neck, he paused at my shoulder to sink his teeth into my skin. A delicious shudder raced through me, and a moan slipped from my lips. This. This was what I’d wanted, what I’d been dying to feel. His hands completely tore through my blouse, and buttons skittered across the floor.

“What was it you told me?” I mused, barely keeping track of my words as his fingers ghosted my abdomen. “Next time I want to see you shirtless, all I have to do is ask.”

“Oops.” His lips curled in a coy smile. Then he pried my legs off him and set me on the ground—much to my grumbling—and trapped my wrists above my head with one of his hands. The other was still tearing away at the strips of fabric that used to be my shirt, until there was nothing left but my black brassiere. His grip on my wrists tightened, his eyes darkening as he brought his nose between my heaving breasts and inhaled deeply. His exhale scorched me with a heat that even Zeverin’s flames couldn’t touch.

“Tonight I’m going to take my time.” His voice was thick with want.

The only pain I’d ever intentionally inflict on you is the agony of making you wait to feel the pleasure of release.

“Thank fuck,” I whimpered.

He toyed with the edge of my brassiere, hungry stare fixated on the lace. Some of his glamour fell away, and the prick of his elongated nails teased my skin. Pressing the back of my head against the wall, I arched into his touch. He let out a groan of his own. With a quick swipe of his nails, my bra fell to pieces on the floor. He hid them once again beneath his glamour, but nothing in this world or the next could’ve obscured the pure longing filling his gaze as he stared at my chest.

His calloused hand palmed my breast, rolling my nipple between his fingers and giving it a gentle tug. Once it’d pearled to his liking, he did the same with my other breast. And then laved it with his tongue. Stars exploded across my vision, and I tried to break free of his grip so I could bury my hands in his hair and hold his head in place. But he didn’t budge. Instead, he nipped at me with his teeth.

“I don’t think so.”

My breath sharpened. “Rorik . . .”

“The agony, Edira. You will feel all of it. And then when I finally allow you to come, you’ll scream loud enough to permanently etch the sound into my ears so I can replay it for the rest of my life.”

Need surged through my core at his promise, and wetness gathered between my legs. His free hand roved to my waist. I arched my back, encouraging him to rip what was left of my pants to shreds, too.

He complied. A wicked groan rumbled from somewhere deep in his chest once I was completely naked before him. Still, I was pinned. Still, I could do nothing but salivate at the sight of his hungry stare devouring my form. With painful slowness, he grazed his fingers beneath my navel. Trailed them along the dips of my hips. Inched closer and closer to the apex of my thighs. I could hardly think. Hardly breathe. My body craved him. His touch was lightning to my skin, and the build of pressure, of the blooming need for release, made me squirm.

“Not yet,” he murmured. His fingers moved to my folds, and gooseflesh ravaged his skin. “Gods, you’re so fucking wet.”

“Just for you,” I managed to say around a shaky breath. Then he pressed his thumb against my clit and my entire body trembled. Slowly. Methodically. He was so gods-damned intentional with the way he teased me, and each time I tried to buck into him, to encourage him to press harder or move faster, he retreated.

“So impatient,” he said. My chest heaved with a wanton moan, and he brought his teeth to my pearled nipple at the same time he slid a single finger inside me. I barked out his name as my nerves lit up.

“I think this is enough agony,” I mumbled.

“I’m the only one who gets to decide that.” His heated breath against my breast was a caress I’d never forget. Then he slid a second finger inside me. A gasp ripped from my lungs as I rolled my hips against him. Every action of his was deliberate. Even the way he began to move his fingers was wondrous torture. When he pressed down on my clit again, he inserted a third. And then he drove them as deep as he could, and my whole world threatened to implode. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think beyond the sensation he was wreaking on my body. I saw the lust in his eyes, the desire evident in the hardened length straining against his pants, and he still didn’t ravage me like he so clearly wanted. Like I so clearly wanted him to.

So, I let my mind paint the picture of what that would look like. I imagined him unbuttoning his pants and his dick breaking free, just to slide deep into me. I envisioned him fucking me so hard that the house shook. And I pictured my release, how I’d convulse around him and scream his name with every ounce of strength I possessed in that moment.

The need coiling tight in my body was so close to coming undone. All he had to do was keep his fingers in place. Keep teasing my clit and tasting my nipples with his tongue.

“Yes,” I moaned, my half-lidded gaze trained on him.

His molten stare met mine, and all at once he stopped. “I didn’t say you could come yet.”

“Rorik,” I begged, need turning vicious, feral. I tried in vain to break free from his hold, to claw at the back of his hand with my nails.

“Impatient and stubborn,” he said. “But go ahead. Keep saying my name like that, and you’ll eventually get what you want. What you so clearly need.” He picked me up then and threw me over his shoulder. After he gave my ass a smack, he grabbed a nearby candle and pushed open the bedroom door. He did a quick sweep of the room, and then set the candle on the nightstand beside the bed.

“This will have to do.” His words were full of heated promise, and my body shivered with anticipation. With want. Even if the bedroom hadn’t suited his desires, I would’ve found a way to take him to the floor. Nothing was going to keep me from him tonight.






Twenty-Eight

My heart cantered wildly at the sight of the bed. Of what I so desperately hoped was coming. Before he could drop me, I raked my nails across his back and bit into his skin. Hard. His answering snarl was a thing of pure, carnal want. But he didn’t let me mark him for long. He set me on my feet and jutted his chin toward the bed.

“Lie down.”

I didn’t dream of denying him. What I didn’t expect, though, was the vines. Dark, forest green, and impossibly smooth, they emerged from the floorboards. And then they snaked around the four posts before wrapping my wrists and ankles. I was spread within seconds. My breath hitched with anticipation.

“Fuck, that’s a pretty sight.” He tilted his head to the side, a sinister grin pulling at his lips, and he rubbed his jaw as he studied me. He began unbuttoning his shirt. Even the way he undressed was meant to be a tease, but at least I got to feast on the vision that he was. I could see every groove and contour of his muscled chest. The deep cut of his abdomen and the way his pants slung low on his hips. I wanted to explore every inch. But the vines were deliciously tight around my wrists and ankles, so all I could do was stare.

When he let his pants and undergarments hit the floor, I couldn’t help but curse. Rorik chuckled. “I love seeing how much you want me.”

“Fuck, Rorik, please.” I tilted my hips in invitation. With ease, he crawled onto the bed and braced his arms on either side of my torso. His hard length rubbed against my stomach as he brought his mouth back to my nipples.

“You can’t possibly spend the entire night just sucking on my breasts,” I said.

“I most certainly can.” He moved to the other one for effect, and I groaned. The need in my belly ached, and I desperately tried to shift beneath him to relieve the unbearable want cresting inside me. He finally relented and dragged his lips to my sternum, placing kisses all the way down to my navel.

“I’ve been fantasizing about your taste since you first walked through the doors at Fernglove. That first dinner.” He trailed his tongue along my skin and paused near my hips. “Your quick mind was so damn tantalizing.”

“Yes, gods forbid I accidentally be poisoned by your family.” I exhaled sharply at the same time his teeth sank into the soft flesh of my side. “Good to know the thought turned you on.”

“It was the fact that you even considered it was a possibility. That you were smart enough to realize what a shitty position you were in.” He bit down harder, and a cry flew from my lips.

“And now?” I said breathlessly.

He looked up at me, brows raised and dermal piercings catching in the candlelight. “This better be the furthest thing from a shitty position.”

“Considering you still haven’t given me what I want,” I said as I arched my back, “it could be.”

“Patience, Edira.”

He kissed the length of my thigh, down my calf, and back up again. My entire existence narrowed to his mouth when he dragged his lips up the inside of my leg.

“Tell me a lie,” he murmured as he slid one finger inside my slick wetness. “A good one.”

“I don’t want to be here right now.” Tilting my chin down, I watched him closely as he slowly, torturously, continued to drive deeper into my core.

He raised a single brow. Then extracted his finger and examined the wetness coating his skin. “That is the worst lie I’ve ever heard.” And then he dipped it into his mouth and sucked it clean. His eyes fluttered closed for a breath.

My throat dried at the sight. “There is nothing I want more in this world than you.”

“Truth or lie?” He pushed two fingers inside me, and I let out a gasp.

“Truth.”

“Good.” With that, he brought his lips to my clit and finally, finally, rewarded me with the stroke of his tongue. Gasping, I yanked on the vines holding my wrists in place. I wanted—needed—to wrench my hands in his hair, to hold him in place while I wrapped my thighs around his head and made him taste every ounce of my arousal.

“Tell me what you want. What you need.” He sat back on his heels, giving me a full view of his cock, and beaded drops of his own desire glistened against his tip. Then he drove back into my core once more with three of his fingers and coated himself with my slickness. And he stroked himself. Slowly.

“Fuck,” I moaned. “I want to touch you. I need to touch you.” Tapping into our heartbond, I picked out the cord of Fernglove magic controlling the vines and tried to wrest it from his control. They loosened a fraction of an inch. Just enough to give me hope, but nothing more. I barked out a curse.

“I love that mouth of yours.”

“Then let me do something with it,” I hissed.

He let go of his impressive length. “Fine, you’ve earned that at least.” As he kissed me, he reached one hand down and positioned his cock at my entrance. I lost all control over my body. It bucked and moved of its own accord, trying in vain to shift from the vines’ grips so he could sheath himself in me.

“Fuck me, Rorik,” I said, heat and lust coloring my words. “For the love of the gods, please.”

Clenching his jaw, he pushed inside of me. Just enough for his broad tip to breach my wetness. The back of my head hit the pillow.

“More,” I begged.

There was so much feral desire coursing through his molten-gold irises that I knew his control was slipping. The hand he’d been using to guide his cock was now on my hip, and the pressure from his grip was divine.

“You feel incredible,” I moaned. “Every fucking inch of you is glorious.”

A low snarl barreled from his chest, and I was rewarded with a deep thrust. A whimper escaped the back of my throat. He waited to move until my body shifted to accommodate his thickness, and then he pulled out. Slowly.

He left me breathless. “Gods, Rorik, you have no idea what you do to me.”

“Tell me.” He breached me again but didn’t go any further. He simply waited and held my gaze with a deep intensity that was colored with so much more than lust. Even though he’d already told me why he’d pushed me away, I could finally, finally, see how much he cared about me. It wasn’t an act, like it had been with Orin. I saw the truth etched into Rorik’s gaze. He desired me with every fiber of his being, but he also believed I deserved more than whatever a life with him could offer. I needed to convince him that he was the life I wanted. The life I chose, no matter how short it would be.

This time when I reached for his magic down our bond, he didn’t fight me. I took control of the vines and banished them from existence. Gently, I trailed the length of his cheekbone with my fingers.

“I crave you in a way I’ve never craved anything before.” I placed a chaste kiss on his lips. “Not just because I think you’re the most stunning person I’ve ever seen, but because you see all of me. You want all of me. The pretty parts, the dark parts—all of it. You don’t care about my power. You don’t care about what I can do for you. You care about me.

“You’re everything I didn’t know that I wanted.” I wrapped my hands around his neck and pulled his body closer to mine. “Now that I have you, I know that you’re everything I can’t live without.”

For a long moment, he simply stared at me until he finally let out a shaky laugh. It did nothing to mask the raw pain and uncertainty coating his words. “And here I was asking for you to tell me about how much you adored my cock.”

My answering smile was soft. Banter between us had always been easy. But this moment was so much bigger than that.

“I need you, Rorik. Just you. Nobody else. I am irrevocably yours.” Pressing my lips to his, I focused on our heartbond and let my emotions flood toward his consciousness. I wanted him to feel the truth of my words. I needed him to realize that this wasn’t some fleeting decision. I’d been drawn to him from the moment I’d laid eyes on him. Sure, there were times when I wanted to smack him into oblivion—and there was no doubt in my mind that would still be part of our future—but there was no one else who made me feel as safe as he did. As cared for. As loved.

A tear slipped down his cheek, and I brushed it away with my knuckles. “Edira . . .” He spoke softly, as if every syllable were a weighted thing he could barely convince himself to say. He groaned as he pushed into me, all the way to the base. Every glorious, thick inch of him. With him fully seated inside, I wrapped my legs around his waist and caged him there. For a minute, he didn’t move, but the moment I rocked my hips into him was the moment he let go.

A deep, guttural sound rumbled from his chest, and he wrenched his fingers in my hair at the base of my neck and tugged. Hard. A gasp shot through me, and he kissed my exposed neck as he began to pump into me. Stars bloomed across my vision. He’d spent so long bringing me to the edge of pleasure that I could already feel it building to a head within me. Each stroke was kindling to the fire surging through my veins. His other hand shifted to my thigh, and he gripped me tighter. Pulled me in close. Angled my hips in such a way that somehow let him delve even deeper.

“Rorik,” I moaned, chest heaving. He caught my nipple with his teeth and sucked on it. The ache within me coiled tighter. I needed him to be the reason I came undone. Now. Always.

“I can feel you tightening around me,” Rorik whispered into my ear. “You’re so damn wet for me. I can hardly stand it.”

I dragged my nails down the length of his back. Sank my teeth into the curve of his neck and shoulder. Claimed him in every fucking way possible. I was his, but I so badly wanted him to be mine.

“You’re allowed to come now, Edira.” His thrusts grew harder, faster, and he abandoned my thigh to press his thumb against my clit. “It’s time for you to scream my name so loud that you never forget it. Because no one will ever worship you as much as I do. No one will ever please you as well as I can. No one.”

I shattered into a million blissful pieces. He was so deep inside, his words heated in my ear, that I had no chance of holding out any longer. All the buildup from earlier exploded in a rush, and I lost control of my lungs. I screamed as my orgasm hit with such force that a tingling numbness invaded my limbs. His name was all I could say. All I wanted to say. I’d anchored myself to his back with my nails and shuddered so deeply that I knew I’d broken skin. But he didn’t care. He only slammed into me harder and caught the tail end of his name escaping my lips with his mouth.

“Fuck, Edira,” he groaned. The tremors of my orgasm were still coursing through my body. My ache had finally been sated, and yet I couldn’t get enough. The way he said my name, the feel of him still driving into me . . . I was intoxicated by the very feel of his body. By his presence. By the quirk of his lips and the banter we shared. By the way he wanted to protect me, even when it would’ve cost him his life, his chance at love.

Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes, and I unwrapped my legs from his waist. “Rorik.”

His name was everything. He was everything. Our heartbond was wide open, neither one of us hiding from each other. We’d finally found our way to the middle of our golden river, and we were ready. We were ready for each other. For this.

For bliss. Desire. Love. I thrust it all down the bond for Rorik to examine. To feel. And then I said it.

“I love you, Rorik.” I threaded my fingers through his hair and angled his head to mine.

His gaze warmed my soul. “Say it again.”

“I love you.” And then I slanted my lips over his and kissed him deeply. He slid a hand beneath the small of my back and drove into me with such wanton desire that my own insatiable need began to swell again.

“Again,” he begged as his breath hit harder. As his movements became more frenzied. His love crested down our bond like a wave threatening to swallow us both. It was immense, like he’d been holding back the truth for far, far too long. And now that he had the freedom to experience it, there wasn’t a dam that could keep him at bay.

Tilting his head down, I brought my lips to his ear. “I love you.”

He let out an intoxicating groan as his orgasm barreled through him. Through us. He let it flow down our heartbond at the same time he spilled himself inside me. I was swept away in the maelstrom of feelings, in the ardent heat of his climax that somehow also became mine. It ripped through my senses and doubled back in the form of my own release, which I channeled right back down the bond to him. We unraveled together, each one of us riding out the high of our shared orgasms until our bodies finally went limp.

Slowly, he pulled out of me and then rolled to his side, tucking me close so we were chest to chest. Breaths intermingled. Gazes held. And then he smiled in a way I’d never seen him smile before. An easy, loving, lopsided grin that stole my breath and sent adrenaline racing through to my fingertips. This was why heartbonds were cherished. Because I knew what he was about to say before he said it.

“I love you, Edira.” He placed the gentlest of kisses on my forehead. Butterflies took flight in my stomach, and I nestled in closer. “Now you understand why I can’t lose you. Why I wanted you to find a way to live a fulfilling life. Even if that meant I wasn’t going to be in it.”

Trailing my fingers across his cheek, I sighed. “I believe you.”

“You said you’re irrevocably mine.” He turned his head to nuzzle the tips of my fingers with his nose. “I’m irrevocably yours, too.”

My heart swelled with an overwhelming sense of peace. “Good.”






Twenty-Nine

Dust motes floated in the shafts of filtered sunlight early the following morning. There weren’t any curtains manning the paneled window overlooking the ocean, but I didn’t mind. Because the sight of Rorik’s slumbering body was something I never wanted to forget. We’d hardly gotten much rest the night before; after our first round, we’d lain with our legs intertwined and allowed our hands to merely explore each other’s bodies while we shared stories of our past. That’d quickly shifted into a more intimate round of slow, emotional sex full of love confessions and heated make-outs. We came together again, breathless and teary-eyed, neither one of us willing to break eye contact for several minutes. Later, I’d summoned vines of my own and tied him up so I could taste the entirety of his hardened length and tease him without interruption.

Lydia had been right. The magic between us flourished and came the moment I called. Controlling it was as easy as breathing. Rorik likely could’ve regained control in a breath, but he played along. At least until I took him in fully and he hit the back of my throat. He tore through the vines without a second thought and then fucked me from behind until he came. Loudly.

Gooseflesh rippled over my skin at the thought of us doing that again. Propping myself up on my elbow, I cupped my chin and watched the methodical rise and fall of his chest. He was so peaceful. So calm. I wanted to wake up to him exactly like this for the rest of my days. Gently, I trailed my fingers over his bare chest, stopping only when I hit the hem of the sheets draped across his waist.

He peeled his eyes open, a crooked grin already on display. “Good morning.”

“Morning.” I kept exploring. Every groove. Every contour. I wanted to learn all his dips and curves so I could trace them from memory alone.

“Having fun?” He raised a brow but didn’t stop my procession.

“Very much so.”

Reaching forward, he brushed back several mussed white locks that had fallen over my shoulder to hide my breast from view. Then he cupped it and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Two can play at this game, love.”

“You won’t find me complaining.” Still, I stopped and flopped on top of him, pressing my chest flush with his and resting my chin on his sternum. “We didn’t get much sleep, though.”

A glint of mischief flickered through his eyes. “We could spend all day doing the same thing. We’d never have to leave this bed.”

A soft moan pushed through my lips. “As wonderful as that sounds, we have work to do.”

“We do?” His brow furrowed.

“The blade. Death. You know, that thing you keep telling me to avoid.” Pushing off him, I stretched my hands to the ceiling and glanced around the room.

He pursed his lips but couldn’t keep his gaze from roving to my exposed breasts. “I can’t persuade you to stay in bed and let me ravage you however you desire?”

A tingling warmth shot through me at the thought. “No, but nice try.” I followed the trail of Rorik’s clothes to the place where he’d torn my pants to shreds. And undergarments. I sighed, then headed back to the bedroom, where he’d propped himself up against the wall and was watching me with a knowing smirk.

“I don’t know if that was your plan all along,” I said as I gestured over my shoulder to the mess, “but I’ll go naked if I have to.”

A dark, sultry laugh filled the air. “Love, if you walk in front of me naked you won’t make it to any destination. I’ll bend you over the first rock I see or take you straight to the ground. Your pick.”

My stomach clenched, and I ignored the wetness that had begun to gather between my thighs. Instead, I headed for the armoire and sifted through the few articles of clothing that had been left behind. It was a mismatched collection of shirts and trousers of varying sizes, but I snagged a few things that looked like they’d fit. The sleeveless black shirt was slim-fitting and a bit snug, but at least the resistance would keep my breasts from spilling out. The trousers, on the other hand, were a touch baggy and slouched around my knees. Thankfully, though, I found a belt and was able to cinch them tightly about my waist.

“See?” I said, twirling for effect. “There’s even a pair of flat boots in there, thank the gods. My feet will be grateful for the lack of heels.” I tucked the flared bottoms of the pants into the lace-up boots. Far from a perfect fit, but manageable.

Rorik sighed. “Who’s the impossible one now?”

“Just accept it. You can either let me walk into Death’s domain alone or come with me.” I looked back into the armoire and found an overcoat clinging to a bent hanger. The leather was worn but warm. Good enough.

“Edira.” Rorik dragged a hand over his face as he padded across the floor, not bothering with his clothes. He came to a halt before me. “I’m not saying we won’t do this, okay? You win. We’ll confront Death and see if there’s a way to get him to call back the blight. But it doesn’t have to be now.” He cupped either side of my face and forced me to meet his stare. “Please. Let’s go home. Let’s regroup with the others and come back with more force. We have no idea what we’d be walking into.”

“More force?” I folded my arms beneath my chest. “We don’t know where Seville is. We’re not going to ask the girls to help, they’re too young. That leaves just Lydia and Clesian, because as shocking as Ossanna’s help has been, I highly doubt her charity goes this far. Do you really want to risk leaving Amalyss and Tasia without their parents? What if something goes wrong?”

I didn’t even mention my brothers. They knew nothing of this plan, and if I told them, the last thing they could do is help. I didn’t want them anywhere near Death to begin with.

“That’s exactly what I’m worried about.” Rorik tugged me closer. “What if something does go wrong? What if you get hurt? What if you die? You can live longer now that you know how to blend our magics. Isn’t that enough?”

No. I didn’t know why it wasn’t, why I wanted this control over my life so badly. Beyond that, there was also Rebellyn’s evervow. Just the thought of walking away set the evervow on edge. It constricted around my limbs like a metal chain threatening to strangle me if I went back on my promise. I swallowed twice and pressed my eyes shut.

Don’t worry. I’ll go. I didn’t know whom I was talking to or if Rebellyn would hear my plea, but the pressure ratcheting around my limbs lessened. Slowly, I opened my eyes. The coldness didn’t abate, though, and I shivered in place.

Of course, Rorik noticed. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I hedged.

“No.” He shook his head once. “You bared yourself to me and I to you. Don’t hide from me now.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek. But I knew that stalling solved nothing, and there was no easy way to explain the predicament I’d landed in. Before I could second-guess myself, I let the words simply tumble out.

“I accidentally made an evervow.”

Rorik went stock-still. “With whom? What does it entail?”

“I don’t really know for sure, but I’m going to guess Rebellyn.” I forced myself to hold his concerned stare. “The ancestor tree responded well enough to our Fernglove magic. But when I found the blade—rather, found the hand that was holding it—it wouldn’t let go. Not until I promised to help.”

“Tell me exactly what you said.” He grasped my hands tight. “It’s important.”

“I told it that I wasn’t trying to hurt it. That I knew how to stop the blight, but I needed the weapon.” I interlaced my fingers with his, stealing what strength I could from his touch. “And then I said, ‘I’ll save your kin. I promise.’”

I was bound to Rebellyn’s will. A promise in exchange for her coveted blade. If I ignored it or reneged on my vow, then I’d suffer the consequences. In this case, not confronting Death likely meant that I’d die in exchange.

My options were death or Death.

Rorik closed his eyes. Cursed. “And I’m guessing that you now feel compelled to take the blade to Death and save all Everkind.”

“That’s the gist of it, I believe.” I lifted a shoulder. “It seems I can’t hurt any of her descendants, either. When I saw Zeverin nearly kill you, I lost all control and battered him with my magic. And I felt the vow kick in, but I didn’t care. If it was going to kill me, I was going to take Zeverin down, too.”

“Fuck.” Rorik pressed my hands to his forehead and took a deep breath. When he looked up again, his eyes were steeled with resolve. “We’ll find a way around this. You broke the Fernglove evervow. We can break this one, too.”

I palmed his cheek. “Maybe. But not today. Not with how close I already am to Death’s domain. It’s like the vow knows. It won’t let me walk away without at least trying.”

Rorik watched me for a long moment. Then he moved toward his clothes and began dressing. “I hate this.”

“I know.” I sighed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that a dead Ever could invoke a vow like that.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” He finished with his pants and secured his shirt. “I don’t think even Zeverin would’ve known that Rebellyn could do something like that. I doubt he even knew the blade was there to begin with.” Once his shirt was in place, he parked his hip on the edge of the bed. “You might have been the only one she would’ve shared it with. She trusted you to fix her folly and, in the same breath, protected her kin from the likes of you.”

“The likes of me?” I said, brows raised.

“A threadmender with the power of an Ever.” He shrugged. “It’s never been seen before.”

He held out his hand to me, and I willingly took it. In one smooth movement, he pulled me between his legs and caged me in place.

“But remember, Edira, while you might be the hero Rebellyn has been waiting for, I am not.” A predatory heat lit in his gaze. “A hero would sacrifice you to Death if it meant saving all Everkind. I have no such inclination.” His knuckles ghosted along the length of my jaw until he pinned my chin between his fingers. “If it comes to it, I will bring Death to his knees, sever his very head from his shoulders, and doom my kind to a mortal, painful death if it means I would gain even one more second with you. Blight be damned. Let the world suffer.”

“You’re not alone in that,” I mused as I leaned into his touch. “If you’re in danger, even if it means voiding my promise to Rebellyn, there is nothing in this world or the next that could stop me from getting to you.”

He brought his lips inches from mine. “I guess all we can do is see how this pans out, then.”

“To the grave, remember?”

He kissed me deeply. “To the grave.”

THE ONLY THING WE KNEW about the entrance to Death’s domain was that it was south and supposedly near the fisherman’s cabin. But near was clearly a relative term, because we’d been walking on uneven, rocky ground for hours and still hadn’t discovered a single brook leading away from the ocean to some secret underground cavern. The cold wind whipping off the swells was a battering ram we couldn’t avoid, and we were constantly sprayed with a fine mist of water as waves crashed into the beach. There was little in the way of life, just an occasional shrub or the scuttling of a crab as it searched for food across the surface. We kept our heads down and moved forward slowly. I’d fed the chain of the sapphire bag through the belt loops of my trousers and secured it to my hip. With every step, it thudded gently against my thigh.

When the sun hit midday, we stopped and drank sparingly from a leather canteen Rorik had found in one of the cabinets. He slipped his hands around my waist and pulled my back flush with his chest, and we stared out at the ocean together. Light bounced off the choppy waters and reflected in the crisp air like a field of diamonds. All I could smell was the tang of salt and the undercurrent of pine as I leaned against him.

“So tell me,” he murmured into my hair, “how exactly you plan on getting close enough to Death to stab him through the heart.”

“I was thinking of pulling a page out of Seville’s book,” I said. Tilting my head back, I looked up at him with a sly smile. “You know, use my feminine wiles to lull him into a false sense of security.”

Rorik snorted. “I’m sure that will work out splendidly.”

“It did with you.”

“Because I’ve always been enamored with you.” He rolled his eyes. “Not to diminish the value of your feminine wiles, but I’m not sure flirting with Death will work. Not after Rebellyn.”

“I know.” I sighed. “I’ve been thinking about that, actually. Death was spurned by Rebellyn. I wonder if we can use that to our advantage.”

“How so?”

“You probably won’t like it.” I bit my lower lip and watched as his brows rose. “But I need you to act like Orin.”

“I hate every word of that sentence,” he seethed.

Shifting in his embrace, I faced him more fully and placed my hands on his chest. “Just listen. Death felt used by Rebellyn. She only wanted his power for her own gain. Orin did the same to me. Let’s just . . . pretend that’s our circumstance in front of Death. Let me act. Let me convince him that you’re a horrid Ever only after me for my magic.”

Rorik’s lips peeled back in a grimace. “And then what?”

“While I’m cowering behind him, begging for some way out of this predicament with you, I’ll stab him in the back.” I trailed my knuckles along Rorik’s jaw, and he leaned into the touch. “You’re just a distraction, my love.”

“I’d argue that you’ve been a distraction since the day I met you, but . . .” He turned his head and placed a kiss against my hand. “It might work. Death is known for hating my kind. If we craft a story that mirrors his own, he’ll likely be infuriated beyond measure.”

I nodded my agreement and settled back into his embrace. He wasn’t Orin—far from it. I poured every ounce of love I had for Rorik right down our bond, and he did the same. We relished those feelings. The ebb and flow of the ocean waves that matched the rise and fall of our chests. We had a plan. We had each other. We would survive.

We could’ve stayed like that for hours, but I wrapped his hand in mine and tugged us forward. I had to believe that we’d have more moments like that in our future. That we weren’t actually walking toward our deaths but just the entity himself. Yet there was a familiar, aching cold that settled deep into my bones the farther we walked. Exhaustion tugged at my limbs with a renewed sense of force, and the headache that I’d managed to banish before our night together was back with a vengeance. There was an uneven hitch to my breath, just the slightest of catches, that I hadn’t noticed before. I chalked it up to the endless trudging, but I feared it was something far worse.

By early afternoon, we finally found what we were looking for. I nearly missed it at first. The stream was nothing more than a thin vein weaving between misshapen rocks, but the farther inland it crawled the wider it got.

“There,” I murmured with a nod. “Look at the current.”

It defied the very tilt of the earth. Babbling water churned with determined force against grains of sand, curving toward the sheer cliffs we’d been walking parallel to all this time. The stream widened to the size of a table runner before slipping beneath a slab of rock and disappearing entirely.

Rorik placed his hand against the smooth stone. “The cavern must be here.” Magic flared beneath his fingers, and the stone fractured. Another pulse of magic rushed from him, and a second earsplitting crack followed the first. The two jagged lines formed a tall triangle within the stone, and Rorik slammed his fist into the center of it. Tiny fissures exploded outward from the impact. And then the slab crumbled into a pile of rubble at his feet. A whoosh of air rushed from the bowels of the earth to cover us in the dank scent of minerals. There was nothing but pure, endless darkness waiting in the void of the cavern, but I could hear the trickling creek echoing off the walls.

My breathing turned shallow at the sight. “I knew it’d be underground, I just . . .” I stared at the yawning maw while fighting back the nausea churning in my gut.

Rorik’s hand found mine instantly. “I’m here. One step at a time.”

All I could do was nod and squeeze his fingers tight.

With ease, he stepped over the pile of debris and helped me do the same. Our feet met smooth river stone that was slick with moisture, and my free hand immediately went to the wall. Biting cold. Smooth as glass. A chill skittered down my spine. This was it.

“Glow for me, Edira,” Rorik whispered lovingly.

At first, I didn’t understand. I blinked at him, still trying to wrestle the rising panic in my chest, and then it hit me. He meant my power.

Warmth flooded my chest. Because he knew damn well that he could glow, too. But instead, he gave me purpose. Control.

I uncorked the dam holding back my magic and let it flow through my limbs, coating my hands in an ivory light. It reflected off the walls and blanketed the space in an ethereal glow that made it easier to see, easier to breathe. I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t descending into the Starglens’ tomb. I was holding Rorik’s hand. I had my power, and my magic gave me strength.

Looking up at him, I allowed the smallest smile. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He kissed the crown of my head. “Let’s get this over with.”

Together, we walked into a corridor of darkness. Together, we went to meet Death. Together, we sealed our fates for eternity.






Thirty

We followed the river for what felt like hours. Time was funny in this space. All we had to mark its passage was the sound of the water, which flowed ceaselessly forward. There was nothing else save for our breaths and the faint glow of my magic. The air was moist, the ground slippery. With my power activated, I was acutely aware of the total lack of life around us. There wasn’t a single thread begging for recognition. Nothing and no one lived here.

A mist had risen from somewhere within the cavern. It settled over us, around us, with an oppressive, suffocating weight. It was a hot, rancid exhale that soured my tongue, and my magic sharpened in response. It flared outward like a star, ricocheting against the reflective walls as it tried in vain to pinpoint the source of death but found nothing. Rorik’s grip on my hand tightened.

“Are you okay?” He tilted his head to get a better look at my face.

“All things considered, yes,” I said softly. My headache splintered down the base of my neck. But I couldn’t stop. Not when we were so close to putting an end to it all.

“You really think he’ll just be waiting for us at the end of this tunnel?” Rorik asked, trying to infuse his words with a bit of sarcasm, likely for my benefit.

I grimaced. “I doubt it. I imagine I have to be in the space first. I don’t sense him yet.”

A sliver of Ossanna’s tale rose to the forefront of my mind. Here, Death will appear if properly summoned.

No, I didn’t think we’d have a problem meeting Death at all. Even with perfecting our magics, there was no reclaiming what had already been lost. I would always be on the precipice like this.

The idea of living like that a moment longer was horrifying.

After walking for a few more minutes in silence, the tunnel spilled open into a massive cavern as large as the sprawling lawns outside of Fernglove. Stalactites with pointed tips were like fangs jutting from a creature’s maw, and droplets coated them like spittle. Thousands upon thousands of minuscule winking insects—the first and only glimmer of life I detected—dotted the ceiling. They were slow-moving stars in the dark expanse of the cavern, and I couldn’t help but let out a small gasp of awe. The river rushed forward and converged into a lake that swirled in a blackened whirlpool around a lone island in the center. It was nothing more than a mound of smooth ebony glass that was so close in color to the water that it was hard to tell where the earth ended and the lake began.

I stilled and glanced around the cave. Three more brooks fed into the churning lake from each corner of the cavern. “This is it.”

Rorik’s glamour rippled away, revealing his black-and-gold wings that snapped at his back. He eyed the stalactites carefully and then jumped into the air, only to land heavily back on his feet. A snarl ripped from his chest.

“It seems we’re meant to follow the river.” He brought his hand upward and met some solid, invisible barrier that my eyes couldn’t see. “A spell of sorts. It will likely disappear if we meet Death and are able to walk away like Rebellyn did.”

“Wonderful,” I grumbled.

“I guess we’re swimming,” Rorik said as his glamour fell back into place. He moved to the edge and inspected the lake’s inky darkness. The snarling water was rapid, the depth unknowable without plunging in.

“Can we even make it across?”

He tracked the trajectory of the churning whirlpool. “I have a feeling the current will take us to the island regardless. We’ve followed it to Death, and it will deliver.” He took a single step and submerged his foot. The water thrashed against his calf, trying to drag him under. “I’ll go first. Wait until I say it’s safe.”

And then he simply walked in. There must have been a shelf or a dropoff of some sort, because he was gone in an instant. My breaths turned shallow as my eyes widened, and I scanned the snarling waters as panic erupted in my chest. Gone. He was gone. I shoved more magic through to my fingertips and let it bleed through my eyes. If I couldn’t see him within the raging waters, maybe I could still detect his threads. Seconds crawled by. Nothing. I edged closer to the river’s edge.

Rorik! I shouted down our bond. Where are you? Say something!

Another second. And another.

Until finally—

Gods, it’s fucking cold.

Relief slammed into me, and my knees hit the rocky earth as I let out a shaky breath. Where are you?

Here. He emerged from the waters and hauled himself onto the glassy island in the middle of the lake. He was soaked from head to toe, but his aquamarine threads were vibrant and shimmering with life.

Just let the current take you. I’ll grab you when you pass. He eased toward the water’s edge and crouched. Don’t worry. I’ve got you.

Okay. I followed his path, plunging one foot into the frigid water and biting back a curse. You weren’t kidding about the cold.

His stiff chuckle sounded in my mind. The current snared my ankle and slammed into my leg, and I nearly buckled from the sudden force of it. One more step and I’d be swept away. I waited for a moment. Flexed my hands and tried to brace myself for what was to come. And then I stepped in fully and let myself be carried away.

The water swallowed me immediately, burying me beneath the choppy surface and dragging me on a trajectory I couldn’t see. Air bubbles escaped from my mouth in a flurry. Fighting the current did nothing. My instincts kicked in, body thrashing wildly in an attempt to reach the surface, but I was caught in a channel of turbulent water that refused to let go.

Don’t fight it. Rorik’s voice was a blip of warmth in the freezing expanse of nothingness. But my panic was hard to wrangle, and my body revolted at the idea of being still. I’d always used my breath to center myself, and yet here I couldn’t. There was nothing but panic clawing up my throat and a bitter, numbing cold that threaded through my skin like needles.

And then Rorik’s hand.

He drove it through the churning depths and gripped the collar of my coat, yanking me to the surface. I was in his lap within a breath. Shaking. Trembling. Relieved. He caged me in his arms and held me close.

“It’s over,” he murmured.

“And that was the easy part.” I cut a glance around. Death wasn’t here yet, but it wouldn’t be long before he showed. “Remember the plan.”

Rorik looked at me for a long moment. I love you. Remember that.

I love you, too.

In a single moment, he shuttered his emotions and let disdain fill his eyes. His lips curled in disgust as he straightened, not bothering to help me stand. Instead, he made a show of inspecting the island. The mist had stopped abruptly at the water’s edge, and this mound of smooth land was completely clear. The stalactites hanging from the ceiling reflected in the glass. We were walking into the opened maw of a monster, and at any moment, it could snap its jaw shut and tear us to pieces. There were no trees. No grass. Nothing, save for a small sphere directly in the center of the island that barely reached Rorik’s knee in height. He walked toward it, careful not to slip on the slick surface.

I didn’t bother to stand up. I was weak. I was scared. I was in need of saving. “What is it?” I asked, voice trembling.

Rorik knelt before the orb. He held out his hand, testing the air around it. “It feels like a ley line marker, but it’s not responding to my magic. A futile effort on Death’s part. I’m here, after all.”

A cold chill began to fill the air.

“Why are you doing this?” I wrung the soaked strands of my hair. “Why bring me here?”

“Because only someone as sick and pitiful as you can summon Death.” His biting words were full of venom.

The cold sharpened. A strange rattle began somewhere far off. Our plan was working.

“How can you say that to me? I love you.” I let a choked sob escape my throat. A small but brief warmth flickered down our heartbond. Just a tender stroke of affection. A reminder of the truth.

“You were supposed to cure me of blight. You failed,” Rorik drawled. “Now I have to take matters into my own hands.” He flexed his fingers for effect.

“You can try.”

I startled in place, craning my neck to find the source of the rattling, dissonant words that hung in the air. They were everywhere and nowhere, a presence that couldn’t be seen but rather felt. They echoed through me with a sense of finality that could only belong to Death himself. Rorik stilled. He narrowed his eyes, but his arrogant smile only stretched wider. I felt his magic bloom to life down our bond and watched as green particles hovered near his fists.

A few feet from us, shadows gathered in a pool of pure night. They snaked and interlocked, writhed and hissed, until a figure birthed from the abyss like a statue rising from the earth. The ink-black tendrils became his clothes, his cloak, the very hood shielding his face from view. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I knew he was staring. And the smell . . . It was the stale must of an unopened room, the hint of decay from a pile of rotting leaves, the stench of sulfur.

“An Ever in my domain.” The grate of his whisper sent the hairs on the back of my neck skyward. “How unfortunate for you.”

I let out a startled gasp. “Who are you?”

“Poor mender.” His hum was the rattle of leaves against stone. “I know your pain. You’ve been deceived by the one you love.”

“What do you mean?” I stood and took a small step toward Death. He didn’t shy away.

“This Ever”—he practically spat the word—“does not care for you. All he wants is to rid himself of blight.”

I cut a glance between the two of them. Rorik didn’t move.

“You’re responsible for that?” I asked Death, and took another step.

Death nodded. “I could not end them myself with the everjewels buried within their bodies, so I designed an illness, an infection, meant to eat away at them slowly. And once the light was snuffed from their bodies, I would strike.”

“All of them?” I kept him talking. Kept his burning rage focused on Rorik.

“Rebellyn, their wretched ancestor, asked for freedom from my reach for her and her kin. And the cost of that ask will be extracted from them for eternity . . . or until there are no Evers left to be a pox on this realm.” Death shifted, and the shadows making up his attire came to life like they’d been caught in a breeze. Slowly, I peeled open the purse.

Rorik leered. “I am not responsible for her behavior.”

“And yet you repeat her mistakes with this mender,” Death hissed. He stretched out his hand to gesture toward me, and the hem of his sleeve fell back to expose knobby fingers that were ghostly white. His skin was near translucent, his veins so black they spread like rivers of ink. I slid behind him, his reach shielding me from Rorik. “The realm aches to be free of your existence.”

I slipped my hand into my pouch. Heat throbbed into my palm from the hilt of the blade. Rebellyn’s magic, it seemed, still lingered in the metal. And while I wasn’t an Embergrave, I was bonded to one of her descendants. Fernglove magic roared to life in my core in response. I would fulfill my end of the bargain or die trying. I would protect her kind. I would protect Rorik. Anticipation ratcheted within me as I stared at Death’s cloaked back. My time had come. I would drive the blade through to his heart and force him to comply with my demands. I would barter for all that I wanted. I would end blight. I would make him spare me like he’d spared Rebellyn.

I moved fast. Raising the blade above my head, I drove it downward toward his left shoulder. Time seemed to slow as the blade neared Death. But before it could pierce his flesh, the cloak framing his body began to riot. Wild tendrils of black shadows spired outward in a protective display, and my hand was knocked back. Pain flared in my wrist from the burst of magic, and I let out a cry as I took several steps back.

“What is this?” Death rasped as he turned to face me. His gaze slanted to my shaking hand. “You collude with this Ever?”

Rorik dropped all pretenses. “Don’t touch her.”

“Silence, Ever.” Outrage burned through Death’s voice. He turned back to me. “I wondered when I’d see that blade again. You might have the weapon, but you do not possess the strength.” He snapped his fingers, and something in me broke. A cry wrenched from my lungs as I crashed to the ground, my knees cracking against the surface.

“Edira!” Rorik bolted across the island to kneel beside me. Worry lanced his expression as his hand went to the small of my back. I recoiled from his touch. My skin was alight, every nerve ending on fire. And then I saw it: a thin, moonlit strand drifting away from my body on an invisible current of air. Right into Death’s open palm. He’d stolen a thread. A sliver of my life.

Rorik’s lips peeled back in a snarl as he targeted Death with a murderous glare. There was nothing but fury brimming from his core. Nothing but unencumbered rage bellowing down our bond.

“I said don’t touch her.”

“But why, when she’s the only one I can claim?” Death let out a hollow laugh.

Rorik lunged. He was an animal unchained, a predator of the highest degree with his mark within reach. His glamour ripped away as he moved. Wings spread out behind him as he launched into the air and dove toward Death with his claws and fangs bared, slamming both of them into the ground. The glass-like surface cracked and splintered from the impact. But before Rorik could drive his elongated nails into Death’s chest, he disappeared into a plume of shadows.

“Slow,” Death drawled. “So very slow.” He reappeared by my side. Snapped his fingers again.

A shriek tore through my lungs as I crumpled in on myself. Bile flooded the back of my tongue, and my stomach knotted. Waves of pain crashed into me as my vision waned. Nothing. Nothing could’ve prepared me for this. I’d never been so acutely aware of my threads being ripped from my being. A cold sweat dampened my entire body, and shakes began to rack my limbs. The blade I’d been gripping fell from my fingers and clattered near Death’s feet.

Rorik let out a monstrous roar. “NO!”

Death picked up the blade and tossed it into the raging currents encircling his island. “Yes.”

“Stop!” Rorik bellowed. “Take me instead. I am the one you want!”

“True,” Death murmured. “But I cannot kill you. I can, however, harm you through her. And I very much enjoy that.”

Another snap of his fingers.

Another pop in my being that felt like my bones being shattered into pieces. Another wispy strand of moonlight dancing out of reach. My breath was labored, my body limp. I was completely useless against his power. A film of darkness spread over my eyes. Everything was hazy. My brain couldn’t keep up with my surroundings, who was moving and who wasn’t. All I could feel was exhaustion and pain. My eyes grew heavy, the weight of my fate settling over me like a thick blanket.

“Edira!” Rorik screamed. “Get up! You have to get up!” He tore across the island and lunged for Death, who escaped into a shaft of pure darkness before he could make contact. Rorik skidded on his heels, whipping around and snarling into the air.

“I grow weary of your antics.” Death materialized near the lip of the island and extended his hand outward. Shadows erupted from the void and snaked around Rorik’s body, solidifying into resplendent black ropes that went immediately taut. Rorik howled as he strained against them, but they didn’t give.

“Hold still. Watch,” he said to Rorik as he stalked toward me. Death thrust his hand forward. “I’m sorry this was your fate, mender.”

Edira! Rorik screamed in my mind. Please. Please move. Please save yourself.

I felt his heart shatter down our bond. Tears welled in my eyes. I couldn’t give up. I couldn’t make him watch me die. Pain arced through my back as I pushed myself to my knees. My chest heaved from the effort; my limbs shook. A wet, raspy laugh filtered through Death’s hood.

“You have so few threads left, mender.” He held out his hand and pinched his forefinger and thumb. I immediately felt the pressure stem from somewhere deep inside me. It was a painful twinge, a tightness that seemed to grow with each breath. He was about to pluck away yet another one of my threads.

Rorik’s panicked gaze bored into me. Run.

But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t leave him. Not now, not ever. If I’d managed to hold on to the blade, I could’ve tried to plunge it into Death again. Futile, likely, but I didn’t know what else to do. I wanted to tear his head from his body so he could never come after us again.

I tried to stand. Death jerked his fingers.

Pain splintered behind my eyes as I screamed. Another thread gone. Hot tears spilled over my cheeks. I sucked in a sharp breath and tried again. Every muscle in me screamed and protested the motion, but my will was stronger. I forced myself to think in time with my blundering, heavy heartbeat.

I needed the blade. Thud.

I didn’t have the blade. Thud.

What else could bring Death to his knees? Thud.

What had I learned? Thud.

Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

Thud.

Rorik was screaming at the top of his lungs, his words a mixture of pleas and threats. My breath was starting to become shallow. My vision swam. I wondered if he felt my life force dim down our bond, like a candle on the verge of snuffing out.

Death laughed as he snapped another one of my life threads. I fell back to the ground as ringing crashed in my ears. There was nothing but white-hot pain. Nothing but my slowly failing heartbeat. Nothing. Nothing . . .

Heal yourself! Rorik roared in my mind.

Heal . . . I tried to summon Rorik’s magic and twine it with mine, but it felt like mixing oil with water. Slippery, impossible to grasp, and, worse, there was no life for me to siphon. The ground was barren, the cavern devoid of everything but the insects above my head.

Insects. My gaze slowly drifted to the ceiling.

“You see what pain you cause?” Death asked as he turned to face Rorik. “You are nothing but an infection that must be burned away from this world. And whether it happens today or ten years from now, I will claim your life.”

No. Fear shot through me and pushed away the cloud of death fogging my mind. No one would take Rorik’s life. No one. Desperation and resolve melded together into something fierce within me, and all the pain and exhaustion couldn’t compare to the thought of a world without Rorik.

I pictured our heartbond and gripped the golden river stretched taut between our shared consciousness. This time, it complied. And I focused on the ceiling. On the insects crawling among the cavern’s teeth.

“Come,” I whispered. And even though my words were nearly inaudible, I felt the power of my command reverberate through my bones. The bugs felt it, too. In the next moment, they took flight in a storm of vibrating wings, the hum of their frenzied movements filling the cavern with an endless drone.

They flocked to me.

They covered every inch of my skin. My hair. My clothes. I was buried beneath their glowing bodies—and they willingly settled into me. A gift. A blessing. With their life force pulsing like the beat of a drum against me, it was easy to access. What few threads I had left unfurled around me and stitched through their bodies, creating an interconnected thread buzzing with life.

And I drank it all in.

I let their life bolster my muscles, flood my limbs. My magic—the beautiful blend of Rorik’s earthly power and my threadmending—took over completely. The insects curled in on themselves and died, withered to nothing more than exoskeletons in a matter of a few breaths. Slowly, I stood among their carcasses. My veins were filled with gold beneath my pale skin, and the white light flaring about my body was dusted with gilded flecks. My remaining threads pulsed around me with renewed vigor. I had saved myself. But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

I glared at the cloaked figure standing before me.

Death comes for us all.

If Death could suffer an untimely end, that had to mean there was something alive within that endless cloak of his. Something I could steal from. Something I could pry from his body and devour for myself. And I didn’t need a blade to do it. It was a truth I knew in my bones. Because it always had to be me. I was the living embodiment of an everjewel, the presence of life that battered against his shadows. I truly understood what it meant to sacrifice. And I would be the one to douse the darkness festering within his bones.

“Let Rorik go,” I seethed. Death turned. Stilled.

“Mender, you do not possess the weapon nor the power—”

With the flick of my wrist, I sent my threads spiraling toward him. They pierced his writhing shadows and found purchase in his trembling body. He let out a shriek as he frantically clawed at my ribbons. They merely bent to twine around his fingers and stall his assault. They never broke.

“Tell me again what power I don’t possess.” The timbre of my voice was heady with magic. I took a step forward. Another one, stronger this time. Death froze. His threads, I realized, were the smoky tendrils that had blanketed his body like clothing. They writhed in fear and began decaying beneath my blistering light.

“I am the jewel you cannot touch,” I growled. Stepped forward again. “And you will call back this blight or be dusted to ash.”

My threads held him in place as he squirmed. I commanded them to siphon, to swim through his muscles and suck whatever lifeblood coursed through his rotted veins. Darkness so similar to the blight began to trickle toward my body. I would eat it all. I would swallow his emptiness and put an end to his tyranny.

A horrific, scraping laugh sounded from Death’s hood. He’d crumpled to his knees, and his threads were sloughing off like brittle strands of hair before disintegrating into nothing.

“Child, I am older than you could possibly fathom.” More strands fell away. The black stain of his life, what little of it I could steal from his veins, had almost reached me. “This form may die, but I will never be gone.”

Death’s power wavered, and the solidified shadows holding Rorik dispersed. He fell to the ground but was on his feet in less than a second.

“Edira!” Rorik shouted, concern and fear coloring his voice. He started toward us, but I thrust my hand outward, and two of my threads shot toward him. They lassoed his ankles and chained him in place, far from Death’s reach. Confusion and despair ripped through him as he howled, but I needed him safe.

Death was mine for the taking.

I came to stand before Death’s withering body. A few of my life threads snapped off to join his. Twin strands of light and dark twined together before meeting their demise. My bones creaked and my power dampened. Still, I didn’t stop. I let a manic smile claim my lips and tasted blood on my tongue. I hadn’t even registered that my saliva was tinged a pale red. That my own skin was sloughing away. That my bones were now protruding at harsh angles as my muscles atrophied. A flicker of panic crested in my mind. I wasn’t healing him. So why was I decaying? What was happening? I slumped to the ground before him. Our knees touched. His magic finally collided with mine, and the golden veins pumping through my body turned to ink.

He stroked my cheek with a finger that was nothing more than yellowed bone. “Even jewels fade.”

Then his hood fell back, and a shriek died in my throat. Because Death wasn’t some faceless man, but me. A weathered version of myself with lackluster hair and papery skin. With a sallow face and half-moon bags cupping the undersides of my dove-gray eyes. My lips were chapped. My cheek was scarred right where his finger had just grazed my face. I was haunted. And then the visage shifted. This time, a man with a scraggly beard and misshapen teeth. And another face. Another. The visages shifted faster, making it impossible to parse their features, with one constant in the swirl of faces: the weary expression of their soulless eyes.

“You cannot escape me,” he croaked. Then he placed both hands on my shoulders. “Death becomes you.”

A rush of shadows exploded from his body and drowned out my light. Somewhere, Rorik screamed. My power disappeared. My senses faded. The last thing I felt was my back crashing to the solid earth. And then an absolute, overwhelming sense of nothingness.






Thirty-One

RORIK

I came to slowly. I could hardly remember what happened. One moment I’d been anchored in place by Edira’s threads, and the next an exploding darkness had knocked me out. I’d give her an earful for chaining me like that, but only after I knew she was safe.

“Edira,” I called, opening my eyes. Stalactites hung from the cavern ceiling like needles poised to strike. Everything was quiet. The rivers feeding the lake were strangely still, frozen in time. Death was gone. So was Edira.

Edira! I shouted down our bond. Nothing. Panic clawed at my throat as I tried again. Edira, please. But the golden tether we shared had simply . . . vanished. I couldn’t feel her in my consciousness. There was a void, a yawning emptiness, where her presence used to be. Where she’d shared her love with me. My fingers trembled. The world began to spin. She couldn’t be gone. She couldn’t.

I whirled in place, trying to pierce the dark and find a sign of her form. I called on my magic and willed it to disperse into particles of green light that showered above the island in a temporary flash. A handful of shimmering motes dusted over a crumpled form near the sphere in the center of the island.

“Edira.” Her name was a rush of breath as I raced toward her. Her clothes had been replaced with a silken black gown. She’d stolen Death’s cloak, too, but it had shifted slightly in size and appearance to cling to her body, with embroidered leaves and flowers along the hem. My knees hit the ground, and I peeled away the hood that had fallen over her face. She was ghostly pale, her body unmoving. I’d never seen her so still in all my life. Not even when we’d saved her from the wreckage of Fernglove’s downfall. Even then, she’d breathed.

“Edira,” I tried, voice breaking. “Please, love. Don’t do this.” Emotion thickened in my throat. Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes, blurring my vision. I couldn’t lose her. I’d only just accepted her as mine. I’d always been hers. I’d never had a choice. From the moment she walked through Fernglove Manor, she hit me like a storm. Everything she did demanded my gaze. Every subtle shift in her facial expression, every quiet sigh, every riotous laugh. Her pain was my pain. Her suffering a brand I still wore against my skin. I’d never forgive myself for not standing up to my brother sooner. I’d never forgive myself for letting her endure his wrath, his horrid plans, alone.

“You can’t leave. I need you.” A sob broke free from my chest, and I cradled her against me. Kissed the top of her head. “Just come back. You have to come back.” An axe cleaved my chest into pieces. Nothing was right in the world. It was both a spinning mess and entirely too still. Too quiet. She was a frail doll in my arms instead of the vivacious woman who could tear me down to my knees with the simplest of looks. I hated the feel of her hollow form, and yet I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let her go. With her head against my chest, I could pretend that she was sleeping. That we’d both wake up from the nightmare that Death cast over us.

I wrenched my hands in the strange fabric coating her body. I’d been waiting my entire life for Edira. I hadn’t realized it, but once I met her, I knew. I knew I’d never heartbond again. I knew she was the only person I was destined to love. And if it weren’t for my family and her brothers, for the threat of the Embergraves, I would’ve been content to lie by her side until I withered away to nothing.

“I’m coming, baby,” I whispered in her ear. “You won’t be alone for long. I’ll take care of a few things, and then I’ll be with you.” But I still couldn’t move. Somewhere, Zeverin was amassing his allies to rip apart the lands in search of Edira and Seville. Our families would become a target. But here, in Death’s domain, I could hold her.

I lay on the ground beside her and tucked her against me. I wrapped my arms around her and sobbed. Her hair was a blanket for my tears, her body a caress for the pain that would never go away. I didn’t want this life. I didn’t want to be in a world where she died and I got to keep living. I should’ve fought against this plan harder. Should’ve found a way to be more prepared. Should’ve saved her from this. From me. I never should’ve let my emotions out, because then maybe she would’ve stayed away. Maybe she would’ve continued to hate Everkind and she could have lived.

But she came back. She came back into my life and upended all my careful plans. All the constructed walls I’d managed to build. And it’d taken only one damn look and a few words from that smart fucking mouth of hers.

I’d never get the chance to show her the depth of my love.

Raw ached pounded through me in time with each wretched beat of my heart. The tears never stopped. Time crept by. I’d switch between sharing memories of our trainings, our moments together, and weighted, deafening silence. She never responded. She never moved. While I knew she’d thrash me for blaming myself, I couldn’t help it.

I would’ve given anything to bring her back.

I would’ve given anything to take her place.

And yet all I could do was hold what was left of the other half of my soul.

I COULDN’T BE SURE EXACTLY how much time passed, but I knew Edira wouldn’t want me to linger. When my body was entirely depleted of tears and my limbs were left hollow and numb, with her body pressed flush to my chest, I stood. I’d never recalled my glamour, and my wings snapped at my back as I forced a weighted exhale. Death’s spell was gone. We’d met him. We’d failed. A cost had been paid. I was free to leave.

She deserved to be buried beneath our ancestor tree for what she’d sacrificed, and I only hoped her brothers would allow it. I took one weighted step. My heart broke again into more pieces than I could fathom.

“I love you,” I said as I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m irrevocably yours.”

As I took another step, a small intonation hummed from the center of my chest. It was such a slight vibration that I hardly noticed it at first. I glanced down at the beauty in my arms. Nothing. My stomach knotted, and I clenched my jaw. I couldn’t give in to hope.

Another step. Another quiet hum. My brows drew together. She wasn’t moving, wasn’t breathing, and yet . . . the intonation grew more insistent, and I realized it wasn’t stemming from her body but our bond. Awareness shot through me, and I sank to the ground and held her close. Shutting my eyes, I pictured the expanse of consciousness we used to share. She still wasn’t there, but there was a flicker of brilliance. A tendril of gold like a thin strand of hair dangling in a breeze. I grasped it tight.

Edira?

The thread hummed like I’d plucked the string of a harp. Hope consumed my senses, and I gave the thread a gentle stroke.

I’m here. I’m right here. I sent up a silent prayer to whatever gods existed. To anyone who would listen. I’d waited for years, decades, to find someone like her. And I’d never get over her. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not a hundred years from now. If there was a chance that I could still have her . . .

The thread widened to the circumference of a rope. The thrum sounded again, deeper this time, and it lilted through the air like a murmur. Like a name.

Edira, I begged. Come back. I poured every emotion I had down our heartbond. Every. Single. One. I told the story of us. The amusement I felt while she inspected the food that first night she dined with us. The admiration that followed shortly thereafter. The frustration at her willingness to trust my brother. All the eye rolls. All the jabs. All the banter. All the moments I wanted to reach out and touch her. That first dance beneath the stars when I nearly tossed all caution to the wind just for the chance to hold her. I let her feel my murderous rage when I discovered her chained to Dagas’s ancestor tree. Anger that doubled twice over when I saw how much my brother had hurt her.

How much pain ripped through me when she realized I’d been the one to poison her family. And then I showed her the parts of me I struggled to even admit to myself. The late nights where I stared at the ceiling simply thinking of her. How I’d waited on the stairs for her to come back. How I’d rioted at the thought of her leaving even though I’d been the one to push her away.

But most of all, I thought about how much I loved her. I loved her with a purpose unlike anything I’d ever known. Being hers was an intentional choice. One I’d make over and over again.

The tether between us widened. The murmur happened again. This time, it reverberated through my bones with a clarity that couldn’t be denied.

Rorik.

My name. She was calling my name. Our bond went taut as it glimmered and shone. And there she was, standing at the other end of our shared connection with a look of pure adoration.

Back in Death’s domain, a hand palmed my face. “I’m here.”

My eyes snapped open. Color had returned to her cheeks, and there was a steady rise and fall to her chest. With a tenderness that left me speechless, she grazed her thumb down the length of my jaw before tilting her head upward.

“I heard you.” She studied my lips. “To the grave, remember?”

Tears leaked from my eyes. “To the grave.”

And then I kissed her deeply. Her hands wrapped around my neck, and we clung to each other until we were satisfied that this wasn’t a dream. That we’d found our way back to each other.

“What happened to you?” I whispered.

Edira looked at her hands. “I became Death.”

I stilled. “What does that mean?”

“It means that his power is mine. I can feel it. Right here.” She touched her heart.

I swallowed once. Twice. “Did you know this would happen?”

“No, but now that I think about it . . .” She let out an easy laugh. My heart nearly broke at its lightness. “Seville said killing Death would shift the balance of this world. He must exist in some form. I guess that’s me now.”

“Are you all right?” I watched her closely. A twinge of darkness I couldn’t quite place enveloped her. She didn’t seem to mind.

“I think so. Come,” she said as she extracted herself from my arms and stood. “There’s something I have to do.” She strolled toward the sphere, her gown flowing behind her. Shadows licked the edges of her dress. Every subtle movement caused them to writhe to life like snakes at her feet. She was a harbinger of death, and I prayed whoever stepped in her path was ready for what she’d deliver. With one hand, she palmed the sphere, and a black mist enshrouded us. Reaching for me, she snared my wrist and tugged me closer. “I’ll explain more later. Promise.”

And then the mist rushed over us, and we were swept away down an inky expanse and into a void of nothingness. It lasted for only a handful of breaths before we manifested on the lawns outside of Embergrave Manor in a cloud of smoke. The few attendants who’d been lingering in the gardens immediately ran for the mansion. Edira followed them with slow, unhurried steps. Shadows unfurled around her feet and snaked through the grass. Anxiety prickled beneath my skin. She was Edira, and yet . . . otherworldly.

The front doors banged open, and Zeverin launched from the manor to storm in our direction. Magic gathered in my palms, and the ground trembled beneath us as a growl ripped through my chest. I’d only just gotten Edira back. No one would threaten her again.

But she merely grabbed my hand and smiled. “Let me speak first. Then kill him if you wish.”

I raised a brow. “Gracious of you.”

“I’d do it myself if I could.” She lifted a single shoulder. “But I think Rebellyn is smarter than we realized. I think she knew all along I’d end up here.” I opened my mouth to ask what she meant, but Zeverin was before us with twin balls of snarling flames hovering above his hands.

“How brazen of you to return,” he seethed.

“Hello, Zeverin.” Edira clasped her hands before her. Her gaze roved the length of his body, and she chuckled. “I’ll make this brief: From this point forward, you are never to seek revenge against the Ferngloves or my family. If you ever set foot in Willowfell, you will die. And in exchange for your . . . cooperation, I’ll remove the blight from your lands.”

My mind whirled. Zeverin didn’t know about the evervow she’d made with Rebellyn, otherwise this would be a moot bargain. Pursing my lips, I kept my words at bay. My cunning heartbond would break Zeverin without ever letting him know he had the upper hand.

He narrowed his eyes. “And how do I know you can do something like that?”

“I’ll show you.” Raising one hand near her head, she snapped her fingers. The glamour that’d been masking the estate withered away in a second. There was no slow removal, no peeling of layers, just a ripping of the proverbial bandage as she exposed the wound that was Zeverin’s home. The putrid scent of rot and mulch filled the air, and yellow loam pushed through the slabs of stone holding the house together. Black sludge ringed the building and crept over the lawns like arteries shooting off from a rancid vein.

And, of course, there was Zeverin, too. His hair lost its luster, and the hollowness of his cheeks was stretched paper thin. Pockets of blight marred his neck and festered with loam and pus.

Edira held out her hand, palm upward and fingers curled slightly toward her. “Just remember, what I can take away . . .” The ground quaked with sudden vigor and blight erupted from the earth in a column of decay that she summoned to her palm. It streamed toward her and somehow into her, becoming one with her blackened veins but leaving her otherwise unscathed. And then she flicked her wrist to the side and sent the blight burrowing back into the earth. “. . . I can also send right back.”

Zeverin’s face blanched. He swallowed once. Twice. “Understood. I’ll keep to my lands and you to yours. You’ll never hear from me again.”

“And Seville? Where is she?” Edira asked.

He shook his head. “I haven’t seen her or Kara.”

Is he lying? Her words were quiet, deadly, down our bond.

I don’t think so.

“If I find out you’re lying, well, you know what will happen.” And then she knelt to the ground and laid both of her hands flat against the earth. Her fingers dug into the soil, seeking purchase, and then the blight came surging forth. It rammed into her with enough force to fell a tree, and yet she did not falter. Her breath was remarkably steady, even when the veins beneath her eyes turned black and a tremor worked its way through her limbs. She simply devoured it all.

Mushrooms sprouted outward in a patch around her body, some splintering off in fractured lines away from the source. Their bloodred skin was vibrant against the burned grass, and she smiled at their presence. When she’d siphoned the last of the sickness from the land, she stood with her chin angled high. Black veins receded down her jawline and neck.

“A reminder of what I’ve given you,” she said with a nod toward the fungi.

At that, the front door opened once more, and Dermon stood in the entryway to Zeverin’s home. Edira tilted her head toward him. Smiled.

“Release Dermon from his employment, and stay away from threadmenders, Zeverin. We’ve done enough for your kind.” Turning her back on him, she strolled away. The edge of her sable cape fluttered behind her heels. Shadows burst forth and receded with every step. She had become something else in that cavern, but I wasn’t frightened by her change. I was in awe of her just like I’d been the day I met her.

So, I smirked at my father and then turned my back on him, too. “Goodbye, Lord Embergrave.”






Thirty-Two

EDIRA

The family was waiting for us on the steps of Fernglove Manor when we returned. They watched me with wide eyes as I strode forward and plunged my hands into the soil. Searched for the threads of blight weaving between the roots and siphoned the plague away with nothing more than a thought. Again, fungi sprouted to mark the land. The sickness passed through me much the way it had when I’d possessed only the power of a threadmender; the horrid ailment became mine, filtered through my blood and bones, and then simply disappeared. Except this time, I lost no threads in the process. I’d never lose any threads again.

Amalyss and Tasia bolted from the steps first to crash into me. The blight had been stripped from their bodies, and happy tears streamed over their cheeks as they wrapped their arms around me. Then Lydia and Clesian rushed toward us and joined their daughters, laughing and crying. Lydia pulled me up and squeezed me so tight my bones creaked.

“Thank you,” she whispered into my ear.

“Of course.” I glanced around the quiet courtyard. “Seville? Has anyone seen her?”

“Present and accounted for,” she drawled as she sauntered up to the group, wicked grin on display. “You weren’t worried about me, were you?”

“No,” Rorik muttered beneath his breath, and I smiled.

Seville wrapped me in a tight hug. “You seem different.”

“I am,” I said softly, letting my arms loosely fold around her. “But I’m okay. Better than okay.”

A loud holler sounded from the manor, and I looked up in time to see Noam, Nohr, Lysa, and Vora running toward us. I barely had time to brace myself for impact, and it still didn’t matter. Noam and Nohr took me to the ground, a rumbling heap of tears and loud shouts of joy. The shadows of my cloak flared outward with sudden motion, but even that didn’t sway their hold.

Nohr finally stood and pulled me to my feet. While his smile remained, there was a pained edge to his voice. “So you didn’t go just to keep us safe from the Embergraves.” Noam joined Nohr, his gaze downcast.

“No, I didn’t.” I toyed with the hem of my cloak. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you everything.”

“I so badly want to be mad at you,” Noam said, throat bobbing. “You could’ve died.”

“Maybe you did die, or at least came close to it.” Nohr studied my new appearance with narrowed eyes. “I don’t know what to think anymore.”

“I don’t expect you to forgive me,” I said, and Nohr grunted his agreement, “but I hope with time you’ll at least understand why I did what I did.”

“We’ll see.” A cautious smile pulled at Noam’s lips. “For now, though, I’m just happy you’re back.”

The two of them both pulled me into another hug, and I nuzzled against their chests. The warmth of their love filled me to the brim. Everyone was here. Everyone was safe. I’d eradicated the blight for good, and we could finally live in peace.

The next few hours were a blur of conversation and celebration as we feasted on food and drink. My brothers consumed more wine than I’d ever known them to drink, and Lysa and Vora had to help escort them to their rooms before dinner even came to a conclusion. Seville shared with us how she’d journeyed in secret with Kara to avoid the wrath of the Embergraves, and that when it was safe, she gave Kara the slip. But there was a sliver of evasiveness in her gaze, a pleading look that begged, Don’t ask me yet.

Maybe the blood on her hands was too fresh. Maybe it was something else. Either way, I simply nodded and gave her arm a squeeze.

The girls wanted every detail about the fete, the good and the bad, and Seville and I indulged their fantasies much to Clesian’s pinched brow and loud sighs. Lydia didn’t seem to mind. She had eyes only for her girls and a wide smile that never fell off her face.

A chill scraped through the air, and I glanced around. Someone had died. There was nothing for me to do; my magic was everywhere. A simple fact of life. Eventually, I hoped to get to the point where I didn’t notice the deaths unless I went searching. Otherwise, the chills would become unbearable.

I’d briefly filled the family in on what had happened in the cave. Lydia and Seville had paled; they all asked how I was faring. Their concern was a touch overwhelming, because in truth, I felt fine. A little heavier, a little more jaded, but also powerful. Safe. And entirely in control. I’d reassured them I was fine, and they’d finally acquiesced and went back to conversations about the fete.

Rorik, though . . . My gaze slanted to him. He’d been quiet throughout the evening. His grin was genuine, but it didn’t reach his eyes and only intensified with apprehension if our stares crossed paths. When the wine ran out and our plates had been cleared, I poked at him down our heartbond.

What’s going on in that mind of yours?

His lips quirked up. Many, many things.

Care to share?

Let’s go for a walk. He stood and nodded a silent good night to the family before strolling away. A weight settled in my chest.

Lydia’s gaze lingered on me. “Rorik has seen and endured many horrific things throughout his life. But I have never once seen him this haunted.”

A fist wrenched my heart tight, and I stood. “I know.”

“Fill us in later.” Clesian grasped Lydia’s hand. “Go to your heartbond now.”

With a soft, knowing smile, I nodded and followed Rorik out. He hadn’t gone far; he’d stalled at the edge of the courtyard, eyes scanning the quiet lawns where we used to train. Insects and birds sang a lilting harmony, quiet chirps overlaying the trilling calls in a symphony of night. The fall breeze was a gentle caress that danced through the grass and toyed with creaking branches of the trees. It was beautiful and calm and everything I wanted Rorik to feel. Intertwining my fingers with his, I looked up at him.

“Ready?”

He smiled. “Of course.”

We walked in silence down the path I’d once run. Past the ancestor tree and its swaying limbs. Past the place where he’d placed his hands in mine and we’d shared our first kiss. Past so many memories I never wanted to forget. We walked until the manor was just an outline against the dark sky, backlit by a moon so bright and full that the only shadows we saw were the ones rooting through the woods.

And the ones drifting near my ankles.

“Are those permanent?” he asked with a tight nod to my feet.

“I don’t have much control over them, but I think it’s more the fabric than me. Because I can take it off.” I shrugged out of the cloak and let it pool on the ground. It writhed for a moment like a bed of snakes before going still.

Rorik sank to the ground and patted the space in front of him. “Sit.”

I complied. Positioning myself between his thighs, I let out a quiet sigh when his hands began to knead the tired muscles in my back. “Your touch is divine.”

“I know.” He chuckled, but it felt stiff.

“What’s wrong, Rorik?”

His fingers tensed. “What I saw down there, what I felt . . .” He searched for words. After a shaky exhale, he continued. “Edira, I lost you. You died. I still don’t understand how you’re here with me, and I’m so scared to question it in case this is some fucking dream. And gods, I don’t want to wake up if it is. I can’t go back to a reality where you don’t exist.

“So please let me keep dreaming.” His voice broke with raw, sharp pain. “Please let me live in this delusion a little bit longer.”

“Rorik.” I turned and clasped his hands in mine. Placed gentle kisses on each of his fingers. His chest shuddered. “I’m here.”

“Are you?” His glassy stare nearly shattered me. “Our bond was gone. I reached for you, called for you, and nothing. What happened, Edira?”

That was the question I’d been asking myself since I awoke in Rorik’s arms. Death had melded into me and sutured his life, his power, into my bones. When I closed my eyes, I could still hear the scrape of brittle leaves over stone. His ragged breath. He was a presence that I’d carry with me forever.

Death becomes you.

Slowly, I held out my palms to Rorik. “Place your hands in mine.”

He did without hesitation. Closing my eyes, I stepped into our shared consciousness, but this time, we weren’t standing at opposite ends of our heartbond. We were directly in the middle of our golden tether of love. We’d made it to each other. No matter the hurdles, no matter the trials and tribulations.

We have something new now.

And what would that be?

This. I tapped into the dark, oily magic hiding beneath the surface of our other powers. Beneath the threadmending, beneath the beautiful earthly magic. It slithered forward and brought with it a quiet stillness to our minds. A single ribbon devoid of all color. This was the power of Death. And it belonged to me now. To us.

Rorik’s eyes flew open at the same time mine did, and he stared at the cluster of ink-black particles hanging above our hands.

“Edira . . .” He swallowed. Hard.

“I am Death. I am Life. I am yours.” I forced the particles to form a solitary sable strand. It wrapped our wrists in a gentle, icy kiss. “You don’t have to worry about how many days I have left anymore. We have a long, slow journey to the grave.”

He blinked. Twice. And then he pulled me into him with such force that we tumbled over. He buried his nose in the crook of my neck and let out a weak sob. “Thank the fucking gods.”

I pressed my forehead against his and wiped away the tears staining his cheeks. Then kissed both of his closed eyes before moving to his lips. He groaned, and his grip on my waist tightened. When he opened his eyes again, he brushed his nose against mine.

“I love you, Edira.” He grabbed my hand and placed it over his heart. It beat in a frenzy against his ribs. Every vibration was a pounding declaration of his love. I felt it in my palm. In my own heart. Down our bond. I needed more. Needed to feel his skin against mine, to hear our heartbeats crash as one. I tugged at the buttons of his shirt until they came undone, and he slipped out of it with ease. My fingers trailed the grooves of his muscles, the divots and curves, the hard lines and soft skin. Desire made my stomach clench.

“I love you, too, Rorik.” My hands went to the nape of his neck, and I wrenched my fingers in his hair. “You’re everything I want. Everything I need.”

He kissed me so deeply, so thoroughly, that the world spun out of focus. There was just me and him. Nothing else mattered. He stripped us of the rest of our clothes, and suddenly we were naked beneath the moonlight. We fell into each other’s embrace. Shared every deep and raw emotion down our strengthened bond. And we came undone together. We were utterly, completely one.

When we were done, Rorik gathered me against his side and held me close. With gentle fingers, he stroked my hair. The silence between us was comfortable—beautiful—and enough of a lullaby to usher in the first whispers of sleep.

“We’ll go inside before you drift off,” he murmured. He moved his hands along my back, rubbing with a slight pressure to spark warmth. “By the way, you said something to me earlier, before we met with Zeverin.”

I let out a content hum. “I told you that Rebellyn was smarter than we realized.”

“What did you mean by that?” he asked.

“With her evervow, she found a way to bind Death.” I tilted my head up so I could hold his gaze. “She made the deal of a lifetime. A blade in exchange for my promise to eliminate blight and protect her kin. And now that promise, that vow, belongs to Death. I cannot kill a single descendant of hers. Not with my hand. Not with blight.”

“Even if Zeverin decides to come calling? To exact vengeance? I don’t trust him not to try.” Rorik’s expression hardened.

All I could do was grin. “Well then, my loving, adoring heartbond, you’ll be my reaper. My scythe. And together, we’ll find a way to keep Everkind in check.”

“That we will.” He kissed me again. My heartbond. My love. My everything. Together, we would become the lord and lady of Death, and nothing would ever break us apart again.
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