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for all the pets we wish would live forever


Forward




The Growing Flame is the second installment in the Heirs of War series. If you are new here, I strongly encourage you to go back and start with Left to Burn.

Please be aware that there are some heavy themes in these books, including (but not limited to) drug use, death, violence, profanity, sexual content, and SA. A more detailed list can be found at nikkistavros.com. Please take care of yourself.

Lastly, this book is set up differently than Left to Burn. Be patient with Raynin, she’s worth it.

-Nikki
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The Twelve




The Life Gods




Nyra, Queen of the Twelve

Goddess of Seas and Storms

Heir: Theodora Stormfury

Ruhses

Father of Earth and Harvest

Heir: Unknown

Loux

Commander of Light and Spirit

Heir: Unknown

Veone

Goddess of Animals

Heir: Unknown

Xenias

Goddess of Air and Breath

Heir: Unknown

Tempros

God of Time and Consciousness

Heir: Selene Stormfury







The Death Gods

Ignis, King of the Twelve

God of Fire and Destruction

Heir: Seraphine Terrahaven

Tenei

God of Shadows and Darkness

Heir: Ariadne Terrahaven

Zaphenus

God of Illusion and Chaos

Heir: Unknown

Gladim

God of Vengeance and Vassalage

Heir: Matteus Fray

Sanir

God of Sickness

Heir: Unknown

Mora

Commander of Death and Spirits

Heir: Unknown





Salvyre




From infancy, these magic wielders are raised with the sole purpose of serving Ezuria. Each class of five will have one captain, who will oversee and direct the others. While not blood-related, each class is given a shared last name and will often come to regard each other as family, interacting the way close friends or siblings would.




Arderiah’s 93rd Class: The Terrahavens

Seraphine (Captain), Ariadne, Jasper, Aeryn, Kal

Arderiah’s 98th Class: The Stormfurys

Theodora (Captain), Selene, Dimitri, Atlas, Vasileios

Arderiah’s 99th Class: The Daywards

Silas (Captain), Leona, Adrius, Seth, Kriti







Turrim’s 98th Class: The Ironbanes

Raynin (Captain), Judith, Peter, Frances, Nathaniel 



































Act I























One: Raynin




The hard, dry earth rumbled beneath my feet. Pebbles bounced and clattered together, knocking against my boots. I hardly noticed. Hardly noticed the dirt or the sky or even the familiar buildings around me, laden with the smell of death. There was only the pounding of my racing heart in my ears and the heaviness of my tongue in my mouth, thick with grief and words unsaid.

Across the way stood a woman with strange white hair and pale blue eyes. And really, there was only her, for everything else had tunneled into nothingness.

My hand tightened around steel. My body took each step on its own accord, drawing me closer, closer.

The girl watched, entirely still. Something inside me recognized her resignation— burned at the sight of it. Her hands were lifted in surrender.

And then her eyes fluttered shut.

I sat up wildly in bed, choking— my hand flying to the skin of my throat. It was smooth. Unmarred. Fine.

As if in disagreement, my heart thudded wildly in my chest. Not fine, it seemed to insist. Not fine. Not fine.

My clothes were damp with sweat. My sheets, too. I’d soaked them through in my panic.

Again.

I’d lost count of the number of times I’d had that same dream in the last couple of weeks. The recurring nightmare usually ended with a blade slicing my throat open, hot blood spilling out and out and out. The strange, white-haired girl’s eyes would snap back open as it happened, wide and horrified, her mouth parting around a scream I couldn’t hear.

I usually woke up thrashing, soaked and shivering as if the lifeblood really had escaped my body. It felt so real, layered in a sentient significance urging me to figure out a truth that was just beyond reach.

Raynin, Raynin, a voice seemed to call from the depths of my mind. Wake up.

I knew, somehow, that the dream would plague me until I figured it out.

“Gods,” I swore under my breath. I ran my hands over my hair, brushing away the sweaty strands from my face, then reached for the dream journal I’d started to keep on my nightstand. It was dark, but I could see well enough in the moonlight streaming in through my window.

I took a steadying breath and folded back the worn leather cover, flipping through the pages and pages of dreams I’d already scrawled into it— all the same. When I reached a blank page I grasped blindly for my pen and began writing.

Auggie had suggested I use the journal, convinced it would help me through the nightmares. He was under the impression that I was wound up about coming to the Aarga. That I missed my salvyre, and that was why I was so out of sorts. Which… could be true. I’d never been away from them this long.

Except, even if it was true, it didn’t explain the white-haired woman. There was something about her. Something frightfully familiar.

It didn’t help— the journal. Not really. But I populated the pages anyway, getting down every bit of information I could recall from the shape of the stones on the ground to the exact shade of the woman’s eyes. I wasn’t really sure why I kept at it. Perhaps a part of me thought it might reveal something important— might have the answers we were looking for.

Doubtful. But I’d try anyway.

When I finished, the beginnings of dawn were just starting to peek through my window. Fatigue made my mind fuzzy, but at this point, I was used to it. I dressed in my salvyre leathers and, out of habit, fastened my sword belt. I wouldn’t need to be armed— not for the enemy I’d be facing—  but the familiar weight soothed a part of me that craved normalcy.

“Let’s get drinks tonight,” was the first thing Auggie said when I emerged from my room. Perpetually an early riser, he’d been lounging in the living room of our assigned apartment while he waited for me to get up and ready.

I cocked a brow. This early, my head was still sluggish. 

"Tonight?" I repeated. 

He nodded. "We can try a new place." 

I fought the urge to groan. Normally, I’d say a night out was exactly what we needed. Some fresh air and maybe someone to warm my bed. That never failed to revive me after a shitty week. But tonight? Honestly, I wasn't sure I’d ever been so tired before.

“You really think you’ll be up for that after our shift?” I asked him. 

There were dark circles under his eyes. He couldn’t have been sleeping much better than I was. Most days we worked from sunup to sundown. Longer. And even when there was time for sleep, we usually ended up debriefing for half the night. An activity that was just as much an act of therapy as it was strategic. No, Auggie looked exhausted.

“Probably not,” he snorted. “But as your mentor, it’s my job to keep an eye on you. And I've decided you need a night out.”

“Right, because that’s the perfect remedy for exhaustion."

He grinned cheekily. “I knew you’d agree.”

The crisp morning air was biting as we stepped outside. I pulled my cloak tighter. It was standard issue for the salvyre of the Silver Court, expensive as shit, but sometimes I swore the damn thing was no better than a bedsheet.

Gods, the Aarga was cold. And I was no stranger to cold— I grew up in Turrim for fucks sake. The Silver Court’s military academy was perpetually covered in a layer of snow, no matter the time of year.

But the Aarga was a different sort of cold. It was downright brutal. I didn’t know whose bright idea it had been to build the capital city in the highest of all the Silver Court’s mountains, but they obviously hadn’t thought through how much wind and snow they’d be battling.

It was beautiful— I couldn’t deny that. More beautiful than any painting could capture. Towering cream buildings and high, sloping arches that connected city-peak to city-peak. There was a constant cover of mist blanketing the entire area and sometimes, if the sun hit the clouds just right, it sent a kaleidoscope of rainbow light over the cobblestone walks and bridges.

It was objectively beautiful— ethereal even. But damnit, it was also fucking cold.

“I don’t think I want to spend my one day off hungover,” I said more seriously, shooting my mentor a look.

Auggie grinned innocently. “Who said anything about being hungover? I was only suggesting a casual, relaxing night out.”

“Right.”

I was fortunate to have such a free-spirited mentor as Auggie. Sure, he tended to drive some of the more conventional sages absolutely nuts. But what Auggie lacked in seriousness he made up for in intuition and raw talent. In his quick mind and kind heart. Over the years, he’d become much more than just a mentor— he was one of my best friends. He knew when to push me, and when to let me be. He was quirky, sure, but I trusted him implicitly. And after everything we’d gone through in the last few weeks? I was just as close with him as I was my salvyre.

I frowned. My salvyre. For over a month I’d been gone, stuck in the Aarga, trying to figure out how the mystery illness was spreading. Futilely trying to stop it from ravaging its victims.

Nearly every healer in the Silver Court had been summoned here. And yet, somehow we weren’t any closer to figuring things out than we had been when we started.

No. If anything, it was getting worse.

I sighed and regarded my mentor. “Augs…”

He grinned. “I’ll buy the first round.”

My brow arched.

“And we can sleep in tomorrow. I won’t wake you up until ten.”

Now that, I could get behind. Maybe Auggie was right. Maybe a few drinks were exactly what I needed.

“Fine. But make it eleven.”























Two: Raynin




The bars up here were way over the top. Too much. I was well aware that the Aarga was one of the wealthiest cities in all of Ezuria, but I somehow seemed to forget that little fact every time Auggie convinced me to go out. It wasn’t that Turrim wasn’t nice— there were fancy places out there, for sure. But Turrim was far smaller and much less showy. Nothing like this.

Here, everything was in excess. Gratingly opulent. Even the smaller bars in the city outskirts were done up lavishly to cater to richer crowds. And while I could certainly appreciate looking at nice things, I despised the crowds that came with it. Snobby and stupid rich, quick to look down on people like Auggie and I, whose jobs were hard and messy.

In our time in the capital, my mentor and I had tried a few places out. And somehow, each one was worse than the last. The drinks were expensive. The music was weird. The decor was… tragic. There was no style to the opulence. Only wealth.

Tonight our server was a young woman with pretty brown eyes and full, rouged lips. She wore a fine blue dress inlaid with glittering beads, which should’ve been our first red flag— the fact that she looked ready to hold court instead of waiting tables. The second flag? When I asked for wine, something they surely had to have, she made a face before handing me a menu. A menu. Written on thick pink paper that probably cost more than a salvyre’s monthly allowance, in calligraphy that had likely taken decades to master.

Another server set down a glass at the table behind us. Auggie took one look at the fancy looking drink— a glittering purple concoction that was emitting icy blue smoke— and grinned wickedly.

“Ignore her. We’ll have two of whatever that is,” he said as he jerked his thumb.

The woman’s face lit up. “The Velvet Steam! Good choice.” She yanked the menu back from my surprised hands before I could object. “Excellent. I’ll get that right out.”

Flickering cerulean lamps cast her in cool shadows as she hurried away. I turned and gave Auggie a look.

He smiled at me innocently. “What?”

“We’re Velvet Steam people now?” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back in my chair. “Look at us, acclimating.”

“Tonight we are,” he said “This is a once in a lifetime experience, Raynin. Soon you'll graduate, then you and your salvyre are going to be shipped off to some random-ass town. You’ll be wishing you lived up your city days.”

His positivity was well-intentioned. And he might’ve been right, if our sojourn had been under different circumstances. But it was hard to appreciate the city when I spent my days elbow-deep in blood.

“You know Old Somna is way closer to the Aarga than Turrim is,” I reminded him. “Unlike you, I’ll be able to come here whenever I want.”

My salvyre and I were to be assigned to Old Somna, one of the oldest forts in the Silver Court, upon our graduation. It wouldn't be the same as Turrim, of course, but it wasn't nearly as far away as Auggie liked to say it was either. 

“At least pretend you’ll miss me!” He gasped, placing a hand over his chest. “And here I am, unable to even imagine what life will be like. Who will I become?”

I snorted. “Someone boring, probably.”

“You know… you’re making me sentimental.” His eyes twinkled mischievously. “I might have to get up and make a speech so the world knows just how much this means to me.”

And gods, he would. Auggie had no sense of embarrassment. He’d make a scene right here in the middle of this gaudy-ass bar just to watch my cheeks turn red.

I held up my hands. “Okay, okay. You know I love you. You don’t need to do all that,” I told him. “Two drinks. That’s all you're getting from me tonight. I have shit to do tomorrow.”

Auggie chuckled. “Yes, I know. It’s mail day.”

“I’m also going to the market.”

“Without me?!”

“I was literally about to invite you.” I rolled my eyes. “Like always.”

“Good. I hate being alone when I’m hungover,” he said, eyes twinkling.

My laugh was a mix of exasperation and amusement. “Auggie! No!”

The waitress chose that moment to reappear, her smile wide and perfect. “Your drinks!” She announced, setting them down with flourish.

We thanked her, and with an airy flutter of her eyelashes she was off again.

I eyed the steaming glasses suspiciously. It looked like something Frances might’ve whipped up in one of her experiments. Like something that could melt through metal.

Auggie was braver than me. “What are we toasting to?” He asked as he picked up his glass and studied the bright violet liquid. It gleamed and swirled, bits of glitter floating through. Over the smoke, amused eyes met mine. “This shit looks gross.”

I couldn’t help it— I laughed. “To hoping these are better than the drinks at the last place?”

“I mean, they’re certainly going to cost us more,” he snorted, clinking his glass with mine. “But here’s to hoping.”

I brought the cup to my lips, nose crinkling as the smoke invaded my nostrils. It didn’t have a smell, but the plumes were cold and had a faint metallic glint. I stared down, apprehensive. Then tentatively, I took a sip.

Over our glasses, Auggie and I exchanged a wide-eyed look.

“Huh.” He set the cup down. “It’s actually…”

A pause stretched between us as we let the liquid settle onto our tastebuds. Not too sweet or sharp. It wasn’t too fruity. It tasted like winter plums and white tea.

“Not bad?” We realized together.

I shook my head, grinning. “Should we guess the price?”

“I mean, we could’ve probably gotten a round of drinks back home for one of these,” Auggie hummed. “But with the amount they’re paying us in overtime, I’m not worried. In fact, I may see if there’s any permanent openings for the Aarga’s sages. I could get used to this.”

Auggie? Leaving Turrim? “You’re such a bullshitter,” I snorted.

By the time we were on our fifth round of Velvet Steams, I was well and truly wasted.

Auggie was regaling me with a ridiculous story from when he first became a healer, back when he still lived in the Sun City and worked night-shifts at a Dimicatio arena. It was a tale I’d heard many times before, one that got more and more dramatic each time he told it. It always ended with him ranting about the sheer amount of vomit he encountered in dealing with very drunk, very enthusiastic fans.

He wagged a tan finger. “When I needed to start doing laundry every day, that’s when I knew. So I became a sage and told them: send me anywhere. Anywhere else!”

I shook my head, laughing. “Every day? Babe. Surely they didn’t throw up on you that much.”

My mentor’s eyes widened. “You think I’m kidding!? You should’ve seen what the infirmaries looked like after a match. People in the capital cannot hold their liquor.”

Our server chose that moment to reappear, two Velvet Steams on her tray.

I looked from her to my mentor, gasping in betrayal. “Augustus! You promised we were done!”

He held his hands up. “If you want to get technical, I’d already ordered these when I said that.”

The waitress seemed pleased as she set down the glasses, whisking away the dirty ones. “Will that be all for tonight then?” She asked as Auggie slid her the money.

“Yes, thank you,” he beamed.

However much he tipped her was obviously far too much, because the waitress snatched up the coins and left before Auggie could ask for change.

I glared at him. “You’re trouble.”

“Me?”

“You.”

He laughed, knowing better than to deny it.

I gave him a stern look, then pushed to my feet. The pressure in my bladder couldn’t be ignored any longer. “I’m going to the restroom. Do not get into trouble while I’m gone. And so help me, if there’s another tray of drinks!”

His hand clutched his chest dramatically, but the other was already reaching for his cup. “So little trust!”

“I trust Auggie plenty,” I said. “But his drunk alter ego? A menace.”

“So mean!”

I pointed at him in warning. “Be good.”

Auggie’s scheming grin was not reassuring.

The soap smelled like lavender.

I pressed my palms into my face and inhaled, sighing in delight. Gods, I loved the smell of good soap. Of quality bath oils and perfumes.

I hated the over-indulgent ways of the city, but fuck if it didn’t smell amazing here. It wasn’t fair. Maybe when I went to the market tomorrow, I’d stock up on soaps for when I returned home.

There was a slam as the door swung open and hit the restroom wall. It was one of those doors that was surprisingly light, and the evidence of it being repeatedly slammed had manifested in the growing hole in the wall beside it. Naturally, my drunk ass was a contributor to the problem.

“Oh, sorry,” came a deep voice. “Didn’t realize someone was in here.”

I’d already whirled in surprise, instinctively drawing the dagger from my hip and holding it in front of me. My head continued to spin even as I stilled, eyes narrowing on the two figures in the doorway.

No, not two. There was only one person standing there, staring at my blade in surprise as the door swung back from the wall. He caught it before it could hit him, his large frame taking up the entire doorway.

“Stabbing seems like a bit of an overreaction,” the stranger drawled as he took me in, weapon and all. He didn’t so much as flinch. “You okay there?”

My glare was scalding. “Don’t you knock?”

When he seemed to blur into two again I blinked rapidly to clear my vision. Salvyre processed alcohol at a faster rate than regular people did, but I was still quite drunk. Drunk enough that my stomach fluttered as I took in his attractive face, momentarily forgetting I was supposed to be annoyed.

He was bundled up in a thick sweater and scarf, but it was clear his tall frame was well filled out. The man was stacked.

“I did knock,” he said in amusement, reaching up to scratch at his chin as he regarded me. “You must’ve been… preoccupied.”

He had an accent, but it was one I couldn’t place. Huh. My eyes did a quick scan up and down his body. I convinced myself it was just out of curiosity, but honestly? It probably had more to do with the fact that this man was yummy. He had shaggy blond hair that was clipped short on the sides. The top was tousled and messy, and it gave him a roguish look. I itched to brush back the lock over his forehead, to see if it was as soft as it seemed.

Wait what? Focus, Raynin.

He was smirking, and that knocked some sense back into me. Absolutely not.

“Well obviously someone’s in here,” I snapped, gesturing with my blade. “Out.”

“Were you… smelling your hands?’

I felt my cheeks flush in embarrassment as I resheathed my weapon. Then I strode forward and shoved him— fucking gods his stomach was firm— into the hall. I gave him one last glare before slamming the door in his face and locking it.

“Idiot,” I grumbled under my breath.

Except then I remembered I was done using the toilet, and had to go back into the hall anyway. I’d have to face that stupid stranger again— all six foot three of him. And damn, had I imagined the smell of eucalyptus? Mmm. Just a hint of lime…

Gods, he’d smelled even better than the soap had.

I blinked. Yeah, I was definitely wasted.

You’re real fucking smooth, Raynin, I thought sarcastically, turning to touch up my makeup in the mirror.

At least I look good.

My wavy black hair was out of its trademark bun for once, and the result was that my face looked way less severe than it usually did. I’d cut it shorter since I came to the city, and at shoulder length it looked far healthier and glossy. I reached up, flicking a strand away, and wiped a smear of eyeliner from my eyelid. My lips were still a dark, pomegranate red, somehow unaffected by all of the drinks Auggie had pushed my way.

I sighed, then fixed the sleeves of my shirt. My salvyre leathers weren’t exactly the kind of fancy clothes the other patrons wore, but we’d come straight from work. Whatever. I knew I looked damn good in them.

The idiot was still standing in the hall when I finished stalling and emerged a moment later. He stood across from the bathroom door, leaning against the wall. And damn, that sweater hugged him well. I could just barely make out the slight swell of his chest, wrapped tight in a binder. He was fine as fuck.

I did not need this right now.

“Do I know you? You look familiar,” he asked.

I gave him an incredulous look. “Do you always hit on people you meet in the bathroom?”

He laughed. Fully tilted his head back and laughed. “So no, then. Alright.”

“Weirdo.” I started to slip past him, but his hand shot out and caught my wrist.

Before I could grab my dagger and kindly remove the offending limb from his body, he was releasing me and leaping back as if I’d burned him.

My eyes narrowed. His cocky smirk had vanished, and he was staring down at his hand in surprise.

“A word of advice,” I hissed, striding forward. He was tall enough that I had to tilt my head back to hold his gaze, but I had the pleasure of watching him stumble back and into the wall. “If you like having all your limbs, keep them to yourself. The next person might not be as forgiving as I am.”

The stranger blinked and slowly, something like wonder crossed his face. His eyes dropped down to my uniform, then back to my face. “Who are you, little salvyre?” He breathed.

I wagged a finger. “Not going to happen, creep.”

This time, he didn’t try to stop me as I walked off.























Three: Raynin




Frances,

I wish the news was better. We’re no closer to figuring this illness out than we were a month ago. We still don’t know how it’s spreading. The other healers are pushing for a lockdown, and I think it might be the right call. If this spreads out of the Aarga, we’re fucked.

I’ll continue sending letters for as long as I’m able. Give the others my love.

-Raynin

I stepped out of the courier’s building, tugging up the hood of my cloak. After a week of sunny skies, it seemed our luck had worn out. The weather was absolutely awful. The snow was coming down in furious clumps and honestly, it was a miracle my letter had stayed dry.

I shivered, speeding up as I walked the cobblestone path. Auggie hadn’t made it out of bed this morning. When I’d reminded him that he’d thrown a fit last night over being invited he’d chucked a pillow at my head, grumbling about ‘difficult salvyre mentees with no sense of decorum.’

So, I was alone. A salvyre guard on the corner nodded in greeting as I passed, his eyes friendly. He’d seen me before in my leathers. Seen me make this same trek to and from the courier’s building multiple times. I wondered if he’d put two and two together— seen that I didn’t have the badge of a graduated salvyre and determined I must’ve been one of the healers High Command had brought in. Seen the envelopes I clutched to my chest and determined there were only four people I’d miss enough to write to, only one place those letters would go to.

That was the wild thing about the Aarga: people remembered each other. Somehow, the massive city had the ability to feel small, as if it wasn’t spread out across a range of high peaks for miles and miles and miles. I gave the guard a wave and continued on.

Today, the market was desolate. Perhaps to an outsider it would seem the weather kept people home, but I knew better. I’d seen people out in far worse storms, walking about like nothing was new.

Not today. The last week had been bad. Like, not enough beds in the infirmaries and setting up blankets on the floor, bad. Like, having to step over and around the dead because there was no time to deal with them, bad. 

People were scared.

I stepped under a canopy to look at some of the winter plums a woman was selling. She looked cold and miserable, and I knew as I took in her pinched expression that I’d end up buying more plums than I needed. Perhaps I’d bring some to the other healers.

In my peripherals I watched as a tattooed hand reached out and traced a line of the fruit, not quite appraising, but taking in their bounty. They ran their fingers over each plum on display, seemingly without a care in the world. I watched them in annoyance, then snapped when they moved on to the next display.

“If you like living, I’d advise you to stop touching everything you see,” I said with a huff, turning to glare at the man who was still feeling up the produce. “Haven’t you heard that half of the Aarga is sick— you!”

My heart stuttered in my chest at the sight of the familiar blond hair.

“Little salvyre,” the man from the night before replied, his handsome lips twisting into a surprised grin. “Are you following me?”

The lilt in his voice was enough to distract me. Even sober, I couldn’t quite place it. It had to be southern, but I didn’t have much of a reference to go by. Auggie had grown up in the Gold Court and their accents were nothing alike.

Stop it, I chastised myself. It didn’t matter. I wouldn’t be wasting my time on this man, no matter how handsome he was. Something about him set me on edge.

“I should be asking you that.” I replied. I appraised him, taking in his heavy cloak and dark slacks. The material looked expensive. “Following me, creep?”

He snorted. “I was here first.”

As I watched he selected a plum and held it up to the woman. I pursed my lips together as she came by, as he took her hand and pressed some coins into her palm. With a wink he folded her fingers over the money, shot me a grin, and turned to go.

And even though a voice in my head was warning me I shouldn’t, I started to follow. “Hey,” I called after him, stepping into the snow. “Wait a sec.”

“For the record, you’re definitely following me now,” he called over his shoulder, pocketing the fruit.

That gave me pause.

“I wasn’t complaining,” he continued, slowing his pace expectantly.

With a roll of my eyes, I started after him again.

“Who are you? I haven’t seen you around before.”

That seemed to amuse him. “You saw me last night,” he teased.

“You know what I mean.”

“I could ask you the same. What’s a salvyre as green as you doing by herself in the big city?” The question was playful.

My lips tugged into a frown. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He stepped under an eave, then pulled out a small metal case from his pocket. In it was rolled paper and a lighter. The metal contraption sparked under his practiced fingers, and the paper quickly took. He brought the joint to his mouth and inhaled deeply.

I watched him, crossing my arms over my chest.

His eyes twinkled mischievously. He held the traproot out daringly, turning slightly to blow the smoke away.

That same warning tugged at my chest as I stared at him. As I glanced down at the joint, at where his steady fingers held it out as an offering. As a dare.

Fuck it. I reached out and took it. Our fingers brushed, his long and callused, starkly pale against my caramel skin. I had a sudden urge to take his hand and study it. He had the palms of someone who was used to working— perhaps as a blacksmith or carpenter. Something that required him to use tools that he’d have to grip tightly, that would toughen up the skin.

I could practically imagine him in a forge, going at the hot metal with a hammer over and over, big arms rippling, hair darkened with sweat…

I mentally smacked myself. I needed to get laid.

The handsome stranger watched me take a drag with open interest. Perhaps he was waiting for me to do something foolish, to embarrass myself by choking on the smoke. The thought amused me. My lungs were more than used to traproot. He’d be sorely disappointed.

“It’s not hard to put two and two together, greenie,” he said at last, reaching up to brush a strand of hair from his eyes. “Saw your uniform last night. No patch. Plus, if your salvyre were here, they’d have been out with you. Not just that sage. So I’m curious— what has you here, untested and all alone?”

His keen observations caught me off guard. It was unnerving to realize that in our short encounter the night before — when my head had been a cloudy haze of alcohol—  he’d drawn such sharp conclusions about me.

Again I felt that inexplicable sense of danger. It exuded from him in creeping, ensnaring vines. And I knew then that this man was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. All charming smiles and flirty eyes, with teeth that could rip its prey apart in a second. It would be foolish to underestimate him. To entertain this little flirtation any longer.

But I’d always loved danger. The thrill of it, the adrenaline. And besides, he may be a wolf— but I was a snake. Smaller, but no less of a threat. Auggie had always said that I moved like a viper, lithe and deadly, with the sort of imminent violence that came just when a person had begun to lower their guard. 

This game we were playing might not end well, but it’d already begun. I would not be the one to back out.

I held the smoke in my lungs for a moment, then tilted my head back and exhaled. The traproot diffused in the air above us.

“You really were watching me, huh?” I said casually.

His grin was all predator. “Caught.”

I assessed him as I passed back the traproot. High cheekbones, a cute little mole just outside his smile lines. My drunk self hadn’t been wrong. This stranger was annoying, but he was also fine as fuck.

“You’re kind of creepy,” I informed him.

“And yet here you are, smoking my traproot.”

My lips twitched. “Here I am.” I accepted the joint from him and took another pull.

Warm brown eyes tracked the movement. He grunted as I passed it back, nearly dropping it when our fingers brushed.

“Gods, you’ve got tiny hands.”

“Or you’re just a giant.”

He barked a laugh. “Rude.”

In the short pause of silence that followed, it occurred to me again just how attractive this stranger was. His chocolate eyes twinkled with mirth and secrets, with intelligence and something more. He was tall. Taller than even my salvyre brother Nate, with shoulders nearly twice as wide. And gods, he smelled divine. Like expensive oils. Eucalyptus and lime.

“Tell me your name,” the stranger implored, the joint forgotten as he stepped further from the reach of the snow. Close enough that I could see tiny flecks of yellow in his brown eyes, like caramel wrapped in chocolate.

“Tell me yours,” I countered.

He was already shaking his head. “You first.”

I regarded him, then changed tact. “You’re from the south,” I noted. “Which court?”

My observation didn’t seem to surprise him. But there was something that flickered in his expression before he shook his head, still smiling. “Would you rather I just call you greenie? Little salvyre?”

That made me snort. “Would you rather I call you southern giant? Blondie?”

Another man joined us then, throwing an arm around Blondie’s shoulder. He wasn’t quite as tall, so he had to reach, though he was by no means small. There was a familiarity in the way he regarded Blondie, a sort of kinship despite the two looking nothing alike.

“Who’s this?” The newcomer asked. And like Blondie, his voice carried an accent.

Blondie scowled at him. “I was about to find out when you rudely interrupted.”

I took that as my cue, pulling my hood up and stepping out from under the eave.

The newcomer ignored him. “Hey, don’t leave on my account,” he purred. Like blondie, there was a wicked look in his eyes that promised a good time, but I hardly noticed him. There was something about Blondie that held my attention, warning bells and all. Something magnetic. It was hard to look away.

It was for that reason that I forced myself to step back. Because as tempting as Blondie was, it probably was a bad idea to entertain anything further. I was here to work, not fuck around.

A little voice in my head reminded me that getting laid was exactly what I needed right now. That Blondie was exactly the good time I needed. I pushed those thoughts down.

Yesterday had been my night off. My time to breathe. And while I was technically off of work today, Auggie and I would use the free time to hit the books. The disease didn’t rest, and so neither did we.

“Unfortunately, I have shit to do,” I said, pulling my cloak tighter. “But thanks for the smoke.” I gave the two a wiggle of my fingers in goodbye. Blondie’s gaze shifted from his friend back to me, something possessive taking over his expression.

He opened his mouth, but before he could speak a woman approached, her hair damp from the snow.

“Yo, Kal,” she greeted him. She walked right up to Blondie and smacked him upside the head. “Where have you been? We’ve been looking for you.”

Kal.

His eyes met mine, darkening as his name carried in the freezing air.

I grinned victoriously. One point to me. 

“Thanks for the smoke, Kal,” I teased smugly. “See you around.”























Four: Raynin




The sun was impossibly hot as it beat down. Scalding. It was a sort of heat I’d never experienced before— the kind of blistering temperature that even the warmest days in the Silver Court couldn’t hold a candle to.

The thin material of my shirt was soaked through and stuck to my back, the ledge hot under my ass. I was perched on some sort of rooftop with my feet dangling over the edge, catching little gusts of hot air as I kicked them back and forth.

Distantly, I harbored an awareness that I wasn’t supposed to be up here. That I would get in trouble if I was caught. But with the angle of the sun beating into my shoulders, I was sure no one would spot me anyway.

Beside me, a slender hand reached out, pointing down below. The wind blew as they moved, sending a gust of my companion’s scent over me. And even though they had to be just as sweaty as I was, they smelled clean. Pleasant, even. Like summer rain and sweet tea.

“Did you see that move? Holy shit, their arms!”

I was still processing the odd familiarity of their scent as the southern cadence of their voice struck me. My eyes followed the line of their finger. Down below, a pair were engaged in a heated duel. It was clear they were just practicing, but the pair —obviously salvyre— were soaked through with sweat. The sun glinted off of their arms as they expertly danced, swords ringing out as they clashed together.

“I might actually just pass away,” I heard myself say around a sigh. “Gods, what I’d give to get between them. A spicy Terrahaven sandwich.”

I glanced at the woman beside me as I said it, and a prickle of awareness skittered through me.

Clear, blue eyes. White hair, pulled back into a familiar messy braid.

As I watched, her lips parted around a smile so blinding that my insides lit up.

“Gods, Atlas!” She exclaimed, hand flying to cover her mouth. But she was laughing, peals of genuine, honest joy.

I felt, rather than heard, the teasing reply as it passed my lips. I could taste the way the words carried that same southern lilt, the bend of them as they sent my companion into red-faced giggles.

It was a beautiful sound. I wanted to latch onto it and never let go.

It was home.

It was not sunny, nor warm, when I woke up, jolting as a loud crack of thunder pierced the air. There was a voice in the back of my head— smooth as sin— curving around words that were coming too fast.

Light.

Desk.

Paper. Ink.

It was disjointed and foreign and familiar. I lurched from my sheets, stumbling in the darkness as I lit the lantern by my bed. My body was responding to the voice faster than my mind was, moving as if I was merely a bystander, a witness to the real commander of its limbs.

I folded into my desk, tearing open the sketchbook I’d bought the other day. At the time, I hadn’t understood what on earth had possessed me— I didn’t have an artistic bone in my godsdamned body. But now the voice in the back of my head was pleased by the parchment, pleased by the new pens and paints that shook as I shoved away the clutter. My gloves, my daggers, my money, medical supplies— they all fell to the floor in a disheveled mess.

It took me a moment to realize I wasn’t overheating, that my skin was cool to the touch and the warm, blinding white sensation was coming from somewhere inside my chest. I could’ve sworn my hands were glowing as I reached for my supplies.

My mind blurred. I was floating, untethered, as light filled me, sweet and spicy, firm and gentle all at once. My hand lifted, and then it was moving across the page. The face from my dreams— the one with the pale white hair and bright blue eyes— took form in the easy ink lines, in strokes of paint I barely remembered buying.

Theia. Theia. Theia.

The voice in my head said the name like it was a prayer. A benediction. And there was the deepest, soundest surety that I knew the woman taking shape on the page; this warrior in salvyre leathers. I knew her as well as I knew Frances and Judith, Nathaniel and Peter. I knew her in my heart, in my soul. She was a siren and I was a sailor, called to her, enraptured by her, drawn in on a floaty warm dream that blanketed any sensible notion of possibility.

When the sun blinked through my windows, when Auggie knocked on my door, signaling it was near time to leave, I was still sitting there. The painting had long dried. The uncleaned brushes were stiff. My belongings were still scattered messily on the floor all around me.

Her name weighed down my tongue, begging, imploring me to be spoken aloud.

“Theia,” I whispered.

That silky voice in my head— the one that had been following me for weeks, speaking in my head like a conscience— hummed in pleasure. In rightness.

Its presence would not vanish this time, I knew. It had found a corner in the depths of my mind and dug in its heels.

And what’s more— it belonged there.























Five: Raynin




I stepped back from the body, a cold settling over me. An assistant moved to cover the face with a blanket, then reached for their journal to jot down a few notes. I watched, numb.

My hands were steady. My expression was smooth. I turned to the head healer —who was bloodied to the elbows as he worked over a dying woman— and clearly announced my patient’s time of death. Distantly, I heard Auggie swear.

The dread, the despair, hung just out of reach inside me, blocked behind curtains of unfeeling, unmoving gray. The head healer grunted as he strained. The cold seemed to settle in deeper, lodging into my bones. There was no saving his patient, either.

There was no hope once the hemorrhaging began. The head healer would do everything he could— an army of assistants working urgently at his sides— but it wouldn’t matter. The woman in the cot was gone.

Six minutes later, an exhausted voice called out her time of death. The head healer stepped back and I got my first good look at his patient, stomach plummeting when I realized it was the woman from the marketplace, the one who’d only yesterday been selling sweet winter plums from her stand. I’d never gone back to purchase from her stall. After smoking with Kal, I’d forgotten.

An assistant moved to cover her face.

My hands began to shake.

“We’re nearly out of salve,” Auggie called. “Can we spare someone to run out for more?”

Normally, I would’ve pushed aside the rising unease and settled in with a new task. I’d gotten somewhat good at it. But today, the smell of death was especially suffocating. And the chance for fresh air? They’d send an assistant if I didn’t act quick. And I needed it.

“I can go,” I offered.

The head healer glanced my way. Their eyes were bloodshot, but still keen. Assessing. He glanced down at my dead patient, then to the hall where I knew a new wave of sick would appear at any moment. At last, his gaze returned to me. Whatever he saw had him nodding.

“We’re gonna need a lot of it if tonight is anything like last night,” he said. “Go, but be quick. We’re going to need you.”

The salve had been our saving grace over the last week or so, when we’d discovered it helped soothe some of the worst of the illness’ afflictions. It seemed to give the sick just enough relief, just enough of a boost to fight this thing.

Sometimes.

I washed up in record timing, then slipped my cloak on. I patted down my pockets to be sure I had my healer papers. In an effort to slow the shortage of medicines, a mandate had been imposed yesterday that limited the selling of certain items to healers only. The salve was one of them.

“Do we need anything else?”

The head healer was already moving on to a new patient, a hard line between his brows. “Get bandages and soap. We’re always running low.”

“Yes sir.”

The storm had worsened. The freezing rain pummeled the ground, and the winds had picked up, the high buildings shuddering at its intensity. Someone’s window shutter had broken loose and was swinging back and forth, clattering noisily.

Above me, the sky splintered with lightning. The blackened world was briefly alight.

The nearest apothecary was by the market, a few blocks away from the infirmary. A few minutes walk. Normally, I could make out the shape of it from here, but with the storm I could hardly see the ground in front of me. I pulled my cloak tighter, making sure I was covered, before stepping into the downpour.

Immediately, the icy rain seeped into my clothes. My cloak kept the worst of it out, but within seconds I felt it reaching down to my salvyre leathers, biting into the black material to get to my skin.

I shivered and held the fabric tighter as I approached the first sloping arch. There were stone barriers on either side, but even the Aarga’s locals  didn't want to chance it in today’s weather. The streets were empty. It made me hyper aware of the gaping misty openness of the city, miles and miles above the ground.

Ezuria’s city of skies was possibly the world’s most treacherous maze in a storm like this.

I pulled my cloak tighter.

A sudden gust of wind ripped through the air. It sent me back a few feet, straight into the ledge. My hip slammed into the stone hard enough to bruise before I managed to right myself, gripping the support with white knuckles.

Careful, Raynin. A warm, firm reminder.

I took a steadying breath and continued, slowly but surely making my way.

The market was empty when I stepped off the last arch, sighing in relief. This part of the Aarga was carved into the face of a mountain, leaving long stretches of —thankfully stable— earth.

A lantern flickered wildly in the square as I approached the apothecary, palming the dagger at my hip. I stepped through the empty stalls and soaked canvas tents, which flapped violently, secured only by the taut rope connecting them to the stone ground.

My flesh prickled with uneasiness. Each whip of icy rain against my face had me blinking furiously, struggling to read the signs over the doorways. Something deep in my bones began to vibrate in alarm, worsening with each step.

Wrong, whispered the silky voice in my mind. Wrong, wrong, wrong.

And then, almost in punctuation, a streak of lightning split the air, striking into the tavern across the walk. Time seemed to slow. I distantly heard a scream— perhaps more than one, and then I watched in horror as the old wood building lit up in flames.

“Oh, fuck,” I whispered, frozen to the spot. My eyes trailed up the burning walls of the tavern to the apartments above, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

I had enough sense to know things were about to get really ugly, really fast. The stores here were all pressed tight together, all made of wood, with clusters of apartments on the floors above. Apartments that were surely full of people waiting out the storm.

I swore. The salvyre in me pressed up against my ribs, threatening to burst from my chest.

I took off towards the tavern.

My feet pounded against the wet ground, puddles splashing up around me. My socks were soaked in my boots, but I barely noticed. The front door of the tavern was shuttering on its hinges, as if someone was trying to get out but couldn’t get the door to move. Gusts of heat escaped it with each swing.

I’d nearly made it to the tavern— I was close enough to see the metal bar holding the broken door shut, close enough to smell the sting of alcohol in the air— when something banded across my middle, pulling me back so sharply that the breath was sucked from my lungs.

“Wait! It’s not safe!”

Just as I realized the hard object that had wrapped around me was in fact an arm, I found myself being dragged back and flung to the ground, a hard body covering mine.

“Hey!” I cried when I managed to catch my breath, shoving against the stone. I was soaked.

“Stay down—” a familiar voice growled in my ear.

And just as he said it, an explosion rocked through the Aarga, shattering through the empty air of the marketplace. The door I’d just been sprinting towards flung off its hinges, cracking as it flew through the air and hit the ground only a few feet away. With it came a burst of heat so intense that for a moment, I was reminded of my dream— of the woman I’d been sitting with on that hot, sunny ledge.

I laid there, stunned, watching the smoke that poured out of the tavern. Flames licked every surface— curling out from every shattered orifice of the building that had only seconds ago— been whole.

Could anyone have actually survived that?

Anguish tore through me. Maybe someone had. And they could be trapped in there.

“Wait— you!” A masculine voice rasped as I shoved to my feet.

I stilled, then glanced back in surprise. My brain was moving in slow motion, driven by the innate urge to act. To do something. But the person who’d saved me— who had stopped me from running into the building only seconds before it blew up— I knew him.

“Blondie?”

His face was smeared with ash, his light hair gray. And even a soggy mess in the pouring rain, he was a sight to behold. Wide chocolate eyes scanned my face, as if he was just as surprised to see me as I was him.

He took a step back, lips parting. He said nothing.

I shook my head, then gestured to the building. “I’m going to check for survivors. You need to go get help.”

That seemed to rouse him. His hand shot forward and grabbed my arm. “Are you insane?” He demanded. “That building is on fire. Even if someone survived the blast, there’s no way you can reach them.”

I ripped my arm free, eyes narrowing. “I’m a salvyre. Let me worry about what I can and can’t do.”

“But—”

“Get help. Someone must’ve heard the explosion. Make sure the guards come this way. If that fire spreads, it could take out the whole block.” As I said it, panic swelled. Not only could it take out all the stores and apartments, but we were uncomfortably close to the apothecary. One of the best stocked apothecaries in the Aarga. And the courier building. We couldn’t afford for this to get out of control.

“Kal,” I snarled. “Go.”

At his name, something rippled through him. He took a step back, then hesitated.

I didn’t linger. I spun back towards the tavern, ignoring his shouts of protest as I took off towards the flaming doorway. There was no time for doubt, for fear. Only the drive to do something. To make sure we didn’t lose anyone else.

“You’re going to kill yourself if you go in there!” He roared.

Perhaps he was right.

But there was a part of me— the same part that claimed the silky voice in my mind the same part that knew and longed for the white-haired woman from my dreams— that knew, knew with absolute certainty, I would be just fine.

After all, I’d done this once before, back in Turrim when the dining hall had caught fire.

I reached down into myself, deep into that pit of magic that lived inside me. I reached for it and grabbed ahold, pulling the familiar warmth of light onto and over my body. The pure heat of healing magic covered me like a second layer of skin, wrapping around me and tugging tight.

A shield, Auggie had called it. It bathed me in white light.

Holding it in place was a damn near impossible feat. I’d managed it one other time and one other time only, despite numerous attempts by us to recreate it.

Raw panic and adrenaline seemed to be the common factor that made it possible. I’d have to tell him.

Flames licked at my feet as I stepped through the threshold.























Six: Theia




Sweat was forming in a thick layer above my brow, and as Vas and I passed over another fallen branch, I wiped it away with the back of my hand.

The Blackwoods were much colder than what I was used to. Vas and I had to bundle up on our runs, and even then it was impossible to escape the chilly dampness. In Arderiah, the heat would leech up from the ground. But here? There was no heat. The sun barely reached the forest floor.

Vas didn’t complain. Not even when I whacked him with pillows to get him up and moving in the morning. There’d been a time when he considered running to be the bane of his existence, but now? I suspected he needed it as much as I did.

Our stay in the Blackwoods had proven to be an exercise in patience. Nemi was a bit terrifying, which was sort of impressive considering she was a wisp of a thing. Sometimes she’d stand in the doorway while cooking, watching us as if she wasn’t quite sure how we’d ended up in her home, holding a wooden spoon like it was a weapon. Her eyes would narrow, lips would purse… and it was enough to set the rest of us —trained salvyre— on edge. Ariadne and Vas were quick to do whatever she asked. Even Sere watched her the way one might a wild animal.

That said, it seemed our host had a soft spot for Sascha. The little traitor followed Nemi around like they were besties. Nemi snuck her snacks and pets, cooed at her sweetly— either not aware we were watching, or not caring.

I would’ve probably lost my mind if not for these runs Vas and I did. The Blackwoods’ forest floor was as dark as night most of the time, but there was a lucky break mid-morning where enough sun poked through the trees to make it possible for Vas and I to find our footing. Getting out to run had been everything. A way to dispel some of the anxious energy building up and up inside me.

I wanted more than anything to get moving. To find our way to the sacred caves. To find Matteus Fray and Kian and put a sword through them.

But such a journey would take time. And Ariadne, despite having made it all this way, was not ready yet.

Soon.

Or so Nemi said.

Ariadne had been badly injured during the attack on Fort Ember. They’d been struck by an enchanted arrow and their leg had been crushed under a collapsing stone wall. Jasper had helped them get free, but a second wave of rebels had split them up. Ariadne, half dead, had been forced to flee. They managed to get out and make it far enough from the fort to stowaway on a merchant’s caravan, but the arrow had rendered them unable to heal correctly. By the time the merchant found them, collapsed among crates of desert rum in the back of his wagon, they’d been knocking on Mora’s doorstep.

It had been a long journey, and Ariadne didn’t remember most of it. Flashes of stinging alcohol to cleanse their wounds, the searing burn of the merchant trying to set their leg back together. It was a miracle Nemi happened to be in the market the day the merchant came through town, searching for a healer. Ariadne was a mess of infection and swollen, mottled flesh. Of sweat and torn salvyre leathers. Nemi had taken one look at them and dropped a pound of silver into the merchant’s palm, ordering him to bring them to her home.

From there it had been touch and go. Even once she got the arrow out, the damage was so bad that Nemi had been forced to rebreak Ariadne’s leg in several places to get the bones straight again. There’d been a particularly nasty compound fracture that knocked Ariadne out for days when Nemi set it.

That had been nearly two months ago. And every day since, Nemi had set to work, using her magic to heal what she could for as long as Ariadne could stand it. She offered no reason to the rest of us as to why she’d taken Ariadne in. She offered no reassurances or promises. The healing sessions were a slow, painful process, which often ended with Ariadne breathing through their teeth and covered in a layer of sweat.

Sere hated it. She couldn’t even be in the house when they worked, the sounds of Ariadne’s pain were too much. But as the progress became more and more apparent, my mate had begun to dip her head in deference at our mysterious host. She’d even taken to helping her in the kitchen, standing by unflinchingly as the woman waved her wooden spoon at her and criticised her chopping skills. Nemi was far from easy to be around, but Sere tried.

Ariadne still wasn’t quite back to themself. They still walked and ran with a slight limp. When it rained it took them a bit longer to get up in the morning, and sometimes they rubbed at their knee when they thought no one was looking, a pained pinch in their brows. I knew they were struggling, but anytime one of us tried to talk about it, they dismissed us with a swift change in topic.

Days bled together, our time in the treehouse quickly stretching into a fortnight.

And then, one morning, Nemi came out of the kitchen and announced we could leave for the Sun City in two days.

The rest of us had already discussed it, of course. Loosely began to plan what our next steps would look like. It would be a long journey, and while Sascha could take us part of the way, a dragon was far too conspicuous for our arrival. We’d have to travel a good amount of it on foot. Be discreet. It was impossible to know if and what sort of information Fray’s men at Fort Careleum had passed along to the capital.

Thoughts of our journey preoccupied me on our run. As the treehouse became visible in the distance, Vas and I slowed, dropping into a walk. Neither of us were breathing too heavy. Our time in the Blackwoods had given us the chance to work on our stamina.

“I have something for you,” Vas said, breaking the silence.

I glanced his way. His voice had taken on a heavier timbre in the last two weeks. The change was unmistakable. Gone was my silly, fun-loving brother. He was trying, of course. Tight smiles, forced laughter. For me. But he wasn’t the same.

I understood now how he’d felt when I returned from captivity. And I hated it.

“You have something for me?” I repeated.

“Nothing crazy. Don’t look so surprised.”

I arched a brow, looking around. “Is it a pile of sticks?”

That cracked the steel set of his jaw, just a fraction. He snorted. “Let’s sit.” He gestured for me to follow him, and led us to a spot where a small break in the trees created a circle of light. When he sat on a fallen log, I followed suit, gazing out into the expanse of thick tree trunks and shaded dirt.

It was so lush and green here. I could stay for years and probably never grow used to it. The Blackwoods were ominous and dark and beautiful. It hummed with secrets, with mist and magic.

Vas pulled something out of his pocket. It was a small sketchbook— not much bigger than my fist.

I recognized it immediately and froze. It was one of Atlas’ sketchbooks. A dizzying wave of nostalgia crashed over me, the edges of my vision blurring as I took in its frayed edges, the worn leather cover.

The sketchbook reminded me of sunny mornings on rooftops, of watching figures and shapes take form under the easy, confident sweep of Atlas’ talented hand, the sun growing hotter and hotter against our skin. They were always drawing. Whether we were in class, at lunch, or out in town— Atlas never cared. They took those little books everywhere, just in case a burst of inspiration struck.

“Why do you have that?” I asked. It wasn’t an accusation. Genuine surprise colored my tone, along with a fierce longing. Those pages… They were Atlas. Pieces of my sibling I’d lost and ached for.

“You know they always had these things. They had one the night we were taken. The day we were to march on Arderiah, Atlas was going to leave it behind. I don’t know what possessed me, but I took it.”

“I’m so glad you did,” was all I could manage.

“After the escape… I forgot I’d held on to it. It was in the slacks I wore the day we got out.”

Vas’ clothes from the day we fled Fort Caereleum had been shredded. Sere and I had been wearing our leathers during our tumble down the mountain, and they hadn’t fared too bad. But Vas’ rebel blacks had not held up. 

There was a small town a couple hours' walk west of Nemi’s house. The cranky woman could be difficult as all hell, but she made no fuss about making the trek to get some clothes for him. Apparently, people would trade just about anything for some of her spices.

“I was already going to pick up some more clothes for Ariadne,” she’d huffed. “It’s not a big deal.”

Vas had taken the clothes gratefully. The rebel blacks had stayed in a crumpled pile ever since— none of us sure if we should attempt to fix them up or not. All of us sure we wouldn’t touch them until Vas did.

My brother passed me the book. It looked small in his callused, tan fingers. Fragile. I took it carefully and a tiny burst of warmth spread through me as I touched it, as if Atlas —intentionally or not— had left an imprint of their magic behind.

A knot formed in my throat.

“They’d want you to have it,” Vas said after a beat. They rubbed at their stump— the story of which they’d had yet to divulge— and sighed. “I don’t think they had it long. There’s a lot of blank pages, but…”

“Thank you,” I rasped. I didn’t care if there were two drawings or two hundred. I’d take any piece of Atlas I could get.

It was clear Vas wanted to say more. I knew him well enough to sense it. But perhaps like me, a ball of emotion had swelled up inside him, blocking his airway.

I leaned into him, his familiar scent of vanilla and spice a balm. He threw a thick arm over my shoulder and pulled me in. Neither of us spoke.

I opened the book.

I flipped open to the page I wanted. It was perfect, of course. Atlas would create no less. I set the book down on the table, cleared my throat, then pointed at the drawing.

Sere glanced up from the sword she was polishing.

“Yes?”

“Atlas drew this,” I said simply. “Can you tattoo it for me?”

Her hands stilled, the metal glinting. Her eyes drifted to the paper. “Where did you get that?”

“Vas.”

She capped the jar of oil and set it aside, rubbing her hands off on a rag before taking the book. She studied the page, interest flaring through the bond, then glanced up.

“Vas had Atlas’ sketchbook?”

I nodded, keeping my features schooled. She’d offered to tattoo me before, and there was no one I trusted more with something like this. It wasn’t my first tattoo— no, my salvyre mark was my first tattoo, but it would be the first tattoo I’d gotten to choose for myself. The first one I’d remember getting.

Perfect, swirling depictions of our kingdom peaked out from where my mate had rolled her sleeves up, a reminder at how skilled she was at charming designs into skin. Sere was an artist. She would handle Atlas’ work with the attentiveness and care it deserved.

“Do you think you can do it?” I asked softly.

She stared at the drawing for another beat, taking in its fine lines. Admiring Atlas’ precision, their expert execution. She ran a finger along the page, as if imagining how it would translate onto my skin.

Then she set the book down carefully, and threw an arm over the back of her chair. Honey eyes regarded me, intrigued. “You want me to tattoo you?”

“Can you do it or not?” I huffed.

“Of course I can, siren.” Her head canted to one side, curious. As she spoke she began to roll the sleeves of her shirt up higher, revealing more strong, inked flesh.

I tried to keep my expression neutral. But ugh, that simple gesture did things to me. So confident. So assured. Why did she have to look so good all of the time? It wasn’t fair. Whenever I thought I’d finally gotten a grip on my feelings for her… she proved me wrong. Even now, especially now, I was affected by her. Seraphine Terrahaven was a force.

“And you’ll do it now?”

My mate took me in— freshly washed and back in my nightclothes, my wet hair mussed. Interest flared in her pupils.

“Sit,” she murmured. She patted her thigh. A challenge.

I held her gaze. I would never back down from a challenge and she knew it. When I took the first step she broke our stare, her eyes dipping to track the swing of my hips as I closed the distance between us. In one fluid motion I threw a leg over her, sliding down to straddle her lap. My fingers curled around the back of her chair, needing the steadiness as I was accosted by the alluring scent of sandalwood and smoke.

“Happy?”

Her grin was smug. “Thrilled. Now that I have you right where I want you… let’s talk.”

The way her tone went from teasing to serious put me on the defensive. I started to get up, but her hands found my thighs and held them in place.

“Why do I feel like I’ve been hustled?” I griped.

This close, the scar above her brow was impossible to miss. It glinted as her brow arched. “You’ll live. Now stop clamming up on me. We don’t do that with each other, remember?”

I groaned, but nodded. And then I relaxed into her hold. It had been a minute since we’d actually had any time for just the two of us. Since we’d checked in with each other. And while neither of us particularly loved unpacking the heaviness our lives had become laden with, it was one of the few things that gave either of us any semblance of peace. The bond between us was a strong, shimmering force. Sere saw me. All of me. My ugly, my broken. She saw me, and she was still here. Her strength, her ferocity, her support. It was unending.

Sere was… she was everything.

My mate let me settle into her, saying nothing. Her thumbs drew circles on my thighs as my arms wound around her neck, coming up to play with her hair. She’d just shaved down the sides again, but the top was growing out longer. The tight curls were soft against my fingers.

Her lips found my ear. “Tell you what, siren. Talk to me, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

My stomach tightened at the hungry timbre in her voice. Oh. “And how are you going to do that?”

She pulled back to shoot me a grin. Honey eyes flashed with danger as she squeezed my legs.

“I ask questions. You answer and I reward you.” A warm hand slid up, pausing before it reached the apex of my thighs. Instead, she skipped over my center and traced my waistband. “If you don’t answer, I punish you.”

“Punish me?” I scoffed. “You can try.”

Her fingers slipped beneath my pants and found the fabric of my underwear. She grinned when I rolled my hips.

“Tell me about your run this morning.”

“That’s not a question— hey! Ow!”

She rubbed the spot on my inner thigh she’d pinched, eyes twinkling. “Answer me, siren.”

I shifted, tossing my braid over my shoulder. “Well, if you got up and came with us, you’d know, wouldn’t you?”

When her eyes narrowed, I changed tact. “Okay, okay. It was good. We uh—”

Her thumb, which had started rubbing circles over the fabric of my panties, stopped when I did. “I’m listening,” she prompted.

“I mean, uh,” I had to bite back my moan when her thumb started those little feather-light circles again. “I like the trees out here. It’s pretty. So-o different than the Red Court, but not entirely in a bad way, you know?”

“Mhmmm,” she hummed, leaning in to press a kiss to my neck. “And the book. Where did you get that, again?”

I rolled my hips, hoping to increase the pressure. Her lips tugged up into a smirk against my throat, and she slowed her circles just enough to drive me mad. “Where, siren?”

“Vas had it,” I managed. “Atlas used to carry these little sketchbooks everywhere. They must’ve had one the night they were taken.”

She rewarded me by tugging my panties to the side, and sliding a finger inside me. She crooked it, then began a slow pace, her thumb still drawing circles over my clit. “I see. And the drawing?”

My low groan would’ve been embarrassing if I wasn’t so lost to sensation. “It’s a dagger they designed. For our salvyre. There’s a note on the next page with some of the specifications. I think they wanted to get it made and gift each of us one for graduation.”

She hummed at that. “And you want to get it tattooed now?”

I gasped as she slid in another finger. “Yes.”

“Where?”

I’d wanted it somewhere visible. Somewhere the art could sit proud, where I could see it whenever I wanted.  “M-my arms. My forearms,” I answered. “One for Dimitri, one for Atlas.”

“And you want your mate to do it for you, hmm?” She purred. “Maybe I’ll do it like this, with one hand deep inside you while the other does the magic.”

“Sere!” I gasped. Her fingers had set a relentless pace and I was close. So, so close.

She knew it too. She leaned in, dragging my earlobe between her teeth. “Come for me, baby.”

My back arched as my muscles pulled tight. And then I was falling, cresting over the edge. She held me through it, murmuring praise in my ear as I rolled my hips against her hand.

“So good, little siren.” She pressed her lips against the column of my throat. “Gods I love the sounds you make.”

It took a moment to catch my breath. Her fingers were still inside me, and she seemed to be in no hurry to remove them.

“Fuck, Sere.”

She snorted into my neck, then pulled back to kiss me softly. It was sweet, slow and intimate. Like a promise. An oath.

When she pulled back, her eyes twinkled as she took in my flushed face. “I have an idea,” she murmured.

“What?”

“You should let Ariadne help with the tattoos.”

I immediately started to pull away, more out of confusion than anything else, but her arm around my waist tightened. And, as if to remind me how intimately we were still connected, her thumb traced a circle over my overstimulated clit.

“Ah! Sere!” I gasped. “Fuck.”

“Anyway, like I was saying, I have an idea. But we’d need Ariadne’s help.”

“We talked about this,” I said, far too breathy to sound assertive. “It was a childhood crush. I’m over it.”

My mate snorted. “As much as I know you’ll love the both of us working over you, that actually wasn’t why I suggested it. I want her to help with her shadow magic. I have a surprise for you.”

“I hate surprises.”

Sere’s face split into a wicked grin. Her fingers slid out, and then she slammed them back in. I gasped, nails digging into her shoulders.

“Then come for me again, little siren. And maybe I’ll tell you.”























Seven: Theia




Nemi’s home was shockingly warm and cozy. Where the healer was cold words and sharp edges, her space was soft and sweet. It was cared for. There were plush rugs and blankets, scattered books and trinkets. The treehouse was beautiful— a space she had truly made her own.

It hinted at the real woman behind those cold silver eyes —behind those vicious scars that cut through the entire left side of her body. As fiercely protective of her items as she was, of her little figurines and extensive collection of spices, she also welcomed us into her space. She made room for us, setting up little cots and clearing her couch so we didn’t have to sleep on the floor. Her angry glares rivaled even mine, but she didn’t outright complain about our presence once.

Ariadne, Sere, and I sat around her dining table. The room was cluttered with jars and drying herbs, with candles and books, but Ariadne had cleared a space for us to gather around. They examined the page in front of them, their mismatched eyes taking in Atlas’ neat shapes and expert precision.

The dagger was beautiful. Long and sleek, with our year engraved along its hilt in sage numerals: XCVIII. There were delicate lines drawn into its handle, in such a way that it resembled flames. A nod to the Red Court’s insignia.

It was a work of contrasts: simple and complex, elegant and deadly. There was a little bit of all of us in it— deceptively delicate like Selene, cuttingly lethal like Dimitri. It was Vas’ unyielding strength and Atlas’ perfect violence. It was my intensity— tampered by my salvyre’s fine, honed edges.

A set of mismatched eyes met mine over the page. “This is beautiful.”

“Do you think it would work?” Sere asked. She was seated behind me on a bench, and I was perched between her thighs. Her arm came around me to trace the page.

Ariadne cocked their head to the side. “Let’s find out.”

The two were still infuriatingly holding on to their secret idea. I glanced back at my mate. “Are you going to explain, or just keep me in the dark?”

Golden eyes widened humorously. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Definitely not,” I snorted. 

She grinned, seeing right through the lie. Her thighs pressed in closer around me. “Haven’t I proved how much I love your body?” She purred into the bond. “I’d never risk it.”

My stomach clenched at the heat in her honey gaze. “Sere.”

“Theia.”

“They’ll look good, Theia, I promise,” Ariadne cut in. Their mismatched eyes slid between us, missing nothing. “You wanted them on your forearms, right?”

“Yes.” I gestured. “Angled like this, and I want them to be the actual size.”

Sere nodded behind me, reaching out to stroke the unmarked flesh. “I’ll be the one to charm it into your skin. Ariadne is just here to help, okay?”

“Right. The shadow walker’s just here to help. Not suspicious at all,” I muttered. Their plan obviously had to do with shadow magic— a charm, perhaps? I just hadn’t figured out how it could affect a tattoo.

Ariadne and Sere locked eyes over my shoulder. The familiar, soothing scent of sandalwood and smoke washed over me, blending with the warm jasmine that was uniquely Ariadne. My mate reached for the page and rested her palm on it, then found my right forearm with the other. Ariadne mimicked her movements, and I soon found myself sandwiched between the two of them. My face heated.

Sere would tease me endlessly for this later.

“We’ll start with this arm,” Sere murmured, a hint of a laugh in her tone. “It’s going to hurt a little. You have to stay still for me though, okay?”

I nodded.

“If you move, I’ll have to have Ariadne hold you down with their big arms,” Sere teased, just to me.

“Sere!”

Ariadne’s eyes narrowed, but my eyes were drawn to their arms— which yes, were big. Even covered up, I had no doubt they’d ripple with muscles if they moved to grab me.

“Are you having secret mate conversations over there?” Ariadne whispered, amused.

“No,” I answered.

At the same time Sere replied, “Yes.”

“What are we doing?” A new voice asked from the doorway. I glanced over to see Vas standing with Nemi, a sheen of sweat covering the small woman’s face.

The two of them had formed an interesting friendship in the time we’d been here. Vas would run with me in the mornings, yes, but then afterwards the two of them would go outside and train. Gods— he had her doing drills, sparring. I wasn’t sure who’d initiated it, but it warmed something inside me to see my brother with a renewed sense of purpose. Relearning how to weaponize his body after so much had been taken from him.

It was also pretty incredible to see how much ferocity our host had hiding in her tiny body.

Nemi’s eyes tracked where Ariadne’s hand was touching me, and held. “Tattoos?” She asked.

I nodded.

She cocked her head to the side, the scars on the side of her face glinting in the light. “Alright. Get on with it then.”

Ariadne’s attention had shifted to the woman in the doorway. The two locked eyes, and something passed between them. Nemi’s lips curled up, ever so slightly, in the closest thing I’d seen to a smile since I’d known her. And it occurred to me— when she wasn’t scowling at the world— Nemi was striking.

Ariadne turned back to me, cheeks slightly pink.

Oh, interesting. I’d be asking Sere about that development later.

“Ready?” My mate rasped in my ear, her warm breath ghosting my skin.

I steeled myself, meeting Ariadne’s mismatched gaze. “Yes.”

It started in a whisper. Sere recited words in a language old and forgotten, packing power, holding magic. The air around us tingled and warmed. The hair on my neck stood. Sere’s body tightened behind me, and on one of the phrases, her lips brushed my skin.

Gods. She had no right being so attractive, so alluring, when all she was doing was speaking, her fingers warm and steady on my skin.

Ariadne joined in. And then the tingling transformed. It went from a soft tickling to a feeling like someone was holding a blade to my flesh. Like someone was carving designs into me— a sensation I’d become intimately familiar with during my stay with Matteus Fray. Panic began to build low in my chest.

Sere curled in closer, mentally caressing me in support through the bond. I knew she could tell where my thoughts had gone, and having her there— even just the scent of her, helped.

My forearm began to pinken, then darken. The shape of Atlas’ design began to take form. Ariadne’s fingers twitched and dark shadows began to wrap up my arm, before seeping in, absorbing into the design. I shivered.

“Whoa,” Vas breathed.

It took me a moment to realize Sere and Ariadne had gone silent. My ears were ringing and my heartbeat was loud in my ears. But the sensations began to fade, and then I was blinking down at my new tattoo.

Sere and Ariadne let go, and I twisted my arm, eyes wide as I took in the detail.

It was a perfect replica of the drawing on the page.

It hit me full force that through this tattoo, Atlas would always be with me. Dimitri, too, his sacrifice honored in every glance down at the artwork on my skin. Vas. Even Selene. This dagger was us, it was out salvyre. My chest felt heavy as I drew in a deep breath.

“It’s perfect.”

Ariadne grinned. “It worked.”

Behind me, Sere straightened. “Really?”

“Yep.”

I looked between them, scowling. “Are you going to tell me what that means now? Or will you just continue being vague and elusive?”

Sere pinched my thigh, causing me to jump. “Show her.”

Ariadne peered back at Vas and Nemi, then back to us. They began to roll the sleeve up on their left arm.

“What are you—”

I stopped when I spotted the tattoo on their skin. It was well done— finely detailed chains that coiled around their limb before disappearing up their shirt. They twisted their hand as they worked, and I got a glimpse of the spiky ball that rested along their inner arm.

A flail. Ariadne had a tattoo of a flail.

“Just watch,” Sere murmured.

As if I could look away.

“Back when Jasper and Sere were first learning about tattoos, they stumbled across something interesting,” Ariadne started, still pulling up their sleeve. “A gift that only a few who wielded Tenei’s magic have been blessed with. I suppose, as his heir, it’s not surprising I’m one of those few.”

As they spoke, they showed the back of their arm, where a staff had been inked from elbow to shoulder.

“What gift?” I asked, excitement building inside me. Because no way they were about to do what I thought they were. There was no way.

Ariadne grinned then, a smile full of mischief and mirth. They reached and grabbed at the back of their arm.

And pulled the flail from their flesh.

I saw it coming and still was shocked. Sere gripped my hips as I jerked back, holding us steady. She laughed at my gasp.

Ariadne stood up and took a safe step away. They held the weapon coyly, the air around it rippling with darkness. The flail was entirely black, just as it had been when it had been tattooed on their arm. And their skin?

The tattoo was gone. Their arm was bare.

“Cool, right?” Sere whispered in my ear.

Vas’ jaw had hit the floor. Even Nemi looked shocked.

“How did you do that?” I demanded, watching as Ariadne casually rolled their wrist, the weapon twisting expertly.

Their eyes twinkled. “It’s shadow magic, charmed into the tattoo. A weapon embedded into my skin. Old, old magic.”

“How does it work?”

“Well, it’s kind of just like a normal tattoo. The only difference is that you can wield it— summon it, recall it. And since it’s a charm, it’s impervious to the chains and arrows Fray uses.”

My eyes widened. Imperious to Fray’s magic-blocking? I watched the flail as it swung in the air, stunned. 

“That’s how you got away,” Nemi murmured, their sharp gaze flickering between impressed and intrigued. “They took your weapons and magic, but you had the tattoo.”

Ariadne nodded. “If the wall hadn’t come down on me, I might’ve been able to stop him.”

Sere tensed behind me. I put a hand on top of hers, then stilled when I saw Atlas’ drawing on the table.

“You two were scheming this whole time…”

“I’d never been able to figure out how to do it for another person. I wasn’t sure it’d work. Worst case, Sere would’ve just left you with a kickass tattoo. Best case… well, you know.”

Nemi stepped out of the doorway and into the room. “Well, you’re an heir,” she said, reaching out to touch the flail. A shudder rippled through her. “Tenei’s magic grows more potent inside you every day. This is… this is incredible. What you’ll be able to do…”

“You charmed my tattoo,” I realized. My eyes widened as I looked at it.

“Try it, siren,” Sere encouraged in my ear. “Grab the dagger.”

The room grew quiet as I ran my fingers over my arm. At first there was nothing, just the feeling of my skin— slightly raised and pink around the edges.

I pressed my lips together and focused.

And then, I felt it. Like a key slotting into place, waiting to be turned.

I flicked my wrist out, twisting it just in time to catch the handle of the blade as it ghosted free of my skin.

There was a collective gasp as I held up the dagger, Atlas’ dagger, which had only seconds ago been tattooed into my arm. It was cool to the touch, comprised of black shadows that didn’t seem to fully keep their shape. The dagger smoked as I twisted it in the light.

“Wow,” Sere breathed.

“What happens if I throw it at someone?”

Ariadne laughed. “It’s a dagger. It’ll do what a dagger does.”

I tossed it into the air, catching the sharp end expertly and holding it pinched between my thumb and forefinger. I imagined what it might be like to take aim, to let the shadows fly.

“Do not start putting holes in my wood.” Nemi snapped.

Beside her, Vas laughed.

Even the small woman’s grumpiness couldn’t dampen my mood. Ariadne and Sere had taken Atlas’ drawing and they’d made it real. Real, and permanent.

“What if someone were to grab it from her?” Vas asked.

Ariande grinned. “You can try. You can touch it, be struck by it. But it can only be wielded by her. Watch— Theia try to hand it to me.”

I held the handle out to them. They reached, but just as the handle found their palm, the shadows rippled, and the dagger clattered to the floor.

Sere’s hand came to rest on my thigh. She leaned in, her chest pressing into my back.

“Now, summon it back.” Ariadne leaned against the table as they said it, looking extremely pleased with themself. To punctuate their command, they recalled their flail, the chains once more circling their forearm.

I cocked a brow. But I treated it the same as I would my fire or water magic, and reached a mental hand out. Sure enough, I sensed the dagger, its energy was oily and unfamiliar. I narrowed my eyes.

And then it vanished. Gone. I twisted my arm, and sure enough, it was there. Once more etched into my flesh, as if it had never left to begin with.

“Oh shit,” I breathed.

Sere’s warm laugh fanned over my ear. “You ready for the other one then, siren?”

“Me next,” Vas butted in. He entered the room fully and with a grin, sunk into Nemi’s worn couch. Sascha— in her cat form, leapt up from where she’d been hiding in the shadows and crawled into his lap.

“You’re next?” Sere repeated with a laugh.

My brother’s smile grew. “Fuck yeah. Turn me into a whole ass armory.” 























Eight: Theia




“So how long have you lived in the treehouse?” I asked Nemi, shifting on Sascha’s back to turn towards the woman seated along the scales behind me.

I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. The poor girl was holding onto Sascha so tightly her knuckles were white. And her cheeks? Her skin had taken on a sickly greenish hue.

The five of us had formed a row on the ridges along Sascha’s spine. And I found— to my pleasant surprise— that when we actually took the time to get on the dragon’s back and get comfortable, the ride wasn’t bad. The dragon was huge. She was big enough that we’d each been able to find a ridge to fit into, without needing to sit on top of each other. Sere was directly behind me, but unlike our escape from Fort Caeruleum, she didn’t cling onto my back, and instead comfortably held onto the dragon’s scales. 

I watched as Nemi swallowed. It’d be hours before we’d land. And while the normally reserved woman seemed to hate small talk, I hoped engaging her would soothe her enough to relax a bit.

“I left my family’s coven a few years ago,” she managed. She paused, then continued, as if realizing speaking was a good distraction from the beast below us, soaring hundreds of feet above the ground. “There’s actually quite a few small towns down there, hidden in the trees. I bounced around for a bit, then met someone who sold me the treehouse.”

It was possibly the most words I’d heard her string together at once. A coven. Nemi hadn’t always been alone. The mysterious woman stopped there, not elaborating any further.

It was Vas who pressed, cocking his head curiously. “Why did you leave? Your family, I mean.”

I had the sudden realization that if any of the rest of us had asked her a question so personal, she likely would’ve immediately shut them down. Possibly even Ariadne, who the small woman had taken a definitive liking to.

Nemi merely blinked at Vas, as if my brother could do no wrong. “My aunt and I had a disagreement.”

“And your parents?”

A pause. “Gone.”

My brother’s features softened. “Oh. Well, welcome to the club.”

A ghost of a smile pulled at Nemi’s lips. It drew my attention down to her neck, the part of her that seemed to carry some of the worst of her scars. She bore no relic or sage marks. The runes on her palms were the only clue as to who the mysterious healer really was.

Sascha made a sudden sound, then shifted to the left sharply.

Nemi’s frightened squeak might’ve been funny, under other circumstances. But something about the dragon’s movement carried a burst of urgency that caused alarm to rush through me, too. As I watched, Ariadne instinctively wrapped an arm around the healer’s tiny waist, pulling her into their chest and holding tightly. Over their shoulder Vas and I locked eyes— just as the dragon shifted again, tilting us nearly ninety degrees. My heart flew into my throat as I watched him struggle to keep a firm grip with his one hand.

“Sascha! Easy!” I yelled, settling forward and peering around to see what might’ve spooked the beast. “Easy!”

“Did you see that?” Sere hissed, pointing somewhere off to our right. A startled sound escaped her when Sascha pivoted again, the other way this time, causing her to slam forward into my back.

As the dragon’s wings pounded furiously, I caught movement just beyond the treetops. Something shot through the air, a blur of rope and netting, close enough that I could see the glint of the metal weights that were fastened along its edges.

“Oh, fuck!” I hissed. Sascha could surely shred whatever it was to pieces, but could she do it with us on her back? I wasn’t trying to find out. “Higher!” I told the dragon. “Get us higher!”

Sascha stretched her wings, wind gusting violently around us as she followed my command. Sere’s fingers dug into my hips as the dragon took us higher, above mist and clouds.

My hands shook as the air calmed. Behind me, Sere exhaled in relief, her breath ghosting over my hair.

And then we were flipping. Sascha lurched to the side, her angry cry shattering the air. Fire blew around us, but she was already dipping, already spinning. The world blurred and there was only the wind in my face, the scales between my legs, and Sere at my back. I couldn’t tell which way was up or down.

I could sense Sascha’s fear. She was trying to dislodge whatever had tangled up in her limbs without knocking us from her back. Her wings flapped frantically, but she was being pulled down, the treetops growing closer and closer through the mist. 

A second net shot through the air and this time it caught in her right wing. We were violently thrown to the side.

“Vas!” Nemi screamed.

My body went cold. I spun around as best I could, and when I saw Vas’ spot empty— my brother gone— something inhuman tore its way up my throat.

Not again. I would not go through this again.

I was moving, shoving away from Sere and crawling higher up the dragon’s neck.

“Theia, no!” Someone yelled.

Sere’s panic was like lightning through our bond, incinerating the blood in my veins. She reached—

But she was too late.

I threw myself from Sascha’s back, diving toward the shadow that was sinking fast to the earth. So fast, a stunned look in his eyes. He’d hit the trees soon. Any moment now.

I pulled at the mist, the clouds, the layer of wet that seemed to cover the Blackwoods. I called to my magic like my life depended on it— which it damn well did— and directed all of it to the space Vas and I were plummeting.

I was practically upon him. A bit closer and I could touch him. I reached for him.

Our eyes met. His— wide and shocked and confused. Mine— furious and unforgiving.

Mora would not take another. Not today.

We splashed hard into the layer of water I’d formed. It cushioned our landing enough— just enough— that when we hit the layer of ice I’d formed below it, it held. Still, we slammed into it hard, first Vas, then me. Water splashed and sluiced around me, soaking me to my core, exploding around us.

“Vas!” I rasped, unable to get the word above a whisper. The wind has been thoroughly knocked out of me. “Vas!”

My brother groaned, unmoving. He’d landed hard on his back. Hard enough that the ice around him had splintered and spiderwebbed. Limbs outstretched and utterly still.

No. No.

“Vas!” I called, louder this time. I struggled to sit up, a wet strand of hair sticking to my face as I crawled towards him. “Hey. Look at me. Are you okay?”

My brother blinked his warm brown eyes open, looking dazed. Then he rolled and violently coughed, water spewing from his lungs.

Above us, Sascha shrieked.

Sere was furious. Furious, and afraid. I could feel her in the bond— searching for me, a vicious sort of determination settling over her. There was another net tangled up in Sascha’s legs, and I knew if we didn’t get her free the three people on her back would fall next.

“They’re over there,” Vas wheezed, lifting a shaky hand to gesture past me.

Sure enough, I could see another net shoot through the air, exactly from where Vas pointed.

I couldn’t tell who was angrier— Sere or me. Our combined fury was like a drug, shocking my body with adrenaline and sending me to my feet.

“Stay here,” I instructed my brother.

But Vas was Vas, already pushing himself up. “No way. I’m coming with you.”

The words pulled me up short. The idea of rushing into a fight, Vas right behind me? It felt so right, so familiar that my heart twisted. I nodded once, the gesture curt.

“Then keep up.”

The Blackwoods were an ideal place for a water mage. There was water everywhere. The mist, the dew, the sodden leaves. It was like being gifted an entire arsenal, full to the brim of every last weapon I could ever need. Crafting a path of ice along the treetops was effortless.

And then we were running. Gliding through the wet air, straight towards the people who’d made the very foolish decision to attack us.

Sascha let out another screech, and then I could feel it through the bond. My heart leapt in my chest, lodging in my throat. I knew before I looked— they were falling.

Vas and I skidded to a halt, feet sliding across ice, as we watched the dragon— and her passengers— plummet towards the earth.

“No!” I screamed.

Through the silver cord in the back of my mind, there erupted a hurricane of ferocity. Of pure strength and determination.

Sere leapt from Sascha’s back. She cut through the air like a knife, roaring her fury.

My heart stuttered. Not in fear, not in worry— but in awe. The air around her glimmered, her eyes black, as the world became ice and water and snow. She broke through it first, then the dragon with the others, and they landed amid an explosive puff of white, Sascha growing and sounding her rage in shrieks that seemed to shake the earth.

Across mist and sky and seething breath— golden eyes met mine. In them was a vow of violence. She stood, rising to her full height, shoulders rising and falling with untempered power. It was so potent I could nearly taste it.

Behind her, Ariadne and Nemi emerged from the snow. By the miracle that was Seraphine Terrahaven, no one appeared hurt.

Sascha roared, fire spewing into the air as she clawed through the nets that had grounded her.

“They wanted us out of the air? Well now they have us.” Sere’s voice was all smoky menace in the bond. “Let’s spill some blood, siren.”

Vas stirred beside me. “We’ve got company.” He pointed.

From where the nets had launched, they were coming. A dozen of them, maybe. Hooded figures who were nimbly leaping from treetop to treetop, crossing the misty expanse between us.

“Let them come,” I replied. Behind us, I could feel Sere approaching. “We leave at least one alive for questioning. Understood?”

Vas unsheathed his sword in answer.

I took a perverse sort of pleasure in the anticipation. Twin blades of ice wrapped around my fists, coiling up my forearms. The magic hummed inside me, poised and ready.

In my peripherals, there was a flash of fire. Sere slid smoothly into the spot at my side. She was practically rippling with energy. Smoky wisps of fire danced around her fingers, expertly controlled. Together, we stood as an army of three, waiting upon the ledge of ice. It was a deceptive sort of calm— the treetops hid the hundred-something foot drop down to the earth.

The hooded figures crossed the distance between us like it was nothing.

They came to a stop, forming a semi-circle around us. We stood still as death as we waited. They’d decided to start this, but I was happy to finish it. 

Sere’s flames burned an icy blue, and I felt her resolve tangle with mine. It felt right. Like something was snapping into place.

The one in the center stepped forward and tossed her hood back. Silver eyes swept across the three of us, searching.

My jaw ticked. “Who sent you?” I demanded of what had to be their leader, taking a step forward.

The woman glanced down, watching as ice formed beneath my foot.

“You were right, it is Sascha,” she declared, turning to a figure to her right.

“I knew it.” The second woman pulled her hood down and grinned, wide and toothy. “Heir of Nyra. At last.”

Sere’s barely contained rage flared in a surge of flames. “Who are you?” She growled. Warmth licked at the side of my face. “You have ten seconds to answer before we kill you for shooting us out of the sky.”

The cloaked leader’s lips parted, then closed. A funny look came over her face as her gaze settled in the place between Sere and I’s shoulders. She took a step forward, the air around her foot rippling— holding her up by an invisible force.

“Six seconds left, now,” I warned. Sere was a breath away from unleashing a torrent of power upon the group before us. I wouldn’t stop her.

But the woman didn’t even appear to have heard me. Any trace of amusement or intrigue had slipped clean off her face. Her skin— a warm brown— went white. She took another step, still gazing past our shoulders, ashen with shock.

“Nemesia?” She said at last. Her lips parted around the word like a caress. Like a prayer. “Nemi— is that you?”



































Act II























Nine: Raynin




Using my magic as a shield was no small feat. The power it took to cover my entire body? The energy it took to hold it in place? Last time I tried, I’d lasted seconds. And then passed out immediately after.

Fortunately, this time I made it out of the building before my head really began to spin. Kal had almost been right— no human had survived the blast. Half the rooms hadn’t survived it. The entire bar downstairs was rubble and ash, the ground shaking as the apartments above cracked and caved in.

But there had been a survivor— a small scared retriever huddled under a desk in an office that was minutes from collapsing. The poor thing had seemed to be waiting for someone to come for him, leaping into my arms the second he saw me.

By the time I finally stumbled down the last set of stairs and into the main corridor, I was convinced I was either going to throw up or die. I nearly went flying when my foot broke through a step, splintering wood pressing against the edges of my magic, testing my control. The little dog’s furry body burrowed deeper in my arms as spots clouded the corners of my vision.

“Shh,” I hushed him. My fingers were shaking as they dug into his soft fur.

The entrance door had been entirely torn off its hinges. I couldn’t see past it. Black smoke was funneling out in thick, heavy plumes as fire ate its way through the centuries-old wood. I swayed on my feet as I fought the creeping exhaustion, struggling to put one foot in front of the other. It was like my limbs were being weighed down. The hot, burning wood beneath my feet called to me like a siren, tempting me to rest, just for a moment.

In my haze it occurred to me how terribly unlucky this whole thing was. Conveniently unlucky. This close to the center of the city, most of the buildings were stone. What were the odds that the lightning had struck here, and not one of the hundreds of other strips where the buildings weren’t wood? And for fucks sake, a bar of all places? 

As quick as suspicion rose, it dissipated. My grip on my magic was wavering, exhaustion bearing down on me in tons. I reached for the final dregs of it, then forced my way forward. The smoke clung to my barely protected skin as I barrelled through the opening and into the night.

I dropped the shield and sucked in a huge breath of fresh air. Sleet was still coming down furiously, but as the precipitation hit my face it soothed my overheated skin and kept my dizziness at bay.

It took a moment for the voices to stop blending together. Kal must’ve sent for the guards after all, because the marketplace was pure mayhem. Guards were running all around trying to secure the block and stop the flames before they spread too far. Their shouts were urgent and hurried. Two water mages were working on the side of the tavern where flames had already begun to light up the courier’s building.

“Greenie!”

Kal had been standing across the street under an eave, but as soon as he spotted me something unreadable passed through his face— something that could’ve been relief— and he began to cross the space between us in urgent, long-legged strides. He made no effort to pull his hood up when it fell back. His sandy hair stuck to his face, darkened by sodden ash and rain.

I blinked past the fuzziness as he came to a sudden halt in front of me. His hands hovered, as if wanting to check for injury, before falling to his sides.

“Are you okay?” He asked. His voice was husky, as if it was him who’d been traipsing through the burning building and not me.

I looked around, taking in the chaos. The knowledge that I’d made it out was heady. I was suddenly so, so tired. “Can you hold him?”

Blondie’s brows furrowed in confusion. He seemed, for the first time, to take in the bundle currently curled up in my arms. “Is that a dog?”

“No, it’s a fish.”

“Mmm. Sarcasm. That’s a good sign.” He stepped forward and lifted the little guy away, gently supporting the pup’s head on his shoulder. “He was in the tavern?”

“Yeah,” I sighed, swaying. We were standing in the middle of the street, so there was nothing to lean against, no bench to flop onto. For a second, I considered laying down on the ground.

Distantly, I heard him say: “And she’s going down.”

I didn’t even realize my knees had buckled until Kal’s arm was snaking around my waist, pulling me into his side. And gods, he was warm. I leaned my head into his free shoulder and inhaled, impressed to realize that even in a fiery crisis, the man still smelled like eucalyptus and lime.

Yum.

“Is there somewhere I can take you? You look like you’re about to fall asleep.”

My eyelids were heavy. I so badly wanted to just lay down and sleep. But there was a nagging in the back of my head, reminding me I couldn’t go home yet. There was something I had to do. What was that, again?

“Raynin!” A familiar voice called.

Oh. Oh shit.

The panicked tone of my mentor was enough to jolt me into semi-alertness. I stiffened in Kal’s arms, looking around the frenzied street for his familiar face.

“Raynin, fuck!” Auggie pushed through a pair of guards, his loud cursing causing heads to turn. “Move, asswipes! Fuck. Raynin, are you okay?”

“I’m good.” I straightened, leaning out of Kal’s grip. As soon as I did, I wavered. Both men reached to steady me.

“What happened?” Auggie demanded. His eyes flickered to Kal, and I watched him assess the tall blond curiously. “Who’s this? Is that a dog?”

Kal grunted. “Let’s get out of the rain first, yeah?”

My mentor huffed, and I half expected him to cause a scene. But he took another glance at my tired face, then grabbed my arm and escorted us to the cover of the eave. I supported my weight against the siding, sighing in relief.

“The bar caught on fire,” Kal explained, eyes narrowing over the little dog’s head. “This one here decided it was a good idea to run into a burning building.”

“Had to check for people,” I grumbled around a nod.

My mentor froze. “You projected?”

“Obviously.”

“Do not obviously, me Raynin. I can’t with you. Oh, I’m just going to the apothecary. Gods,” my mentor fussed, reaching out to turn my face from side to side. “Did you hit your head?”

“No.”

He continued his examination, patting down my filthy —but intact— uniform. “I don’t see any burns. How are your lungs?”

I shoved his hands away. “I’m fine, Auggie. I kept my shield up the whole time. Just tired.”

He frowned and glanced at Kal, then back to me. “Did you find survivors?” 

I jerked my thumb at the dog. “Just that one.”

Auggie swore.

My legs were beginning to shake again. The little burst of energy had come and gone, leaving me hollow once more.

Kal frowned. “You need to lay down and rest. The healers are being housed nearby, right? I can take you home.”

My mentor’s brows rose. “I’m sorry, and you are?”

I gestured tiredly between them. “Auggie, Kal. Kal, Auggie.”

“And how do we know Kal?”

“We don’t,” I huffed. “But I’m about to drop, and you need to get back to the infirmary. Also, I didn’t get the salve. Or anything, actually.”

I could tell by my mentor’s face how much he liked the idea of Kal, the hulking blond stranger, escorting me home. While I was already wavering on my feet.

“Don’t give me that look.” I was exhausted and not in the mood for his protective tendencies. “The infirmaries are already understaffed. Get the salve and get back.”

My mentor made a face. “Come with me. Let us give you a real check up,” he insisted.

I was already shaking my head. “Don’t waste your energy. I just need a nap.”

Auggie shot a meaningful look in Kal’s direction. “And you trust this man?”

“Not particularly,” I shrugged. “But you know if he tries anything, I’ll bury him in a second.”

Kal bristled. “I’m not going to try anything—”

“Hush,” Auggie snapped, holding up a hand. He raised his chin at the taller man. “Can I trust you to make sure she gets home safe?”

“Auggie—”

My mentor snapped his fingers in my direction. “Not talking to you.”

Kal looked between us, the little dog looking comically small in his giant arms. He nodded stiffly at my mentor. “Of course.”

But that wasn’t good enough for Augustus Soracco. Auggie’s head canted to the side, eyes narrowing.

“I’ll be done with my shift in a few hours, Kal. And I want you to know— I know personally each and every sage and healer in this city. If a hair on my girl’s head is out of place, I will hunt you down.”

His tone brokered no compromise. It was a bluff, of course, but it was a bluff delivered with conviction.

Kal didn’t seem like the kind of man who took well to threats, but to my surprise, he nodded again, his expression serious.

“I’ll get your girl home safe.”























Ten: Raynin




“Raynin.”

I started, nearly toppling to the ground as I came to. “Huh?”

“You passed out again.”

I leaned into the muscular warmth at my side, appreciating the steadiness. The smell of eucalyptus and the softest hint of lime, was stirring in my brain like a heady cocktail. I breathed it in. Something in the far, far back of my brain purred in contentment.

“Raynin!”

I blinked. “What? Gods, stop yelling at me.”

“Then stop passing out on me. I think this is your door. Do you have your key?”

I struggled to think through the fog. Why was I so tired? Who was… oh.

Kal— the handsome asshole stranger I kept running into— was bringing me home. Was carrying me. There’d been a fire. I’d projected. I’d gone looking…

“Where’s the dog?” I demanded, struggling in his hold. Part of me— I didn’t dare admit to myself how big that part was, absolutely loved the feeling of such strong arms around me. Gods, Kal was… hot. Even staring down at me, covered in soot. He looked good. Really good.

His chocolate eyes narrowed. “He’s in my bag, remember? You sure you didn’t hit your head?”

Sure enough, there was a bag slung over his shoulder, a furry little head poking out. The dog’s dark eyes regarded me, as if concerned.

Had I hit my head? I didn’t think so. Alertness cut through the haze of exhaustion, and I shifted in his arms.

“Let me down. I’m good. My keys are in my pocket.”

Kal didn’t look convinced, and sure enough, as soon as he put me down, I swayed on my feet.

“This is because of the magic?” He hissed as he steadied me. “It what, drained you? That shouldn’t be possible. Not like this.”

I gave him a dirty look as I dug my keys from the pocket at my hip. “And what do you know of magic, Blondie?”

His fingers tensed on my hip. “Enough to know this isn’t normal.”

My hands were surprisingly steady as I slotted the key into the lock— a small victory. But Kal didn’t notice. His focus had taken to my face, something calculating forming in his dark brown eyes.

As I turned the key, it occurred in earnest that I knew next to nothing about this man. He’d given me pieces, little clues to who he was. But that was all— nothing more.

He was smart, this I could tell. Far smarter than he led on. That much was evident by the way he spoke. Quicker than most, but careful not to give too much away. Observant and well spoken. Wherever he’d grown up down south, he’d had a formal education.

That only left so many possibilities. He dressed well, but he couldn’t be any sort of nobleman. He was too rough around the edges for that, surely. No nobleman had hands like he did.

I dismissed the possibility of him being a scribe or courier next. I could hardly imagine someone of his stature behind a desk, let alone ferrying letters along for a living. 

Kal puzzled me. He’d had an education, but that body? He’d been trained too. Physically— for combat. Ruthlessly. It was obvious in the way he moved, in his quiet confidence. He had the body of a soldier.

Who was he?

A fucking enigma. And for the first time since meeting, we were alone. No bar patrons or passersby. No one to intrude or intervene. Just me, him, and the small dog currently sleeping in his bag.

And yet, I wasn’t afraid. Something inside me steeled around him. Tensed in anticipation. But what I felt was decidedly not fear. Not unless fear meant wanting to find out just how well-trained his body really was.

I opened the door. It swung wide, revealing Auggie and I’s two-bedroom apartment. The place was furnished nicely —this was the Aarga, after all— but it was simple. Just a place to rest our heads at night. Not home.

Kal stepped through the threshold, those sharp brown eyes scanning the room, taking in its doors and windows. He didn’t linger on the fine painting in the den or the mahogany table in the kitchen. No, he regarded it the way someone who’d been trained to be mindful of entering enclosed spaces might.

Someone like me.

I narrowed my eyes but didn’t comment, instead allowing him to help me inside and lower me onto the couch. The dog— who smelled like a bonfire and couldn’t be more than forty pounds soaking wet— wiggled free of the bag and curled up against my thigh. I hesitated, but he blinked up at me, all cute and imploring, so I stroked my hand down his back, mentally vowing I’d give him a bath first thing in the morning. Fortunately the little guy seemed unhurt, but he was covered from head to toe in soot. 

There was a clattering as Kal moved about in my kitchen. I watched his back curiously, and when he turned around holding a saucer with water, something inside me softened. The dog jumped up —whacking me with his wagging tail— and made for it as soon as Kal set it down.

“Thanks,” I murmured.

Kal said nothing. He only nodded, crossing the room and squatting in front of me, holding out a glass. The material of his expensive pants pulled taut over his legs as he lowered himself. The muscles of his thighs strained against the material, and I had a sudden urge to reach out and trace the lines of them. To see how hard they were, how powerful.

Flushing, I dragged my gaze up his form, trying to banish away the naughty thoughts. But my body had always had a mind of its own, and as I took the glass from him our fingers brushed, only causing my skin to flush darker. I could’ve sworn something flashed in his eyes as I held his gaze and lifted the cup to my lips.

“Do you need anything else?” He rasped.

The way the words caught in his throat was far more provocative than it had any right to be. It was practically unfair. He waited for my reply, his gaze darkening at whatever he read in my expression.

Something heady was thrumming in the air between us. The water was crisp, but even its coolness couldn’t cut through the haze. My head was buzzing, rational thought consumed by an inexplicable pull I felt towards the man in front of me. Had this pull been there before? Or was it the adrenaline wearing off, sending my body into a tizzy?

I set the glass down.

I was no virgin. I loved sex. With men, women, and everyone in between. I was not the type to turn down an opportunity for a quick roll between the sheets. Especially with someone as hot as the mystery that was Kal.

As if he could read my mind, the corners of his lips twitched into the barest hint of a smirk.

And gods, that was my undoing. It was probably crazy and inappropriate and Auggie very well might kill me in the morning. But the thought of this man’s skin on mine? It was making me crazy. I needed it. Needed him.

I licked my lips. Kal’s eyes narrowed and outside, lightning flashed.

Was there a reason I was holding back? I’d never been the type to do so before.

“Yes, actually,” I whispered. And my voice was so full of sex that it shocked even me.

“What do you need, Raynin?”

How decadent my name sounded on his tongue. And to think I’d kept it from him for so long.

I leaned in, holding his gaze. I knew I was covered in ash and soaked to the bone, but I didn’t care. I’d never had trouble seducing anyone before. Surely Kal couldn’t be that tough a nut to crack. Surely he felt this impossible need sizzling in the air between us.

My gaze traced a triangle along his face— from one eye to the other, then down to his lips and back up. A move that had never failed me before. I said in a voice that vibrated, “I need you to kiss me, Blondie.”

Kal’s irises went from yummy chocolate to hot, crackling firewood in an instant.

“I think you’re too tired for me, love.” He groaned, as if saying so pained him. “I’m not trying to take advantage of you. You’ve been through a lot tonight. You should rest.”

His caution, his respect, was something I appreciated. It was a reflection of his character. But he was also sorely underestimating me. 

“You’re sweet. But no offense, blondie, I'd have you on your ass in a second if you put your hands on me wrong."

He leaned in, bracing his hands against the couch cushions. The scent of eucalyptus and lime hung in the air between us, heady and uniquely Kal.

“In a second, huh? You’re a cocky little thing, aren’t you?”

“Mhm,” I hummed. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

The flirting came easy. Maybe it was the fact that he’d been holding me up, rubbing against me for the better part of the last few hours. A girl could only be so strong. And I was an absolute sucker for muscles. It was like there was a thread inside me tugging forward, yanking me towards him without a care for the world around us. The second he consented, I’d be on him. The idea of his skin on mine practically had me salivating.

This close, his smirk was destructive. He had nice teeth, with incisors that were the slightest bit too long. The result was a wolfy sort of smile, one that was half invitation, half threat.

“You didn’t strike me as the kind of girl who’d kiss a man she doesn’t even know,” he rumbled.

“No?” I snorted. “There’s an insult in there somewhere.”

He laughed. “Tell me your full name.” A challenge. A dare.

“Why? Are you the kind of guy who won’t kiss a girl he doesn’t know?”

His chin lifted. “What if I am?”

I leaned in closer. He was still squatting, still gripping the cushions behind me. The man was large enough that we were eye level, and as our proximity grew closer, it was like a coil drawing tighter inside my gut.

“Raynin Ironbane,” I rasped, my breath brushing over his lips. “Salvyre captain of Turrim’s 98th class. Healer. That enough for you?”

His grin was teasing. “Hobbies?”

I rolled my eyes, but gave him a crumb of truth. “Lately? Journaling. Drawing.”

“An artsy girl? Cute.” He smiled that devastating smile again. I saw it for what it was: a weapon. A shield. When he smiled like that, no one would look too close.

“Nope. You’re not getting off that easy,” I chastised.

I could see the dirty joke building on his lips, so I wagged a finger.

“Uh uh. Your turn.”

He rocked back on his heels. “Kal Fray,” he said simply. “Grew up in the Red Court, but I’ve been traveling. Helping out a guy I owe.”

A small thrill of victory. I knew he was a southern boy. “Vague. Hobbies?”

“Does traproot count?”

I cringed. “Um, no, smoking doesn’t count. Please tell me you’re more interesting than that.”

Something crossed his expression and ever so slightly, his smile dropped. In a tone more serious, he admitted, “I used to study medicine. I like to read about diseases and cures. Old healer journals and stuff like that.”

That was surprising. Those kinds of books weren't easy to come by. They weren’t the sort of thing a regular person would have access to. A sage, maybe. Some healers. Definitely not the average civilian.

Another clue to file away for later. 

“Well now you’re just trying to impress me,” I teased.

The enigma in front of me lifted his hand from the couch, slowly bringing his warm fingers to my neck. His thumb settled over my pulse point.

“Maybe. Is it working?”

I licked my lips and leaned in closer. “Maybe. Do we know each other well enough yet?”

He chuckled, a low dark sound. “Not at all.”

And then he closed the distance between us.

There was no easing into it. No gentle exploration. It was like a cord snapped. Like we’d been strung too tight, far too tight, and had split open and into each other. Heat boiled in my blood, heart pumping wildly as his mouth crashed into mine.

A low noise escaped his throat and I fell into his embrace, running my fingers through his shaggy blond hair. He sank back, sitting onto the coffee table, and I followed, straddling his hips. The wood was bruising beneath my knees, but I hardly noticed over the violent intensity of his lips on mine.

It was madness. All tongue, teeth, and fire. I kissed him with fervor, unsure when I’d turned into a wanton beast, but unable to stop either. Every rational thought went up in smoke. There was nothing else. He was every end, and I was every beginning.

One hand wound its way into the hair at the nape of my neck, and the other drifted lower, gripping my hip. I was average sized for a salvyre— a bit lean, perhaps— but by no means petite. Kal’s fingers were so long, so big around my waist, that he made me feel fucking tiny.

He shifted, using his hold to roll my hips against him. The buckle of his belt pressed into my center just right, and my gasp cut through the air. I withdrew just enough to meet his hooded gaze. Then, experimentally, I circled my hips again.

His head rolled back, lips parting around a masculine groan. “Raynin…”

Ugh, and that sound? It made me mad with need. I began to move against him, my hips rolling in tune with the pounding in my ears. I watched his face all the while, needing to hear my name on his lips again. Needing to see that he was as affected as I was. The way he held me made me feel like a goddess above him, taking exactly what I wanted.

When my movements became sloppy and my limbs trembled, something inside him snapped. He stood, lifting me like I weighed nothing. A surprised giggle escaped my throat when he started confidently walking, still kissing me.

Except, for all his strength, he still had no idea where he was going. When he bumped into the kitchen table, the corner knocking into our legs, I pulled my mouth from his to laugh again.

His eyes were dark as he took me in, my flushed cheeks and mussed hair. I could read the question in his eyes. Did I want this to stop?

In answer, I gestured to the hall to our right. “My bedroom’s that way.”

His hands tightened, but despite his obvious excitement, something like disappointment clouded his expression. “I don’t have my strap.”

Oh. Well that wouldn’t be a problem. I grinned. “I have one.”

His eyes widened, then dilated. So much so that the brown was only a thin line around the black. “Fuck, that’s hot.” And then his lips were on mine again.

With some awkward stumbling we made it to my room. He tossed me unceremoniously onto the bed and began to undress. I leaned back on my elbows, watching with rapt anticipation as he removed his shirt and reached for his belt. Time seemed to slow down as he loosened it, notch by notch, with sinful fingers.

“Strap’s in there,” I pointed to my underwear drawer.

His slacks hit the floor in a heavy heap. And… wow. Clad in only his binder and undershorts, Kal Fray was fucking magnificent. Edible. His thighs were exactly as muscular as I expected, dusted in the finest layer of blond hair. His wrapped chest rose and fell with each excited breath.

At my perusal, he smirked. “Strip, greenie.”

My movements weren’t exactly elegant, but Kal watched with wolf-like attentiveness anyway. I shimmied my pants down my hips, giggling when he grew impatient and leaned down to help rip them away. They landed haphazardly on my dresser. My shirt was fortunately easier, the fastenings at my arms coming undone without any snags. There was hunger in his expression as I revealed myself to him, as he realized I wasn’t wearing a bra underneath. Only panties.

“Fuck,” he groaned. He reached towards the dresser, suddenly impatient. “In here?”

“Mmm.”

I could see the moment he realized he was thumbing through my undergarments. His eyes darkened, muscles going taught. Finally, he found what he was searching for and pulled it out. 

The strap was made of leather, with a long phallic shaft attached. The harness was— fortunately— adjustable, because his hips were much larger than mine.

“It’s new,” I confessed as he ran a pleased hand over its smooth, buttery soft material. I’d tried it on after I’d bought it, but hadn’t used it. Not yet.

His eyes met mine. A question.

I brushed a strand of hair back behind my ear, shrugging a bare shoulder coyly. “I left mine at home. Got this one when I came here.” Grinning, I spread my legs open in invitation. “Sometimes, I like to be the one who does the fucking.”

An animalistic sound escaped his throat. Damn. His eyes were entirely black as he processed that, then he immediately got to work, pulling on the harness and fitting it to his toned waist and thighs. His long fingers handled it like a pro.

“Need to be inside you. Now,” he hissed.

Impatient, I leaned back on the bed and ran my hands down my chest, cupping my breasts. I arched into my grip, knowing the image I was creating for him.

He growled, then he was crawling above me, the hard shaft bobbing between his legs.

There was no preamble. No sweet talking. With one savage hand, he swatted my hands away, bending to take my nipple into my mouth. He fondled the other, his free hand combing into my hair and tugging, forcing my head back.

I squirmed, moaning. “Fuck, Kal.” I gripped his shoulders and writhed, shuddering when the leather cock brushed my center. “Gods, you’re so hard for me.”

That seemed to please him. He exhaled into my flesh, then bit down hard enough to leave a mark, dragging my nipple between his teeth. Unable to stand the wait, I reached down to slip off the final piece of clothing separating us. A firm hand stopped me, a salacious grin pressing into my neck.

“Let me.”

I made an impatient sound. “Get on with it then.”

A dark chuckle, and his hands found the material at my waist. In one clean yank, he shredded my panties. 

Well fuck. I’d bedded a lot of people, but never before had someone been so desperate to get me undressed. The sight of the man above me, tossing the ruined material aside like he’d just unwrapped a gift? It would play on repeat in my mind for the rest of my life.

It had been far too long since I’d had a good lay. My body was practically purring for his touch. 

When he glanced up, his eyes were dilated beyond recognition. That wolfy smile returned.

“I’m going to fuck you so good, greenie,” he purred. “Can you take me? All this?” He gripped the thick shaft, rubbing its head into my clit.

I almost screamed, it was so good. So filthy and carnal. “Yes.”

But he didn’t fuck me. Not yet. Instead, his fingers found my center, and I moaned when he dragged them across my clit. “Gotta get you ready for me, first.”

Oh gods. I knew I’d made the right decision inviting this man into my bed.

He chuckled at the sound that escaped my throat, but then his eyes dropped to watch as he slid two fingers inside me. His hands were big. The stretch was tight. I hadn’t been with someone in a while, and I was suddenly grateful he was warming me up with his hand first.

“Look at you.” He hummed in pleasure as I clenched around him, curling his fingers, beckoning me. Slowly, he pulled out, then thrust back in.

“Fuck, that feels good,” I groaned.

He smirked. “Yeah? Lay back, greenie. Play with those pretty tits while I make you come all over my hand.”

A squeak escaped me as he punctuated his statement with another thrust, his palm grinding into my clit.

“Gods,” I groaned as he established a rhythm. Normally, I might’ve teased him. Played with him a bit. But I didn’t want him to stop, so I did as he asked and reached up to squeeze my breasts. My heart was pounding in my chest, my skin hot with want.

Kal watched me with lidded eyes. When I began to clench around him in earnest, my legs shaking, he began to circle my clit with his thumb.

“Give it to me, little salvyre. Show me how much you want my cock.”

His dirty talk sent me over the edge. I reached for him, smashing our lips together as I came, holding onto his shoulders like they were the only thing tethering me to this world. My chest rose and fell between us as I barrelled through the orgasm, squeezing his fingers as they guided me through it.

“Good girl,” he murmured, breaking away to trail kisses down my throat. “You’re so pretty when you come.”

“Fuck,” I panted. Why did I like his dirty talk so much? Each word seemed to light me ablaze. I needed to hear more. Needed him.

It had to be the accent.

Kal shot me a satisfied grin. “And look,” he purred. “You’re nice and ready for me.”

His fingers glistened as he slipped them from my core. But instead of wiping them off or sucking them clean, he reached down to rub my wetness onto the leather cock. Once he seemed satisfied, he settled back over me, stroking the strap lazily.

I shivered. Gods, he was a sight. His thick arms were corded with muscle. And his thighs. Pure power. The sight of him, skin glistening, in only his binder and undershorts… I could probably come again without even being touched.

“Eyes on me,” he murmured, reaching a hand up to cup the smooth expanse of my throat. The other disappeared between my legs, and then I felt it— the stretch of him pushing into me. “I want to see you come on my cock.”

“Show me you know how to use it, then,” I dared.

His low laugh was wicked. His grip on my neck tightened. “Oh greenie, you’re in for it.”

And then he was moving. Shallow, slow thrusts at first. I threw my arms around his neck and leaned in to kiss him, gasping at a particularly deep drive of his hips.

The sound seemed to ignite something inside him. He began to move in earnest, hard and deep, the base of the harness pressing against my clit with every thrust. He gripped my thighs and shoved them open as wide as they would go, fingers digging into my flesh.

“Fuck, this harness is ribbed,” he moaned, pulling away to press his mouth into my neck.

I loosed a gasp, then smirked. “Feels good, doesn’t it?” The ribbing along the inside was the main reason I’d bought it. It was designed to bring pleasure to the wearer too. The woman at the sex shop had said really sold it— the idea of coming with my partner, of making it to the edge together with the strap alone? Yeah, definitely a good investment.

“Gods, Raynin,” he groaned. Every sound he made was like liquid fire being pumped through my veins. It made me burn for him. “Come for me, love. Come all over my cock.”

I arched against him, lost to sensation. He was hitting just the right spot inside me. Each thrust was tugging at something deep, something foundational to who I was. It was tugging me towards him, threading us together, making us one. My hands shook as I dug my nails into his back.

“So close,” I husked.

His hand left my throat so he could reach between us, finding my clit and rubbing quick, slippery circles. It was almost too much. Too good. My entire body tightened, nails scoring his skin, toes curling.

And then I detonated.

I came hard, clenching around him, crying out. It was almost too much. Too good. He was going to ruin sex for me.

He didn’t stop.

“Fuck,” I moaned, eyes practically rolling back as I rode out wave after wave of the orgasm. It was never ending. Life altering. And he continued thrusting, his hips slamming into mine.

“That’s right. Take it,” he murmured, leaving a trail of kisses up my neck. His fingers slowed, but they didn’t stop.

The pleasure was too intense. I was growing dizzy with it.

“Kal—”

“One more, baby. You can do it. Come with me this time.”

Fuck. Maybe he was trying to kill me.

His thrusts grew frantic. With one hand he gripped my left leg and pulled it high, settling it onto his shoulder. The new angle drove him deeper, his cock brushing just right against that sensitive place inside me. I shivered.

“Gods, Kal.”

“You told me to prove I could use it,” he purred. “This too much for you, greenie? Take it like a good girl.”

His eyes were black as he stared down at me, watching the pleasure in my face as he drove in deeper, deeper. Once more his fingers found my clit, frantically drawing circles over the swollen, sensitive bud.

It was too much. It was so good, so intense. The pleasure was like fire, red hot, poking and prodding at the most sensitive parts of me. I thrashed, crying out. But I didn’t stop him. No, it was far too good. The edge between pleasure and pain was a heady, delicious thing.

When I came again, it was with a low shriek, my nails raking down his back. I had to have drawn blood, but he didn’t so much as flinch.

He drove in deep one final time and then he was shuddering, groaning in my ear as he came, grinding slow circles into my center.

I couldn’t find my breath. I was a panting, boneless heap. He had fucked the words right out of me. All I could do was cling to him, trying to process what had literally been the best sex of my life.

“Are you okay?” He managed at last, breathless as he pulled out and leaned back to look at me.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, cinching my ankles behind his back. He couldn’t leave, not yet. I needed him here with me. Needed him like air.

It was a foreign sensation, and it terrified me.

“Raynin?” He prompted, brows tugging together. He brushed my hair away from my face. “Did I hurt you?”

His concern snapped me out of my spiraling.

“No,” I rasped, trying to sound casual. “I’m good. Great. Just… stay. Just for a bit.”

Something vulnerable flashed through his expression, but it disappeared just as fast. He recovered with that charming, saccharine smile.

“C’mere.”

He rolled us onto our sides, large arms tugging me close. This close, I could hear his heartbeat. I could smell every nuance of his eucalyptus and lime scent. It was perfect. Everything about it. About him. I was afraid to get comfortable. Afraid to soak up the heat he was emitting like a furnace.

It was intimate, I realized. But not in the way sex was. His bare skin was pressed up against mine, every exhale bringing us closer. The strap was between my legs, still harnessed to him and wet from being inside me.

The urgency, the need— it had been so explosive, so intense. So good. But since when did I invite my partners to stay and cuddle? It was an unspoken rule: salvyre were not allowed to get attached. And cuddling? That was a slippery slope. I couldn’t afford to get attached, especially not to someone as unpredictable as Kal Fray. I knew that.

So why did the idea of him leaving make my heart speed up?

“Relax,” he murmured into my hair. As if he could sense the uneasy direction my thoughts had taken, he stroked down my back, tracing a soothing loop.

Something inside me loosened. Just a fraction at first, but then slowly I gave in to his hold, letting the events of the day finally catch up with me. Kal Fray was still a stranger. And yet, in his presence, vulnerability was… well, it felt natural. Right.

I was thinking too much, I decided.

My eyes fluttered shut, cutting away the room. The dreary night.

There was only his warmth— only eucalyptus and lime, a hint of smoke.

I drifted off.























Eleven: Raynin




Light.

Warmth.

Sweetness, a bath of honey-frothed milk.

White clouds coated my skin, accepted me, invited me in. A hug of rightness, of joy, of every unadulterated pleasure in existence condensed into a misty, other-worldly embrace.

Two figures, blurry blobs, took shape— somewhere across the way. Pretty shadows that were beginning to become more, beginning to take form.

Beautiful.

That was my first thought. The beings in front of me were like light. They were the sun, aglow and reshaped into human bodies. I longed to reach for them, to let their warmth expand within me.

I took a step forward on instinct, and they both turned to face me. The two grinned, as if I was a long lost friend who’d finally returned home.

My feet moved of their own accord. Forward, closer. Step by step, the ground soft under my bare toes. When I was close enough to make out their features, a shock rippled through me.

I knew these individuals. Knew them as well as I knew myself.

The first figure nearly sent me to my knees. Loux. God of Light and Spirit. Their magic saturated the air, smothering me in peace, in welcome and love. It had me shaking where I stood, battling an instinctive urge to submit. To bow before them. I nearly did, stopped only by the hand that reached out to halt my movement. Their skin seemed to be glowing from the inside out, glistening with power.

Two pools of black gazed at me from where eyes should’ve been, simultaneously terrifying and awe-inspiring. The god was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.

It took every strength of my being to tear my gaze away. To take in the person who stood beside them. And when I did, my heart stopped.

They were beautiful, too. Glowing. Ethereal.

They were… me.

Or at least, sort of. They looked like me. Perhaps a little taller, and a little less curvy around the chest and hips. But our faces? Our eyes and lips? The stretch of our arms and shape of our hands? Identical.

They weren’t me, I knew that logically. They couldn’t be. Because I was right here, standing across the way, looking at them.

But instinctively, I knew it wasn't that simple. I knew that the person across from me might not have my body, but they had my soul. My spirit. We were one, even if apart. I knew that as surely as I knew I was Raynin Ironbane.

“Raynin,” Loux greeted me. They reached out and took my hand, a steadying warmth spreading up my arm. “Welcome. I’m so happy to finally meet you.”

My gaze flitted between the two of them. “This is a dream?”

Loux smiled. “A visit.”

A visit. I’d heard tales of such a thing from stories in the sage’s halls. Of the gods having the ability to enter dreams of those who possessed their magic. I just never expected such a thing to happen to me.

My mouth was dry as I looked at the beautiful, benevolent being. Why on earth would they want to talk to me? Surely they had made a mistake.

“I’ve made no mistake. I’m here to talk to you, Raynin Ironbane. We have much to discuss.”

My gaze slid to the not-me beside them. “We?”

Not-me smiled, and my heart skipped a beat. “We,” they confirmed.

Something was pressing in my subconscious, demanding I let it through. Bits of truth, just beyond reach. Like distant, foggy memories trying to emerge after being packed away into the deepest, farthest depths of my mind. I regarded not-me, trying to understand.

“Who are you?” I prompted at last, pulling my hand free. It was hard to think with Loux’s magic flowing through me, with the hazy warmth clouding my thoughts.

Not-me shifted, a slender hand coming to rest on the curve of their throat. Eyes that were just like mine– dark with flecks of gold– shined.

“Atlas,” they replied. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Yes. Yes, I did. I didn’t know how or why or from where, but I knew them. Their name echoed in my head, the familiar cadence of it like a drug.

My heart thundered as I stared. “I don’t understand.”

Loux placed a hand on Atlas’ shoulder, then looked at me. “Atlas is… part of you. Your twin, of sorts,” the god explained. Slowly, as if I was a child. “The connection you feel is because you were never meant to be apart. Not really.”

I inhaled a sharp breath. I had a twin. A sibling.

Quickly, I shook my head. The urge to deny was practically instinctual. It had been trained into me, after all. “Salvyre don’t have family,” I said. “Any connections to my birth family were severed when I was selected.”

Loux smiled patiently. “You misunderstand me, child. Atlas is not merely your twin. They’re part of you. I pulled Atlas from you. I split you in the womb. I gave them their own form, knowing you would one day be reunited.”

My muscles seized up. “What?” I blanched.

The god’s beautiful brows crinkled. “It was at Tempros’ insistence. Such a thing is hardly possible. But it was necessary, in order to set us on the right path.”

What he was saying sounded so absurd that I nearly laughed. Except… At the same time, I couldn’t deny the gut-deep understanding that solidified with every word he spoke. As hard as logic and reason was pressing at me, screaming at the impossibility— my instincts, my intuition, was pushing right back. Those bits of truth drifted closer, teasing the tips of my fingers as I grasped for them. Realization flooded me in a nauseating wave. “My dreams…” 

They’d never been merely dreams, had they? They were far too realistic, far too strong. And I’d known. I’d written about them in my journal, over and over. I’d poured over every detail, searching for meaning. For answers.

“I was trying to show you,” Atlas confirmed.

I pressed the heels of my palms against my eyes, shaking my head. “No. No, no no. That’s not possible.”

What he was saying… it had the ability to upheave the foundation of who I was. If I accepted what he was saying… Well, it called into question every choice, every thought, every experience I’d ever had. I’d navigated my entire life with what, part of me missing?

Gentle fingers circled my wrists, pulling my hands away. Loux’s brows were still pitched together. “You are no less of a person. Neither of you. You are both your own person, full of life and love and fight.”

I pulled away from him again. “But that’s not true, is it? We’re both halves. My life —both our lives— have been some pre-arranged sham.” I spun to Atlas. “Did you know? This entire time?”

Loux looked shocked. “Raynin. Nothing about your life has been a sham. I can’t pretend to know Tempros’ reasoning. But I do know that he saw something in you. A strength. The ability to walk two lives, to be the bridge we need right now.”

My hands were shaking. Violently. A pawn. I’d been a pawn this whole time, moved and used as the gods saw fit. It was a sensation all too familiar. I’d been a pawn of Ezuria my entire life. Was this any different?

Atlas leaned in, eyes wide and understanding. Imploring. “No, I didn’t know. Of course I didn’t. But you need to understand… the things I’ve seen in the Red Court? This is bigger than you or me. We have a role to play, Raynin.”

My stomach was uneasy. Dregs of truth were settling in the depths of my mind. Wisps of the horror Atlas had seen. Had endured.

“The time I had on my own was a privilege. A gift,” Atlas continued. “I wouldn’t change anything about the way I grew up. The way either of us grew up.” Their eyes were wistful, hopeful. “Instead of seeing a life stolen from us, try to see the lives we were given. Can’t you feel it? This is inevitable. It’s not an end. It’s a beginning.”

Deep down, the answers were there. The truth. It was waiting for me.

I reached up a hand to run my finger along my throat. I saw a flash of white blond hair, the glint of a sword. I shuddered.

“You died.”

Atlas glanced at Loux, then nodded. “I did.”

“Theia Stormfury was there.” The girl I couldn’t get out of my head. Couldn’t stop drawing.

The woman I'd never even met, but knew I’d give my life for.

Emotion flickered through my twin’s beautiful face. Longing. Pain. At the sight, all my anger— my furious disbelief— began to bleed out of me.

Loux cleared their throat. “Much like you, Atlas was raised as a salvyre. Theia was their captain.”

“You’re here to reunite us,” I realized. “Right now. They died. That’s why I’ve been having these dreams…”

The god of light was solemn as he nodded. “It’s time.”

I waited for the fear. For a resurgence of anger. And maybe it was the god’s calming influence, but as I looked at the person in front of me, all I could feel was a strange sort of relief. Like something I’d lost was finally returning. Like I was coming home.

“It won’t hurt,” Loux continued. “As my heir, you’re more powerful than a regular salvyre. More capable. And now more than ever, we need that. We need you.”

“Your heir?” I echoed, brows drawing together. The word felt weird on my tongue. Surely he didn’t mean it in its traditional sense— a child, a successor. That wasn’t possible.

Atlas nodded. “The gods cannot enter our realm. But they can choose an heir. Someone they can bless with their essence. Their magic will run strong in the heir’s veins.”

“The rest of the twelve have chosen theirs. You, Raynin Ironbane, are mine,” the god of light declared.

My mind registered that numbly. I glanced from Atlas to Loux. The longer I stood in their presence, the more pieces seemed to fall into place. The picture we were creating in my mind was foreign and familiar, terrifying and thrilling. Parts of me that had long been dormant were waking, purring to life at every bit of truth spelled into the air.

“Why now?”

Dark eyes regarded me, a reminder that the man I was speaking to was in fact, more than a man. He was otherworldly. 

Loux said simply, “War is coming.”

I blinked rapidly. One glaring piece of information was starting to stand out. I hoped for all of our sakes it wasn’t true. But as innately as I knew Atlas was part of me, as instinctually I felt bound to the power of Loux, I knew there was an immediate, pressing issue.

“You said the other gods chose their heirs. Is that including Sanir? The Goddess of Disease and Sickness?”

Loux exchanged a glance with Atlas, then nodded at me. “It’s likely. If she has, you’re likely the only one who stands a chance against them.”

A sense of foreboding, of fear, began to slither down my spine. “Then I think the war is already here.” I paused, taking a shaky breath. “There’s a disease tearing through the Aarga. I've never seen anything like it.”

I wasn’t sure if a god could pale, but Loux sure looked like he did. “If that's true, then Sanir has already penetrated the Silver Court. No one is safe.”

The words, coming from such a powerful being, made my stomach drop. “What can I do?”

Atlas and exchanged a look with the god, then stepped forward and took my hand. “It’s time for us to reunite. To become one again."

Surely, my face conveyed how I felt about that. "You mean... now?"

“I know it must be frightening. Confusing. But I swear to you, Raynin Ironbane, reuniting with Atlas will not be painful. It will not erase who you are. It will give you the space to be more— to be who you’re meant to be.”

My voice was gravely as I asked, “If we find the heir, we can stop the disease?”

“Yes,” Loux said. “But as you are about to find out, this does not start and end in the Aarga. The two of you have a long battle ahead of you.”

I glanced between the god and my twin, both so beautiful and full of life. Atlas watched me, waiting.

I took a deep breath, eyes fluttering shut. The moment I gave in, everything would change. The glimpses of violence, of joy and warm desert skies, would take root in my mind. I would no longer be merely a salvyre of the Silver Court. I would be so much more, part of something so much bigger.

But I already was, wasn’t I? There was no choice. Not really.

Distantly, I felt the weight of clear blue eyes. The blinding smile of a sister as she laughed at something I’d said.

Theia Stormfury was out there, waiting for me. Hurting. Fighting without me. How could I let her take this onto her shoulders, and not stand by her? I had been meant to be by her side. Always.

I opened my eyes.

“Okay. I’m ready.”























Twelve: Raynin




When Atlas took my hands, I was flooded with warmth. With love and kindness. It was like something sliding into place. A piece of me that had been missing was found, found and back where it belonged.

And then came the memories.

Theia, Dimitri. Vas and Selene. Arderiah and the Lost Lake. The sun and the desert.

Walking to Lake Sunshine’s village with my family.

I floated in memories of childhood, of adolescence, of adulthood. The white-haired girl and the others? I knew them and loved them just as much as my salvyre back in Turrim. Every flicker of the Red Court carried the weight of them— their smiles, their tears, their scents. I could practically feel the rash of poison ivy Atlas had gotten from Lake Sunshine’s beaches when they were fourteen. I could smell the apricot trees. Could taste the ice cakes on my tongue.

It was staggering. Atlas’ memories were potent like liquor. Their essence was an intoxicating cocktail of lavender, mint, and the drive to live and love to the fullest. I could practically feel it as their mind danced with mine. Their interests, their passions, their skill. Their vulnerabilities and fears. Each and every piece of Atlas floated in tandem with my own as we learned each other, as we found our rhythm, our footing. We were the airy clouds of the dreamscape, misting together into one.

“Raynin?”

I hadn’t realized I’d closed my eyes, but when I opened them, Atlas was gone.

No, not gone. Part of me. We were one, brimming beneath the surface of my skin.

“Are you in pain?”

I focused on Loux, who reached up to wipe my cheeks.

“No,” I whispered —we whispered— as we focused on the god before us. No, of course there was no pain. How could there be? For the first time in my life— I was whole. After a lifetime of seeing in shades of gray, the world was in color.

I opened my mouth to tell them just that, but paused. There was a tugging in my chest. Something in the back of my mind was pressing its way forward, and with it, came a burst of pain so visceral I staggered.

My heart was splitting.

Oh gods.

Loux stepped forward to support me, stopping when I held up a hand.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

I reached for my chest, rubbing fruitlessly. It hurt to breathe. To think.

“I have to go back,” I managed. And the intensity of the realization shook me to my core. Theia. She’d watched me die. I’d left her behind in the Red Court. With Ashridge and… No. “No, no, no,” I gasped. “I have to go back. Have to… he can’t have her. Not again.”

Loux’s dark eyes flickered with something that resembled understanding. The god shook his head. “Theodora is Nyra’s heir for a reason,” he said softly. “Do not assume the worst. You’ve been given a huge advantage over the rebel king. He has no idea you exist. No idea what you can do. Do not rush into things.”

I took a step back, my hands shaking as they curled into fists. “Theia is the strongest person I know. It doesn’t change anything. They took her once. They can take her— all of them— again. I have to… I have to go back.”

Loux stood there for a moment. It was a bit unsettling; the god was hard to read. But then, ever so slightly, he inclined his head.

“So go. Go back.”

Except… somehow his encouragement made me hurt more. I couldn’t leave the Aarga, could I? I wasn’t done. Not with my salvyre still at Turrim, the threat of disease hanging over all our heads. Not with people being brought to the infirmary every day, their lives fading under my palms.

Sanir’s heir was loose, destroying my people.

“I can’t,” I realized. Not while the Silver Court was under attack.

For fucks sake, the rebels could be here, in the city, right this instance. Theia could be here. They all could, Vas and Dimitri, Selene…

Selene. Selene, who had betrayed us. Selene, who'd been the reason I'd died in Lake Sunshine’s village.

I was going to be sick. The agony of my shredding heart was a million times worse than the bite of the sword that had taken off Atlas’ head.

How could it come to this? How could I let it?

My breaths were coming faster and faster. “I don’t know what to do,” I rasped. “I can’t be in two places at once. I can’t—”

And then the arms of a god were wrapping around me. Tethering me to the dreamy plane, keeping me from splitting apart. He smelled like home— like summer rain, like vanilla and fresh violets. Notes of salt water and mint. A hint of lime.

“Breathe, my love. Breathe.” Loux’s voice was like a blanket. Like a glass of wine on an empty stomach, seeping heat through my pores. My entire body relaxed.

“I can’t offer you reasons,” Loux murmured. “No one understands Tempros— he doesn’t offer reasons or rationale. There are too many factors at play, too many possibilities for him to sort through. We can only trust that he sets us on the right path, and hope that we stay on it.”

I slumped. I was growing tired of oracles.

Loux pulled back to study me. “Things are different in my world. We do not exist and communicate in the way you are familiar with. But Nyra trusts Tempros, and I trust Nyra. Your time with Theia Stormfury is not over.”

Loux’s reassurance did not eliminate my fears, but it soothed me enough that air began to flow through my lungs once more.

“I have to find Sanir’s heir.”

Loux nodded. “Find the heir, and follow the trail back to Fray.”

To Fray. A chill went down my spine. That name…

I stepped back, causing the god’s arms to fall away. With it came a gust of cold.

“Find the heir. Find Fray,” I repeated. A mantra. A vow.

There was a distant sense that I was still missing something. Something that had yet to slot into place. It was floating just beyond reach.

“I’m with you Raynin. Every step of the way,” the god vowed.

I exhaled. Whatever it was would have to wait. The air grew colder with my resolve.

“When I find them, I’m going to kill them.”























Thirteen: Raynin




A flash of lightning startled me from sleep. I’d been out cold, and the shock of brightness was jarring.

It took me a moment to get my bearings. To recall where I was and how I’d gotten there. The memories of my dream— my visit with Loux— were still so fresh.

My room was dark. The walls dripped with shadows, with harsh edges and sharp lines. Nothing like the clouds and mist the god of light had conjured.

Lightning flashed again, this time catching on the shadowed form of a figure standing with their back to me, hovering over my desk. My sketchbook was held so tightly in their hand that their knuckles were white.

It all came back. The fire. Kal bringing me home.

Kal. I’d slept with Kal.

Kal Fray.

Horror swept through me, that distant truth finally finding its way home. Atlas’ memories flooded me, ragged edges meshing together violently in the fabric of my mind. The strap was resting on my bedside table, as if to taunt me.

He was still only in his boxers, though his binder seemed to have loosened. His muscular frame was shadowed in the darkness of my room, and I could just make out the shapes of his tattoos. The smallest bit of one peaked out from beneath where his binder had drooped —hidden— unless someone knew to look for it.

Kal was fully engrossed in the sketchbook. He hadn’t noticed I was awake.

Watching him, I slipped my hand under the bed, quietly unsheathing the dagger I’d stashed there. I held my breath as I drew it, willing the blade into silence.

Even so, quiet wasn’t good enough. Not enough to pull one over him. Kal spun, eyes wide. The hard planes of his stomach were exposed, and I had a vivid memory of following those exact lines of muscle with my fingertips only hours ago.

His nostrils flared as he took me in, sitting up in bed, dagger in hand. His trademark grin was nowhere to be found.

Silence took its pause between us. It stretched the expanse of my cold bedroom, settling into my bones with vitriol. The look in his eyes —something like betrayal and disbelief— cut me deep.

He lifted the sketchbook, holding up the portrait I’d done. The lines were a bit haphazard, but the features were clear. Unmistakable.

“Where did you get this?” Kal demanded, voice like gravel.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood. I was entirely nude, and the bite of cool air adjourned my skin with goosebumps. His gaze didn’t waver. Kal kept his eyes trained on my face.

I hesitated. The hard truth was that my next words would shatter the precious thing we’d created last night. It would tear away the warmth we’d found in each other. We were at a crossroads, and I had the creeping suspicion that only one of us were meant to walk away.

Tempros must’ve been having a good laugh at my expense.

When I didn’t reply, Kal’s expression darkened. “Answer me, Raynin. Why do you have this?”

I cocked my head to the side and stepped forward, twirling the dagger in my hand. I didn’t look away from him. Didn’t spare the portrait of Theia a second glance. With Atlas in my heart, her face was permanently imprinted into my mind anyway.

There was a steady, taunting ache between my legs. Evidence of our night together. And surely I was mad, because it made my brain misfire. Even standing across from him as I was, poised for violence, I was painstakingly aware of the undeniable pull. Of the deep, inexplicable yearning that demanded I close the distance, that I give myself to the connection building between us. I could practically see the silver cord in the back of my mind— a nearly tangible thing— its presence like an omen.

Such a pull could only be one thing. One horrible, beautiful thing. I mourned my time lost with Theia— regretted that she’d never been able to tell me more about her connection with Sere.

But it didn’t matter, did it? Who he was, who I was, who we were to each other. All of that were mere details, insignificant in the hands of the gods and rebel leader pulling our strings like puppets.

The dagger kept me grounded as I attempted to make peace with what would come next. In the cold starkness of my room, there was no space for coy smiles and sweet touches.

“The better question,” I said, my voice cracking in the air like a whip, “is what the fuck are you doing in the Silver Court, Kal Terrahaven?”























Fourteen: Theia




I leaned back in the wicker chair, watching the High Priestess as she watched Nemi. It was possibly the iciest family reunion I’d ever witnessed. Putting it nicely, Nemi was not pleased to see her aunt. She seemed perfectly content to give the woman the silent treatment, her silver glare so angry that even I was avoiding it.

When the awkwardness became too much, I cleared my throat. I’d given this woman enough grace already, allowing her to welcome us into her home after she’d shot us out of the sky. I’d done it out of respect for Nemi, after everything she’d done for Ariadne. For all of us. But at this point, it was growing ridiculous.

“Why did you attack my dragon?” I asked, straight to the point.

Nemi’s aunt— Arla Dupree, High Priestess of the Sisters of Cesaria coven— fixed me with her hard silver eyes. She was seated behind a desk, which was covered in candles, books, and a jar of something I didn’t want to look at too closely. The lit candles flickered, casting shadows over her displeased expression.

Perhaps a year ago, I might’ve wavered under such a look. But after everything I’d been through, a scathing glare from a witch of the Blackwoods felt like child's play.

I held her gaze and waited.

Nemi, who had refused to sit, made a sound of derision. “Don’t even try it. Answer the question.”

Arla cocked a brow, but if her niece’s attitude surprised her, she didn’t otherwise indicate. “I weighed the risk,” she said. “Sascha would only take her true form for the Heir of Nyra. And Nyra would never choose someone too weak to survive a fall like that.”

“So this was what to you, another test?” Nemi snapped.

“No. I didn’t know you’d be up there too,” the priestess replied. “Obviously, that would have changed how I approached things.”

Well that obviously wasn’t the answer Nemi wanted to hear. The slender woman scoffed, throwing up her hands. “You haven’t changed a bit, you know that? Fuck this.”

“Nemi—”

And without giving her aunt so much as a second glance, she strode from the room, slamming the door behind her.

Ariadne glanced at Sere, then me. They unfolded their arms from across their chest and straightened. An unspoken communication seemed to flow between them and my mate, before they rose to their feet and wordlessly followed Nemi out.

“You didn’t answer the question,” Sere cut in, drawing the priestess’ attention back to us. My mate leaned forward in a position that oozed confidence— power. Her callused hands rested calmly on her knees. “Why did you shoot us down?”

Arla pursed her lips. “Why is my niece with you?” She countered.

Oh, this woman wanted to die. That was the only plausible explanation for challenging Seraphine Terrahaven. I could sense my mate’s patience hanging on by a thread.

“Ma’am,” Sere growled. “The only reason you’re alive just walked out that door. I suggest you answer the question.”

Something sparkled in the priestess’ eyes. And gods, I couldn’t tell if I wanted her to piss Sere off further or not. On the one hand, I was getting a depraved satisfaction from imagining the carnage. But on the other, I knew it was probably a bad idea.

Arla sighed, as if Sere's threat was only a mild inconvenience. She waved a slender hand in our direction. I glimpsed a flash of marks on her palm— identical to the ones Nemi bore.

Perhaps a mark of their coven?

“I saw your dragon, and knew it could only be one of two beasts. Sascha, of Nyra and Ignis. Or Solon— guardian of Sanir,” she drawled. “The beasts are twins. Both were hidden in our world when the gate was closed.”

Another dragon? Hidden somewhere in our realm? Impossible. Sere’s disbelief mirrored mine in the bond. Dyleth would’ve mentioned something like this. Or Nyra.

“Unless they hadn’t known he was here,” Sere deduced.

I masked my surprise as I studied the priestess. How would she know something like this? How did she know any of this? I leaned forward in my seat.

“How do you know about the gate?”

Lips that looked scarily alike to Nemi’s curled up in a smile. “We are the coven of Cesaria, child. Our matron was there when it was closed.”

“So let me get this straight,” Sere said, each word enunciated with careful precision. “You shot us down, thinking Sascha might be Solon?”

Nemi’s aunt shrugged. “Sanir is allied with Gladim. It was a calculated risk.”

“A calculated— You know what? You’re a shit calculator,” I snapped. 

She laughed. “And yet, this is exactly the outcome I’d been hoping for.”

“Well, congratulations. You’ve got our attention.” I pushed up from where I’d been sitting, stalking towards the priestess’ desk. I heard shuffling as Vas and Sere rose in unison, but no one moved to stop me.

Arla hadn’t invited any of the rest of her coven to join us in this meeting. Either she was stupid, or severely overestimated herself. After the stunt she pulled this morning, if Sere didn’t kill her, I was pretty sure I would.

“Do I now?” The priestess replied, cocking her head to the side. “Excellent.”

It took a moment for me to get a grip on my anger. Sere was no help. Behind me, she was a ball of seething fury, funneling her rage through the silver cord between us.

When I spoke again, it was with quiet menace. “Two of my siblings have been killed in the last month. You nearly cost me another. So here’s where we’re at— I’m waiting for you to give me a reason not to kill you. Make it good. My patience is worn out.”

The priestess glanced between Sere and I, then to Vas. I almost laughed. If she thought they might intervene, she was sorely mistaken. The sight of my easy violence had Sere practically rippling with pleasure. And Vas?

Vas merely snorted. “I’d answer her. She doesn’t bluff.”

I watched as Arla glanced at him, as she took in his missing hand, his huge shoulders. Her perfect mask didn’t slip.

I had to give it to her. Even with the three of us looming above her, all threat, she didn't cower. Her veneer was fucking flawless.

“I admire your fire, heir of Nyra,” the priestess said at last. She was still seated, and as she spoke, it was with a furious air of calm and elegance. “Understand this, though. We are at war. Potentially killing the heir of Sanir was worth any risk I foresaw when I had my people attack yours. I apologize for the unfortunate circumstances that brought us here today. Truly. But I ask you to put your anger aside. Neither of us can afford to pass up an opportunity for allies.”

Her restrained countenance was maddening. She seemed genuine. Like she actually wanted to work together— as if she hadn’t nearly just killed us all.

I placed my hands on her desk and leaned in until our faces were inches apart.

“Apologize to my brother.” I said. “And I’ll consider your truce.”

I waited, refusing to break eye contact. She regarded me curiously. Unflinchingly.

At last, she nodded, then glanced past me to Vas. “I offer you my apologies. It was not my intention to bring harm to an innocent.”

I turned to watch Vas’ reaction. He was wearing a mask I knew all too well— a cool stoicism only a salvyre upbringing could procure.

Arla moved fast.

To be fair, I’d given her the perfect opening. In the short moment I’d glanced back at my brother, she’d lunged.

And gods, she was quick. In my peripherals I saw her leap to her feet, blade in hand.

But Sere was faster.

Sandalwood and smoke flooded the air as my mate’s hard body pressed into mine from behind. Her hand shot out to stop the priestess’ dagger before it could slice into my neck, her long fingers closing around its sharp end. On the cusp of violence, time seemed to halt, the weight of Arla’s intent saturating the air.

The priestess leaned into the knife, causing Sere’s knuckles to press into my throat. Blood dripped down the blade and onto the desk. The veins in Sere’s forearms blackened.

“Ignis’ heir. I knew it,” Arla said gleefully. Her gaze flickered down to Sere’s iron grip, then over my shoulder. “Tell me, is this how he lost his hand too?” She jerked her chin at Vas.

My nostrils flared as fury seared through me.

“I want to kill her,” Sere hissed into the bond, barely in control over the power surging through her. “Please let me kill her.”

I almost said yes. It was so, so tempting.

Instead, I cocked a brow at the priestess and said, “careful. She’ll heal fast. She’s a salvyre. Can the same be said for you?”

Arla licked her lips, then her face split into a grin. As if I’d said the magic words. As if I’d walked right into her trap.

Her eyes flashed black.

Black— as the power of a god surged through her.

“You two aren’t the only ones with the blood of the gods in your veins,” Arla replied. “Ruhses has long favored the witches of the Blackwoods. That isn’t going to change anytime soon. I rule these woods, child. Show some respect.”

Ruhses. God of Earth and Harvest.

Vas would never be an heir. I’d considered the possibility of it, of course. Hoped, even. It would certainly give us a boost in this upcoming war.

But no, it was not possible. Because the heir of Ruhses was currently holding a knife to my throat.

I blinked. She’d nearly killed the five of us. And gods, it would feel so, so good to put her dagger through her throat. Her attitude was infuriating.

But, she was right about one thing. We were at war. And we needed as many allies as we could get.

Summoning restraint was not easy. I could practically hear Dyleth’s infuriating meditation tips in the back of my head. Sere had nearly killed me once too, I reminded myself. And now she was the only thing between myself and a blade.

Too bad I was never good with my words. Because only one thought made its way to my lips as I reached up to grab Sere’s arm, lowering both her hand and the blade away from my neck.

“You’re pretty shit at making allies. Is this your first time?”

The priestess seemed to defrost. Her eyes faded back to their normal color, and a snort of a surprise escaped her. “What did you say your name was?”

“I didn't.”

“Hmm. Either Nyra made the perfect choice in you, or we are well and truly fucked.” She released her dagger and leaned back, once more dropping into her seat.

“Perhaps you can stop trying to kill us now?”

She scoffed. “We’ll see.”

Sere glanced at me— no longer possessed by the sweeping magic of Ignis— and dropped the dagger unceremoniously. It clattered onto the desk, salvyre blood staining the wood. She stepped back, remaining close enough that she could easily reach out, grab, and plunge the dagger into Arla’s throat if she so wanted to.

In fact, the image of her doing that very thing floated from her mind to mine, and I had to fight back a laugh.

“So what now, priestess?” I asked, spreading my arms wide. “You seem to have it all figured out. All this talk of allies? Let’s hear your big plan.”























Fifteen: Theia




“You said Nyra mentioned a town. Maybe this is what she meant?”

Sere was stretched out on the bed they’d assigned us, her long limbs hanging over the edge.

Arla had wanted some one on one time with Nemi before getting into things with us. She’d had someone escort us to a small guesthouse near the center of their community, promising we’d speak over dinner.

I glanced out the window and shook my head. “All Nyra said was I’d find an ally in the heir of Tenei in a town out west. We found Nemi and Ariadne.”

Outside I could see the system of interconnected treehouses. Small, wooden homes, perfectly nestled into the branches. It was beautiful. Warm, yellow lanterns were peppered along the rope bridges that connected tree to tree. It was nothing like anything I’d experienced before— even staying in Nemi’s place. They had a whole community up here in the trees.

“But we didn’t find a town,” Sere pointed out.

I turned back to her. “I mean, Nemi lived on the outskirts of a small town. It’s where she traded her spices, remember?” I shook my head. “Nyra definitely didn’t say anything about this. Just to find Ariadne, and make our way to the sacred sands.”

“Nothing about Ruhses’ heir?”

“Nope.”

Sere exhaled roughly. “So then we can’t trust them. Even if Nemi knows them. You said Nyra warned you to be careful.”

I pondered that. “I trust Nemi,” I decided. “She left home for a reason. Whatever it is— I want to hear her side. Then we can figure out what to do.”

I felt, rather than saw, the flash of guilt in my mate. She nodded. “Nemi was there for Ariadne when I couldn’t be. When I should’ve been. For that… I owe her a great debt.”

Vas chose that moment to join us, drying his hair off with a cloth. He was in fresh clothes, his skin clean.

“So what’s the plan, caps?”

My brother’s shocking ease, after everything we’d been through, was refreshing. I had no doubt his cheeriness was because he’d gotten to take a real bath for the first time in weeks. He’d always loved his bathing ritual back in Arderiah. It had been one of his simple pleasures. Cleaning off at Nemi’s involved a shallow river with rocks and fish— nothing like the grand bathhouse the coven possessed here.

“Caps?” I repeated.

Vas smiled cheekily. “You’re both captains, are you not?”

I rolled my eyes. “I mean, if you want to get technical—”

Sere cut me off with a snort. She sat up, folding her arms over her knees. “Don't call me lieutenant. You literally stabbed me three weeks ago. I think we’re past formal titles.”

“Riiiiight.” Vas scrunched up his nose. “Yeah. Did I ever apologize for that? My bad.”

I laughed, but Sere merely shrugged.

“Already forgiven. It happens. I stabbed Theia once.”

Vas’ eyes widened. “Did you? And here I thought it was the kidnapping that had charmed her.”

“Actually, I think it had to do with Ari—”

“Okay, that’s quite enough,” I interrupted, flushing red. “The plan is that we’re going to hear Arla out. She seems to know about Matteus Fray and the war. And I mean… she’s Ruhses’ heir. If Nemi ends up saying we can trust her, then I think it’s worth considering.”

“We aren’t in a place where we can afford to make an enemy of her,” Vas agreed. “But, she did try to kill you twice. Just saying.”

Sere slid a dagger from her hip, then began to spin it lazily through her fingers. She grinned, then opened her mouth to speak— 

“We’re not killing her,” I snapped, knowing what she was about to suggest. “And be careful or you’re going to lose a finger.”

She stilled her movements and cocked a brow. “I’d still have nine left for you to play with, little siren.”

I glared, feeling my cheeks heat. Damnit, she knew how it affected me when she said things like that, and loved how easy it was to rile me up. Her smirk was smug.

Vas, oblivious to Sere’s mind-speaking, shook his head. “Maybe we should just leave. Find the others and Sascha and continue north.”

“We will. After—”

Nemi chose that moment to burst into the small room, her sharp little face twisted into a scowl. Ariadne was behind her, brows pulled together in concern.

I lowered the dagger I’d instinctively pulled, tucking it into its holster.

“You good?”

Nemi laughed coldly. “No. Definitely not. But it’s time to eat, so it doesn’t matter.”

Ariadne’s mismatched eyes met mine. They shook their head slightly, a warning.

“Okay,” I murmured, tentatively. “Lead the way, then.”

“Wait,” Nemi snapped. She pivoted, blocking the doorway and taking us all in. Her expression was severe. “One thing first.”

Caution slithered through my bond with Sere.

“And what’s that?” Vas prompted.

The healer’s features pinched in frustration. Her gaze flickered to Vas, then to Ariadne. Her hesitancy was clear.

I had to remind myself that this woman had spent the last however many years on her own. In the weeks we’d spent together, she’d never spoken her motives aloud. It wasn’t really clear what she’d gained by coming north with us, by fighting alongside us. What her stakes were. I’d simply chalked it up to her affection for Ariadne. To the bond they’d developed, and perhaps a strong moral code.

Now? Now I wasn’t so sure that was entirely it.

The small woman’s scars glinted in the warm light. And it struck me that Nemi Dupree was a force— a twisted blade begging to be sharpened and honed. When she spoke, her voice was like steel.

“My aunt will try to convince you to leave me behind when we head north. She will say it’s too dangerous for me.”

“Nem—” Ariadne started, but Nemi cut them off with a slice of her hand.

“I’m asking for your word.” Her silver eyes settled on Sere, then me. “I know it’s dangerous. I know exactly what I’m getting myself into. I’m asking you: do not leave me behind.”

It was the most vulnerability I’d ever seen from her.

I glanced at my mate. Sere’s face was stone. Impassive.

“Nemi,” I said slowly. “We wouldn’t do that to you.”

“My aunt can be convincing. And a bitch,” she said.

Vas choked on a laugh. “Hon, we’ve noticed.” 

Nemi smacked his arm. “I’m serious,” she hissed. “Getting out of here was a pain in the ass the first time. She won’t make it easy.”

Something smoky and full of purpose floated through the bond. Sere reached out, touching Nemi’s shoulder. Her gratitude towards the small woman was palpable. Her protectiveness was unshakable. My mate nodded.

“Your place, fighting by our side, will be there for as long as you want it. You have my word.”

Nemi was a small woman, but she never acted small. She made up for her size with her cutthroat personality. But for a split second, the healer looked fragile. I could practically see the knot in her throat as she swallowed. It was there, then gone just as fast, and her mask was back in place.

“Thank you.”

As I glanced behind her and I took in the mismatched gaze that watched her, something occurred to me.

Ariadne watched Nemi with conviction. They watched her like they’d slaughter anyone who wronged her. Like the mere idea of Arla Dupree standing in her way was offensive enough to elicit a visit from Tenei himself.

That burning intensity? It was all too familiar.

Ariadne watched Nemi the same way Sere watched me.























Sixteen: Theia




How the coven had managed it, I had no idea. But their dining area was massive. Logistically, it seemed impossible. The structure was as big as the mess hall back at Arderiah. It was wide and stretched across the trees, large enough for the entire coven to sit and eat together. There was no roof— that wasn’t necessary under the protection of the leaves— and the open space was decorated with warm lanterns and strings of herbs. Rows and rows of benches spanned the area, glowing in candlelight. A spread of meat and potatoes, of roasted vegetables and fruits and nuts, was laid out along each table.

“Wow,” Vas murmured.

For a split second, in a habit two decades old, I started to turn, as if the rest of our salvyre would be there to lock eyes with. Reality stopped me in time, and I felt a pang in my chest. If Dimitri and Atlas could only see this. What would they think of it? Dimitri would be excited about the food. Vas was the one who ate the most, but Dimitri was a foodie through and through. He’d be all over the spreads. And Atlas? Well, they would be by my side. A ball of joy and excitement as we explored, their arm looped through mine.

As if sensing where my thoughts had gone, Sere reached out and laced our pinkies together. Honey eyes regarded me, warm and understanding. I gave her a reassuring squeeze.

Nemi walked ahead of us, flowing with the confidence of a woman who’d grown up here. People leaned into each other and whispered as she passed, pausing with food still on their forks.

A small group of women waved excitedly as she walked by, only to wilt when she paid them no mind. The bad blood, it appeared, stretched beyond just her aunt.

The high priestess was seated at a table at the far end of the space. There was no dais. She sat among her people, goblet of wine in hand. When she saw us, she waved us over lazily and the people around her scooted away to make room. The woman at her left started to move away too, but Arla placed a hand on hers to stop her.

“Oh, don’t leave on my account,” Nemi drawled sarcastically.

The woman looked between Arla and Nemi, eyes wide.

Arla sighed. “Please, just sit.” She gestured to the seats across from her. When Nemi opened her mouth to argue, her aunt’s face tightened. “Must everything be a fight?”

Nemi scoffed. “What do you expect when you lie to someone for their whole life?”

“I was protecting you,” Arla said sternly. “Do you really want to do this here, in front of everyone?”

I stilled, watching the exchange as it unfolded. If I’d ever thought Nemi to be the type to need protecting, I'd have been sorely mistaken. As she placed her hands on the table and leaned in, scars glinting and eyes blazing, I had no doubt the scrappy young woman could hold her own.

“Let me make one thing clear,” the smaller woman hissed. “I will sit at this table and have dinner with you. We’ll talk. My friends will sit with us and be comfortable. You’ll provide them whatever they ask for because you owe me that. But don’t think for a second that it changes anything. I’m not here to make amends between us. I’m here because you shot us out of the sky. Because there is a war that’s bigger than both of us, and my friends seem to think you might be able to help. Is that clear?”

Arla’s silver eyes, so similar to her neice's, narrowed. They were cool, assessing. I wondered if she’d ever seen this side of her niece before.

“Do your friends know? Have you told them?” She dared.

The woman at the priestess’ side stiffened, then drew her hand away. “Arla. Enough,” she said firmly. She glanced up at Nemi, then beyond her to where the rest of us stood. “We accept your terms. Please, sit. Eat.”

Arla looked ready to argue. But Nemi grinned sardonically, and pulled out a chair, so the priestess yielded. Her lips were pressed into a thin line.

Nemi sat directly across from them. I folded into the chair at her left, and Ariadne at her right. Vas took the seat next to Ariadne, and Sere beside me, her hand coming to rest along the back of my wicker chair.

“This is Wren, my aunt’s wife,” Nemi gestured to the woman across from us. “She doesn’t get to make any decisions though, because she’s an outsider.”

The woman’s eyes flashed with hurt.

“Nemi,” her aunt hissed.

Clearly, there was a story there. A sore subject for the three. 

I could feel Sere reaching out to me in the bond. Her hand dropped from my chair to my knee, where she squeezed lightly.

“Have you looked around?” she said into the bond. “Everyone is young.”

My brows furrowed. The drama between Nemi and her aunt was still unfolding, but Sere’s observation cut through my attention. I glanced away from the table, turning to actually take in the people who crowded the room. Instinctually, I’d already been keen to their proximity, to their weapons and to the exits. But I hadn’t quite taken the time to look at their faces.

Row after row, the coven sat and dined. Laughed and watched us curiously.

Not one weathered face. Not a single strand of gray hair.

Unease slithered down my spine. This many young, healthy people in one place? It wasn’t natural. Such a feat generally meant magic was at play. Magic users aged slower, after all.

But how? Relics had become so rare, and further— I hadn’t seen any relic marks. The only signifier I saw were the mysterious runes that the members of Arla’s coven all seemed to have on their palms.

“I don’t think they’re relics,” I thought. “None of them have the marks. I don’t smell illusion magic, either.”

Sere didn’t need to reply. Her answer was clear enough in the look she gave me, honey eyes hardened into gold.

Something isn’t right.

My stomach churned. I glanced at the food in front of us, appetite forgotten. Nemi had said herself that her aunt couldn’t be trusted. What was the deal with this place? What could Nemi’s aunt have done that was so bad it forced Nemi to leave her home and resettle, all on her own?

Perhaps not pressing the smaller woman for details had been a mistake. What if we’d walked into a trap?

I flexed my wrist under the table, loosening the shadow dagger from my tattoo and catching it in my palm.

“Ma’am, if I may,” Ariadne was interjecting. “Nemi is the reason I’m still alive. She’s why I’m still here, with two legs, able to walk.”

Arla grew quiet. So did Nemi. Whatever direction their argument had taken, Ariadne had effectively cut it off. In the silence, something foreboding was taking root and sprouting.

“I think we should cut to it,” I said, pushing my plate away. “You spoke of being allies, so I’ll lay it out for you. The Red Court has been taken by the rebels. The Blue Court will be next. What do you know, and how can you help us?”

The priestess broke her stare off with her niece and assessed me skeptically.

“Darling, if that’s all you know, we’re going to be here a while,” she said, all condescension.

Sere shot her a withering look, but it was Nemi who growled, “don’t be a cunt. Just tell us what you know.”

Wren’s eyes widened. Arla arched a perfect dark brow. Even I was briefly stunned by her language. And then, ever so slightly, the priestess nodded.

“I know that Matteus Fray will stop at nothing to dethrone King Ciro. That he will stop at nothing to reach the Sacred Caves and open the gate Cesaria shut,” Arla said. Her fingers tapped the table as she spoke, a low, metered cadence. “If he does that, Gladim will cross over and destroy every magic-wielding human he finds so the gates can never be shut by the mortals again. Gladim will suck the magic from our land and our people to overthrow Nyra for good. The people of our realm will be enslaved. The world will cease as we know it.”

Her tapping ceased. A beat of silence passed between us, filled only by the muted conversation of the people around us. One beat, then two. My skin prickled, as if my magic sensed the discord in my head and was preparing for battle.

Vas recovered first, his voice raspy. “Why would Fray open the gate? He’s powerful enough already.”

The question rippled through Sere, something ugly twisting through the bond. She barked a humorless laugh. “To him? There is always more power to take.”

“You may be right,” Arla agreed, turning her calculating gaze from my mate to my brother. “But you must remember— it's not only him. The gods possess a certain degree of influence over their heirs. There is an unbreakable connection between them. Nyra can whisper anything she wishes into the malleable mind of your sister here and it will inform the decisions she makes.”

Sere started to growl, but Arla held up a hand.

“I don’t mean that as an insult. It’s a fact. And Gladim is perhaps the most manipulative, conniving of the twelve. We cannot look at this as only what Fray wants. It’s what Gladim wants too. And he will prey on every single desire, need, every single loss and weakness Fray has to get it.”

Sere tensed. “I don’t care why he’s doing it. He’s going to burn either way.”

My grip on the shadow dagger tightened. I said nothing. Fray’s blood was Sere’s to spill. That was not up for debate.

Ariadne had been watching the exchange silently. Their mismatched gaze regarded the priestess with thinly veiled suspicion, and as Sere’s threat settled in the air, they cleared their throat.

“How do you know all this?”

“The sages are not the only ones with books, salvyre,” Arla snipped.

Nemi stiffened, but Ariadne was not phased. “I’m not talking about the gods and heirs,” they replied. “I’m asking how you know so much about the leader of the southern rebels.”

The priestess exchanged a glance with her partner. It wasn’t an outright accusation. Ariadne possessed a sort of tact that the rest of us seemed to lack. Still, Nemi’s aunt seemed to recognize she should tread carefully.

When the women hesitated, Sere laughed. The sound was icy and incredulous.

“He came through here, didn’t he?” She leaned forward in her seat, watching the priestess like a predator. There was a glint in her eyes. She’d been waiting for a reason to rip Arla Dupree apart, and fuck, it seemed like she was about to get one.

The priestess looked wary. “Matteus Fray came to us once, seeking a bargain,” she admitted. “He wanted the coven to back him. Obviously, I said no.”

Like a dam had broken, the bond flooded with anger. The air warmed.

Nemi made a noise. “You met with him?”

“I turned him away.”

Sere’s hand left my leg, coming to sit flat on the table. She looked ready to launch out of her seat. I could practically see smoke escaping from between her fingers. “Explain,” she growled.

Arla’s wife, Wren, put down her fork, any pretense of eating forgotten. She looked at the high priestess with her brows pulled tight, worry set deep in the lines of her face.

“Matteus Fray is a direct descendant of Cesaria,” Arla said coldly, meeting Sere’s fire head on. “By blood, he has more claim to this coven than even I do. It is his birthright. When he came to request an audience, I could not refuse him.”

This time, I placed my hand on Sere’s leg. The muscles there were taut with the effort she was taking not to leap across the table and throttle the woman. For fucks sake, she'd shot us out of the sky, tried to slit my throat, and apparently had a full sit down with the man we were literally at war with. Her credibility wasn't looking good.

Sere was barely holding back. She was ready for blood. As it was, I had a feeling she’d be leaving behind two charred handprints in the priestess’ fine wooden table.

We'd gone silent. Nemi had gripped her fork so tight that her knuckles were white.

“When you came, did you know what he was?” It was Ariadne who asked. The most level-headed of us. “Did you know what he was doing?”

Arla’s eyes slid to Nemi. “I suspected. I’d never met him, but I knew his name. There’d been stories of the great grandson of Cesaria, who’d grown up in the Red Court. I’d heard about how he lost his first wife and their infant child in a standoff with some salvyre guards, but that was close to twenty, maybe thirty years ago. I knew he’d allied with the rebels and remarried, but besides that… no. I had no idea how far gone he was.”

An echo of a memory tickled the fringes of my brain. Something that in the flurry of the last few months, I’d pushed to the back of my mind. My brows pinched as I remembered.

I’d seen Fray’s son when I was taken. That, I remembered clearly. But the way he’d talked about him… Distantly, I recalled him once referring to his children. Not his son, not his child, but children. Plural. It hadn’t sank in— hadn’t occurred to me there might be another. A wife and child he’d had and lost.

Had Sere known? It didn’t seem so, if the distrust emanating from her was any indication.

Arla Dupree cleared her throat. This time, when she spoke, it was directly to her niece.

“Never before had I been glad you’d chosen to leave. Because when he came to us, searching for allies? Searching for leverage? There is not a person here tonight that did not know and accept their lives as forfeit if it meant turning that man away. Even my wife. I’d have him slit both our throats if it came down to it.”

She paused, looked down at where her partner had linked their hands together, and squeezed. “And then I realized there was one thing he could use against me. One person I’d do anything to protect. But she had already left.”

The priestess did not seem like the type to wear her heart on her sleeve. The confession was probably the closest thing to an olive branch Nemi would get.

The healer studied her aunt. Ariadne was on the side of her that carried the worst of scars. From my angle, she bore only a single silver mark, which ran from her ear and down her neck. It glinted as her jaw clenched.

I cleared my throat. “So what do we do next? I’ve spoken with Nyra. She urged me to go north. To find the Sacred Caves and protect them when the time comes.”

Arla blinked. “You will need an army.”

Sere scoffed. “And what, we just waltz into Ciro’s palace and demand one? As long as Matteus Fray is alive and breathing, no one is beyond suspicion. King Ciro himself could be his pawn. Waiting on the throne for the right moment to step down and make Fray king. Our best option is stealth. Find the caves and take him out when he shows up.” She bared her teeth in a feral grin. “Best way to kill a snake? Cut off its head.”

The priestess hummed in agreement. “And we will. But surely you don’t think it will be that easy. Fray won't make it easy. Let us help. My coven has spent the last year preparing. We knew war would come. We are ready to fight.”

Nemi’s eyes widened. “You’d leave the Blackwoods?”

The priestess nodded.

“Without the magic of these woods, your people would be vulnerable,” Nemi said.

“Mortality is a small price to pay, considering the alternative.”

Wren must’ve noticed how confused the rest of us appeared. “Once you become a member of our coven, your aging slows significantly. You become stronger. A gift from Ruhses back when Gods walked the earth,” she explained. “But the gift is tied to the Blackwoods. It is only here that we can experience it.”

That explained the lack of old people. Huh.

“You have magic,” I said, nodding at the priestess. “You’d be unaffected. What about the rest of your coven? Is there anyone else with magic?”

“None. Just me and her,” Nemi said dryly.

“I think… even with your help, it’s not enough,” Ariadne murmured. “I’ve seen personally what an attack by Matteus Fray looks like. He’s smart. He won’t just waltz into the caves. And even with all the people here, even if everyone here had magic— it would not be enough.”

A muscle in Sere’s neck twitched.

“What you saw in the attack on Fort Ember was only a fraction of his troops,” Vas added. “I mean, gods, he burned the Scarlett City.”

Arla’s face was impossible to read. Her dark eyes, so similar to Nemi's, betrayed none of the displeasure a normal leader might display at hearing their soldiers wouldn’t be enough.

Finally, she nodded. “Then I will speak to the other covens. The Sisters of Cesaria aren’t the only ones in these woods with fight in their blood. I will call for a meeting of the high priestesses.”

Nemi’s jaw dropped.

“And you, Theia,” she cocked her head in my direction, “when was the last time you spoke with Nyra?”

I blinked in surprise at her question. “I’ve only even spoken to her once. Weeks ago. Why?”

“Perhaps she can answer some of our questions.” Arla nodded, as if decided. “You’ll speak with her as soon as possible. Tonight.”

Sere and I exchanged a glance.

“And how do you propose I do that?” I asked. One didn’t just summon a god. 

The look the priestess gave me reminded me very much of an annoyed and disappointed Elys. A snarky, condescending Elys. “You’re joking,” she drawled.

Yeah, Sere was going to kill this woman. When her hand started to move to the holster at her thigh, I let my shadow dagger return to its spot on my arm so I could reach out and cover her hand with mine. Her fingers were hot.

Arla didn’t miss a thing. Her silver gaze dropped to her table, where Sere’s palm had blackened the wood. “Protective,” she murmured. “Does that ever get old? Being in each other's heads all the time?”

“Her knife is going to be in your head in about two seconds,” Nemi hissed. “Must you be so difficult?”

“Enough. This isn’t helping,” I cut in. “We have the same goal; it shouldn’t be this hard to work together.”

Nemi crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. Past her, Ariadne met my gaze. Their features were tight, their concern evident.

Sere said nothing, but she twisted her hand, pressing her palm to mine and lacing our fingers together.

“I agree,” Wren said. “And I’m sure we have something that can help you contact Nyra. Right?”

Arla looked like she was grinding her teeth, but she softened slightly at her wife’s urging. “We do,” she said tightly. “I’ll come by your room later with some tea. It should help. If it doesn’t, I’ll walk you through some meditation exercises tomorrow.”

“Meditation?” I repeated.

The priestess arched a brow. “Is that a problem?”

I bit back my groan. Sere’s amusement flashed in the bond.

“No,” I said dryly. “Not at all.”

The tea had better work. I was so over meditating.























Seventeen: Theia




“No offense Nemi, but your aunt kind of sucks,” Vas blurted. He glanced at Nemi with wide eyes, as if realizing the witch might take offense to his declaration.

At least he waited until we were back to the rooms. If I had to temper another disagreement with Arla, I’d lose my mind.

Nemi only snorted. “Why do you think I left?”

My brother shook his head. “Yeah, maybe I’m not the best judge, being raised in a military academy and all, but I don’t think family is supposed to be like that.” He flopped back onto the couch.

Nemi made a sound that was half laugh, half groan.

The space they’d given us had three bedrooms. Sere had already ducked into the first room to drop our bags, but no one had made moves for the other two yet. There was also a couch, but if my suspicions were correct— I had a feeling no one would use it.

Sure enough, Nemi ducked inside the second room, giving a stiff goodnight before shutting it behind her. She’d been offered her old room to stay in, to which she’d given Wren a withering look and a firm refusal. It was clear Nemi had no intention of leaving our sides.

Vas glanced at Ariande, then at the last bedroom. “I can take the couch,” he offered, spreading his arms behind his head. “I don’t mind.”

Ariadne, to their credit, gave nothing away as they shook their head. “No. I’ll share with Nemi,” they said. “Get some rest.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry about it.”

My brother nodded. “I think I wanna go to bed then too. I’m beat.” He glanced up. “You need anything from me, Thee?”

The shadows under Vas’ eyes seemed darker in the low lamplight, but he gave me a lazy smile, waiting for my word.

I felt a rush of sentimentality. This was the same man I’d grown up with. The gangly kid who busted his ass in front of half the academy during drills when we were ten. The angry teenager who beat the shit out of someone for looking at Selene wrong. This was the man I’d come to call my brother. And perhaps it was the sight of him today —plummeting from Sascha’s back— that was putting me into such a pitiful state. The memory of his near-death would forever be etched into my brain.

But I couldn’t say any of that. Not in a way that would make sense. “No,” I told him instead, swallowing past the thickness in my throat. “Get some rest, yeah?”

He nodded. And as if sensing where my head had gone, he reached out and squeezed my hand. Warm skin, callused fingers. Vanilla and spice.

Home.

He didn't need my words.

“Wake me if you need me,” he instructed. And then he stood, bumping his fist against Sere’s on his way out. Her eyes met mine as he left, sharp. Keen.

Vas let me hide, but Sere? There was no hiding from Seraphine Terrahaven.

Ariadne rubbed at their temple, oblivious to the emotion that had passed through the room. They sighed, taking Vas’ place on the couch.

“Do you think you’ll reach Nyra?” Ariadne asked, reaching down to rub at their leg.

I exhaled. “Don’t know. I’ve never tried to contact her. She came to me.”

Ariadne’s lips formed a line. “I’ve never tried either. Tenei came to me once, before Nemi and I found you.” They glanced at Sere. “What about you?”

Apprehension rippled through the bond. My mate shook her head. “It’s complicated. But no, I’ve never met with Ignis.”

The shadow walker glanced between where we stood, Sere leaning against the door to our room, me in front of the entrance, and arched a brow.

“Complicated how?”

Sere gestured in my direction vaguely. “Complicated as, in I don’t know. According to Nyra, Ignis isn’t doing too great.”

One of the first things we’d done back at Nemi’s place was debrief. Exchange all the information we had. We’d briefly talked about what Nyra had told me— about the divide in the Otherworld and Gladim’s plans to take over both their realm and ours. I thought we’d covered everything, but… apparently not.

“What do you mean?”

I sank down on the couch beside Ariadne. Sascha immediately jumped up, plopping herself onto my lap and settling in like a loaf. I ran my fingers through her fur. “When I saw Nyra, she said Gladim had taken Ignis’s captive. That he’d overthrown him as king of the death gods.”

Ariadne’s mismatched eyes widened. “What?”

“I thought I told you this,” Sere jumped in. Entirely too nonchalant.

The shadow walker gave Sere a rare glare. “You certainly did not. You said things were bad. You didn’t tell me it was this bad.”

Sere looked away, chastised. “Right. Sorry. Well… now you know.”

“Sere, I swear if you’re keeping anything else from me—“

My mate held up her hands. “I'm not! I mean, I wasn’t trying to!”

It was oddly charming how easily my mate was chastised by her sibling. 

Sascha blinked between us, her big green eyes taking in the rise in volume cautiously.

“In all fairness,” I butted in. “There’s nothing we can do about the war in the Otherworld. Nyra gave us a part to play here, and that’s what we’re trying to do.”

It was slightly awkward, inserting myself between the bickering pair. This was uncharted territory.

Neither Ariadne or Sere seemed fazed. If anything, the shadow walker regarded me with interest.

“And what happens if Gladim decides to kill Ignis? What happens then?” They prompted.

I started to answer, but Sere was already shaking her head. “Not possible. The twelve cannot be killed.”

“For fucks sake, Sere,” Ariadne groaned. “This is a mess. He can still be hurt, can’t he? What if something happens? Then what? What happens to you?”

Sere’s honey gaze slid my way, her strong jaw flexing. Her lips pursed into a thin line. “I’ll be fine,” she said.

Ariadne scoffed.

“She’ll weaken,” I told them. Sere arched a brow, but I continued anyway. “That’s all Nyra said. Don’t know how bad, but there’s a risk, yeah.”

I felt my mate’s frustration through the bond, but I pushed back stubbornly. I wouldn’t sugar-coat this. 

The shadow walker sat up, rubbing at their temples. “Gods. Alright. Well, do you know what you’ll ask her? If the tea works?”

“Good question,” I replied.

Sere sighed, folding herself into the chair across from us. She stretched her long legs out in front of her. Her left knee had torn a hole through her leathers, though if she had been injured in today’s standoff, she’d since healed.

I scrubbed a hand down my face. “We have to protect the caves. But what are the odds we actually get past the king’s guards and fend off Fray without help? Even if we have the covens… is it possible?”

Sere and Ariadne exchanged a glance.

“So we need the king’s help,” Ariadne sighed. “But how exactly are we going to do that?”

Sere ran a hand over her hair. “He needs to know that Fray is a real threat,” she said. “That he could have men hidden among the royal guard, biding their time. If he values his throne, it’s in his best interest to listen to what we have to say.”

She’d said it before, but it hadn’t really sunk in. The idea of Fray having plants in the capital, among the king and the royal family? Among our highest commanding officers, among the people who carried every bit of influence in Ezuria?

If I thought too hard about it… well, it would start to feel like we’d already lost.

Honey eyes met mine. “We need to know where Fray has his men in the capital. Maybe Nyra can tell us more. Maybe she can help us avoid going in blind— it would make a world of difference.”

“Perhaps she’ll have some insight on how to get Ciro to listen to us, too,” I grumbled. “I can’t imagine he’ll be very welcoming to four rouge salvyre and a Blackwoods healer just waltzing into his palace. We’ll sound crazy. And we have no idea what sort of information has been passed on about us by now. I mean, after the shit at Fort Caeruleum there’s probably a warrant out for our arrests.”

Sere cocked a brow, as if in challenge. I didn’t have to be bonded to her to know what she was thinking. After everything she’d been through, the threat of Ciro’s dungeons didn’t scare her in the slightest.

Ariadne swore. Much like Vas, there were shadows under their eyes. They were tired, rubbing once more at their leg.

If we went to the king for help and it came down to a fight, we’d be up against the toughest salvyre in all of Ezuria. We’d be up against the most powerful of High Command, the most ruthlessly trained soldiers in the realm.

We were strong. But if it came down to it? We’d be well and truly fucked.

The shadow walker’s hand fell away from their leg. Their blonde hair was messy, the shaved side growing out. They too wore their salvyre leathers, but it was clear by the haphazard stitches that the fabric had seen better days.

Had it really been only a few months since this powerhouse of a human —the same soldier I’d once giggled over with Atlas— found me in the desert and brought me home? It felt like that had been a lifetime ago. The time had aged them. They carried an unshakeable heaviness in the set of their shoulders. There was a dullness to their mismatched gaze. 

A knock on the door cut through the silence.

Sere started to get up, but I gestured for them to sit as I made my way to the door. Sascha grunted as she was jostled, but she followed me curiously, peeking around as it swung open.

Outside, Arla stood alone. Her silver eyes cut past me to where my mate and her sibling sat. She didn’t move to enter our dwelling. Instead, she reached into her bag and pulled out a small bottle of crushed herbs.

Sascha hissed at her, then disappeared in the direction Nemi had gone. Apparently, she was not as forgiving about being shot from the sky as the rest of us.

“It’s Diadys tea,” Arla explained when I didn’t immediately take her offering.

My brows shot up in surprise. Surely, she had to be kidding. I’d had this tea before. Ulrik, the healer at Fort Ember, had given it to me.

“Let it steep for at least five minutes before you drink it. Right before bed.”

“I’m familiar,” I murmured, cheeks staining pink as I reached for it.

The last time I had Diadys tea, Sere and I dreamwalked together for the first time. Memories of that night— of the desert sky aglow in spectacular aurora, of the slope of her face illuminated in rays of violet and aquamarine— had burned themselves permanently into my mind. It had been a sort of turning point for the two of us. Under the guise of a dream, something honest had flowed between us. Something gentle and vulnerable, even.

“So you know what to expect then.” Arla looked surprised, but she didn’t comment further. Instead, she glanced over my shoulder again.

“I do. Do you need something else?” I asked pointedly. “Nemi went to bed.”

“Actually,” the priestess said, “I was hoping to see your brother. I have something for him, too.”

“You have something for Vas?” I repeated. My protective instincts flared. “Why?”

Arla Dupree was not an easy woman to read. Every time I thought I saw a flash of kindness or empathy in her, it seemed to be followed by some sort of rude remark or threat. She was a leader. A warrior in her own right— protective of her people.

But gods, I was growing tired of her. Not knowing what to expect from one minute to the next was exhausting. Always being on our toes. However long Nemi had lived with her aunt was eons too much.

“I recognize I haven’t been the most gracious host," she grunted. "I’d appreciate the chance to make amends. I’ll only take a minute of his time.”

Her words seemed genuine enough. I was instantly wary. Because with her? Who knew?

I cocked a brow, then glanced back at Sere wordlessly. She’d stood up and been listening in. At my look she made her way to Vas’ door and knocked. He popped his head out, halfway through throwing on a sleep shirt, and she said something to him quietly.

My brother looked past her to where I stood in the doorway, blocking Arla’s view. He made a face, rolling his eyes, but nodded.

At his approval, I stepped aside. “You have one minute.”

The priestess looked relieved as she stepped into the room, reaching into the bag at her shoulder.

Vas watched her suspiciously.

“When did you lose that hand? Recently?” Nemi’s aunt asked. Her voice carried no malice, but my hackles rose anyway.

“Yes,” my brother replied, face slipping into a cool mask.

The priestess pulled out a large rock, nearly the size of her head. She took it in both hands and held it out to Vas.

“It’s blackstone,” she said in explanation. “Can only be found in these woods. It’s believed to be imbued with special qualities for those who possess Ruhses’ magic.”

My brother stared at the rock.

“I brought it for you,” the priestess continued when he didn’t move. “It’s very valuable. Rare. Hard as diamonds and nearly impossible to mine.”

Vas crossed the room, allowing the priestess to place the stone in his open palm. It had looked so big and heavy in her small hands, but Vas held it up to the light as if it weighed nothing.

“Um, thanks?” He said slowly. He looked at me for guidance, but I was just as lost as he was. 

The rock was pretty, I’d give Arla that. It was shiny and onyx-black. But it was clear none of us knew what —if anything— he was supposed to do with it.

“Does it enhance his magic or something?” Ariadne asked. And gods bless them, they said it so innocently that it was impossible for Arla to be annoyed.

The priestess blinked, then looked at the confused Vas in surprise.

“Your hand was taken, no?” She questioned, as if he could've forgotten. She gestured. “Make a new one.”

Maybe if Nemi had been around, she would’ve interjected— would’ve explained that this was her aunt’s way of apology. An attempt to be considerate, even. Perhaps then, I wouldn’t have acted so rashly.

But no. All I saw was the flicker of vulnerability in Vas’ eyes, and then I was turning, fire igniting in my veins at the notion of my brother being disrespected again. And finally, I snapped.

I reeled back, fully intent on punching her in the face.

Arla’s eyes widened, then narrowed. She didn’t move to block her face. She stayed still, hands at her sides.

Right before my fist could make contact, there was a crash and someone grabbed the back of my shirt. They yanked, sending me stumbling back into a hard chest. 

“Thanks for the, uh, blackstone,” Vas said, still holding my shirt. “And the tea. As I’m sure you can tell, we’ve had a long day and could use some rest.”

Sere was already bending to pick up the stone he’d dropped in his haste, barely hiding her smirk. Something like pleasure floating through the bond.

Arla rocked back on her heels. My fist had missed her face by a hair’s breadth. And yet, she seemed entirely unfazed.

“Right. Well, get some rest. We will talk in the morning at breakfast,” she said calmly.

Vas said something like 'goodnight,' and waited until the door closed to let go. I immediately spun and shoved at him.

“Come on. She deserved that and you know it,” I snapped.

His brow arched, amused. “I’m sure she’ll provide you with another opportunity.”

"Oh please." Like a scolded child, I folded my arms over my chest. “I don’t like how she talks to you.”

Or anyone, for that matter. But especially my brother.

But Vas seemed unbothered, the earlier vulnerability gone. “Let me worry about that.” He shrugged his shoulders. “We have bigger problems.”

I must’ve made a face, because he snorted. “Stop giving me that look. I’m tired and I’m going to bed. For real this time, if she comes back, I’m not here.”

Sere held up the blackstone. “You want your rock?”

Vas muttered something that sounded suspiciously like a threat, causing Ariadne to laugh.

“No?” Sere teased him as he passed her to get to his room.

“Goodnight,” he hissed, making a show of closing his door behind him. The lock clicked behind him, and then he called out dramatically, “unless the world is ending, no one bother me for at least eight hours!”

Honey eyes met mine, twinkling with mirth.

I pointed at her in warning. I knew that look. “Don’t.”

She held up her hands innocently and grinned. “I would’ve let you punch her,” she said through the bond.























Eighteen: Theia




The first thing I became aware of was that I was warm. Warm like summers in the Red Court— nearly too hot, nearly stifling. It was nothing a southern native wasn’t used to. Nothing we didn’t crave.

I knew I was dreaming. Nothing else would explain the long expanses of hot, bright red sand. The tall, sloping mountains that hung down from the sky, kissing the rising ground in the distance. I was simultaneously walking the dunes and the sun, like the world had warped and eddied into fragmented familiarity.

The tea had worked.

I kept walking, searching for the goddess. She would be here, I knew. The air was heavy with magic. Charged. As if a single spark would set it all alight; as if the entire world could be consumed in a single breath. The sort of power only a god possessed. 

Energy tingled in my limbs, hummed in my chest. I took step after step, wading through the thickening cloud of it –of pure power–

And at last, I saw her. Alone, surrounded by mountains.

Her back was to me. She stood tall— imposing. Her black cloak rippled with some sort of ethereal energy, and I felt that oppressive urge to kneel.

She turned as I neared, then stilled.

My breath caught.

The being before me— powerful and beautiful and other— was not Nyra, queen of the gods. No, not at all.

I fought to stay on my feet. The sheer power of the being before me made my knees shake.

They were undeniably handsome and masculine in the same inhuman way Nyra was. And as they stared, the frowned. The most beautiful, chilling of frowns. Their dark skin seemed to glow as they approached, watching me with cool, calculating eyes.

“You’re not Nyra,” I whispered, frozen to the spot.

Their head tilted, ever so slightly, to one side. “And you are not Seraphine.”

Realization slammed into me. Oh. Oh. Gods above— there was only one other god I had a connection to. Only one other being that this could be.

A giggle, unbidden and bordering on hysterical— burst past my lips.

Ignis.

I smacked a hand over my mouth. “I’m sorry. I just— I can’t believe it.”

The god— the rightful king of gods and Nyra’s mate, no less— looked at me with a sudden softness. “This is unexpected. My mate’s heir.”

And then, for some reason, my eyes were watering, tears welling up and spilling down my cheeks.

“What is it?” He asked, his tone surprisingly gentle. “What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. Everything, I wanted to say. Everything was fucked up, and I was now making a fool of myself in front of the god of fire and destruction.

“You’re awake?” I managed once the knot in my throat subsided.

The god regarded me. “What has Nyra told you?”

“She said Gladim stole your crown. That he… took you. That you’ve been asleep.”

“Ah.” The god pondered that, gazing past me into the rocky distance. “I see.”

I searched his expression— but much like his heir, his mask was impenetrable.

“I came to see Nyra,” I continued. “We need guidance. I have questions.”

That penetrating gaze returned to me. “I am not sure how much help I can be. I’ve been away from my mate for a long time. I imagine a lot has changed in our worlds since.”

My breathing stuttered. “How long has it been?”

“Our realm is not quite the same as yours. Time and physicality… we experience it differently.” A sad smile pulled at his lips. “But last I remembered, Seraphane was a child.”

A child. That meant… Ignis had been Gladim’s prisoner for at least a decade. Maybe even two.

My heart thundered in my chest. “Gladim’s heir— Matteus Fray— he wants to open the gate. Sere and I are trying to get to it first to stop him.”

The god exhaled, a rush of power rippling over me as he did.

“I am not asleep. Not exactly, anyway. Gladim is leeching off my energy. He gets stronger every day. Something must be distracting him— that is the only reason I am able to be here now. I came to find Seraphine— to warn her. You need to find Fray. It he's destroyed, it might weaken Gladim. Perhaps enough that I can break free of his hold and reclaim my crown. Otherwise…”

As he spoke, energy surged in the space around us, the air burning hotter. I welcomed the heat.

“Otherwise?” I prompted.

He didn’t reply. The silence spoke volumes.

It struck me that Ignis and Sere had more in common than their fire. Both had been imprisoned and used by Fray and Gladim. Violated. Stolen from. 

“Matteus Fray’s days are numbered,” I vowed. “His kill belongs to your heir. I will make sure of it.”

A glint of approval burned in the god’s eyes. He assessed me. “What questions did you have for my mate? Perhaps I can help."

I shifted, my toes digging into the hot sand.

“We’re going to need Ciro to back us. There’s no way we can get through to the caves and hold off Fray without him. How can we get him to listen? How do we know who we can trust?”

Ignis shook his head. “I do not have the sight to help you. Neither will my mate. Such things can only be known by Tempros and Gladim.”

My heart sank.

“However,” he continued. “There may be an oracle who can help you. I don’t know if he’s still in the Sun City, or even if he’s still alive. But if he is, he’s your best bet.”

“An oracle?” I repeated. “How do we find him?”

“If he’s still alive, he can be found among music and wine. Follow the smell of traproot.”

I tried not to let my disappointment show. That could be anywhere. The Sun City was massive. Five times the size of the Scarlett City. Finding this guy would be like finding a needle in a haystack. A needle that might not even exist.

“He goes by the Artist,” Ignis continued. “Or he did, anyway.”

“The Artist?” I repeated. I couldn’t help but arch a brow skeptically. “Sounds pretentious.”

There was a pause, and I realized belatedly how I sounded. For fucks sake, Ignis was trying to help, and I was passing judgment. Was I crazy? “I’m sorry—” I started.

The god held up a hand, lips twitching in the barest hint of a smile. “It’s okay. He is. But if you can find him, he will tell you what you need to know.”

Right. I nodded, my cheeks pink. “Find the Artist,” I grumbled. “Convince Ciro we’re in danger. Kill Matteus Fray. Keep the gate closed.”

I had a creeping sense that pulling it all off would be nothing short of a miracle.

Ignis’ brows furrowed. And gods, even that slight change in his features, the barest hint of disapproval, made me want to kneel.

“I am under no illusions about the gravity of the position you are in. But even in your darkest hours, remember: you are not alone,” Ignis said. “You have Nyra, you have me. You have Seraphine. Stay by her side. You are infinitely more powerful together.”

It was impossible to hold his gaze, so I looked away, nodding.

I had Sere. I knew that. We’d come together roughly, but the ties that bound us were irreparably intertwined. I had Vas, of course. Ariadne and Nemi, even.

But Sere? She was my sun, my shadow. She was every divine breath, every wicked exhale. The edge of a blade, poised to cut, to bleed out in sound and silence.

Whatever came our way, she would shoulder it with me. Beside me.

“One more thing,” Ignis said. His deep, otherworldly voice was firm. “There’s a way to close the gate permanently. If you can’t stop Fray, you must do it.”

Wait, what? “It can be closed permanently?”

“Nyra had hoped that one day, we could find a better balance. To close the gate permanently had felt so… final. But perhaps… perhaps it would be for the best.”

My mouth was dry as I stared up at the god before me. There was a way to close the gate permanently? If we could manage that… it would change everything. Gladim would have no use for Fray. It wouldn’t make the rebels any less of a threat, but it could prevent them from getting stronger. It would eliminate the risk of Gladim crossing over.

“You will need Mora,” Ignis continued. “Or rather, you’ll need her heir. I know she’s chosen one. A girl. Perhaps the Artist can help you locate her.”

I tried not to look too discouraged. Another needle in a haystack. That wasn’t daunting at all.

“Even if we find her, how will we close the gates? Nyra mentioned runes? I don’t know anything about that sort of thing.”

Ignis’ lips parted with a grin. Perfect teeth, white and sharp. “Sweet mortal. You won’t need to. Get the heir there, and she’ll know what to do.”

When I woke, my skin was damp with sweat. I was curled up with an equally damp Sere, my head on her chest. She was spread out below me like a starfish.

“Sere?” I whispered, blinking awake. I lifted my head to orient myself, but the room was dark. Dark and cold. I shivered. “Where are my clothes?”

Sere grunted awake, peaking one eye open. “You tore them off.”

I what? Goosebumps were prickling my nude flesh. “It’s freezing!”

She opened her eyes fully, taking in my expression. Even half asleep, she was sharp.

“You saw her.” It wasn’t a question.

But I couldn't think over the chill in the air. “Blankets first. Where are the blankets?” I hissed, scrambling.

Sere grunted, and then her thick arms were coiling around me, pulling me into her warm body. She sat up, pulling me with her as she reached for the blankets at our feet.

“You were like an oven, siren. Burning up over there,” she muttered. Her voice was husky with sleep as she settled back down, holding me tight as she wrapped the blanket around us. “Better?”

I nodded, humming with satisfaction. It would take a minute for the quilt to actually get toasty, but with Sere’s arms around me, I already felt better. Wrapped up in warmth and the familiar scent of sandalwood and smoke, my body relaxed. 

For a woman who didn’t have a lick of fat on her, Sere sure was cuddly.

“When we get to the Sun City, I’m going to find you the sexiest little nightdress,” she murmured in my ear. “Something soft. Blue, I think. You’d look cute in blue.”

I snorted. “With what money?” We weren’t exactly swimming in cash.

She pulled away, just enough to grin at me. We’d slept with the window open and outside a lantern burned, casting a warm glow over the side of her face. Her perfect teeth glinted with her amusement.

“Who said anything about buying it?” She teased.

My brow arched. “Your rebel days are supposed to be over, Seraphine,” I reminded her. But I couldn’t keep the smile from my tone. Imagining her rifling through nightclothes, searching for something just for me? It made me feel all mushy inside.

She leaned down, lips grazing my ear. “Are you saying I shouldn’t get my mate nice things? You should see her. Little nudist refuses to sleep in nightclothes like the rest of us. They’re too scratchy, too hot. Always has an excuse.”

I giggled. “I’m going to stab you.”

Her hand slid down my thigh, her touch featherlight. When my breath caught she curled her fingers around my knee, dragging my leg up and hitching it over her waist.

“Don’t tempt me with a good time, siren.”























Nineteen: Theia




“The Artist?” Arla repeated dubiously. We were back in the dining area, but it was early enough that it was still fairly sparse. The five of us were spread out around her table, joined by the priestess and her wife.

“I’ve never heard of him. The Artist?” Arla paced, rubbing her jaw as she thought.

“Perhaps he has a brother. The Musician," Vas deadpanned.

Sere groaned and smacked his arm. Ariadne coughed to cover their laugh.

“And the plan is what, to drink our way through the capital until we find him?” Nemi drawled, glancing between her aunt and me.

“Pretty much.” Sere, who I had filled in last night, stretched back in her seat. “Unless any of you have a better idea?”

The priestess had stilled at the foot of the table, palms flattening against the wood. Her wife watched her with concerned attentiveness.

“What else did he say?” Arla asked. Her fingers tapped a frustrated, staccato beat into the table. “That’s it?”

“He said that Gladim and Tempros are the only ones who would know who are wrapped up in all this. Obviously we can’t ask them, so the Artist was the next best thing.”

“Fucking ridiculous,” the priestess muttered.

Ariadne leaned in. “If Ignis vouched for this seer, then it’s the best option we have. We head to the city, find the Artist. Find Ciro.”

Arla’s gaze cut to Nemi. Something passed between the two. Beside me, Nemi audibly gritted her teeth.

“That’s not all,” Sere continued. She gestured for me to speak.

Tension was radiating from the set of the priestess’ shoulders, from the tightness of her eyes. It was setting me on edge. I was quickly learning that Arla was unpredictable at best. Somehow, our near altercation last night hadn't seemed to cause any ill will between us. No— if anything— she’d regarded me this morning with deference. Not quite as an equal, but I’d felt as though perhaps she wouldn’t try to kill me again anytime soon.

But that optimism was starting to dissipate. This conversation was stirring up something in the priestess. Agitation that seemed to extend past the inconvenience of finding the Artist.

I buried my apprehension and pushed on. “Ignis said there’s a way to close the gate permanently,” I told everyone. “If we can do that, we won’t be stuck guarding the caves. We can hunt Fray down.”

“If we kill Fray, his bargains will break,” Wren cut in, glancing up at her wife. “We can end this.”

The rhythm Arla was beating into the table kicked up a notch. “And how did he say we’re to do this?”

Sere remained a steely force beside me, watching the priestess steadily.

“We need the heir of Mora,” I said slowly. “Ignis seemed to think it was a woman. He said if we found her, she’d know what to do.”

Silence. Arla’s tapping ceased. Wren’s eyes tightened, but the priestess didn’t move. Didn’t react. On the surface, she appeared to be thinking. Processing.

The tightening in my gut suggested otherwise.

“We can ask the Artist to help us find her,” Vas suggested, oblivious to the sudden chill. “Kill two birds with one stone.”

The priestess blinked. Her silver gaze missed nothing, shifting from my brother, to me, to Nemi.

Beside me, Nemi cleared her throat. “That won’t be necessary, actually.”

All of us turned to her, but she was merely picking at her cuticles. “I–”

“No,” the high priestess growled, slamming a fist on the table. “Absolutely not.”

I stood, but Nemi was already rolling her eyes. Arla gestured furiously into the air, the runes on her palms glinting in the morning light.

“Your place is here, Nemesia. It’s not safe for you there. If he recognizes you, he will kill you.”

The priestess said it with so much vitriol that I stilled. Kill Nemi? Who?

The healer didn’t back down. “You heard what Theia said— they need my help. If I don’t do this, we all could die.”

My brows knitted together as the pieces began to fall into place.

“Nemi,” Ariadne murmured, still sitting. Their usual calm wavered as they glanced between the two women. “What is she talking about?”

“The heir of Mora.” Vas’ lips twisted as he thought. “No, Nemi’s a healer,” he said, as if that cleared up everything.

The priestess scoffed. “Is that what she’s convinced you?”

I shook my head. No, that wasn't possible. I looked to her for explanation. I needed to hear it from Nemi. Not my brother, and certainly not the priestess who was currently losing her shit. “You’re the heir of Mora?” I whispered. "Is it true?"

Nemi silver eyes found mine. She nodded once— a simple dip of her chin that changed everything.

Beside me, Sere stiffened. Her shock echoed down the bond. Ariadne’s mismatched eyes widened, then shuttered— a mask settling into place.

“I swore to your mother I’d keep you safe,” Arla hissed. Her hands shook as she clenched them into fists. “We can stop all this without permanently shutting the gate. Stay here. The second he sees you…” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

Sere rose to her feet beside me, recovering quickly from her surprise. “Who’s after you, Nemi?”

But the small woman wasn’t looking at her aunt or Sere or myself— she was looking at Ariadne. In her normally hard eyes was a plea.

Ariadne looked… Well, up until now I’d never realized how steadfast of a force Ariadne was. Their constant strength and encouragement. Their faith in the people around them.

Not until now, when they looked at Nemi like their faith in the world  had been shattered. Like the rug had been ripped out beneath them.

I recalled what Nemi said to us the night before— what she’d implored of us before dinner.

Do not leave me behind.

Nemi’s throat bobbed as she swallowed, but when she returned her gaze to my mate, her voice was unwavering. “The man who killed my mother and who did this to me,” she gestured to the scars on her face, “lives in the Sun City.”

“Your father,” Arla cut in. She spat the words. “The man who did that is her father. And if he spots her, the first thing he will do is finish the job.”

“I’m going with them,” Nemi snapped. “You can’t stop me.”

Wren, who had remained quiet, cleared her throat. She reached for Nemi, but the smaller witch recoiled from the touch. Wren’s face fell.

“You’ll put them at risk if you do,” Wren said gently. “If he sees them protecting you, keeping you hidden— what do you think will happen?”

It was my brother who replied, rolling his shoulders as he got to his feet. “We’re not exactly weak,” he said slowly. “Let him try.”

Arla laughed coldly. “You don’t know her father.”

“What, he’s powerful? A salvyre or something?” Sere asked.

No, that wasn’t it, I thought as I studied Nemi. There was more. But  she didn’t elaborate. She held her aunt’s stare, her lips set in a defiant scowl.

“He works for the king,” Arla said finally, voice flat. “He’s well connected. Has eyes everywhere.”

“He has magic?” Vas prompted.

“We don’t know,” Wren murmured. “He must, but we don’t know what.”

Some magic users preferred to keep their gifts a secret. They kept their abilities close to heart, only showing them if they had to. It was a bit hard to accomplish at the academy, but more common among relics and graduated salvyre. Many felt the secrecy gave them an edge— an upper hand. Like they had a hidden weapon ready. Perhaps it was more common in the Sun City. Part of the political game. It made sense. For fucks sake— even the king’s gifts were unknown.

I could sense Nemi’s growing unease beside us. Her worry that we’d do exactly what she’d said— leave her behind. The girl's face was a mask— but her fingers dug into the wood table— knuckles white.

“If Nemi wishes to come with us, we won’t stop her,” I said, making my stance clear.

Nemi owed us an explanation. We couldn’t afford secrets. But that conversation would come later. I wouldn’t leave her behind. Not when so much was on the line. Not after everything she’d done for us and Ariadne. I’d promised to honor her wishes over her aunt’s, and I wouldn’t break that promise.

Arla’s face twisted as I drew my line in the sand. Distantly I heard the familiar rumbling of earth.

Wren’s hand reached out to snatch her wife’s. “Don’t,” she hissed. “We’re on the same side.”

It was a miracle Arla’s teeth didn’t shatter, she was clenching them so hard. Seconds stretched by like hours.

When Arla turned back to us, her features were eerily smooth. “I need some time to sit with this information. We can regroup later today and come up with a plan.”

Her dismissal was unsettling. I arched a brow. “What is there to sort through? We don’t have many options here.”

“I know,” Arla snapped. She took a deep breath. “Just… just give me a few hours.”























Twenty: Theia




The walk back to our rooms was tense. Nemi walked just ahead of us all, shoulders tight.

Sere had fallen into step beside Ariadne, whose face was unreadable. My mate’s concern for her sibling echoed down the bond.

Vas nudged me, shooting me a look that said ‘what now?’

I nodded my chin at the necromancer walking in front of us stiffly. I’d talk to her. Arla’s concerns were valid, but surely she understood that having Nemi’s support was a game changer. The heir of death? Helping us? Gods only knew what sort of magic the small woman possessed.

Arla had to get it. Besides, we were already going to treat the capital as a stealth mission. As it was, Sere and I probably had warrants out for our arrests. Bounties on our heads. We obviously had no intention of drawing unnecessary attention to ourselves.

I’d convince Nemi we were still on her side. She’d kept her identity secret for a reason, surely. We’d clear everything up.

As soon as we were all back in our little apartment, as soon as the door closed, Nemi was whirling, scars glinting, cheeks flushed.

“We have to go.”

I blinked. Well, at least we were on the same page about that. “I agree. But what do you suggest?”

She made a sound of frustration. “No, we have to go now. Right now.”

Before I could reply, Ariadne was laying into her.

“When were you going to tell us you’re the heir of Mora?” the soldier cut in, eyes sweeping across Nemi’s face. “Were you ever going to tell me?”

Oh. As their hands curled into trembling fists, I felt a rush of awareness. Ariadne was hurt.

I met Sere’s gaze. Her lips were pressed in a thin line.

“You want to do this now?” Nemi replied, voice cold. “Fine. Soon, maybe. Or maybe never. I don’t know. Happy?”

Ariadne scoffed. “Is this funny to you? I’ve been letting you heal my leg. I trusted you. It’s time to fess up, Nemi. You’re not a healer. So what the fuck have you been doing to me?”

I stiffened. Oh, shit.

Months. Nemi had been healing Ariadne’s leg for months. They’d sat through the pain, trusting Nemi was making them better.

What had the heir of death really been doing all that time?

Nemi paled. “I can explain.”

“Can you?” They crossed their arms over their chest. “You lied to me. To all of us. Fuck, you’ve been lying this whole time. You knew how your aunt was, and you led us through her territory anyway. Did you know she’d shoot us out of the sky?”

Anger twisted through Nemi’s face. “Are you seriously asking me that? Of course I didn’t! I could’ve died too!”

“Uh, guys?” Vas cut in.

Ariadne’s cheeks were flushed as they held up a hand in Vas’ direction. “No, I don’t want to hear you defend her. I want to hear what she has to say.”

“Yeah? Fine,” Nemi snapped. Her voice shook. “Your leg was essentially dead. It would’ve had to be amputated if I didn’t help you.”

The shadow walker staggered back a step, face twisting in betrayal. “What did you do to me?”

Subconsciously, I took a step towards the pair. To do what, I wasn’t sure. Sere’s arm stopped me, and she gave me the slightest shake of her head.

“They need to get it out now.”

Nemi's eyes had filled with tears. “I didn’t do anything to you. How could you say that?”

“You’re not a healer.” An accusation. An appeal.

“No. I’m not.”

My gaze trailed down Ariadne’s form, pausing on their leg, clad in mended salvyre leathers. I’d seen the scar tissue. I knew how bad it must’ve been. It was a miracle that the shadow walker still stood on two feet.

Perhaps there were parts of their leg still alive. Perhaps Nemi had managed to stop the damage from getting worse. But the improvement we’d seen? That hadn’t been healing.

Nemi was a necromancer. The heir of Mora— the Commander of Death and Spirits. She’d merely been prodding the dead muscle and sinew, keeping it intact and functional. Reanimating it the best she could.

Ariadne would never make a full recovery. They’d be walking on a half dead leg for the rest of their life.

“Not to make things worse, but can we shift this conversation for a second?” Vas murmured. He was standing by the window, glancing out past the curtain. “There’s guards outside the door.”

“What?” I asked, moving to look for myself.

Sure enough, there were five or six of Arla’s goons standing outside our apartment.

“I was trying to tell you,” Nemi hissed, swiping awkwardly at her cheeks. “My aunt is fucking psycho. She’s not going to just let us leave. Not if I’m with you.”

Honey eyes met mine. Even without the bond, I could read her like a book. And despite the lies, the secrecy, the drama unfolding before us, I knew we were in agreement. I knew we’d come to the same conclusions.

It was time to go. And Nemi was coming with us.

Honey hardened into gold. Resolute.

I cleared my throat, commanding everyone’s attention. Vas’ head was already trained on me, but Nemi and Ariadne were having some sort of silent conversation. Sere nudged her sibling, shaking her head slightly.

“Listen up. I need everyone to get their heads in the game. We’re leaving. Now. I understand there’s some big conversations that need to be had, but that’s going to have to wait.” I pointed in Nemi’s direction. “This is your family. Are they going to let us out without a fight?”

Nemi gave me a scathing look. “Are you really asking me that?”

I exhaled. “Fine. We know what needs to be done, and we don’t need your aunt’s approval to do it.” I gestured to the window. “We need to leave quietly. I’d rather not kill anyone if I don’t have to.”

If the thrum of bloodlust in the bond was any indication, Sere didn’t share that sentiment.

I ignored her. “Are we all in agreement?”

"Yeah." Vas nodded, letting go of the curtain.

Sere squeezed my hand, glancing in Ariadne’s direction. “We’re in,” she said quietly.

I turned back to Nemi, who’d once again focused her attention on the shadow walker. The two looked as though an entire conversation could carry in the air around them, and they would be none the wiser. A million unspoken words seemed to pass between them.

“If you want to come with us, then we need your help,” I said. “You know this place best.”

The necromancer looked away from Ariadne, swallowing past a knot in her throat. Her expression tightened as she took in my seriousness, the mask I’d come to know sliding back into place.

“Let’s do this.”

“Actually,” Ariadne interjected. Cold, mismatched eyes flickered between us. “I think I have an easier solution.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised by how powerful Ariadne was. They were the heir of Tenei, after all. They were darkness and shadows given form, and all that.

Yet, as the five of us crept onto the back porch through the window, Ariadne’s magic flowing through and effectively cloaking us, I was struck with awe.

“Stay close,” Ariadne reminded us under their breath. “And stay quiet.”

The shadow walker’s powers rendered us practically invisible. Part of the darkness that hung from the trees. We stood connected like a chain, and with the shadow-walker’s magic flowing through us, I couldn’t even see my feet.

We only had to get to the forest floor. Once there, we’d find an area where the trees opened up enough to mount Sascha and have her fly us out. Easy.

The guards stationed in front of our apartments were oblivious as we made our way past them. Sere’s knapsack brushed my arm as we moved.

Sascha seemed to understand we had to be quiet. She was curled up in my arms, her head perched on my shoulder as if to watch my back.

She hadn’t warmed to the coven. Couldn’t say I blamed her.

There were guards stationed around all the nearby stairs, blocking out exits. Nemi had anticipated this, and suggested we use the exit near her aunt’s place. It would require us to cross several bridges and trek through a large amount of the settlement, but the odds of her aunt having people there were low. After all— she’d sent most of them to us.

It was early afternoon, so fortunately most of the coven as consumed by their day jobs, leaving the walkways clear. People seemed to look through us as we passed, entirely oblivious to the fact they were not alone. A woman across a wooden deck hummed contentedly as Nemi guided us by, hanging up slips of parchment to dry.

By the time we reached the stairs, sweat was beading on the back of my neck, causing loose strands to stick to it.

Sere’s hand tightened in mine as we came to a halt.

No one spoke. A tapping drew my attention to a wooden board, nearly identical to the rest of the boards that made up the intricate web of decks and bridges throughout the treetops. But the angle of it was slightly off, causing it to sit askew.

A false board.

Nemi had mentioned her aunt had used them when she’d try to sneak out as a girl. They were fastened to some sort of noisemaker below, which would sound if she stepped onto them.

“Arla’s fucking annoying,” I said into the bond.

Amusement filtered back. “I’m happy to kill her. Just say the words and it’s done, siren.”

Nope. There was nothing sexy about that. My mate offering to kill my friend’s aunt for me was not charming.

“The answer is still no, Sere.”

I kept my mental voice stern, but that meant little when Sere was literally in my head, sensing everything I felt. Her smugness rippled through me, causing my cheeks to burn.

A tugging on my hand had me moving forward once more, taking care to avoid the rigged board. Relief washed over me as we took the first few steps down. The sooner we got out of here, the better.

We were high up— ten stories at least, maybe more. The ground was a dark blur below us. We had to be careful as we took the steep stairs— as we hurried down the winding wood walkway that wrapped around the tree. Sascha buried her face into my flushed skin, but didn’t otherwise protest as she was jostled.

And then Nemi gasped, the sound wrought with panic. “Wait, don’t—”

But it was too late. Someone— I wasn’t sure who— stepped onto another false board, and something loud and booming detonated in the air. The stairs shook below us.

“Fuck!” Nemi hissed.

Sere tensed. A soldier, anticipating battle. “Maybe I’ll get to kill her after all.”

I gave her a look she couldn’t see, then shoved at the others.

“We’re still cloaked. Stick to the plan. Go!” I growled.

I could already hear the commotion above us. Could hear the rumbling in the distance.

The five of us took off. It was a graceless sort of run, and Sascha was not a fan, if her little hisses were any indication.

Vas grunted suddenly. “She’s here—”

And that was all the warning we had before vines shot out, winding up and around the staircase. They coiled around everything in their path, smashing into my shins and threading through my limbs.

“Fuck!” Someone yelled.

Ariadne’s shadows dropped. I grunted at the sudden light. The vines, which were as thick as my thighs, continued to wrap up my legs and around my waist, tearing me away from my mate. Distantly, I heard shouts.

“Sere?” I hissed. 

Golden eyes, wild with fury, met mine over tangles of green.

I gave her a look. “I changed my mind.”

The grin that crept across her face— across the face of Ignis’ heir, God of Fire and Destruction— should’ve been terrifying. It promised violence and vengeance. If I was anyone else, I might’ve cowered.

But this was my mate. And the trust that bled between us was saturated in unbreakable, unwavering certainty.

“Get them to the bottom. I’ll meet you,” Sere ordered. And then, like a feral beast being unleashed, energy erupted from her. Her honey eyes flashed black, the vines bursting away in a flash of white-hot power. With a wink, she dashed up the stairs.

“Don’t kill her!” Nemi screamed after her. “Sere, I’m so serious!”

“She won’t,” I assured her as I drew upon my magic. “Probably.”

The heir of death exhaled in exasperation.

Flames burst from my fingertips, sheathing up and down my arms. I worked through the plants, which were quickly reforming. There were a series of shouts from above us, and then the vines trembled.

Sere had found Arla.

Once I freed myself I worked on the others. Vas was fighting against the vines with an angry furrow in his brows. His magic limited him to the earth, to rock and soil, so both him and Ariadne had resorted to their weapons, furiously cutting at the bindings. Nemi stood there, bundled tight with her arms crossed, pissed. This obviously wasn’t the first time this had happened.

When I approached her, palms blazing, she shook her head and sighed. The leaves around her blackened, cracking and falling in clumps into the wood.

I cocked a brow, just as a shriek sounded from somewhere above.

“She hates it when I kill the plants,” Nemi explained, stepping free of the carnage.

There was definitely a fucked up story behind that statement, but I wasn’t about to ask. “Effective,” I said instead. 

Once freed, still clutching an annoyed Sascha, I led the four of us down the stairs. The vines sizzled out of our path as we went, filling the air with smoke. They didn’t reform. Sere evidently had Arla sufficiently distracted.

When we finally touched earth, Sascha squirmed out of my hold, dropping to the forest floor.

“Stay close! We need you to get out of here,” I hissed at her.

But she merely found Nemi and brushed against her legs. The necromancer was looking up at the trees, her brows tugged together. “This way,” she said, gesturing north. “Come on.”

We took off together, Nemi pausing only to scoop up the grumpy black cat. Sascha tolerated Nemi’s handling, her big green eyes watching me suspiciously over the girl’s shoulder as we ran.

“We made it to the bottom. Heading north,” I said into the bond. And upon opening up the tether I was met with a wave of Sere’s emotions. “Godsdamn,” I muttered. My mate was having far too much fun up in the trees.

Ahead, the greenery was beginning to thin. I could see an open field, wide enough to give Sascha’s dragon form the room she needed.

“Where’s Sere?” Ariadne demanded. A glance at them revealed their leg was acting up, a slight limp to their gait. A sheen of sweat layered their brow.

I was about to ask Sere if she needed reinforcements, when her amused voice purred into the bond, “on my way down now, siren. Save a seat for me.”

I snorted. “She’s coming.”

“Well, tell her to hurry up. My aunt may be the only one with powers, but the coven are fighters,” Nemi warned. “If they catch up to us, we’re fucked.” She slowed to a stop, just as sunlight broke through the trees. It was dull compared to what I was used to in the Red Court— the mist muting its luster. But the open field was perfect.

Nemi set down Sascha, who eyed us suspiciously.

“Come on,” I huffed, squatting down. “We need to get away from these crazies. Can you shift for us, please?”

I knew Sascha understood what was going on. She was Nyra’s guardian, after all. But the damn sass in her face was almost comical.

“I won’t let them shoot you out of the sky again,” I told her. “And if they try, you have my permission to scorch them.”

Nemi mashed her lips together, but she didn’t disagree.

The cat still looked distrustful.

“Theia,” Vas murmured, glancing past my shoulder. “We gotta go.”

“Come on Sascha, please?”

With a huff, the cat plopped into the grass. Flattened out like an unamused pancake. Nemi moved towards her, but I threw a hand out, holding her back as a plume of black smoke curled up and around us. Someone squeaked in surprise— truthfully, it sounded like Vas— and then the air cleared, revealing Sascha in her guardian form.

Gods, it would never cease to astound me how massive she was.

The sound of footsteps caused Vas and Ariadne to tense and reach for their swords, but a thrum in the bond gave me pause.

“Relax,” I said, just as Sere burst into the clearing. She had a wide smile on her face. I swore.

“What did you do?” Ariadne asked, their eyes widening.

“Questions later,” I grunted. “Get on everyone.”

“Is my aunt dead?” Nemi demanded.

Ariadne’s features hardened, and despite the tension between the two of them, they helped Nemi scale Sascha’s side.

“I didn’t kill anyone, no,” Sere said.

In the distance, there was a furious shriek, followed by the deep rumble of earth. Below us, the grass seemed to shiver.

Vas’ eyes widened.

“Might’ve burnt some shit down, though,” my mate added cheekily.

“Everyone up, now,” I growled, grabbing Sere by the wrist and dragging her forward. We climbed up Sascha’s side, and as soon as we settled, the dragon pushed off from the ground. Her wings flapped furiously, as if she could sense the urgency in the air pursuing us.

“Go!” I yelled over the roar of wind, gripping the dragon’s scales tightly. The branches around us shuddered violently, leaves shaking free into the air.

“They’re taking to the treetops again,” Vas shouted.

I swore as I spotted them, moving through the canopies like it was grass. Heavy, billowing rainclouds were converging above us, casting dark shadows and making the coven appear less human, and more like panthers, stalking through the treetops like dark apex predators.

“How the fuck are they managing that?” Ariadne hissed.

Nemi made a frustrated sound behind me. “My aunt,” she was all she said.

Sascha shrieked as a net was fired in our direction, dipping to the side. Her back flexed under my legs, and I could sense her tension. She did not want to get shot out of the sky again. We had to get out of range.

Ariadne.

If Arla couldn’t see us, she couldn’t shoot us down. I glanced up. The heavy clouds provided shadows— but was it enough for us to disappear into? Could Ariadne even conceal something as big as Sascha?

I turned to them, meeting their wild, mismatched eyes across the dragon’s back. “Can you cloak us?”

Their expression hardened with resolve. “Hold on.”

Nemi was seated behind them, her small scarred hands holding tight to one of Sascha’s ridges. Her brows furrowed as she watched Ariadne focus, as the shadow walker’s eyes darkened and their veins turned black.

Sere steadied me when Sascha dipped again, her honey gaze hard.

The seconds passed by with painstaking slowness as Ariadne tried to no avail, as Sascha dodged the nets and attempted to take us higher.

We tilted to the side suddenly, all of us violently lurching off-kilter. Nemi shrieked and reached out to grab Ariadne’s hand.

The second their fingers touched, the world rippled.

Magic exploded from the two of them, casting a shadowy net over us, all the way from the tip of Sascha’s snout to the barbed ends of her tail.

And just like that, the assault below us stopped.

We were invisible.

I didn’t realize I’d been digging my nails into Sere’s thigh until her callused fingers covered mine. And then, as the shock wore off, a surprised giggle burst from my lips.

We’d done it.

Sere’s breathing was heavy in my ear, warm as she ducked her head and chuckled into my neck.

“Everyone okay?” Vas called. His voice shook. “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Don’t look down.”

When everyone affirmed they were, in fact, okay, I sagged into Sere’s chest in relief. Sascha took us higher, the greenery blurring below. The shadow magic hid the dragon’s body from view, leaving only the sight of open air below us.

My mate’s heartbeat steadied against my back.

“What about you, siren?” She whispered into the bond. “Are you okay?”

I exhaled. Each flap of sascha’s wings took us further north, and farther away from the trees. Farther from Nemi’s aunt.

“Yeah.” I stroked the dragon’s neck affectionately. “Alright Sascha. Take us to the Sun City.”
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Twenty-One: Raynin




“What the fuck are you doing in the silver court, Kal Terrahaven?”

I officially had a new nightmare.

Gone were the dreams of my head being chopped off. That nightmare had seemed to finally stop.

Unfortunately, it had been replaced by my night with Kal Terrahaven.

I couldn’t help but resent Loux a bit. If my memories of the Red Court had returned sooner, perhaps things wouldn’t have shaped out the way they did. Perhaps I wouldn’t have fucked the salvyre currently infecting everyone in the city.

Sickness. Kal’s magic has always been sickness. I remembered that now. My life as Atlas Stormfury, all those memories, had merged in my mind with my life as Raynin Ironbane. I remembered the Terrahavens, Arderiah’s 93rd class. Ariadne had played a role in my sexual awakening, after all. Their brother had been quiet, smaller back then. 

And his magic had been sickness.

It has all slotted into place that night when I, the heir of Loux, stared down the heir of Sanir. Light and Darkness. Sickness and health. Euphoria and pain.

We’d fought. That bit seemed to drag out in my dreams over the last few nights, replaying over and over as if to mock me, to twist the knife. It had been brutal— stretching on in the way only a salvyre fighting another salvyre would. My bedroom had been trashed. The kitchen, demolished. If the fire hadn’t already called all the off-duty salvyre from their beds, the sounds of our brawl surely would have.

Weak.

The word was poisoning me. I’d been weak. I’d had the dagger in my hand, the sharpened steel pressed into his flesh—

And what had I done?

I’d let him go.

The memory of it caused me to vomit again into the basin Auggie was currently holding in front of me. He brushed the damp strands of hair away from my face, muttering soothing words I didn’t deserve.

I’d told Auggie everything. Immediately.

I hadn’t left myself much of a choice, not when he’d returned from the infirmary to find me clutching the little dog and sobbing naked on our kitchen floor, a mess of blood staining the tile and cabinets.

He’d held me as I rambled through it all. Being Loux’s heir. Atlas’ memories. Theia and Selene. Matteus Fray.

Kal Terrahaven.

“People like us, we’re trained to save lives. To preserve it, to treasure it,” Auggie had said. “You may be a salvyre. You may be the toughest person I know, but you’re also a healer. The magic of Loux flows through your veins.”

His words had only made me hate myself even more.

Kal was killing dozens, if not hundreds of people every day. I knew what their suffering looked like. I saw it first hand. Every. Fucking. Day.

And yet, when it had come down to it, I’d held a knife to his throat and… faltered. I’d had him pinned against the kitchen cabinets, his chest rising and falling with panting breaths, both our bodies slick with sweat and blood. He’d gripped the ledge so tight his knuckles had been white, watching me. Waiting, resigned. I’d had the chance to end it all, to honor all the lives lost and destroy the man responsible.

And I’d chickened out.

Auggie's shadowed face was tight in worry. “Raynin…” He murmured. “I hate seeing you like this.”

My stomach lurched again.

It had been in Kal’s eyes. His ghosts. His pain. He was a pawn of Matteus Fray. He was just as much a slave to the rebellion as Seraphine had been.

As I had been as Atlas Stormfury— when she’d removed my head.

In my new nightmares, memories of our tryst repeated over and over, warping and distorting. Kal begged me to kill him. To end his suffering. Just as he had with his eyes the night we’d faced off.

But I was weak. I couldn’t do it. Over and over, I failed.

And now, days later, hundreds more people had fallen sick and died. I felt like I was living as a shell, hopelessly going through the motions. Going to the infirmary, going home. Everything seemed to be hidden behind a cloud of gray. I was exhausted, and even when I finally fell asleep…

I fought the wave of nausea threatening to overtake me. “I have to stop Matteus Fray,” I told him weakly. “If I can kill him, maybe Kal can undo the effects of the sickness. Stop people from dying.”

Auggie exhaled, then crossed the room and sat beside me on the bed. “Perhaps we should try to get an audience with the Lord of the Silver Court.”

“No,” I said hurriedly. I turned and gripped my mentor’s shoulders. “No one can know what I’ve told you. You don’t understand. The Red Court… there’s no telling how many people Fray has under his thumb.”

To Auggie’s credit, he didn’t look at me like I’d gone crazy. He merely nodded. “Okay.”

“I’m serious. No one can know.”

“Hon, I’m a sage.” My mentor smiled wryly. “My people have harbored a healthy distrust for authority for a long time. You don’t have to worry about me.”

When I exhaled in relief, head falling back against my pillows, Auggie sighed.

“The sickness could be a distraction. Based on what you’ve told me, it doesn’t make sense for Fray to just kill off the entire city. There has to be more to it.”

I worried my lower lip between my teeth. “Maybe he’s using the sickness as a bargaining tool. Swear allegiance to him and he’ll keep you and your loved ones alive,” I mused. “Perfect way to build his army up north.”

“If they’d been offering the infected some sort of miracle cure, don’t you think we would’ve heard about it by now?” Auggie’s brows furrowed.

Another wave of nausea churned in my stomach. “What, you think he’s just thinning the herd?” The idea of Fray using Kal to kill people off at random was terrifying. It was somehow worse. Much worse.

“I don’t know what to think. It doesn’t seem like Fray is killing people strategically. It just feels like…well, random. Like he’s trying to weaken us. Or distract us.”

“Back in the Red Court, he’d raid cities,” I recalled. “People who refused to join were burned. That was how he amassed a lot of his army.”

I frowned, trying to find a pattern. Some sort of piece we were missing.

I stilled.

“Auggie, that’s it.”

“What?”

“The sickness is a distraction. I mean yeah, he might be using it as a bargaining tool, too. But I think he’s using it as a cover to steal people away. To kidnap them and compel them into swearing fealty to him. Think about it. Who’s going to make a big deal about missing people when bodies are dropping left and right?”

My mentor’s tan skin paled. “He’s gutting the Aarga from the inside out.”

“Fuck,” I swore. I buried my hands in my hair, savoring the pain as I pulled at the strands. It was the only thing tethering my sanity.

“Wait.” Cool hands pried my fingers away, forcing me to look my mentor in the eyes. “If that’s true, then Fray has to be nearby to oversee all this, don't you think? I mean, if he plans to take the Silver Court, he’d have to be here. Right?”

“I mean, probably,” I conceded. “I don’t know.”

“The odds of Kal leaving the city are low. Not if he’s still following Fray’s orders. Which means he’s still around somewhere. If we can find him, we can follow him. Maybe he’ll lead us back to them.”

The room grew quiet as we pondered that. Matteus Fray— here. I had fleeting, distant memories from when he’d taken Atlas. I vaguely remembered him leaving to go north. He’d taken some men— there’d been more waiting for him in the Blue Court. And then…

My brain hurt as I strained to remember. He’d left Kian, Selene, and Ashridge in charge. Kian and Ashridge had butted heads, so Fray had summoned Kian to join him up north…

The rest was fuzzy. The effects of the compulsion, perhaps even the trauma of it, left the memories of my time with Matteus Fray hazy.

The dog stirred at the foot of my bed, then scooted his way up towards us.

I hadn’t named him. Not really. I couldn’t keep him, after all. In an unspoken truce, Auggie and I had taken to calling him ‘Little Guy.’

I scratched his furry head, trying to think. “Fray’s got to be here,” I murmured. “You’re right. And if he is, I mean… Kal knows I’m onto him now. He’ll be sneakier. But maybe if I can find his salvyre… I know two of them are here somewhere. Jasper and Aeryn.”

“I mean this in the nicest way possible. If you keep throwing new names at me I’m going to lose it.”

I snorted and smacked his arm. “Babe, imagine getting another person’s entire life’s worth of memories in one go. My head has been spinning for days.”

“Loux was kind of a dick for that."

My lips pressed into a line. I still couldn’t quite figure it out. Why had Tempros asked Loux to separate Atlas and I to begin with? Tempros was the god of time, and he was connected to Selene. Selene, who had betrayed us. Selene, who was the reason Atlas was dead.

Had she known this would happen? That their consciousness would merge with mine? That even if Atlas’ body was dead, they'd still live on inside me?

Or was that wishful thinking?

Ugh. I hated how hopeful that made me. How much I longed for it to be true. The more I thought about it…

“Yeah. My head is going to explode.”

Auggie rubbed a hand over my back. “Clean up. I’ll tell the healers you’re feeling under the weather. Find Kal. I can buy you a couple days.”

I threw my head back with a sigh. “Come up with something good. I don’t want them banging down our doors.”

He snorted. “I'll do my best. But look, when you find where Fray’s hiding out, wait for me. I don’t want to have to explain to High Command why I let a salvyre student invade a rebel camp all by herself.”























Twenty-Two: Raynin




It took three days.

Finding them was fairly easy. I camped out near the marketplace, hoping to get a glimpse of Kal or his salvyre, when finally— Jasper appeared. The shifter's familiar form was far more unkempt than the last time I’d seen him. His beard was scruffy, his sunken eyes shifty and weary. 

Tailing him was disappointingly simple. Jasper moved about aimlessly. Like he was in no rush— like he had nowhere to be and nowhere to go. He looked as if the world could burst into flames around him and he might not even notice. Following him back to his little apartment on the lower side of the Aarga was easy.

I didn’t see Kal.

After a day of watching their place, it was Aeryn who made an appearance. Her hair was tied up, the natural highlights looking dull and lifeless. The north hadn't been kind to her. Even her freckles were sparse, each one fading away with her connection to the Red Court. 

It was in following her that I came upon the rebel base just outside the city.

My usually laid-back mentor was a hardass about the whole thing. After an hour of arguing, we agreed I’d stake the place out for a day, and then regroup and decide what to do next. The Raynin side of me saw the logic in his reasoning. It would be unwise to go in without a plan. Without strategy. But the Atlas side of me?

They craved closure. They saw the rebel camp and remembered how it had felt to be tricked by Selene that night at Oren’s. How it felt to lose piece by piece of themself, to sit back and watch as their body did unspeakable things, as they stared down their best friend, sword in hand, like they were the enemy.

That side of me did not want to wait. That part of me wanted to charge in–with dramatic flair, of course– and kill Fray where he stood. To end it all, find Theia and the others, and figure the rest out together. I knew, realistically, that nothing would ever be as it was. But I couldn’t help but hope. Couldn’t help but feel as if everything would be okay if I just got in there and did something.

Perhaps the forces of fate agreed, because Auggie wasn’t home when I got back from my stakeout. He’d left me a roughly scribbled note– he’d been reassigned to night shifts– and I had about six hours until he got off. There was also a pointed reminder to stay safe, along with a crude drawing of a stern-looking Auggie. 

I had a narrow window, and my mentor would probably kill me, but I was going to use it to infiltrate the camp.

Get in, find Matteus Fray, kill him, get out.

It couldn’t be that difficult, right? I’d sketched out a rough diagram of the camp, marked up where the guards were posted. Made notes of their shift changes, their numbers. I had enough sense to know it was a bit reckless. But for fucks sake, I had the memories of two salvyre. An education from Turrim and Arderiah. Even if I hadn’t graduated, that had to mean something.

I had the opportunity, no—the obligation, to end it all. To fix everything.

There was an unsettling tension, a vibrating urgency in my chest. I couldn’t expend it, couldn’t sate it, no matter what I did. Part of me longed for the Red Court– to hold Theia, Vas, Dimitri, and gods, even Selene— and bask in the desert sun. To flirt with the townsfolk in Oren’s Tavern. To watch my sister bat off Zak’s advances while Vas paid for drinks, chilling my wine with her fingertips. To paint the sunrise while Theia did her morning run and Selene did her stretches in the sand.

It hurt.

Because at the same time, I longed for Turrim. For the icy walkways and salted running strips. I longed for my mornings watching Frances pruning plants, arguing with Nate over which shears worked best. For Jude’s savage teasing, for Peter’s goofy plans that never seemed to go right.

I could end this all now, stop the disease, end the rebellion before they could reach the capital.

But then what? I wasn’t Raynin anymore. Not entirely. But I couldn’t leave her behind and simply become Atlas, either.

A problem for later, I decided. Because right now? Right now I had a very real, very tangible solution in front of me. Before the night was over, I'd end this war. I'd do the realm a favor and remove Matteus Fray's head from his shoulders.

I folded the red kerchief I’d bought at the market, rubbing the fabric between my fingers. It wasn’t exactly an easy item to discreetly procure. But a seller had been using vibrant-colored fabrics to wrap the little bracelets she was selling, and I’d merely selected the bracelet in red wrapping. Easy. And, now I had a gift for Jude and the perfect disguise for what would come next.

My memories of Atlas gave me glimpses of the way the rebels tended to dress, how they wore their kerchiefs. I’d spent the little money I had on an outfit that didn’t scream salvyre– some simple black trousers and a gray top that I could wear under one of Auggie’s cloaks. It wasn’t exactly right, but it was good enough. Probably.

I waited until I was just outside the city before removing the kerchief from my pocket and wrapping it around the lower half of my face. With my hood pulled up, I looked the part. I felt the part. 

The camp was small. Perhaps forty rebels were stationed there, at most. In my stakeout I hadn’t gotten a glimpse of any familiar faces, but that didn’t mean much. Fray had to be there somewhere.

I settled in behind the same icy ledge I’d hidden behind for the last day, watching the rebels move about. My idea was to wait until just after the next shift change, when the new guards were still settling in and getting their bearings. It was dark, which I was hoping would work to my advantage.

I'd barely slept in the last two days. My eyes were heavy, and the rashness of my plan was beginning to sow doubt. My body ached. It was impossible to get comfortable out in the ice, and my muscles were protesting in exhaustion. As a healer I could soothe my body when it needed sleep, but it was no replacement for the real thing. And clearly, I was pushing it. 

Before I could become too discouraged, a figure approached the camp on horseback, dressed in familiar rebel garb. They dismounted when they broke past the line of trees, fastening their horse to a post near the others and starting for the line of snow covered tents.

There were a few guards mulling about. It was hard to see too clearly, but two or three of them crowded around a fire, warming their hands. When they spotted the new arrival they hastened to their feet in a salute.

Three, I counted as I watched. I held my breath. Could this be it? The hooded figure was tall and broad shouldered. About Fray’s height, if my memory was correct. I waited, refusing so much as to shake out my cramping calves while I crouched in the snow.

Come on. Pull the hood down.

I didn’t have my bow, but I had my daggers. And I had excellent aim. If I got a little closer, if it was Fray… this could be it. I could take him out.

The figure tossed his head back with a laugh. His kerchief remained fastened from the nose down, but his hood fell to his shoulders.

My entire body locked up.

A mop of familiar dark hair. A cutting, vicious laugh I would recognize anywhere. Cruelty was weaved into the sound, awful and violent.

Not Fray, no.

The enforcer had arrived.

His head turned as someone approached him. The shift revealed a gruesome scar that had robbed him of a chunk of the right side of his face, stealing away his eye and leaving mangled flesh in its wake.

A memory from my time as Atlas resurged, clawing its way up from the depths of my subconscious.

A dark room inside a raided home in Lake Sunshine’s village. Peeling yellow paint, which a figure was chipping away at using a sharp, polished blade.

Someone was talking. I couldn’t quite understand them, but my body seemed to— I held at attention as their words washed over me like warm ale, drowning me, turning my head fuzzy.

“A light mage, an earth mage, and a mind welder. What a bountiful harvest we’ve had tonight.”

The rebel leader was notably unremarkable. His plain pink lips folded around words I was only half hearing.

My attention was on my sister. She stood rigid, expression unreadable.  Cold. I’d never seen her like that before. Never so closed off, so distant. Not like this.

But had I really known her? She was a stranger, wasn’t she? Only a stranger could do this. 

I wanted to demand answers from her. To scream and shake her. 

But I couldn’t even move.

“Kian!” Fray barked. “Stop playing with the wall. Get over here.”

The man stilled and glanced up, hair parting to reveal icy blue eyes. The room seemed to drop several degrees.

Upon hearing the enforcer's name, Vas stiffened. His features were smooth, but I knew him well enough to know that beneath the surface he was stewing. I could practically feel the earthen floor charging with energy. There was a fire boiling inside him, his eyes glinting like hot embers.

His jaw twitched.

Fray was muttering to the other man, entirely unaware that my brother was a living, breathing ball of rage. I wanted to go to him, but the cords of the rebel’s bargain seemed to pull tighter like a noose.

The earth rumbled.

Selene flinched a moment before it happened. It was the movement of someone who knew something was coming, but didn’t know when. Her pale eyes squeezed shut as Vas launched across the room, grabbing a discarded sword from the table and lunging for Kian.

“Stop!” Matteus Fray shouted in surprise.

The command rippled through Vas like lightning. He jolted, but his body was already in motion, still moving, his sword sweeping disjointedly towards Fray’s enforcer.

There was a chilling shriek as the blade cut through Kian’s flesh. Through his face.

“Drop it!” Fray yelled.

The sword clattered to the ground, but the damage was already done. Kian was reeling back, animalistic sounds escaping his fleshy, torn lips. His cheek— his eye— the entire left side of his face was cut open, oozing blood.

“Get Roarke!” Fray barked as one of his guards rushed into the room. He turned to Vas furiously. “How did you do that?! How?”

How was an excellent question. In his rage, Vas had somehow momentarily broken free of Fray's control. 

Now though, my brother crumbled under the force of Fray’s power, his knees hitting the floor.

I tried to step towards him, tried to get between them, but it was as if my body wasn’t mine.

“Answer!” Fray growled.

“Don’t know,” Vas wheezed.

I could barely hear him over Kian’s screams.

A group of guards burst through the door, followed by a man with a bag and a worried face. When he spotted the gore his eyes widened. He rushed forward, pushing Kian onto a stool.

Fray stepped forward and grabbed Vas by the hair, yanking his head back. “You did it somehow. Explain. Now.”

Vas’ face was red. Anger or strain, I wasn’t sure.

“Wanted to kill him.” My brother hissed.

Fray’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

The same cool fury from before seemed to flood Vas’ body again. This time, Fray must’ve sensed it, because his eyes narrowed.

“You will tell me.”

Vas glared up at him as the noose tightened. His face was ruddy with his fury. It was gutting— seeing my strong, furious brother sent to his knees.

Fray’s nostrils flared. His magic saturated the air, a cloying, suffocating cloud.

Vas choked, the vein in his neck bulging. “He’s the one who hurt Theia,” he gasped out. At his sides, his hands clenched into fists. “He’ll die for it.”

The declaration shocked me, appalled me enough that Fray’s grip felt momentarily looser. For the first time since he’d taken us, my magic vibrated in my veins, begging to be expended. Begging for my commands, for my bidding.

We’d all seen bits of Theia’s scars. Evidence of the suffering she’d been through. And now the man responsible stood before us. Him. Kian. It had been Kian who had whittled away at her strength until she was pushed to her limit, leaving behind a woman I hardly recognized. She’d never said much, never given him that sort of power– but knowing he was the one who hurt her, both inside and out?

The cords around me loosened further. I stepped towards the sword.

“Enough!” Fray exploded. “That’s enough. From this point forward, you three are nothing. You’re my soldiers, and nothing more. Theia Stormfury is nothing. You are nothing. Am I understood?”

My body seized up once more. And then my lips felt like stone— impossibly heavy and impossible to move. It was like I was being beaten back into myself, forced away and into a place I didn’t know, didn’t recognize.

Distantly, a sweet feminine voice was pleading, her voice anguished, a song of lamenting bells.

The angry voice that answered held no mercy.

“Is he right-handed, or left? Answer me now, or I’ll take both.”

Selene’s reply was little more than a sob.

“Right.”























Twenty-Three: Raynin




I was not the strongest archer in my salvyre. In either of them, really. So it hadn’t even crossed my mind to bring a bow.

But now, I beat myself up for it. I could’ve made the shot. Probably. Could’ve killed Kian right where he stood. Ended the man who had dared hurt the people I cared about.

I reminded myself that the enforcer was not who I was here for. And further, if I gave into my desire to cross the ice and sheath my dagger in his chest, I would be made. And then my chance at Matteus Fray would be gone.

Strategy. I needed to play this smart.

So as much as it pained me, I did nothing as Kian laughed with his men. As he tossed back a drink, listening to them fill him in on whatever he’d missed. I did nothing but watch, noting that even among his own, he was given a wide breadth. No one sat beside him, no one got too close. Perhaps it was subconscious, as one does not approach an apex predator.

The night crept on.

Eventually, the enforcer retired to a tent in the center of the encampment. It was larger than the rest, almost gaudy compared to the smaller tents in the front.

Exactly the kind of place one could expect the leader to reside.

Was Kian debriefing Fray in there? Was it possible Fray had been here the entire time, and I’d not gotten a glimpse of him?

I shifted in my perch, stretching my legs. My knees were beginning to lock up, I’d been squatting so long.

If Fray was in the tent, there was only one way to find out.

I crept my way down the snowbank I’d been hidden behind, taking care to stick to the shadows. I had my disguise, sure, but in a settlement this small it wouldn’t take much beyond a glance to realize I didn’t fit in. 

Fortunately, the night shift seemed fairly unaware as they sat bundled up around the fire. If they were all from the south, I had no doubt they’d never experienced weather this cold. 

No one saw me as I made my way through the grounds. Soft snores carried from the tents, following me from shadow to shadow. No one stirred, even as a cool breeze carried through the camp, causing the tent flaps to shiver against their binds.

When I made it to the larger tent, I glanced back at the guards, affirming they were still distracted.

Clear. Not a single head was turned in my direction, so I ducked through the entrance.

It took a moment to adjust to then light. For as big as the tent was, there wasn’t much inside it. There were two lit lanterns, and one sat on an old worn desk, where the enforcer enforcer folded behind it. He was alone.

I froze.

He looked up.

There was something unnatural about the sight of him behind a desk. Kian was a man of actions, not words. Not books or maps or planning. He was no great thinker– at least not that I’d seen. And yet, as the man looked up at me from the sheets of parchment in front of him, ink staining the tips of his fingers, I realized in surprise that he was acting as some sort of leader.

Matteus Fray was not here.

“You’re not one of my men,” he said, tilting his head to the side curiously. His hand reached for the dagger.

In a flash, my sword was drawn and pointed at him. “Don’t move.”

His bad eye twitched, as if he was attempting to cock his brow. The muscles on the left side of his face had been so damaged by Vas’ sword that it was hard to tell.

“My guards are right outside. A single shout and they’ll come running,” the enforcer drawled. His ruined eye had been replaced by glass, but the other– it possessed a cool excitement that rattled me to my core.

I flexed my grip on my sword. “You won’t do that,” I said sharply.

His nostrils flared with interest. “No? And why not?”

My brain scrambled as I searched for a reason. I’d been the one to surprise him, to catch him off guard. And yet, Kian had an innate ability to make someone feel small. Like a mouse being cornered by a cat.

At my silence, he smirked. “Remove your mask.”

I didn’t budge. “Where is Fray?”

“Not here.”

I stepped closer, close enough that the tip of my sword pressed into his neck. There were scars along the side– burn scars long healed, but just along their edges I saw the remnants of a relic tattoo.

“Stop reaching for your knife,” I snapped. “When will Fray be back?”

The enforcer seemed to find that funny. He snorted and held up his hands. “I’m going to have a lot of fun with you, girl.”

I refused to let him rattle me. My sword nicked his throat as I glared, drawing a thin stream of blood. “Answer me.”

“Show me your face or I will call for my guards.”

Killing him would be so easy. Just a swipe of my arm, right through the thin skin of his throat. His blood would spill right over his desk, over his maps and plans, and I’d watch as the life left his one good eye.

But I needed answers. Needed him to talk.

I reached up with my free hand and tugged the cloth away. My nostrils flared at the cool air of the tent, at the smell of tobacco, traproot, and must.

“Huh.” He regarded me curiously.

“Tell me,” I pressed. “When will Fray be back?”

The enforcer was following the lines of my face with his gaze, taking in my features with a close inspection I hadn’t thought him capable of.

“He won’t,” he said airily. Unbothered by the blade at his throat. “I’m to meet him down south once I’m finished up here.”

“Finished with what?” I growled.

He actually laughed. “Come on now, little spy. Keep up. High Command of the Silver Court swore fealty to my brother this morning. I brokered the bargain on Fray’s behalf myself.”

His words landed like a sledgehammer. As Atlas– I’d seen the destruction of the Red Court first hand. I’d been part of it, for fucks sake. But even knowing what the rebels were capable of, I could still hardly believe what he was saying. What did he mean the Silver Court swore fealty? Just like that?

Fray wasn’t even here.

“No,” I whispered. “That’s not possible.”

Except, it was. Distantly, I remembered something. Shortly after Selene had sold us out, Fray had left the Red Court, leaving Ashridge and Selene to oversee us. With Ashridge under his control, he was able to use him as a sort of mediary to bargain with others. To lock more people to his will and allow his rebellion to continue, even in his absence. I remembered exactly how it had felt– Ashridge had ordered us around like a pack of dogs, and we’d been just as helpless to obey him as we had the rebel leader.

And now, the Silver Court, the court of sky and ice, my home, had just bent the knee to a faceless, absent entity. That’s how powerful Matteus Fray was. He was possibly the strongest bargainer to ever live, and he had us all in the palm of his hand.

Kian was telling the truth. Fuck.

“Your face is so familiar,” Kian said, cutting through my spiral.

I straightened, fighting to keep the panic from my expression. “What about the disease then?” I demanded. “You got what you came for. You don’t need to keep infecting everyone.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Surely you’re not that stupid. You’re a salvyre, aren’t you? Aren’t you supposed to be smart?”

“You have what you want from my court,” I growled. “You want to what, take over the kingdom? At this rate, there won’t be anything left.”

He snorted. “So small minded. The academy drills the critical thinking right out of you, huh?”

My heart was pounding in my chest. A low growl built at the base of my throat. They were killing hundreds every day. If they decided to have Kal spread the sickness to the other courts, that number could become thousands. Millions. 

The obligation to stop it hardly seemed like a moral quandary.

He flinched as my sword nicked his neck again, and it was then that I realized my hands were trembling.

“I’m growing bored of this,” he sighed. “It’s time we play on my terms.”

He lifted two fingers to his lips, readying to whistle. My eyes widened and before I could think, I was lowering my sword and lunging forward, clamping a hand over his mouth.

“You’ll be dead before they can make it to this tent,” I hissed. “I don’t care if they kill me too. I’ll be sure to take you out with me.”

His eyes flickered with interest. As if I’d offered him something he wanted. A scarred hand reached up to pull my palm away. He moved with careful, slow movements, and to my surprise– I allowed him.

And then I was being shoved roughly backwards as he lunged. And for such a large man, he was fucking quick. He knocked my sword from my hand and then we were grappling, hitting the floor hard.

“I’ll kill you,” I growled. The adrenaline unlocked something inside me. Something feral and bloodthirsty. My vision tunneled around his face.

He only laughed. “I’m going to take great pleasure in stringing you up and carving you to pieces.”

I had a dagger strapped to my thigh, but I couldn’t reach it. Not with him struggling against me, his hand reaching for my throat.

Sense floated away at his threat. “Is that what you did to Theia?” I snarled. Her face floated in the back of my mind, haunted and gaunt as she held onto Selene when she’d finally returned.

And fuck, I could’ve sworn his pupils dilated. It was like waving a steak in front of a dog. A twisted grin tugged at his lips. Pride— pleasure. It made me so mad that my vision went black around the edges.

Power tore violently through me, like a dam bursting. I managed to get him on his back, kneeling on his arms. In one fluid motion I drew my blade and pressed it to his neck,

“What is Fray planning with Kal?” I demanded.

Kian grinned and shook his head. “What is my little pet up to these days?” He asked, ignoring my question. “Gods, her screams were so tasty.”

Blood pooled around the edge of the blade. “I asked you a question.”

The enforcer laughed, throwing his head back against the hard ground. He was no longer resisting. He looked entirely at ease beneath me. He laughed so hard his body shook, his mirth eerie and tinged with violence.

“And they say I’m the crazy one!” He gasped. “Stupid girl, what did you think would happen? You’d come here and what, end it all? You’re too late. Kal is on his way to the Sun City right now. His little homemade gifts have been scattered all across the Ivory Court and Violet Court. Soon they’ll be ours too.” He leaned in, a crazed grin on his face. “If you want to play with me, let’s play. But it won’t change a thing.”

Homemade gifts.

Kal had charmed objects. Cursed them with the illness and sent them out like a weapon. Horror was sweeping through me, twisting nausea in my gut.

Kian trembled once more with laughter. He was enjoying my fear. My disgust. Getting off on it.

I growled, pressing the dagger in deeper. It was messy, holding him like this. His blood pooled around the blade, slipping down the hilt and slicking my grip.

“When did he leave?” Maybe I could catch up to him. If I could— I could stop this. I could undo the charms. I could stop the illness ravaging my court.

Pain, swift and consuming, roared through my body, disrupting my train of thought. I gasped, dropping my blade. It was like a thousand needles were poking my skin from the inside, sharp and angry.

The enforcer was quick, rolling us and pinning me into the ground. I couldn’t even resist. The pain was transforming, creeping through my body like a slow poison, incinerating me from the inside out. Vaguely, I saw his lips moving. Heard him speaking. It was hard to focus against the sudden onslaught of agony, to make sense of his words. My limbs thrashed on their own accord as nerve endings fried.

Had he stabbed me? Nailed me with something poisoned? I couldn’t even think, it hurt so bad.

“What are you—how?” I managed around a pleading gasp.

The enforcer grinned, slow and crooked. Delight danced in his eyes. A primal excitement that offered no mercy.

“Pain is my gift, sweetheart. And you’re about to see how good I am at it.”























Twenty-Four: Theia

I took a deep inhale of the traproot, holding the smoke in my lungs before I exhaled. Content with the warmth flooding my body, I passed the joint back to Vas. He shifted so his back was against the wall and reached out.

“Good, but not as good as back home.”

Vas’ brown eyes were amused as he rolled the paper between his fingers. He studied it for a moment, then lifted it and took a drag. The end of the joint burned cherry, the smell of traproot thick in the air around us.

We’d made it to the capital. And gods, the city was everything I could’ve imagined and more. Streets cluttered with shops and patrons. Fine goods and fabrics hanging in windows and the rich smell of food in the air. The cobblestone roads that connected it all were winding and hilly, drawing up and into the mountain face that housed thousands— no millions— of people.

The Gold Court screamed luxury. Oozed it.

If only Dimitri and Atlas could see this. 

It hadn’t escaped my attention that in another life, we would’ve come here for our graduation ceremony. That instead of being wrapped up in Fray’s agenda, we could’ve been indulging in the capital’s weekend-long celebration for salvyre across the kingdom. Atlas and Vas had always had an uncanny talent of getting caught up in the wildest escapades– they would’ve been an unstoppable force.

Had I ever taken the time to consider what a privilege their antics had been? The realization that I hadn’t was a kick to the gut that I didn’t have the strength to look at too closely.

I pressed myself deeper into the alcove we were tucked into, seeking the shade the awning provided. Compared to summers in the Red Court, spring in the Sun City was remarkably tame. But even so— the humidity was a force. It was humid enough that merely standing outside coated my skin in a layer of moisture, seeping into my clothes and hair. Everything was damp. All the time.

The city’s sprawling bay, which I’d only ever read about, was miles larger than I’d ever thought possible. The water gleamed a fine aquamarine, marred only by the constant flurry of ships, some of which looked bigger than all of Arderiah combined.

And the people.

There were so many of them. All kinds, dressed in all different fashions. It was mind boggling.

Vas passed me the traproot and I accepted it gratefully, taking another puff.

“Where do you think Sascha ran off to?” My brother asked.

We stood watching the others. Ariadne was hovering behind Nemi, who was wearing a covering that concealed most of her face. It was a sort of sun-shielding fashion here that wouldn’t draw her too much attention. That, combined with the wraps she wore to hide the marks on her palm, would be more than enough to keep her identity secret. Still, Ariadne stuck to the small woman like glue, a personal bodyguard.

The two must’ve had it out at some point in our journey here, because whatever festering anger had formed between them had clearly dissipated. The two had been inseparable.

My attention flitted from them to Sere, who was on the further side of the market square, speaking to a woman selling sticky buns. Even from across the way, I could see the gleam of perspiration along her brow. Dripping down the strong column of her neck. 

Perhaps I was biased, but she looked damn good.

I took another hit of the joint and passed it to Vas, refocusing on our conversation. “Sascha? Pfft. She does what she wants. She’ll be back when we need her.”

Vas snorted, but didn’t disagree. Sascha, who had switched into her cat form once we landed a respectable distance from the city, had scurried off to explore. But she’d be back. Nyra’s guardian seemed to have fully imprinted on me, on all of us really, knowing exactly when we needed her– be that for a hasty escape or a comforting brush up against the shin.

As we watched, a pair of guards strolled past Ariadne and Nemi. I tensed, preparing for some sort of confrontation, but the guards only nodded at the group and moved on. Ariadne continued speaking to the merchant whose booth they’d stopped at, but I noticed as they brought a hand up to rest gently on Nemi’s lower back.

To anyone else, it might appear as a simple gesture between friends or lovers. A comforting display of affection.

But I saw it for what it was. An act of protectiveness. A move that perhaps neither of them realized was wrought with claim, with possession.

I recognized it because Sere touched me the same way.

When Vas passed the joint back to me, I eyed his left hand. He was attempting to use the stone Nemi’s aunt had given him. And to her credit, the damn thing was pretty fucking cool. Vas’ control over it was unlike anything I’d seen before. It moved like liquid, shaping to his will with precise obedience.

He hadn’t mastered it yet, obviously. And I knew he wore the black glove over it for more than just to keep a low profile. The glove helped him keep the stone in the right shape— helped him practice and stay attuned to it.

As I watched he attempted to take the joint, then quickly gave up when it proved too difficult.

“Try again,” I said, pulling the traproot away when he reached with his good hand.

He made a face. “You don’t want me to do that.”

“It’ll be good practice.”

“I’ll drop it, or worse— I’ll crush it. And then it’s wasted.”

I shrugged. “So? Who cares?”

A line formed between his brows as he mulled it over. I could tell he was nervous– not only afraid of messing up, but of messing up in front of me. It tugged at something in my chest. My brother might’ve been one of the largest people I knew, but under all the muscle he was soft. His heart was pure. Good.

It killed me to see him so torn up.

“Hey,” I muttered, nudging his shoulder with mine. “Remember what you told me? We get the fuck up.”

His features softened a fraction. 

Perhaps he’d never realized how much he had done for me all those months ago. Perhaps to him, that morning he’d held me as I cried– those first few weeks back at Arderiah– perhaps that was merely a blip in his memory. He was good like that. For him, showing kindness to his family was second nature.

But it had meant everything to me. And maybe now– somehow– I could do the same for him.

Our eyes held. And then his face flashed with an emotion I couldn’t quite identify, gone just as fast and replaced by determination.

He reached for the joint, carefully holding out his gloved hand.

I stayed still. Didn’t breathe. His features pinched in concentration, weighing out the right pressure, the right shape, the right movement. Vas was a big guy– just as likely to crush the fragile paper even when he’d had both his hands.

And then, ever so gently, he plucked the traproot from my fingers.

I heard as his breath caught. And while it wasn’t nearly the same, I understood the sensation that swamped him. I recognized the emotion in his eyes.

The feeling— even if brief— of reclaiming a part of oneself. Of taking back a piece of something that had been stolen away.

I was so caught up that I didn’t notice the pair of salvyre guards approaching us until they were nearly upon us. Their uniforms were pristine, the patches on their breasts like a taunt.

“What have you got there?” The male guard asked, jerking his chin at the joint in Vas’ hand.

My brother startled, but kept his grip on the paper. Instinctively, I shifted to put myself in front of him.

Tension simmered in the air. Call it intuition, call it a salvyre’s instinct, but I had no doubt: these guards were looking for a fight.

I sized them up. They were smaller than us, but that didn’t mean much.

“Traproot,” Vas said simply, gesturing with the still smoking drug to a booth just beyond us. “Bought it right there.”

The female guard snorted. “Yikes. What’s that, a Red Court accent? You’re far from home.”

Vas stiffened. I felt my own spike of panic, but it quickly dissipated. There was nothing to panic about– surely there were plenty of southerners that visited the capital. Even if our description had circulated this far, would they really recognize us? The first thing we’d done after securing a place to stay was find a place to buy normal, unsuspecting clothes that suited the Gold Court’s humidity. Courtesy of Nemi, who’d stolen a fair chunk of change from her aunt, our cloaks and salvyre leathers were gone— hidden back at the inn we were staying in. None of us had even strapped up today. I was armed with only a small dagger in my boot and the tattoos on my arms.

We’d done nothing wrong, I reminded myself. No one had recognized Nemi, and the odds of Fray having these salvyre in his pocket were low.

I brushed a piece of lint from the blue sundress Sere had picked out for me, meeting the salvyre’s gaze with what I hoped was appropriate deference.

“Nice catch. We’re from the Scarlett City. We’re in town on holiday.”

The man glanced between Vas and I as his female counterpart squinted at us. Her hand fell to her waist, thumbing the sword there.

“You two are aware that we don’t tolerate littering up here? Not sure how they run things down in the south, but up here we keep our streets clean.”

My brows knitted together in confusion. “Littering?”

The man jerked his chin at the joint. “That doesn’t end up on the ground. Am I clear?”

We were in the capital city. The most densely populated area in the entire kingdom. The home of the king.

And these salvyre were getting on our case about littering. Littering that hadn’t even happened.

My lips pressed into a thin line as I struggled with a wave of annoyance. I couldn’t afford to be impulsive anymore. Not the way I used to be.

Vas threw his good arm around my shoulder, pulling me into his side. His annoyance mirrored mine, but in more ways than one— he was the bigger person.

“Crystal clear, sir,” my brother told the salvyre guards. And gods bless him, he even sounded earnest.

“Ma’am?” The man prompted, squinting at me.

“No littering,” I grunted.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Vas’ stone hand trembling. I knew he was playing it down, but he was nervous. Keeping a grip on the delicate rolled paper was beginning to be a struggle.

Inconspicuously, I pulled it from his fingers, feeling his exhale of relief as he lowered his hand.

“What’s with the glove?” The woman jerked her chin at Vas.

My brother stiffened.

Across the market, I could sense Sere’s gaze on us. She wouldn’t approach— not yet anyway— but she’d tuned in to the situation.

I had to squash this. We couldn’t afford the attention.

“He hurt his hand as a kid,” I quickly explained. “The compression helps with the pain.”

“He can’t speak for himself?”

I blanched. “You asked—”

“What seems to be the problem?” A new voice asked. A third salvyre popped up behind the other two, throwing their arms around them.

Their captain. He regarded the others casually, but even without glancing at his uniform I could sense his authority. There was a look in his eyes that I recognized.

“These two are acting shifty,” the girl explained.

“Oh?”

The male guard nodded in agreement, but the newcomer merely regarded us, assessing.

Fear cloyed at me. What if this captain had some sort of mind magic? What if he could see what we were thinking, read us bare?

But the captain only shook his head.

“Looks like they’re just tryna have a smoke and you both are bothering them. Leave ‘em be. Our shift’s almost up.”

The male guard turned to his captain, looking ready to argue.

But the captain took a step back and gave him a stern look. “Arresting random civilians won’t get us back in rotation. We have to serve out our week.”

The male guard rolled his eyes, but softened at the command, muttering something unintelligible under his breath. The captain ignored him and glanced back at us. His gaze lingered on my brother as he offered a smile. “You okay, big guy?”

Vas rocked back on his feet. And to my astonishment, he blushed. 

“I’m fine,” he said.

The captain’s grin grew. “Sure you are. Well, maybe I’ll see you around, yeah?” He didn’t give Vas a chance to reply. With a wink, the captain corralled his salvyre and led them away. 

Vas and I stood in disbelieving silence as they made their way down the market without a backwards glance, their perfect uniforms glinting in the sun.

I sensed Sere's approach before I saw her. The familiar scent of sandalwood and smoke did little to soothe my nerves.

“What was that about?”

The joint was nearly at its end. I curled my hand into a fist around it and when I released it, flakes of ash fluttered to the ground.

Vas was unnaturally quiet, flexing his gloved fingers.

Sere frowned. “Theia?”

“They were looking for someone to give a hard time to,” I answered. “Their captain called them off.”

I frowned, looking up into Sere’s eyes, as if I could find answers in their honey depths. Was that what my salvyre would’ve been like one day? Riding the high of our power over civilians who had no choice but to do as we said? I wanted to deny it. To insist we were better than that.

But the truth was, I didn’t know. The realization sank like a rock in the pit of my stomach.

Sere’s jaw clenched as she glanced over my shoulder, presumably watching the three as they disappeared down the strip. When she looked at me again, her expression was softer. Because she saw me. Of course she did. She didn’t make any assurances or give any platitudes. Instead, her fingers brushed mine, the touch a promise of support.

Maybe if things had been different I would have ended up like those idiots. After all, I’d been raised to think my magic, my status, set me apart. Made me different– defined who I was. I’d worn that righteous sentiment like a badge of honor.

I wasn’t quite so naive anymore.

No. And I supposed, in a twisted way, I had Fray to thank for that. Because of him, I’d been changed irreparably. Cut and bruised and scarred– over and over. I’d lost and been lost to. I’d experienced firsthand what it felt like to be powerless, to be reduced to a body, an instrument. 

I doubted those guards ever had, and perhaps they never wood. Hopefully they wouldn’t. But Vas, Ariadne, Nemi? They understood what it was like to have someone take from them just because they could. Because they felt entitled to it.

And Sere. The fierce, impassioned woman by my side? The woman who had no reason to care for the world that had left her behind, and yet still strove to better it? She stood by me, a force I could only hope to one day measure up to. She stood with me, ready to burn everything to ash if I asked. She had every reason to choose hate and rage and thirst for blood, to never trust again. But she chose us instead. She chose to fight.

I stared up at her, heart thudding in my chest. The emotions twisting inside me were at odds with the sunny, bustling city around us. Sere stared back, honey eyes fierce.

“There’s Nemi and Ariadne,” Vas murmured, breaking the spell. He gestured to the pair making their way towards us.

“Good.” Sere looked up and nodded, holding up a small paper sack I hadn’t noticed her carrying. “I have a lead. Anyone want a sticky bun?”























Twenty-Five: Theia




Back at the inn, Sere and I readied for a night out. Or rather, I did. Sere lounged on our bed in the suite adjoined to the room the others were sharing, looking amused as she watched me line my eyes with coal.

“I haven't seen you wearing makeup since that first night,” she observed. 

“You mean the night you kidnapped me?”

She stretched her arms over her head and grinned. “Semantics.”

I narrowed my eyes at her in the mirror.  "You know you don’t have to do all that to get my attention tonight, yeah?”

“Is that right?” Her smoky laugh was filled with promise.

Sere’s lead had come in the form of a bar recommendation. A place in the southern side of the city known for good music, cheap drinks, and dancing.

And readings by the Artist, apparently, on rare occasions.

Silence stretched between us as I focused. When I felt confident my makeup was perfect, I set down the liner, still facing the mirror. My thoughts drifted. Getting ready like this brought up memories I wasn’t ready to face. Memories of me, Atlas, and Selene, trading accessories and lipstick. Of Vas and Dimitri whining that we were taking too long.

I set my hands against the vanity, trying to banish away the feelings by staring into the wood grain.

Sere sat up, setting aside the sketchbook I’d bought her at the marketplace.

“Come here.”

“We should get going,” I said at the same time, turning to face her.

My mate cocked a brow. “It’s early. Come here. Don’t make me ask again, siren.”

Her dominance sent a flush of heat to my cheeks. My legs seemed to move of their own accord, carrying me across the small bedroom until I stood at her side of the bed.

Sere was dressed in a simple white tunic that pulled tight across the muscular expanse of her chest and shoulders. I’d never seen her wear much other than black, and I was surprised to find how much I liked seeing her in other colors. It brought out the warmth in her skin, the intricacies of her tattoos.

Though, admittedly, she could probably wear a sack and I’d still want to climb her.

A knowing grin tugged at her lips. She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed, pulling me until I stood between them.

And gods, she was big. Tall. I doubted it would ever stop sending a thrill of shock through my core, seeing how much she dwarfed me. Even with her sitting, we still came to nearly the same height.

“I never told you that night, so I’ll tell you now,” she said in a low voice. “Theia Stormfury, you’re fucking beautiful.”

I blinked, then smiled shyly. “You like me in makeup, huh?”

Her long fingers tightened on my waist, dragging me closer. “I like you in all ways, siren. You’re the prettiest little killer I know,” she teased, leaning in to brush her lips against my ear. “Yeah, I love the makeup. But you know what I love most about it?”

I swallowed, shaking my head. She chuckled darkly.

“Imagining what it would take to mess it up.”

My breath caught in my throat. Oh. Her words had a visceral effect on my brain. My knees wobbled, and I reached up to her shoulders to steady myself, her name a whisper on my lips.

With a wicked grin she pulled me closer, shifting back so I was seated on her lap, my legs hitched on either side of hers.

“What time did you want to leave again?”

My mind blanked. The thread between us was suddenly a pulsing, tangible thing. It was pulling at me. Demanding I close the distance between us.

“Theia?”

“We have time.”

And then I was kissing her, needing her taste on my tongue. Needing to remember exactly how those curvy, sinful lips felt against mine. She groaned, digging a hand into my hair, tangling the strands in a fist as she angled my mouth how she wanted me.

My nails dug into her shoulders. The slacks I wore were thin, and I quickly discovered that if I rolled my hips just right, the hardness of her belt rubbed in just the right spot.

“That’s it, baby,” she murmured as she broke away, leaning down to nip at my neck. She sucked the sensitive skin between her lips.

“You’re gonna leave a mark,” I mumbled, rolling my head back. 

Logically, I knew any mark she’d make would fade by the time we reached the bar, but still: the idea of her leaving evidence of herself on me? It made me feel things I couldn’t explain.

“Good,” she purred. Her warm hands found their way back to my waist, helping me find a rhythm on her lap. When I gasped, something dark and possessive thrilled down the bond. “Everyone who sees you tonight will know you’re mine. My mark, on my woman.”

I shivered. If anyone else had dared to make such a bold claim, I might’ve pulled my knife out and stabbed them.

But when Sere did it? Goosebumps rippled along my flesh.

“You love it,” she breathed, then laughed wickedly. “That’s right baby. I’m gonna mark you up, and then you’re going to come all over my lap like a good girl.”

“Sere!” I gasped, cheeks flushing. “They’ll hear us.”

Her teeth found a new spot to nip. “Then you better be quiet.”

A hand slid between us, reaching down and flicking open the button of my slacks. She wasted no time slipping her long fingers past my panties, groaning when she found how wet I was.

“Ugh, and this is all for me. You know how hot that is? Feeling you in my head, getting all turned on for me? Touching your pussy and finding the evidence? Fuck. I need to feel you come.”

A strangled sound escaped my throat as her fingers found my clit, drawing slippery, tight circles. I buried my face into her neck, pressing open-mouthed kisses along the column of her throat.

“Mark me baby,” she growled. “Show me your teeth. Let everyone know who I belong to.”

Her words sent a thrill down my spine. “You’re mine,” I agreed, finding the spot just below her ear that I knew made her squirm. Her little gasp of pleasure made me damn near feral.

“That’s right.” Her fingers moved faster, pass after pass right where I needed her. She didn’t let up, didn’t lose rhythm. She was a woman driven. Possessed.

I gasped as the heat began to build. It was intense, inescapable. My legs shook.

“I’m so close,” I breathed.

She pulled back, just enough so I could see the fire in her expression.

“Eyes on me when you come. I want to see what I do to you.”

Her words sent me tumbling over the edge. My back arched, driving my chest into hers. A low moan escaped me. I held her tightly as the orgasm wracked through me, as she strummed me through it.

And gods. She was magnificent. Golden eyes narrowed, entirely focused on my face, my reactions, my pleasure. Her brown skin was warm in the lowlight of our bedroom. Her lips parted in a crooked, lazy smile. And when she looked at me like that? I couldn’t help but think she looked like a goddess– all strength, all power, and surely the most beautiful being to ever walk the realm.

A wave of emotion surged through me as her fingers slipped free from my slacks. I nearly sagged against her, I was so struck. This beautiful woman was mine. Every part of her: her courage, her passion. Her pain, her anger. All of it— her fire, her ice. Her life and destruction. She was mine, and I was hers. Entirely.

“I love you,” I realized.

Seraphine Terrahaven’s eyes flashed with light. And through the bond, something pure and warm trickled through me. A degree of levity and joy I had not experienced since Atlas. 

“Say it again.”

A tiny sliver of doubt, of disbelief, cracked through her joy. She had never expected this. Never even dreamed of it. No salvyre did. A life of love, of partnership and security? It wasn’t ever in the cards.

But this? Us? We were inevitable. No king or lord or high commander could take this away. We’d live and die having had this moment, this bond. She was mine and I was hers. Her mate.

I reached up to cup her face. With my thumb I caressed the scar that cut through her brow, that tiny silver imperfection that I hated in origin, but loved as part of her.

“I love you Seraphine Terrahaven,” I murmured. This time, with resolution. Without doubt. With the knowledge that nothing in our future was certain, except for this. Her and I. 

“My little siren, my mate.” She leaned in close, pressing our foreheads together. Sandalwood and smoke caressed my senses, twining into my breaths and filling my lungs.

She let out a ragged breath. “Theia… Before you…. I was a shell. I was wasting away at that camp. Even if I had managed to get out on my own…” She trailed off, holding me tighter. “I have a lot of shit I need to work out. I know that. But fuck, you’ve seen every ugly piece of me and somehow—?” She cut off, swallowing past a ball of emotion. “You make me want to be better. Because if you can see all that and still find something in me to love… then maybe I can too.”

“Find… ?” I repeated, shocked. “Sere, you dumbass, I love all of you. Those ugly parts are the pieces of you that survived. They’re your strength. Yeah, I want you to be happy. I want you to heal. I wish you never had to go through any of it, but I will stand by you as you take what you’re owed.” I leaned back, just enough so she could see how serious I was. “I love all of you. Every part of you is my mate, and every part of you is mine.”

Moisture welled in her eyes. Her jaw worked as she processed my words, as she tucked them away somewhere deep and guarded.

I leaned in again, our breath mingling in the air. My hands trailed down her arms as I said, “You’re mine, Sere,” I repeated. “To love. To treasure. To fight for. To kill for.”

The heat that smoldered through the bond caused me to gasp. Heat and something else— something soft and delicate. It was a contradiction of light and darkness, of sweet beginnings and violent ends.

It was a mirror of my feelings for her. She echoed it all back: a love whole, beautiful, artfully complex. A love powerful. Unyielding. Absolute.

“My bloodthirsty little siren,” she rasped.

And then her lips were on mine. She kissed me with fervor, her unspoken words conveyed in every pass of her mouth over mine, every clash of tongues, every gasp of breath.

Her hands trailed up and down my back— not quite sexual or claiming, but something else…

Adoring.

I had the strangest urge to cry.

When she finally pulled away, both of us were slightly out of breath. There was a sheen to her beautiful, golden eyes. A degree of emotion and vulnerability she’d afford no one else.

“Love isn’t the right word for what I feel for you, little siren. It doesn’t feel strong enough. But until I can find something more suiting, something that gets it right: I love you, too.”

My breathing hitched. I was still straddling her lap, but as I gazed down at the beautiful woman below me, the woman who loved me, the distance between us felt far too wide.

We had to leave. Had to find the Artist and implore the king for help and fuck, find a way to end a war— but I just couldn’t find it in me to care.

For once. For maybe 30 more minutes— I wanted to be selfish.

And so I would.

I kissed my mate so fiercely that our teeth clashed. Our mouths moved together urgently this time. My hands trailed her shoulders, her strong arms, before twining around her neck.

“Mine,” she murmured into my lips. Her grip tightened on my waist, and then she was moving us, shifting back so I was laying over her.

“Yours,” I agreed, groaning when one of her hands trailed down and grasped my breast through my shirt.

She broke our kiss and her lips trailed back down my neck, leaving fresh marks in her wake. When I shivered, she chuckled darkly.

“Have you ever been fucked with a cock, love?” She asked breathily, sliding a hand under my shirt, tracing the flat planes of my stomach.

My arms shook as I held myself above her. If she kept saying and doing things like that I’d fall.

“Theia?”

Right. She’d asked a question. “No,” I rasped.

She grinned into my neck, then pressed a kiss just below my ear. “One day, I’ll fuck you with one.” Her fingers trailed up higher, dipping below my breast band so she could trace my nipples.

My eyes fluttered shut. “You sound so confident I’ll like it.”

When she pinched me, rolling her thumb and forefinger along my right nipple, I gasped, rolling my hips against hers.

“I’m confident I’ll make it good. Gods. I’d love to see you ride me.”

Her words were like a spark, lighting me up inside. The mental picture she was creating was so hot– I needed it. Needed her.

For the first time, it occurred to me that I literally didn’t give a fuck what sort of anatomy Sere was packing. I’d long associated attraction with bodies that were like mine. But was that really what I craved? What I craved was her. Her soft skin and callused hands, her slow smiles and warm kisses.

Sere was my mate. She only had to breathe in my direction to light me up inside. The universe had created her for me, and I for her. It was her that made me feel, that made me whole.

I leaned back, settling my hips against her waist and grinning. “Like this?” I asked as I ground my center into her. As I watched, her eyes darkened.

“Take off your pants, siren.”

I didn’t move fast enough, evidently. She reached for me, impatiently shoving my slacks and panties down in one smooth movement. When I started to climb over her again, my knees digging into the soft mattress on either side of her, she shocked me by grabbing my thighs and pulling me upwards.

“Sere!” I squealed. “What are you doing?”

“Baby, I’m about to spend whatever time we have telling your pussy how much I love you.”

Oh.

Oh.

Well how could I say no to that? She helped me get positioned over her, smirking when I had to catch myself on the bed frame. Her tattooed arms coiled around my thighs, long fingers digging into my scarred flesh.

“Sere,” I gasped, holding the frame for balance.

Her grip tightened, arms flexing. Sere’s biceps were thicker than my thighs. How had I never noticed that before? And the sight of her capable, wicked fingers, gripping possessively over Kian’s name?

There was something inexplicably arousing about it. I’d become fairly insecure over the marks Kian had left on my skin. But seeing them held down by her callused hands, her molten honey eyes gazing up at me? Hot. And based on the amusement in her expression, I could tell she knew just how attractive I found it.

I threw my head back and groaned.

“Uh uh. Eyes on me, love,” Sere teased into the bond.

I dragged my attention back to her. She waited until our eyes met again, and then tugged me down roughly, lowering my center right over her mouth.

“Oh fuck.”

Gods, I loved her tongue. She trailed it through my slit, then up, eliciting a moan as she circled my clit. Unconsciously, I rocked against her, needing more.

“That’s right. Fuck my face. Don’t hold back,” came her growl in my mind.

I couldn’t suppress my shiver as she took my clit between her teeth and sucked. As she rolled her tongue against me, holding me in place to take swipe after swipe. She ate my pussy like she was starving and I was a ten course meal. It was messy and hot and I was surely going to lose my mind.

When she flicked her tongue just the way I loved, I gasped, jerking my hips against her face. Her eyes, still holding mine captive, glinted in approval. I began to rock against her in earnest then, savoring the feel of her, the pleasure she was causing to tighten all throughout my body. The bond lit up with her desire, her worship, her devotion.

She was enjoying this just as much as I was.

Soft moans, pants, filled the room as she urged me closer to my release. My legs trembled around her, but if my weight bothered her, she gave no indication. She only pulled me closer, doubling her efforts.

My grip on the bedframe was so tight that my knuckles were white. Her tongue was wrecking the most delicious sort of havoc against me, blazing, destroying, consuming.

I shook at the force of it.

And then, just as I was nearing the edge, she snuck a hand up my shirt, pinching and caressing my breasts, the touch possessive and claiming and—

“Fuck,” I hissed as I was catapulted into my release, throwing my head back, gasping and bucking wildly as she held me through my orgasm.

“Beautiful,” she marveled. “Stunning.”

Her love was my only tether as I rode the waves of pleasure. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. There was only her and the sensations she was wielding.

Her grip didn’t let up. The familiar heat of my orgasm began to twist into something that was too much, too intense. My legs trembled around her face.

“Sere,” I groaned. “I can’t.”

Her grip was bruising. “You didn’t look me in the eyes when you came, siren,” she purred. “Let’s try again.”

Oh gods. I shuddered above her, gasping. This had become one of her favorite games. Seeing how much pleasure she could pull from me, no mercy, no break. Once Sere got herself between my legs, she was a glutton for it.

Our eyes met, mine hooded and pleading. For what, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want her to stop. Not now. But it was so much– so intense. 

Her gaze burned with heat, daring. She’d stop if I told her to. But when I said nothing, she dragged her tongue through my center once more, flicking against my oversensitized clit.

“Gods.”

“Close. But not quite. Just me.”























Twenty-Six: Theia




The bar Sere had gotten intel on was… well, unassuming from the outside. That was putting it kindly.

Getting there had been an adventure in and of itself. We’d had to navigate a series of dark back alleys in a less patrolled part of the city, under clotheslines and shouts that echoed from window to window. The journey was entirely uphill, and the further into the mountain we went, the walkways became less maintained, rocky and uneven. Stray dogs and cats roamed about, drinking from water bowls left outside on stoops.

When we finally arrived at what was supposedly the place, Sere stuffed a paper into her pocket and regarded the structure, then glanced back at Vas and I.

I cocked a brow. “You’re kidding.”

The door looked no different than the rest of the doors providing entry to the homes along the walk. Each building was flush against the next, distinguishable only by varying bright, vibrant paint. The one we’d stopped in front of was a striking purple, nestled between a vibrant turquoise and a vivid yellow.

Vas and I exchanged a look. There was no way this cute, skinny building was a bar. No. This was someone’s home, surely.

“Perhaps it was bad intel,” Vas supplied.

I covered my mouth so Sere wouldn’t see my smile. Because truly, the whole situation was absurd. It had taken over an hour for us to walk here, and we were well into the evening. Even this late, humidity clung to us. Vas' hair was a disaster.

If there wasn’t so much on the line, the fate of our kingdom and all that, I would’ve laughed.

My mate looked adorably dismayed.

“Run us through the conversation you had with the woman.”

Sere’s frown deepened. “Well, she was selling the sticky buns. I was listening to her talk to another woman behind their stand about where to go out tonight. Arguing about which places were low key.”

“And so you what? Just walked up to them and asked if they’d heard of the Artist?” Vas asked slowly.

The darkness helped disguise the blush that stole across her cheeks, but I could sense her embarrassment in the bond.

“I mean, yeah. They were locals. Knew the scene. I figured if anyone might’ve heard of this guy it’d be them— hey! Are you guys laughing?”

“No.” Yes.

She gaped. “I wasn’t obvious about it. We chatted about some local food places first. I said I was visiting from the Blue Court, and then bribed them with some of Nemi’s spices. They were chill. I didn’t think they’d send us on a wild goose chase to a random person’s house!”

I blinked. “You… just happened to have some of Nemi’s spices on you?”

Sere's shoulders slumped. “That’s irrelevant. And for the record— they’re good.”

She’d packed some of Nemi’s spices because she liked them. And then tried to barter with them. Something about that was inexplicably cute. Discovering something new –even something so simple– about the woman I loved, made me feel all warm inside.

I reached out and took her hand, squeezing in support as I tried not to giggle. “I’ll help you find them tomorrow. We can steal your spices back.”

Vas snorted, mashing his lips together when I gave him a look. His eyes danced with the jokes he was holding in.

And then a woman stepped from the shadows.

I saw her right away, noting the way she watched us openly. Instinctively, I stepped in front of Vas and Sere, fingers twitching. It was humid enough that I could take out this woman in a single swipe if I had to.

The stranger shifted as she took in my defensive pose. She had an admittedly pretty face, with fine black tattoos that trailed from her temple and curled back into her scalp. She was big, though not as tall as Sere, with thick thighs and a round stomach. Her shirt was sleeveless, revealing large, strong arms. 

A shock of smugness, followed by amusement, filtered through the bond. Sere’s fingers found mine and squeezed. “Easy siren,” she said into my mind. “You guys are about to eat your words, because I'm fairly certain that’s the bar’s bouncer."

As soon as we stepped through the threshold, I was accosted by the smell of traproot. The bouncer guided us through the front, through what looked like a sitting room, then gestured to a flight of stairs that led to a basement.

The downstairs was large— it spanned what had to be half the city block— and it was packed with people who moved sensually to music, passing around traproot and sipping ale. The sconces along the wall were paned with pink and blue stained glass, casting the entire place in a smokey purple light.

Along the far wall was a stage. A lanky man swayed upon it, dressed in shimmering satin pants and a matching top. His eyes and cheeks were painted with inky designs and as he moved to the music of the drummer and guitarist, eyes seemed to follow him. His fingers weaved in the air as he moved and they glinted in the low light, stained from nail to knuckle in the same inky substance he’d used on his face. He opened his mouth to sing, and his voice carried through the room like a sultry dream.

I turned to face Vas and Sere, brows raised. Vas’ dark eyes twinkled mischievously in the violet hues. It was a look that took me back— back to a time when things were far simpler.

Sere rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at her lips. “Go. Explore. We can reconvene in an hour.”

The mission was to find word on the Artist. I knew that. But… Vas’ unexpected enthusiasm was contagious. Would it really be so bad? We could have a little fun, right?

“Go, siren. I’ll come find you.”

I grinned and leaned up to kiss Sere on the cheek. Then I looped my arm through Vas’ and tugged him to the dance floor.

My salvyre brother was a big guy, but the crowd was surprisingly easy to get through. We navigated our way through the dancing bodies, through the sea of shimmering fabric and smoke. There was an enticing allure to the music, to the violet, humming atmosphere. It made me want to let loose. To enjoy myself.

One thing about my salvyre? We could dance. We’d been raised in the Red Court, after all. It was practically schooled into us. Even Vas, as huge as he was, knew how to move his hips.

It was easy to let the music take over. To let muscle memory lead my body into the rhythm. My limbs practically sagged in relief as the heaviness in my shoulders began to release. As it washed away in the pulsing, violet light. A girl threw her head back and her dark curls, smelling like ripe oranges, brushed my arm. Her citrus scent flooded my body like a drug, and when she grinned over her shoulder at me, I took an instinctive step back, an odd mix of pleasure and apprehension stirring in my gut. Something drew my attention to the stage, the movements of the singer as he smiled at the guitarist, twirling a strand of their hair around an inky finger. As if sensing my gaze, he turned and our eyes met.

I was briefly stunned. Because gods, he was the prettiest man I had ever seen. There was something captivating about their features. The twinkle in his eyes made my cheeks flush. As I stared, they released the other musician, dancing their way to the front of the stage, peering down at me as their painted lips curved around the song. One narrow finger trailed down the line of their satin shirt and popped a button open.

My heart thudded in response. It was heady— watching them. Typically, he’d never be my type, but right now? My body was practically purring. More. I needed more. 

He grinned, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking, then started on the next verse. I couldn’t quite make out the words, only the sensual way they knitted together. My body moved on its own accord, dancing with the music as it wrapped around me like the inky tendrils painted onto his skin.

“This place is incredible,” I heard Vas call out.

I jolted, as if breaking free of a trance, and focused on my brother. Briefly, I felt a surge of guilt– I hadn’t been paying attention at all– but that faded away when I saw how happy he was. He was grinning as he looked around, his body moving to the music as gracefully as any giant could.

When was the last time he’d smiled like this? It had to have been months. Probably before I was taken. Before Selene had that vision in the courtyard. It felt like forever ago.

Here and now? It was easy to forget everything. Easy to let this place take me away.

My body moved to match Vas’ energy, my smile mirroring his. And this? Dancing with my brother? It was healing. It was a balm to the ragged edges, to the puffy bleeding cracks that had opened and torn deep.

For a while, we danced like that. Sere’s hour might’ve came and went, but I felt too light to care. Perhaps all the traproot in the air was giving me a secondhand high, because I was content to move to the music all night. All my problems seemed unimportant. Not as important as this, certainly. The singer’s voice was energizing, full of life.

“Did you see that?” My brother asked suddenly, tapping my elbow.

My eyes had fluttered closed at some point. I blinked up at him, confused. “What?”

He was staring past me, into the crowd. I turned to follow his line of vision. Shadowed bodies moved, dancing, pulsing with the purple light.

“I don’t see anything.” I turned back to find his brows furrowed, his large frame tense. “What is it?”

Vas shook his head. “Probably nothing.”

The singer started a new song. I sighed dreamily, my hips moving to match its beat.

Moments later, Vas was getting my attention again. “I’m going to check something. I’ll be right back.”

I felt a brief flicker of wariness, but it quickly flitted away with the music. “Mmm. Stay safe,” I hummed.

Vas barely seemed to register I’d spoken. Which, usually would’ve worried me. But following him meant I had to stop dancing, which didn’t really appeal to me.

When he disappeared into the sea of bodies, I closed my eyes in relief. With him gone, there’d be no more interruptions. Only the smoky music that was caressing my skin so softly, so sweetly. I fell back into the rhythm, letting it catch me in its warm, watery grasp.

A set of hands gently found my waist, fingers curling possessively. I startled, but then eased as I smelled sandalwood and smoke. Sere. 

With a sigh, I relaxed into her body. I reached down and threaded our fingers together. My eyelids fluttered shut as I felt her warm breath on my ear.

And damn, did Sere know how to dance. Her hips quickly found my rhythm, moving against mine, and taking the stakes infinitely higher. It was no longer a dance carefree or rejuvenating. It was sensual, it was claiming.

I reached up and held onto the back of her neck, bringing her lips to my throat. Her fingers spanned out across my stomach, pinkies dangerously low.

When she sucked the skin of my neck between her teeth, I shivered and held her tighter.

“Mine.”

She might have said it aloud or directly through the bond, I wasn’t sure. The effect was powerful either way. I spun in her arms, gazing up at her in the violet light, taking in the heat of her honey eyes, the hardness of her features, the yielding that was only for me.

She pulled us closer, her leg sliding between mine.

“Dance with me, siren,” she purred.

And so the world around us ceased to exist. There was only her, only me, only the singer on stage. The three of us, as it should be.

Our singer’s song became headier, something wickedly leaden with heat. Sere’s hands guided me as our hips rolled together, my center rubbing deliciously against her thigh.

Honey, molten and searingly hot, watched me as my body crept higher, as pleasure singed my flesh. The singer coaxed me through it, urging me towards that peak.

And then, right as I was on the precipice, Sere stilled. Her eyes had locked on something behind me.

“What is it?” I asked, my voice much lower than usual.

A quiet sort of alarm brushed the fringes of my awareness. I reached for it, head fuzzy, but it vanished in my grasp.

Her hands released my hips, and my mate took an unsteady step back. “I’ll be right back.”

Familiar. Why was that so familiar? And wrong. Something was wrong.

Except the pretty singer on stage chose that moment to coo out the next lines, and the fear melted away. Sere’s eyes were unfocused as she stepped away, as she faded back into the sea of bodies.

I sighed, relieved. This was how it should be. Only me, and only my singer. There was only us. No more distractions.

I must’ve closed my eyes again, to truly feel the rhythm, but as the singer seamlessly blended from one song to another, I felt compelled to open them. To watch my heart bleed out on the stage to the beat of the drums. Sighing, my lids fluttered open.

Dark dead eyes, inches away, stared back at me.

A muted gasp of surprise choked me as I flinched away, horror catching any words or sounds and holding them in my freezing chest.

Dimitri didn’t move. He regarded me blankly, not a flicker of recognition in his expression.

Dead.

I’d watched him die. It couldn’t be real. He wasn’t here. I knew that, but the pounding in my chest, the terror clawing up my throat, said otherwise.

He looked real. So, so real. Seeing his familiar form felt like being stabbed in the chest. Like being ripped apart from the inside out. I ached so viscerally that my eyes watered.

“Dim?” I couldn’t even manage his full name. It came out on a shaky whisper, and when I took a hesitant step forward and reached for him, my fingers trembled.

He took a step back, salvyre leathers helping him blend into the shadows.

When had I reached the edge of the dance floor? Instincts demanded I look around and take stock of where I was, of where Sere and Vas were, but I couldn’t look away from the miracle in front of me. I was terrified that if I did, he’d disappear.

My companion. My friend.

My brother.

“Dimitri,” I tried again.

This time, a shudder. Another step back.

“How did you get here?”

He shook his head. Another step.

We were approaching the edge of the room. There was a hallway half concealed by a curtain, and Dimitri’s broad shoulders nearly brushed it.

“Please. Talk to me,” I begged.

He turned. Away from me and to the hall.

“Wait!” I followed. “Where are you going?”

His strides were longer than I remembered. He moved quicker than me, his silhouette melting into the shadows of the dark hallway.

“Wait!” I rushed after him, blind with panic. His legs were quickly eating up space. “Please! Don’t go!”

The hall —or was it a tunnel?— was nearly consumed by shadows. My heart thundered as I chased after him, after the shadowy figure that was disappearing with every hasty step I took.

At last, the hall ended. It was abrupt. There was nearly no light this far down, and I practically slammed into a wall. The air was damp, heavy with the smell of must and wet dirt. 

My breath came in panicked pants. Where had he gone? People didn’t just disappear. Where was he?

But there was a heavy, somber voice in the back of my mind. Whispering ugly truths I didn’t want to hear.

Grief slammed into me then, so hard I stumbled, an agonized sound tearing up my throat. Grief and clarity.

Dimitri was gone. Dead. I’d felt it happen.

He was not here. He couldn’t be. I clawed at my hair. But he’d looked so real.

Where were Vas and Sere? I reached for Sere in the bond, but was met with nothing. As if she were asleep or far, far away.

Fuck.

A shadow twitched near my feet and I jumped, nearly smacking into the door that was hidden in the darkness. 

A door. Suspicion crept through my veins, leaden with warning. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.

My eyes narrowed. Something had led me here. Led me away from Vas and Sere and used my dead brother’s face to do it. There was no cloying scent of illusion magic, but that didn’t mean much. Magic worked in many ways, and my gut told me that something was waiting for me behind that door.

Reaching for my shadow daggers, I reared back and kicked it down.























Twenty-Seven: Theia




I don’t know what I expected to be on the other side of the door, but it certainly wasn’t the pink-cheeked, cherubic man huddled over his desk like a clerk. As the door swung on broken hinges, slamming into the wall, he glanced up, entirely nonplussed. He simply stared at me through spectacles far too big for his face, lenses so thick he looked like a bug.

A beat passed. Then two. He set down a charcoal pencil, drawing my attention to the scattered papers littered over every spare inch of space within reach.

I snapped into salvyre more— casing the room for threats. It was a small, cozy space, filled with art supplies and books. An expensive looking wardrobe, shimmery fabrics, a winter cloak…

Just past him, partially hidden by a curtain, was a couch. And while I couldn’t see much, a pair of familiar brown boots were poking out, just beyond the faded green fabric.

Vas.

My vision turned red.

Flames, hot and raging, flared up my arms. The shadow daggers blazed with them, casting the room in furious strobes of violent red and yellow.

The man took a step back as I stalked towards him. And as Vas and Sere came into view, unconscious and strewn across the cushions, I lost it.

He had the sense to look fearful as I took a step in his direction. As I raised a fiery blade, the veins in my hand blackened, and spoke in a voice that barely sounded like my own.

“What did you do to them?”

He held up his hands. “They’re fine. I needed to speak with you. Just you. You know they’d never agree to that if they were awake.”

If he thought that settled anything, he was painfully mistaken. He had the two people I cared about most strewn across his couch like sacks of flour.

I seethed. When I spoke, the words were guttural. “You didn’t answer my question.”

The spectacled man had a relic tattoo. Barely visible, but there, just under the collar of his cutoff turtleneck.

He nodded in the direction of the hall. “My siren sent them here and knocked them out. They’re fine.”

“Your siren?” I repeated. The man nodded.

The singer. He’d been a siren. That’s why— the glimpses of Dimitri. I shuddered as the pieces started slotting together.

“Why?” I snapped.

The man blinked, looking confused. “You came here for me, did you not? I’m sorry for the fright, but I only meant to arrange our meeting.”

I glanced around the room again, taking in the drawings. The art supplies.

“You’re the Artist,” I realized.

He nodded once, a jerk of his round chin.

“Oh.” Well fuck. Guess I owed Sere an apology. “You knew I was coming?”

He nodded again.

It was difficult, getting my body to catch up with my head. We’d found him. The Artist. This was a good thing— Ignis had vouched for him. We could finally get some answers.

But that logic didn’t make it any easier to calm down when my brother and mate were knocked out, just beyond this guy’s bespectacled face. It took all my self control to dissolve my flames, to return the shadow daggers to my forearms.

“Why did you knock them out?” I asked him tightly. "What could you have to say that they can't hear too?"

“I have things to tell you that will be hard to hear.” The Artist gestured to a chair, urging me to take a seat across from him. “And when things are hard to hear, too many ears can make it that much harder.”

My brows furrowed. I studied him for a moment, then sat down tentatively in the plush chair across from him. He picked up his charcoal pencil again, rolling it between his fingers.

Pale eyes regarded me. And despite his full, youthful face, he looked suddenly older. There was wisdom in the way he moved. In his quiet.

The pencil stilled. “I have been anticipating your visit. You offer the greatest chance I’ve seen in a long time.”

“What does that mean?”

He tutted. “How about we start with the questions you’ve prepared?”

I glanced back at Sere and Vas, still uneasy. It was clear now that the Artist had taken care in setting them on his couch. Sere had a pillow tucked under her head, for gods’ sake.

I took a breath. “You’re an oracle,” I began. “So you have what, visions of the future?”

The Artist shrugged. “Sometimes. But my gifts are a bit different than your sister’s. My main power lies in truth.”

Different than your sister’s. I tensed. “What does that mean?”

He grinned. “I get glimpses of intentions. Of what drives people and what hinders them. What they want and what they fear.”

It struck me that this man likely knew far more about me than I was comfortable with. About all of us.

“You have many questions for me,” he continued. “Where would you like to start? The king? Matteus Fray? Your sister? ”

“I’m not here for my sister,” I said quickly.

His brows raised, as if in disagreement. “No? Right. Let’s start with the king then. You wish to know, what, if you can trust him? How to get his support?”

My mouth was dry. I looked beyond the oracle again to where my mate and brother were sprawled on the couch. I hadn’t planned on actually having this conversation tonight, let alone by myself. Surely any of the others would’ve been better with this sort of thing. How much should I reveal? Ignis sent us to him, but he said himself he didn’t have the most up to date understanding of things. What if the oracle was working for Fray?

Although, at the same time, if this man was really as powerful of an oracle as Ignis said, wouldn’t he know all my cards anyway? Slowly, I nodded.

“We can’t do this alone,” I told him quietly. “Fray has an army. We need help holding him off when we get to the caves, and we need a way to get in and close the gates. I don’t see how we can do it without the king’s help.”

The Artist had to already know this, but he listened attentively anyway.

“I see,” he mused. “You’ll have to petition him for help.”

I scoffed. “Getting an audience with the king could take months.”

“You have a shadow walker, do you not?”

I inhaled sharply. Ariadne. Surely he wasn’t suggesting we use Ariadne to sneak inside the palace? 

“You and Ariadne will go. Just you two. You’re Nyra’s heir, so he will be more compelled to hear what you have to say.”

I was still processing the idea of sneaking into the palace. "Just Ariadne and I?" I repeated. It made sense to leave Nemi behind. Vas too, so he could keep her safe. But Sere? Sere had to come. She would know what to say. And her and Ariadne were a team. We needed her. I opened my mouth to tell him that, only to be cut off.

“The king is a suspicious man. He won’t take well to someone who has been under Fray’s control,” he explained, sensing the direction my thoughts had gone.

“So we’ll leave that detail out,” I argued. “Sere is strong. An asset. Leaving her behind is a mistake.”

The Artist was already shaking his head. “You don’t know the king’s power. I forgot.”

My lips parted. “No one knows his power,” I stammered. But even as I said it, I felt dread build in my gut. He knew. And the way he was staring at me… well, it couldn’t be good.

He set aside his pencil. His expression was hard. “Ciro is a mind-reader.”

“A mind-reader?” I blanched.

“Yes. When you are around him, you have to be incredibly careful. The more of you, the higher the risk of someone thinking something that will set him off. Nemesia, her coven. Seraphine or Vasileios’ old connection to Fray. Any of that could set him off.”

My heart sped up. “But if he can see into our minds, isn’t that a good thing? He’ll know we’re telling the truth. He’ll listen to us.”

The Artist smiled at me the way one might a child. “Truth is so illusory, so fleeting. You must understand– King Ciro is a paranoid man. If you truly wish to protect the caves, to stop the rebellion, you will need his support. And to do that you will need a tight grip on your mind. Use the shadow walker to get in, say your piece, and get out. Even then…”

“Even then?”

He exhaled, his big eyes glazing over. “Even then, I must warn you, your odds are not good.”

I stood up suddenly, no longer able to keep still. “So what then?” I snapped. He doesn't listen and then what? “Fray wins? Do you understand what he’ll do? There has to be a better way.”

The Artist removed his spectacles, rubbing at his eyes as if they pained him.

“Sere, Ariadne, and I. We all go and we tell Ciro everything. From start to end. What Fray did in the Red Court. What he did to Sere. My salvyre. We tell him about Ashridge, about what happened at Arderiah and the visit from Nyra—”

“Theia.”

I stilled. I hadn’t realized I’d been wringing my hands together as I paced in front of the desk, my heart in my throat.

The Artist sighed. He returned his glasses to his face, pushing them up the bridge of his nose.

“I know exactly what Matteus Fray is capable of,” he said slowly. “I understand the stakes. If I could offer you better news, I would. But… the king is unpredictable. You are unpredictable. There are many forces at play. I can advise you. You can prepare. But Fray is smart. He knows you will go to the king. And even I am not powerful enough to see through the walls he’s set up to block people like me out. There is no easy answer. If there were… we wouldn’t be here.”

He stood, running his hand over some of the half-completed sketches on the table. “You’re good. I see that. You stand by our kingdom. By our ways and order, even after everything. That’s admirable, if not a little naive.”

I frowned.

“You hold your mate in high esteem. She’s sharp, she’s well-spoken. But she is another variable, and wholly unpredictable. Her mind is a turbulent place, little heir. And, gods only know what Gladim is doing to Ignis in the otherworld. She can weaken at any time. If she comes, your odds drop significantly.”

I glanced around the room, thinking. I didn’t like it. Not at all. And further– I didn’t understand. Paranoia was one thing. But if the king could read our minds, if he could see what we’d seen– why wouldn’t he help us? What was the problem?

“Okay. So we do it your way. I just don’t… Fray is a threat to the realm. Surely Ciro will see that. Surely he will see we’re telling the truth.” Ciro would help us. He’d fix this. For fucks sake, he was the king. He had to. 

“There is a chance that Ciro will be seeing what Fray wants him to see. That there may be men planted in the palace with the sole purpose of misleading the king. The king may think you’re the one who is being deceptive. That you have an ulterior motive. And if he glimpses something in your thoughts that sets him off…”

I made a noise of frustration, running my hands through my hair.

“Work out what you plan to say in advance. Prepare. It will help.”

“What if it doesn’t? What happens if we fail? Then what?”

The oracle's lips tightened. “If he distrusts you, he will likely have you arrested. Locked up and interrogated. You must prepare your mind. Work on shutting out the bond. If you fail, it will be on Sere to act as Nyra’s heir and shut the gate with Nemi. You and Ariadne cannot afford to give away their locations. You will need to learn how to close down those parts of your minds.”

Arrested. Interrogated. My shoulders sagged. I could survive that. I was no stranger to pain.

But shutting out Sere? Closing off the bond? The idea of it made me sick. Sere was…

Well, she had my best friend. My other half. There were no secrets between us. No barriers.

Gods, she was going to hate all of this.

“Is that even possible?” I asked softly. My attention drifted to where she was laying, entirely unaware. My head pounded. 

The idea of cutting her out… It was disrupting something inside me. Causing my heart to beat rapidly and my stomach to turn. Without the bond, I’d be alone. Just like I had been in the basement. “I can’t.”

It’d be like losing Atlas and Dimitri all over again.

I couldn’t lose Sere. I couldn’t. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t survive it. It would be the thing to break me beyond repair.

A warm hand, slightly clammy, closed around mine.

“You can. It’s just a precaution. You’re not losing her. You’re keeping her safe.”

My eyes slid to Vas and Sere again, then back to him. You're keeping her safe. Could I cut her out? To protect her? To protect the people I had left? I’d do just about anything for them. I could do this. I could.

I pulled my hand from his grasp, not wanting him to see how much it shook.

“We don’t have much time left.” His pale eyes glazed over, and then he blinked. “Six or so minutes. And then we’ll be out of time. Tell me, heir of Nyra, would you like to see your sister again?”

I reared back at the sudden question. “Excuse me?”

“Would you like–”

“No, I heard you,” I interrupted. “Why are you asking me that?”

“I’ve indulged you. Now you indulge me. Consider it my price.”

It took me a moment to reply, I was so shocked. Why was he asking me about Selene? What could he want with her?

And worse, why did I still feel that stupid urge to protect her? After everything she’d done, why was I hesitant to reveal anything about her to this man?

I stumbled over my answer in my head, and when I spoke, the words tasted like dirt in my mouth. “The next time I see her will be when I kill her.”

The Artist didn’t look surprised by my answer. There was a flicker of something– disappointment maybe? Then his face smoothed.

I leaned in, eyes narrowing. “She deserves nothing less.”

“She’s done unspeakable things,” he agreed. 

“Unspeakable? Perhaps it needs to be said. She helped murder dozens of innocent villagers and dragged their bodies into the street to rot. She’s the reason two of my salvyre are dead. Selene Stormfury is a traitor of the Red Court and of Ezuria. She deserves to die.”

The Artist waited for me to finish, his pale eyes big and patient. He nodded. “I don’t disagree with you.”

I gritted my teeth. “Then why are you asking me about her?”

The oracle hummed, reaching for his pencil again. The movement seemed subconscious, as if the object held a sort of power over him.

“I understand your sister in a way very few others do,” he said slowly. “Our magic comes from the same god. And while all magic comes at a price– be that exhaustion or pain– the magic of our kind demands far more.”

I knew that already. Her sight.

I crossed my arms over my chest.

The Artist smiled sadly, then reached up and pointedly pushed his spectacles up his nose. “Beyond the physical,” he specified. “There are other costs. And as Tempros’ heir, Selene will pay the worst of them.”

The worst of them. I hesitated, arms falling back to my sides. He arched a brow, but I didn’t rise to the bait. I held my tongue.

“Tempros is not known for his… sensibility. For his coherence or temperance. The weight of his power has stolen that from him. And yet…”  He trailed off, still twirling that stupid pencil. “Well, one thing that has remained steadfast is his loyalty to Nyra above everyone and anything else.”

“And yet, his heir betrayed hers,” I reminded him icily.

“You say that, but as far as I see?” He gave me a pointed look. “You’re alive. Away from Kian and the rebels. Your mate is alive and with you, on a path towards ending this war.”

“Stop.” I took a step back, curling my fingers into fists. I didn’t want to have this conversation with him. It was messing with my head.

“All magic has a cost. For many, it’s fatigue. Perhaps pain. All temporary. But the gifts of Tempros? Well, they were enough to destroy the mind of a God. How do you think that sort of power would affect a human?”

“I’m done talking about this,” I told him. “Tell your siren to wake up my mate and brother. We’re leaving.”

But the Artist wasn’t done. “Do not forget she has also lost a mate,” he said. “Her balance. Her temperance. That alone would demand one’s sanity.”

“No,” I snapped. “No. You think I don’t see what you’re doing? Asking me to empathize with her? How I feel doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t excuse or undo what she’s done. It doesn’t change what I have to do.”

His shoulders deflated, a bit of the bravado leaving him. He looked disappointed enough that I couldn’t help but wonder— what did he gain from this? From pleading Selene’s case? Why did it matter? I opened my mouth to ask, but he cut me off.

“Consider this a warning, then. It will only get worse. A human is not meant to carry that much power. Your sister will degrade with every day that goes by. She has followed hundreds –no, thousands– of threads of your future, of hers, of the people around you. The threads constantly surround her. She’s watched you and those you love die in countless ways. Constantly. It’s a miracle she has any grip on reality left.”

Nausea tore through my gut. I couldn’t handle it. Couldn’t deal. He was cracking open memories I wasn’t prepared for, horrible images of a young Selene, small and cowering under the sneers of older salvyre. Glimpses of her face lighting up because she sensed me coming to defend her.

For two decades, I’d defended her. Stood between her and the world.

I didn’t want to remember. I didn’t want to think of who she was to me or what this was like for her. It didn’t change anything, and it fucking hurt.

“It doesn’t matter,” I told him quietly. “She… she has to die. It’s what must be done. After what she’s done… She can’t walk free. What would you rather? She spend her life imprisoned, slowly going madder? Death… death is merciful.”

A low groan cut through the air. Behind the Artist, Sere and Vas shifted on the couch, slowly coming awake.

“It seems our time is up,” the Artist said. He looked like he wanted to say more, but he merely sighed, then reached for one of the folded pieces of parchment on the table.

“Before you go, I have one more thing for you.”

I could feel the beginnings of a headache, the pounding beat behind my eyes. More? How could there be more?

He handed me a paper, then stopped me when I started to open it.

“There’s a reason I’m called the Artist, Theia. Unlike Selene, when I have visions they are not possibilities or complex threads. They’re tiny windows. Tiny glimpses into a future that is set and unchangeable. What I’ve drawn on this paper will come to be. There is no avoiding it.”

My hands stilled on the parchment. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”

The Artist’s hand fell away. “Open it when you are alone. Who you show is up to you.”

There was a knock, and I turned to see the bouncer from outside standing in the doorway. She took stock of the broken door, then cocked a brow. “They’re outside.”

Just beyond the Artist, Vas sat up. He blinked, confused, and when he noticed Sere beside him he lurched forward to check on her. I stuffed the mysterious paper into my pocket and took a step towards them.

“I asked you earlier if you wanted to see your sister again.”

Vas was shaking a sleepy Sere awake. At the Artist’s voice, both of their confused, half-conscious gazes found mine. Sere immediately tried to get to her feet, stumbling.

“What’s going on?” Vas rasped. “What happened?”

The spectacled man in front of me merely pushed his glasses up his nose, hardly sparing my brother a glance. “Your sister has found you,” he said. “She is entering the bar right now, flanked by five salvyre. She knows you're here, but the decision is yours. Either confront her now, here, or confront her on the battlefield. We have a back door you can use, if that’s what you wish. What will it be?”
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Twenty-Eight: Theia




Vas and I locked eyes. His were still cloudy from the effects of the siren, but he was quickly catching up. He’d certainly heard what the Artist had said.

I could tell by his expression he was entirely unprepared to address Selene. Processing what she had done, the depths to which her betrayal went— it wasn’t something he’d allowed himself time for. He, like me, was pushing off thinking about her until he absolutely had to. The grief of losing Atlas and Dimitri was enough.

But would either of us ever truly be ready? I had the chance to end this now. To stop Selene before, as the Artist put it, she degraded even further.

I wouldn’t make Vas do it. He didn’t need to carry that. I was our captain. This was my wrong to right.

I looked from Vas to Sere.

Like my brother, my mate also had a cloud of confusion about her. But she masked it well. She stood straight and tall, fully facing me, ready for whatever came our way.

Sere would back me, whatever I decided. Just as I would back her if the roles were reversed and it were Ariadne or Jasper or Kal out there.

I cleared my throat, decision made.

“You guys go out the back. I’ll face her.”

Sere’s features darkened. Vas took a half step forward. When he wavered, my mate reached to steady him.

“Absolutely not. We do this together,” he said.

The Artist, who was stuffing some drawings into a bag, straightened and joined the bouncer at the door. “Last chance.”

I felt Sere shifting through my mind, trying to discern what I really wanted. Trying to see what I was feeling, but not saying.

“Six to three. How do you feel about those odds?” Sere asked.

Vas stood silent. I sighed, knowing the decision was already made. 

“I’ve faced worse.”

Vas’ stone hand tightened into a fist. The other palmed his dagger.  The gestures spoke for themselves.

Sere nodded at the oracle. “It appears we’re staying.”

The Artist was unsurprised. “Try not to level the place, yeah? I quite like it here.”

And then he was gone, following the bouncer without a glance back.

“I don’t like the idea of meeting them here. If we go into the main room, there’s less of a chance of them backing us into a corner,” Sere said, thumbing the dagger strapped to her hip.

For the sake of remaining inconspicuous, none of us had brought swords. But with our magic and the shadow tattoos Ariadne had given us, we would be able to hold our own. Vas had gotten a rapier along his spine. Sere had a series of black rings tattooed over her fingers, which became a mean set of iron knuckles when she summoned them.

There was no illusion of peace amongst us. This would only end in violence.

Vas rubbed at his chin. “I don’t like how many civilians might get caught up in this. Maybe we can find a way to bring the fight out into the street.”

“She has five salvyre with her,” Sere reminded us. “If we fight, it’ll be two on one.”

It would get messy, fast. I sucked in a breath, feeling for the first time the low panic Sere was trying to tamper down.

What if some of the salvyre with Selene were hers? What if my sister was out there right now, flanked by Jasper, Kal, and Aeryn?

Anxiety bubbled in my chest. The urge to fix. To make it all right. “If it’s them, I’ll free them,” I assured her. “I freed Vas and Dimitri. I can free them too.”

But my words hung in the air, doing little to reassure either of us. It was a stretch and we both knew it. I hadn’t a clue how I’d managed to free my salvyre. Only that I’d been on the cusp of losing it, of shredding the world to pieces, when I’d done it.

Sere didn’t reply.

The walk back to the main room was far shorter and quicker when I wasn’t under the effects of the siren. Impending violence was practically a tangible force, leaving a taste to the air that pierced through the scent of dirt and called us forward.

I suppose I once thought a clear sign of trouble was the sound. Screams, the clang of steel on steel. Perhaps even smoke and the smell of flame.

But as we ducked under the curtain and stepped into the now-empty main room, it was clear that trouble had no sound at all. Trouble was silent as the grave.

Beside me, Sere flexed her fingers, iron knuckles taking form. Adrenaline burned through my chest, coursing through my limbs with vengeance.

Selene stood next to the stage, entirely relaxed, as if she’d been there all along. She was flanked by the others, and in the low purple light, their rebel blacks looked almost like salvyre leathers.

Looking at my sister was a punishment. Evidence of all my mistakes, a reminder of what had to be done. I couldn’t look away. Gone was the soft-cheeked girl I knew. In her place stood someone sick and haggard. She’d always been small, but in our time apart her muscles had practically dwindled away. Her face was sunken in, leaving dark circles under her pale eyes. Her red hair looked as if it hadn’t been brushed or washed in weeks.

Oh Selene. If Dimitri saw you like this…

The familiar faces behind her were not Sere’s salvyre. I felt her relief –minute as it was– in the bond.

No. Standing behind my sister was Arderiah’s 99th class. I wasn’t sure if Sere recognized them, but I knew Vas did. Beside me, he’d gone still as stone.

“Where is everyone?” I asked, voice hollow. Had she killed them all, just as she’d done to the people in Lake Sunshine’s village?

My sister’s head canted to the side, as if straining to hear me.

This was the longest we’d ever gone apart. Was she analyzing every aspect of my tone, the same way I was scrutinizing her face? Did I feel like a stranger to her, the way she did to me?

“Gone,” she said a beat too late, her bell-like voice flat.

“Gone where?” I hissed through my teeth.

The salvyre at Selene’s back reminded me of how mine had been the day I confronted them in Lake Sunshine’s village. Dead-eyed. Vacant. They didn’t so much as flinch at my vitriol.

Selene sighed. “Gone. Gone where? Home. Another bar. A brothel, a pub.”

Goosebumps prickled along my skin.

Vas took a step forward. “Cut the crap. This place was just crawling with people. Where did they go?” Hatred was laced into his words. My brother, who had never been anything but soft with our sister.

Instinctually, I wanted to step between them. To call for peace, as if we were back at the academy and this was only a weird sort of spat between siblings.

Sere’s shoulder brushed mine. A grounding reminder, a silent support.

Selene was unruffled by Vas’ tone. “How is your hand, Vasileios?” She asked airily, ignoring his question. “Does it still hurt?”

I bristled. It was hard to tell if she was trying to egg him on, or if she genuinely wanted to know. I’d never known Selene to be mean. To be cold. But like this… I had no idea and I fucking hated it. My skin felt too tight.

Vas made a derisive sound. I could practically feel his turmoil. Of course his hand still pained him. He played his part well, but I’d seen him go to rub at it, go to itch at skin that wasn’t there. I’d seen the way his features could be calm one moment, then not, his jaw clenching tight as he bore through the throbbing pain. Sometimes the episodes lasted seconds, sometimes minutes.

Did Selene know that? Was she mocking him?

Vas wasn’t having it. “If not for you, I wouldn’t have lost it,” he said gravely.

“Yes, then. I’m sorry to hear it.” Selene swayed on her feet, blinking as if to get her bearings. “The patrons– your siren friend cleared this place out before I got here. While you were busy in the back.”

Sere cleared her throat. “We’ve seen what you’re capable of, oracle. How do we know the patrons are alive?”

The look Selene gave my mate caused my hackles to raise. It was as if she was looking through her, following some sort of invisible threads into her past and future. As if us standing here, watching her, talking to her, was nothing more than a possibility, and not actuality.

“The village,” she recalled at last. As if she’d truly forgotten. “No, no, nothing like that. These patrons were not death-bound.”

Her assurance did little to assuage me.

I took a step forward, willing my voice to be steady. “I warned you what I’d do when I saw you again.”

It was strange, the way my voice filtered through the air. My words carried so much anger– so much violence– to the woman I’d once considered my family. Selene’s nostrils flared. The first actual response from her.

“I remember.” She was calm. Controlled.

My magic tingled in the air around me, ready. Waiting.

“They can’t protect you. Not from me,” I warned, jutting my chin towards the salvyre behind her. Leona’s blond hair burned in my peripherals, a reminder that no matter how much I tried to ignore it, these were people I once knew.

“That’s not why they’re here,” Selene countered.

“Then why?” I snapped. Was it a test? To see how far I’d go? Or was it another one of Fray’s twisted mind games, meant to hurt all of us? Did he know Vas and Leona had once been lovers? Had Selene told him?

“I’m here to offer you an olive branch and a warning,” Selene said, a hint of frustration creeping into her tone. “The Artist is keen, but he’s not infallible.”

Anger washed through me. Vas made an annoyed sound, but it was Sere who responded, her tone hard and dominant.

“Surely you don’t believe we’d actually listen to a word you say.”

“Hmm. No, I suppose not.” Selene’s lips parted in a sad smile. “Your distrust is not the strength you think it is, Seraphine.” Her attention wavered, then she added airily, “I’d hoped enough was left to do this peacefully. Perhaps I was wrong.”

At her subtle threat, the flames flickering in the lanterns swelled, purple hues surging. 

“What do you want, Selene?” I snarled. My patience was running out. “You brought the whole 99th class for this conversation, and expected we’d what, welcome you with open arms?”

Leona and the others were a show of power. A flexing of the rebels muscles. Was I supposed to cower? Did she really expect that of me? Gods only knew what she saw in the threads of our futures, but it wouldn’t be me yielding.

It certainly would not be my forgiveness for setting into motion the events that killed Atlas and Dimitri. I didn’t want her reasons. I didn’t want her twisted truths and excuses.

Vas was watching Leona carefully. In the basement’s ethereal lighting, her blond hair looked like spun sugar. I could feel him tensing beside me, could feel the anger radiating off him in waves.

Selene cleared her throat. “I want what I’ve always wanted,” she said. “To do what’s right. By you, by us. By them.”

Sere’s cold laugh cut through what I’m sure Selene believed to be an authentic, imploring appeal. Her hands smoked as she flexed them.

“Spare me,” my mate drawled. “You’ve made it clear where your allegiances lie. I know Fray. He wouldn’t let his precious oracle out like this unless it suited him.”

Selene took a step forward, her jaw tightening. The salvyre behind her moved as one, and on instinct I reached for the moisture in the air, coiling it around my fingers.

“You know nothing of my allegiances. You know nothing at all, none of you.”

Sere’s golden eyes flashed. “No? So Fray doesn’t know you’re here, then?” The vitriol she packed into her words would’ve sent the average man to their knees, but she wasn’t done yet. “You might think you’re free, oracle, but I’ve got news for you. You’re his pawn too, just like the rest of us.”

Something dark and wholly foreign crossed over Selene’s face.

Anger, I realized. An anger cold and powerful, the likes of which I’d never seen from her before.

“And to think, Seraphine, you once warmed his bed,” Selene said venomously. “You were so, so close. And still, you don’t know? You never figured it out?”

The sound that escaped me was inhuman. How dare she? Surely she knew the real nature of Sere’s relationship with Fray. She had to. Which made her comment that much crueler.

Cords of water surged up and down my arms, and I took a furious step forward. Beside me, my mate’s hands tightened around her iron knuckles.

“What did you just say?” I snarled. Rage was a familiar friend. It had comforted me so well these last few months. Had carried me through the pain of losing Atlas, Dimitri. Dyleth and Elys. Arderiah. It bolstered me as I said, “say it again, I dare you.”

“You heard me.”

I lunged, water hissing and giving way to fire. My fists blazed as I aimed for her pretty little face, ignoring the movement behind her as the other salvyre shifted to get involved.

My knuckles connected with something hard. Harder than her face should’ve been, and with no satisfying crunch. I blinked as Vas’ long fingers curled around my hand, his expression unflinching as he regarded our sister. My flames licked at his glove, exposing the stone underneath. He didn’t look at me as he glared her down.

“Stop playing games,” Vas growled, still blocking her from me. “Say whatever it is you need to say so we can finish this.”

I pulled my hand free and moved to stand beside my mate, making my allegiance clear. Sere trembled. Her eyes had narrowed to slits.

Selene's features smoothed. “Fray is right about one thing, you know. We never talk about where exactly salvyre come from. How messy it can be. How bloody." She paused and regarded me. "For a long time, Ciro had this grand theory that the descendants of rare and powerful magic users would produce better soldiers. He hoped that something in our blood would make us special. Stronger.” She smiled coldly. “So he took us. Nieces and nephews, great grandchildren.”

My brows furrowed. “You’re implying Ciro hunted down relic families and took their babies away?”

It wasn't the first time I'd heard someone question the process of salvyre selection. But the idea of lineage playing a role? Of our bloodline making us more powerful? That was a new one.

“That't exactly what I'm implying.” Selene laughed darkly. “It’s a load of bullshit, though. Blood plays no role in what sort of magic user you become. Take you, for example, Theia. Daughter of a drunk and a whore. Born from a family line of drunks and whores. A nobody, and yet the most powerful water mage of our time. Heir of Nyra, no less.”

“That’s enough,” my mate hissed.

But Selene wasn’t done. “And you, the Heir of Ignis. Another nobody. Your parents actually fought to keep you, you know. They were killed for it.”

“Do you have a point here?” I growled. “Or is this all just a game to you?”

My sister chuckled. The sound was cold and empty. “Figure it out, Theia. Come on. I know you’re smart. I’m told I look like her, you know.”

I shifted, staring into the pale eyes I once knew well. “I don’t–”

“Hair of fire, tongue of gold,” Selene clued.

I had a sudden vision of the bathhouse in Arderiah. Of the woman portrayed in the stained glass, red hair blazing, surrounded by white roses and vines. I’d looked up at it so many times, seen that face in so much of the art that hung about the academy.

My blood went cold.

“Cesaria?” Vas hissed.

It was obvious, once he said it aloud. Selene’s pale skin, her shock of red hair. But as quick as shock came, it faded. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. It didn’t change the fact that we were still here, facing off, with her allied to a man who had killed and enslaved hundreds, if not thousands, of people.

There was injustice in the realm. Dyleth’s family was a testament to that. If Selene was telling the truth, she was a testament to it too. We all were. But Matteus Fray? He was not the answer.

“Am I supposed to care who you’re related to? Is that supposed to matter to me?” I demanded.

“It will.”

Sere took a step closer. I could feel the energy building inside her. At a second’s notice, fire would explode around us, ready for her to wield.

“Tell me, then. Enough bullshitting. Why?”

It was my mate who answered, her voice like lava. “Because, if she’s related to Cesaria, then she’s related to Matteus Fray, too.”

Selene smiled. “Good work, Seraphine. See, in your time together, I’m surprised Fray never mentioned his first wife. Never mentioned the child that was taken from him.”

The pieces were finally slotting into place, and the picture was causing my chest to freeze up. Someone gasped. Perhaps me, perhaps Vas. Flames burst from Sere, curling up her legs and back.

When Sere responded, her voice was anguished. Furious. Appalled.

“Matteus Fray is your father.”























Twenty-Nine: Theia




“I have a proposition for you,” Selene said, cutting through the silence.

I could only gape at her, stunned. Sere’s mental state wasn’t much better. Her mind was whirling, making the connections. Fray was Selene’s father. His first wife, her mother, was Kian’s sister.

But how? How could she be related to such vile humans? Selene’s uncle had done unspeakable things to me. Gods, her father… Sere…

It was Vas who responded first. In true Vas fashion, ground rumbling, he snarled, “that’s why you sold us out? To play family with a monster?”

Beside me, Sere was still frozen.

“This talk is over,” I growled. “We have no interest in any bargains you or your father have to offer–”

“The offer is for the throne.”

That snapped Sere out of it. She barked a laugh, her flames surging. “Oh please. I’m done, Theia. Either you kill her or I will.” And she would too. She was on the cusp of something dark and swirling. A reminder that as soft and sweet as she could be with me, she was still Ignis’ heir. She was death and destruction. It was palpable in the energy that was quickly blackening her veins.

When Sere took a menacing step forward, Leona mirrored her. Selene held up a hand to stop them.

“My father has a good chance of winning this thing. Of claiming the throne. Work with us. With me. And when the time comes, we’ll get rid of him. You and Sere can rule together, as Nyra and Ignis do in the otherworld. As it’s meant to be. We can fix all the wrongs Ciro has brought upon us.”

She was mad. Truly and entirely. “Selene…”

“You realize any conspiring you do against Fray in front of your little cadre will make it back to him?” Sere cut in, gesturing to the salvyre at her back. “They may be here as your backup, but they’re still tied to him. Fray isn’t stupid.”

“Then free them,” Selene said simply. The words were directed at me. “Consider it a gesture of good will. My gift to you.”

I couldn’t believe the words I was hearing. I stood there stunned, not a clue what to say. Surely, she wasn’t offering me up five human beings on a platter in an attempt to get me to ally with her and Fray. Surely she didn’t actually believe I would help her overthrow the king, that I ever in my wildest dreams wanted to take the throne.

“Even if you actually believe what you’re saying,” Sere began, her voice shockingly even. “Why would we ever want that?”

Selene sighed, as if it were all trivial. “Sometimes it doesn’t matter what you want, Seraphine. I’d think you’d understand that more than most.”

“Dimitri would be disgusted with what you’ve become.”

Vas said it so quietly, that at first the words didn’t register. Vas, who in Selene’s bargaining for my freedom all those months ago, had lost his. Vas, who fought hard but loved harder. Who mourned Dimitri and Atlas every day but didn’t once lash out. Who held steadfast.

The words on his lips were cruel, but just. Apt.

Selene blinked, as if surprised. She took a step, but this time her footing seemed unsure. Her right leg nicked the side of a table, and she stumbled.

Selene didn’t stumble.

Even without the use of her eyes, she’d always had her own way of seeing. Of accounting for the world around her. She’d explained it as following her threads, using her gifts as an oracle to be attuned to the path she was on. She’d always been lithe on her feet.

But not now. And that unnerved me.

Selene muttered to herself, then righted. Her expression was hard to read, but her fingers twitched in our direction, as if gripping for something. Searching the spaces between Sere, Vas, and I. As if searching for something– or someone– who wasn’t here.

“This is when he says,” she said quietly. “This is when he says…”

“Selene?”

She jerked, then turned her attention back to me, her eyes red-rimmed in the low light. “You’re supposed to free them now.”

“But I…” But I couldn’t. I’d only ever done it once, and I had no idea how I’d managed it. 

There was something in Selene’s expression that was familiar enough to drudge up those horrible feelings again, the ones I was working so hard to bury.

Waves pulsed around my arms, in tune with my heart.

Selene’s face softened. “Fine. Your mate then.”

Sere was riding a hard edge beside me. She was angry, appalled. And like me, she hadn’t a clue how she’d managed to break her bargain.

There was a pause as Selene realized this, and then her expression because calculating once more. “In time. In time…” she murmured, and I could practically feel the weight of her threads weaving the space in and around us. “A gentle push. You can do it.”

It wasn’t clear who she was talking to.

“Choose this path,” she said at last. She cleared her throat, then said louder, “I’ll see you guys soon.”

And then, in what was clearly some sort of signal, she lifted her dainty hand and snapped her fingers.

“No!” Sere hissed, her mind working quicker than mine.

But before she could say anything more, Selene’s intentions became clear. The salvyre behind her sprung into action, parting around and past her like a river would a rock.

With a sinking feeling, I realized tonight would not be the night for me to end it. Selene would return to Fray.

The realization made me burn.

I had to try anyway.

Hissing and lunging forward, I pulled at the moisture from the earth floor. Power flowed through me, hot and furious, and exploded in the form of icy waves that caught Leona and her Salvyre mid motion. They froze, arms outstretched, Leona’s smallest brother Seth already half shifted into his beast form.

There was a crackling, and then Kriti, a woman about my size with black hair, was breaking free of the ice in a blast of pure energy.

The ground rumbled beneath our feet. But I was already moving, skipping past a snarling Seth and darting after Selene. She was making for the way we’d come in, hurrying her small frame towards the set of stairs. Her steps were sure once more, any early confusion gone.

Perhaps she’d made this exact escape in many versions of our future.

I lunged, and ever so slightly my fingers brushed her arm. Time seemed to slow. Her red hair was like a beacon, drawing me to her, taunting me.

And then something hit me hard, sending me flying to the side. I smashed into a table and wood splintered around me, slicing into my still outstretched arm. There was a popping, and I hissed as pain burst through my left arm.

Silas, captain of Leona’s class, stood above me, dark eyes empty.

Five on three.

Over his shoulder I spotted Sere, who was standing off with Kriti, exchanging blows of hot fire with bright energy.

“Kriti: energy fields,” I rushed into the bond. “The blond about to break free is a wind mage. The two fighting Vas are shifters.”

Sere didn’t even glance my way. “And the captain?”

I pushed myself up from the splintered wood, eyes locking onto Silas. “Telekinesis.”

He was so unbothered, so calm, that I nearly didn’t see the second chair he was hurling at me until it was too late. I leapt out of the way, groaning as the movement jostled my arm. Dislocated.

There was no time to deal with it. Silas was advancing on me again.

“Do we have a plan?” Vas called from somewhere behind me. “I’d rather not kill them!”

Neither would I. But I summoned my water again anyway, coiling it up and down my arms. When a shower of bottles and cups began to hurl in my direction, I used my ice to block it, sending shards of glass in every direction.

I racked my brain for an idea. I’d freed my salvyre. Sere had freed herself. It was possible. But how? How had I done it? Beside me, Sere was occupied with Leona and Kriti, her mind a blur of violence and fury.

Silas drew a sword from his hip, advancing once more.

“Fuck,” I hissed, pulling out my shadow dagger with my good arm. Silas didn’t wait, swinging his sword hard. I blocked, and the impact reverberated through me. “I’m thinking.”

“Selene said you could free them. You did it with me. Can’t you do it again?”

Sere answered for me, her voice strained. “It isn’t that simple.”

When I’d freed my salvyre, I’d been beside myself with anguish. I’d been devastated by Selene’s betrayal, by Atlas’ loss. My veins had gone black, my eyes…

Then there was the night Sere had freed herself. Her eyes had gone black too. She’d thought she’d killed me, that I was gone forever.

The common variable? Those emotions had made us powerful, had caused the unfiltered power of our gods to run through our veins.

But how could we replicate that? We needed something to trip that raw power. That was the key, I was sure of it. Our powers were tied to us, influenced by our emotions and intent.

I glanced at Sere, who was holding her own against the two salvyre descending on her. The earth at her feet rumbled and shook with Vas’ magic, but Sere moved with him naturally, as if the two had always fought side by side.

My dagger clashed with Silas’ again and again. I was slowed by my left arm, dangling uselessly and throbbing at my side.

We needed to stop this fight before it went too far. Before it was too late. I summoned my water again and froze up his feet, taking the brief reprieve to think and to pop my arm into place. The pain of it sobered me, and with it came a terrible idea.

I knew a way to recreate those feelings. A way to trigger the power we needed. But Sere was really, really, going to hate it. 

Silas broke free of the ice and lunged. I sucked in a sharp breath and angled myself just right, steeling myself for the blow.

He was quick. His sword pierced through my shoulder –the one I’d only just recovered– the sharp metal driving deep. Our eyes met, the cloud over his gaze flickering, and for a second, I saw a glimpse of the Silas I used to know.

Then the pain came. I could sense as Sere registered it through the bond. She froze in her fight with Leona and Kriti, nostril’s flaring. 

I got a glimpse of ice and flames surging around my mate, and then Silas’ boot was thrusting into my gut, shoving me to the ground as he ripped his sword free. Hot blood stained the blade, dripping onto the earthen ground.

My gamble paid off. Sere’s eyes blackened, the veins in her neck darkening to onyx. Power surged from her in waves so potent that Kriti and Leona stumbled back. Magic burned in the air, coating my throat in smoke.

And then, on a roar that sent chills down my spine, she erupted. Not entirely fire or water, but something in between. It was enough to thrust Silas away from me, to send his entire salvyre yards back.

Sere took a furious step towards him.

“Focus!” I yelled in her direction. “Use your magic to free them,” I commanded into the bond.

Vas looked between us, chest heaving. I could see the moment he realized what I’d done, and why. He started for Sere, but another blast of fire-water sent him flying back.

As pain radiated from my shoulder, my shirt growing wetter by the second, I found myself being pulled deeper into the depths of Sere’s mind. The bond tugged me to her, as if sensing the strength of her power, the energy of the god inside her.

Her mind was a chaotic place. I’d not looked deeply enough before when she was like this. While on the cusp of something furious and volatile. She had an anger inside her that churned with the need to punish, to break and destroy. It was a sensation I understood. I shared it.

Instinct called me to her side. Demanded I find whoever hurt her and serve her their head. Violence vibrated between us, feeding off every breath we took.

No. Right now she needed to choose peace. And that meant I needed to use my words. 

“They are not him,” I said. “I’m okay.”

My mate’s hands curled into fists. Leona and her salvyre were pushing to their feet again, their movements sluggish and confused. Silas remained on the ground. He had a deep gash along his temple.

“Concentrate.” I implored. “Use your power to free them. You can do it.”

My pleading was weak in the bond, hard to hear over the roaring of her constitution. Her flames had turned an icy blue. 

And then, just when I thought she might be too far gone, she took a deep breath and exhaled, smoke streaming out her nostrils. It felt like she was underwater, struggling to swim up. I tried to get closer, tugging on the bond, that silver cord, reminding her I was there.

“You didn’t deserve what Fray did to you, and neither do they. Don’t let him win.”

Smoke flooded the plane, both in the bond and in the tangible space between us. It was thick and cloying, making it hard to think, hard to breathe, and leaving nothing but the glimmering hint of silver that thrummed between us. I held on tight to that connection, waiting.

She grasped it.

Energy exploded around us, sending me flying back to the ground. It was pure and clean and right and good. It was so powerful that I could only lay there, stunned by its force.

When I opened my eyes again, Leona and her Salvyre were on the ground. The curtain above the entrance to the Artist’s tunnel was ablaze, and remembering his request not to burn the place down, I quickly extinguished it.

“Check on them,” I hissed at Vas, awkwardly getting to my feet. My shoulder throbbed and was still bleeding, but I’d managed to avoid any serious damage. I’d be fine by the time we got home.

I needed to get to Sere.

She had stumbled back into one of the tables and was leaning on it for support, eyes closed and chest heaving. When I put my hands on her shoulders to steady her, her gaze snapped open and found mine. Hard gold gave way to warm honey, and she sighed shakily.

“I’m going to turn your ass red for pulling such a stupid stunt,” she said breathily, reaching up to inspect my shoulder. “Never do anything like that again, you hear me?”

My lips twitched into a smile. “But it worked.”

Her hand traveled from my shoulder up my neck, then twisted into my braid. She pulled the strands, forcing my head back and baring my throat to her.

“I’m serious, you brat.” But there was no malice in it. If anything, her eyes shone with relief. She leaned in and pressed our foreheads together. For a moment, she was quiet. Her mind was still.

“Do you think you could do that again?”

Her lips twitched into a smile. When she pulled back her eyes flashed, then turned black. She regarded me, power shining through her, and nodded.

“Then it was worth it,” I said. “Maybe later you can teach me?”

The black faded. She gave me a dry look. “I’ll show you without anyone getting stabbed.”

My shoulder ached at the reminder, but I only grinned. “I thought you liked me with a knife?”

Her gaze darkened. 

“They’re waking up. What do we do?” Vas interrupted.

I turned my attention to Silas, whose eyes were slowly fluttering open. As I watched, a heaviness of clarity sunk in. He whirled to his feet, staggering and bloody, struggling to get to his salvyre.

“We give them a choice,” I said. “They can decide for themselves if they want to help us take down the monster who did this to them.”























Thirty: Theia




Our place at the inn was about as big as Nemi’s little treehouse. And with five extra bodies? It was crowded far beyond my liking. I could see the apprehension in Nemi’s pinched face from across the room as our new roommates got settled. She‘d already checked them to be sure they weren’t under the effects of compulsion or bargains and now sat tense, eying Ariadne warily as they tried to make everyone comfortable.

Vas and Leona were sitting next to each other on the couch. She’d hugged him when she first woke up— he’d held her as she cried. But they now sat with a tangible space between them, not touching, not speaking.

Arderiah’s 99th class had joined us. In a unanimous vote, they’d pledged their loyalty to our cause, vowing to bring down the man who’d driven them to destroy the court we loved so much.

And so I laid out the plan. With everyone crowded around the kitchen table —some sitting and some standing— I recounted the events of the night. Finding the bar, being drawn to the dance floor. How the Artist had been able to separate us using his siren.

Sere followed the story along in my mind, watching the memories as I spoke them aloud.

“Sounds like they used a death siren to lure you out,” Ariadne mentioned when I got to the part about seeing Dimitri.

Nemi frowned. Her hand, which had been stroking a sleeping Sascha, stilled. “A what?”

“A death siren. A siren who gets their magic from Mora. They show you the face of a lost loved one as a means of coercion,” Seth, the smaller shifter, said.

Ariadne nodded.

When we all stared at them blankly, Seth looked around awkwardly. “What?”

“Oh for fucks sake,” Ariadne grunted, rolling their eyes. “We went to the same academy. Did none of you pay attention?”

The first hint of a smile crossed Silas’ face.

Leona groaned and leaned over to Kriti. “Fuck, there’s two of them,” she muttered. Kriti laughed.

“It wouldn’t kill you to pick up a book, you know,” Seth hissed at her.

Leona raised her hands in mock surrender.

“Enough salvyre-academy crap for a second. What’s the deal with death sirens?” Nemi interrupted. She leaned forward and Ariadne looked at her with interest. Sascha blinked awake, then with a lazy stretch launched herself to the floor.

“Well… It’s believed that each of the twelve gods have their own version of a siren. A being who can coerce and control,” Ariadne explained. “Theia was shown Dimitri. Vas, what about you?”

Vas rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Me too, I mean. Dimitri.”

“Who did you see?” Seth asked Sere.

My mate was quiet. A sharp sadness was beginning to poke through the bond and on instinct, I reached out to grab her hand.

“Dima,” she said simply.

The kitchen seemed to cool several degrees. Dima. The sage who’d mentored Sere. Last I’d seen her, she’d been following Elys into battle.

She hadn’t made it.

Ariadne started to move closer, but Sere held up a hand. “I’m fine.” And just as quick as the pain had come, something hot and furious consumed it. Rage —bloodlust— and an unrelenting thirst for vengeance. She released my fingers and curled her hands into fists.

Ariadne settled back. Their brows pitched together. “You didn’t see Jasper, Kal, or Aeryn,” they pointed out. “That’s a good sign. It means they’re probably okay.”

“Well, I highly doubt they’re okay,” Sere snapped harshly.

The hurt that splashed across Ariadne’s face made my gut twist.

“Do you need–” I began in the bond.

“No,” she replied curtly. Then aloud, “Once he had you alone, what did the Artist say?”

I shifted in my seat, ignoring the dull ache that lingered in my shoulder. Sascha rubbed against my shin, her green eyes encouraging as I reiterated my conversation with the oracle. I told them about the king, about his gifts as a mind-reader.

“Wait,” Sere said, interrupting me as I got to the part about me sneaking into the palace with Ariadne’s shadow magic. “No. Absolutely not.”

I looked at her, watching as she pieced together what I didn’t say aloud. When she stood, fury twisted into her 6’4 frame, I kept my expression neutral.

“What is it?” Vas asked. Silas and his salvyre looked between us warily, eying Sere’s smoking knuckles.

“She’s leaving out some key details,” Sere bit out, honey hardening.

She was angry. She hadn’t looked at me with anger like that since… well, Arderiah, perhaps. My gut twisted because if the roles were reversed? I’d feel the same way. I understood the wildness. The desperation.

“Theia?” Vas prompted.

“Tell them the odds,” Sere snarled, pacing the small space.

“What is she talking about?” Leona whispered. Distantly, I heard Nemi’s sarcastic reply about us being mates, about how we were having a whole separate conversation in our heads.

Sascha was resting between my feet, unphased by Sere’s ire. I stopped petting her, leveling a look at my mate before facing the others.

“Ciro is a mind-reader,” I reminded them. “Anything we think in his presence puts the whole mission at risk, so the less of us the better. The Artist said he’s paranoid. Even if it’s just Ariadne and I, even if we prepare, convincing him won’t be easy.”

“The rest, Theia,” Sere growled.

“Gods, I’m getting to it,” I snapped, throwing up my arms in frustration. While I understood why she was upset, it grated my nerves that she was challenging me like this in front of everyone. She was hurt and afraid, I got that. She was fiercely protective and for fucks sake, I loved her for it. But she needed to hear the truth in what I was saying, or none of this would work.

I gritted my jaw, meeting Ariadne’s mismatched gaze across the room. “If we fail to convince him to act, he will imprison and interrogate us. I don’t know what he will do. And even then, even after all that, there’s a chance he still won’t trust us, that he will refuse to help.”

Silence settled over us all. I kept my focus on the unreadable Ariadne, unable to face the others.

When Seth spoke, his voice was small. “People who go into the king’s dungeons… they don’t come out.”

Something brutal ripped through my mate. The words cut through her like a blade. Piercing. Unyielding.

There was a horrible sort of ungrounding in the discovery of a fear. Akin to finding one’s footing, only to have the rug ripped out from beneath.

Sere had thought the worst thing that could ever happen to her was being taken again. Being chained, leashed. A prisoner once more. It terrified her, but she’d found a degree of security in knowing there was nothing worse. She’d identified the apex predator of all her beasts of fear.

Or so she thought.

I felt it. The moment that conviction shattered. There was something worse than losing herself. Something that terrified her more. 

The worst thing that could happen to Seraphine Terrahaven was losing me. It was the notion that every horrific act she’d ever endured —every dark idea a person could conjure up could happen to me and she’d be helpless to stop it.

Sere shook her head, her cheeks green. “Let me go,” she insisted. Her voice cracked. “Ariadne and I trained together our entire lives. We’re better equipped for a mission like this.”

“I asked. The Artist said—”

“I don’t care. No. I’m going. Ariadne and I.”

Ariadne cleared their throat, drawing Sere’s attention.

“Sere.”

My mate whirled. “Tell her she’s being foolish.”

Mismatched eyes flicked between the two of us. “Sere, I… I can't.”

Sere’s broad shoulders shook with a visible recoil. I could see the panic in her eyes. Could practically hear her thoughts aloud.

Ariadne and I were all she had left. She couldn’t bear it.

“Perhaps we should talk privately,” Ariadne continued.

“Why? It seems you’ve both already made up your minds.”

Ariadne pushed to their feet. Standing toe to toe, the two warriors were nearly the same size. Sere was a touch taller, but Ariadne was just as built, just as intense.

“She’s Nyra’s heir. Out of all of us, her word carries the most weight.”

“That’s crap and you know it. We’re a team. For fucks sake, she hasn’t even graduated.”

I flinched, and Ariadne’s brows pinched in frustration. They took a step back. “If you refuse to see this logically, then look at it this way, Our salvyre are still out there. One of us needs to survive this and find them. If we’re both taken, that can’t happen.”

Sere squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to calm down. Her panic was spiraling down the bond, choking me.

“Listen,” I said, getting to my feet. I approached my mate slowly. When I reached her side she surprised me by taking my hand in hers, gold eyes blinking open and holding mine.

“We have a fucking dragon,” I reminded her. “Give me three days. If he takes me and Ariadne and I don’t come back in that time, you have my permission to take Sascha and break in to get us.”

Sere made a derisive sound. At the same time the new group of salvyre began to murmur, and Nemi quietly explained to them who Sascha was.

Twin gold orbs searched mine, imploring. Pleading. “Please don’t ask this of me,” Sere said into the bond.

I swallowed past a lump in my throat. “It must be done. Look at my conversation with him. He was specific.”

The dread in my mate was so intense that she swayed under the weight of it. Her lips parted, another plea forming, but she shut them and started over.

She pulled her hand from mine. “I’m going to get some air.”

“Sere,” Ariadne started.

My mate shook her head. “I need to process this.” And then to me, “I’ll be back.”

Ariadne started to follow her, but Vas rose and got in between them, holding up a hand. His eyes met mine, haunted, before he looked at my mate. “I’ll go with you.”

Sere hesitated. She glanced back at me, but I was frozen in place. Her expression shuttered, and then returned to my brother. She gestured for him to follow.

In the small room I shared with Sere, I stood over the bed, staring at the neatly folded pajamas at its foot.

They hadn’t been there when I’d changed for the bar, which meant Sere must’ve sneakily stashed them for me to find when we’d gotten back.

I thumbed the material, which was impossibly soft and perfect. Something she only could’ve got here in the city. My throat was thick as I read the note again.

Paid for it with the money Nemi took from her aunt. Does that still count as stealing?

My eyes watered. When had she found the time to get this for me? How had she snuck it back without me noticing? The small gesture, which she’d managed while we were fighting a fucking war, made my heart clench.

I wished she was here. I understood her anger. Her reasons for being upset. For fucks sake, I’d be upset too. But even knowing how much it hurt her, I couldn’t change the facts of what needed to happen.

I didn’t want to fight. All I wanted was her here, with me.

I pulled the pajamas up to my face, rubbing the soft fabric against my cheek. It smelled of sandalwood and smoke, as if she’d tucked them into her jacket so I wouldn’t notice her carrying them back from the market.

When a lone tear broke loose, curving down the slope of my cheek, I put the gift back on the bed and rubbed at it furiously. Then I started tugging my clothes off, needing to feel the soft fabric on my skin. Needing to wear it for her so she knew how much it meant to me. When she got back, I’d make sure she knew how much she meant to me.

This encounter with the king would not go south, I’d be sure of it. I wouldn’t do that to Sere. To Vas. To Dimitri and Atlas, who died so I could be here.

A small, folded piece of parchment fell to the ground.

I stilled. In the rush of adrenaline, in the fervor of all of Selene’s big reveals, in the bringing home five extra people, I’d forgotten the Artist had given it to me. That I’d tucked it away to look at later.

What I’ve drawn on this paper will come to be.

I picked up the paper and held it between my fingers. It was heavy— finely made. It smelled like fancy perfume and expensive traproot.

He said to open it when I was alone. Who you show is up to you.

I worked up the courage to unfold it, to reveal the messy charcoal drawing he’d given me.

I stilled. Stared at it. Some of the lines were smeared, but the image was unmistakable. A minute passed, then another. I didn’t look away.

Something miserable and relieved and horrified took root in my gut, digging in and refusing eviction.

It would come true. This drawing. The Artist had promised me that.

Fire blazed down my arms. It chewed through the paper until there was nothing left, leaving only ash on my fingers and smoke in the air.

I closed my eyes and tried. Furrowed my brow and fought against instinct.

And I erected a mental wall between myself and my mate.























Thirty-One: Raynin




“You know, little one, this can be over whenever you like. All you have to do is answer my questions.”

The cut on my lower lip throbbed when I threw my head back and laughed, my wide smile splitting it open once more. It was a feral sort of smile. I had no doubt blood had stained my teeth red, and I could feel the twisted twinkle in my eyes.

“Something amusing?” The enforcer continued, his blade digging deeper into my back.

I couldn’t control the flinch, but I quickly schooled my features and peered behind me to smirk. “You amuse me.”

Kian had me chained to some sort of fixture in his tent, forcing me upright with my arms stretched high above my head. It was hard to tell how much time had passed, but I knew it had to have been at least a day. He’d left a couple of times, and I’d gotten a glimpse of the rise and fall of the sun.

Auggie had definitely figured out what I’d gotten up to. He was going to be pissed.

“I amuse you?” The enforcer echoed. He circled me, coming to a stop in front to watch me curiously. “You’re an odd one.”

“I have an excellent imagination.”

“And let me guess, you’re imagining all the ways you’re going to kill me?”

I grinned again. “Something like that.”

Kian set his blade down, not bothering to wipe away my blood. He reached for his discarded pipe, relit it with careful fingers, and brought it to his lips. The smell of traproot saturated the air.

“Who else knows about our little setup out here?”

It was one of the three or four questions we’d been circling through, phrased differently each time.

I ignored him and cocked my head to the side. “Gonna share?”

He exhaled through his nose, then set his pipe down. And I had to admit– it was eerie. Smoke curled around his face, clouding his expression. The pale eye that regarded me seemed more lifeless than his glass one.

“Your Theia had a lot of attitude in the beginning, too. Took a few weeks to break her.”

At that, I laughed again. The sound filled the tent, taking up the space and causing his lips to press into an angry line.

Ah. There it was. I’d pissed him off. A sense of perverse pleasure filled my chest.

“Is that really so funny to you? Would you like the details of what I did to her? Of all our long nights together?”

My laugh cut off, and I quickly schooled my features so he wouldn’t know how his words affected me. I must not have disguised myself well though, because Kian smirked in victory.

“She was so fun to break. I wonder how you’ll compare?”

I scoffed. “See– that there. That’s what’s so funny.”

“What?”

I leaned in as far as the chains would allow, hawking a bloody glob of spit at his feet. He arched a brow as it landed in front of his boots.

“You think you broke her.” I paused, blowing a strand of hair away from my face. Kian watched me, bemused. “Don’t you realize? There is no breaking a Stormfury.”























Thirty-Two: Raynin




The window I was sitting in was large and sloped at the top, overlooking a city of rivers. The sun cast warm rays down onto canals with tiny boats, which drifted lazily along as people pedaled through with long, wooden oars. It was warm– far warmer than it ever was in the Aarga or Turrim.

Below, there were the soft calls of townsfolk as they coasted from shop to shop, under low bridges and past wooden piers where tiny boats were docked and bobbing.

It was beautiful. Ethereal, even. I wanted to paint it. See if I could capture the way the light hit the water just so, the way the buildings and boats reflected on its clear blue surface.

Behind me, someone took a step.

“Where are we?” I asked, not moving from my perch. The clouds shifted and a ray of sun hit my face, warm and good.

I didn’t need to turn. I already knew who it was. Perhaps up until this point, it had been something I’d only subconsciously understood. But now?

This dream was merely confirmation.

“Poseiris,” he replied from behind me.

Ah. The capital of the Violet Court. If he was traveling to the Sun City, he would’ve passed through here. A journey from Poseiris to the border of the Gold Court was maybe a day’s travel. Perhaps a few more from there to the city.

“I don’t have the sort of imagination to come up with a dream like this all on my own,” I admitted. I laughed dryly and added, “at least, I didn’t used to.”

The curtain beside me, a sheer creamy white, fluttered in the breeze. It caressed my arm.

He cleared his throat, but I still didn’t turn. That would be the final piece, wouldn’t it? Then what?

“When did you figure it out?”

When? That was a good question. My eyes fluttered shut. I let the sun warm my face, let the smell of food stalls waft through my nose.

When had I figured out Kal Terrahaven was my mate? The same night I’d reconnected with Atlas. But I wasn’t about to tell him that.

I reached out, rubbing the curtain between my fingers. It felt so real.

“How many times did you try to kill me?” I countered.

I was met with silence. Kal was quiet so long that I gave in, turning to look back at him.

He was a sight. His smooth skin looked warm in the sunlight, the rays warming his eyes from a dark brown to creamy chocolate. His golden hair looked lighter somehow, and it was freshly cut.

His expression was guarded. He opened his mouth, then shut it again.

I twisted my legs until my bare feet touched the floor. The tile was arranged neatly into a pattern of swirling pinks, oranges, and auburn. It was warm under my toes.

“How many times?” I repeated. “Was it just that first night?”

He watched as I took a step in his direction, then another. His throat bobbed.

“How many times, Kal?”

I reached him then. Part of me expected him to take a step back. To falter under my scrutiny.

He didn’t. He only regarded me, bogged down by what could only be a trove of secrets and a binding bargain.

“I know who you are. What you are, heir of Sanir. So tell me. How many times have you tried to kill me?”

Kal Terrahaven was a hard man to read. Especially like this, right here, being confronted. I wondered, idly, if he’d even be able to answer me. How far did Matteus Fray’s binds go?

Just when I began to doubt he’d answer at all, the man before me straightened.

“Every time.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Every time I saw you, greenie. Every time I touched you. For every second we were together, I never stopped trying to kill you. If you were anyone else, I’d have killed you a thousand times over.”

A shiver ran down my spine. “I’m a healer.” As if that mattered.

His lips pulled into a wry smile. “The way I touched you should have killed ten healers.”

I closed my eyes. I’d suspected as much. Which left only two explanations– a combination of which was likely the answer.

He was unable to kill me because I was Loux’s heir. That was what I’d told myself at first, anyway. It made the most sense, and it was the less messy of reasons.

But as much as I tried to believe it, I knew that didn’t explain this. The energy between us. The fact that we were here, really here, talking as we dreamwalked together.

I opened my eyes, regarding him.

“Even when we fucked?”

His nostrils flared. “Yes.” And his voice was like sandpaper. “Even then.”

Damn. “What a fucking shame.” Because gods. That had been some of the best sex of my life.

His brows rose.

“I was really hoping this wouldn’t happen,” I continued. More to myself than him.

As a healer, I’d done my fair share of reading. Reading terribly boring journals and collections of medicine and theories.

One theory in particular was becoming unfortunately relevant.

Mates cannot harm each other with their magic.

Because, obviously, Kal Terrahaven had been trying to kill me. Of course. Fray had ordered him to infect, and he was helpless but to obey.

I’d hoped Loux was the reason behind my health.

But the real answer was likely taking shape in the form of flesh and blood, in the man who was before me. The man who had seen the Violet Court and conjured it up for us to dreamwalk through.

“You were hoping what wouldn’t happen?”

I shrugged. “This, us.”

His eyes widened for a fraction of a second, then narrowed. “So you did know.”

“Didn’t you?”

“Not for certain.” He sounded accusatory.

I raised my hands in surrender. “I didn’t know for certain either. Not until now.”

He regarded me. Suspicious. Frustrated. And then he loosed a sigh and sank down onto the windowsill. He ran a hand through his hair, staring out at the channel in thought.

“How long has Matteus Fray had you?” I asked.

He glanced up at me in surprise. “How do you know his name?”

A good question. One I wasn’t prepared to answer. I didn’t want to get into it all, not when I couldn’t trust him.

“I’ve had my own brush with him,” I said vaguely. “He was unable to keep his talons in me long.”

Kal’s eyes widened. “You broke your bargain?”

My eyes fluttered shut in memory. Of Atlas’ final moments. When I opened them again, Kal’s expression was heartbreakingly hopeful.

“No, not exactly. But I know someone who did.”

Kal rose up again, striding towards me. He grabbed my wrist and despite the intensity of his expression, his grip was gentle. “How? Who?”

He didn’t know. I grinned. “Your sister. Seraphine.”

He reared back as if I’d struck him. “Sere’s alive?”

“She is,” I said slowly.

“Fray told us she died.”

My lips parted in surprise. Sere, dead? She’d been alive last I saw her, her blade slicing through my throat. Alive and well, at Theia’s side. If he was right and Sere was dead, where was Theia? A brief surge of worry welled up inside me, but I pushed it down.

“When did he tell you that?”

“A month ago or so. Said she tried to betray him, that she resisted the bargain and it killed her.”

Ah. That bastard. “She broke free of him,” I disagreed. “He must’ve said that to try and hurt you. To scare you.”

“How do you know?”

Because I saw her after that, as a free woman, out in Lake Sunshine’s village. Because I’d been there that night she broke free, and he lost his absolutely shit.

When I didn’t answer, he cocked a skeptical brow. “How do you know Sere, greenie?”

Him calling me greenie had no right to make my heart flutter. To make me feel all soft inside.

“Can’t tell you that,” I said dryly.

His lips flattened into a line. “Right,” he agreed.

“Don’t give me that look. You’re working for the enemy.”

A harsh reminder. He exhaled, then nodded. 

“For now.”

For now. “I hope you break free of him soon, Blondie.”

Kal regarded me, catching the sour note in my tone. He stepped forward, not stopping until our chests were brushing.

“That sounds like a threat,” he mused.

I looked up at him, meeting his warm brown eyes, studying the bits of gold, his softness, his edges.

I didn’t quite understand the sensations plaguing me. Dread. Anger. Intent. Longing. It was all so at odds with the warmth of this place, with the way the light cut over his features. He looked younger. Boyish, almost.

“Well” came my hollow reply. “If I catch up to you before you figure it out, I’m ending this. Make no mistake, Kal Terrahaven. You may be my mate, but if it means saving all the people sick in my court? I’ll kill you myself.”

I wasn’t quite sure how I expected him to respond. But it certainly wasn’t with him grinning, then reaching out to brush a strand of hair behind my ear.

It definitely wasn’t with the affectionate warmth that spread through his expression, then poured into me where his fingers dragged softly against my neck.

Kal’s touch was the antithesis of everything I’d just voiced aloud. It was gentle, reverent. He looked at me as if my promise of violence had instead been sweet, soft words whispered over pillows late in the night. As if he knew exactly how much I meant them, and wanted to drink in the truth of them from my lips.

His eyes had a knowing glint in them as he nodded.

“Alright greenie,” he rasped. “You've got yourself a deal.”























Thirty-Three: Raynin




A low, keening whine sounded, muffled at first but then louder.

I blinked awake, startled, struggling to make sense of the hazy shapes around me.

The whine cut off, only to be followed by a soft bark.

My mind was in disarray, turbulent and nebulous from lack of sleep. I was still in Kian’s tent, still stretched awkwardly with my hands bound above me. As I looked around for the source of the noise, I half-expected Kian to leap out, some new and twisted idea gleaming in his eye.

And then my gaze landed on the dog.

“Shut the fuck up,” I whispered in shock. Kian must have done it. He must’ve broken me. There was no other explanation for what I was seeing. “No way.”

The dark-haired canine sat in front of me, tail wagging. Pleased he’d successfully woken me up.

“No way,” I whispered again. “Little Guy?”

I must’ve been hallucinating. Because this dog looked exactly like Little Guy. Same dark fur, same scruffy ears. For fucks sake, he even was doing the same little head tilt that Little Guy did when I ate in front of him.

But that was impossible. I’d left him snoozing at the apartment. I was miles outside the city and in the middle of a rebel encampment. It couldn’t be the same dog.

But gods, it certainly looked like the same dog.

The dog huffed and pawed at the ground.

My jaw hit the floor. “Is that…?”

He wagged his tail furiously in encouragement, sinking back on his haunches and letting his tongue hang out. I could only stare at the key ring on the ground, mouth agape. The gray fabric flooring was stained in spots around it— and I couldn’t tell if it was drool from the dog carrying it, or something else.

“How did you... How did you get that?” I demanded, then shook my head. What did I expect, the dog to answer me? He simply watched me with alert dark eyes, ready to jump up at any moment.

Yeah, I'd lost it. There was no other explanation. 

“Is this repayment for getting you out of the building? I swear, if you’re a shifter and messing with me, I’m gonna be pissed. You were there when I fucked Kal, and if you’re secretly a human, that’s fucking creepy.”

The dog blinked, then nudged the keys with his nose.

“Alright, alright,” I muttered. “Keep an eye out for Kian or any guards, okay? They’re not going to be as nice to you as I am.”

Although, if the stain —which was definitely reddish— was any indication, Little Guy had no trouble defending himself.

Getting my boots off was a task. It took what felt like forever to get the laces to loosen, and then to kick them off. My socks went next. Once my feet were free I reached for the key ring, face pinching as I concentrated. My toes touched the metal, but I slipped, swinging back.

Outside, there were voices. Kian. He was back.

I swore, then fought to regain my balance and reach again. I held my breath. When my toes closed around the metal I sighed in relief, daring a glance at the tent flap.

Kian was right outside. I could hear him speaking with someone. His voice was light and airy, which was somehow much spookier than his normal, deep cadence.

He could pop in at any moment. I needed to unlock these cuffs before that happened.

“I fucking hate this shit,” I grumbled to myself, glancing up at where my hands were chained above my head. “Alright, alright. I can do it.”

I swung my hips, flexing my center to get my body to swing correctly. The first try was a disaster. The cuffs at my wrists dug in painfully, and fuck, I felt something pull in my back. I swung back awkwardly, muttering a curse under my breath.

I wasn’t bendy. Not the way Atlas had been. And obviously, I’d been slacking off in my time in the Aarga.

After a couple of terrible attempts, I was sweating and my core was on fire. It was probably only due to the force of sheer spite, but finally I managed to get my feet high enough that I could reach out and snatch the keys with my hand. I exhaled in relief, lowering my legs back to the ground.

Little Guy’s ears fluttered.

“You didn’t see that,” I grumbled.

Of course, he didn’t answer.

A booming laugh sounded from outside the tent. It startled me so much that I nearly dropped the keys.

A low whimper escaped the dog. Hurry, his eyes seemed to say.

“Okay, okay,” I muttered. “Gods, there’s like ten keys on this thing.” 

With shaking fingers, I picked one at random and slotted it into the lock on my left wrist. When it didn’t turn I tried the next, pleading mentally with Loux to send me luck. The cuff still didn’t open.

The dog seemed to sense Kian would be joining us soon. He stood up, facing the door. The hair on his neck rose when another laugh sounded.

“Come on,” I whispered to no one as I slotted in the third key. I held my breath as I twisted it, and when the cuff popped open I nearly cried in relief.

A hand pulled back the tent’s flap. Kian didn’t enter, but I could see the shape of him in the entryway, talking to someone else.

Hastily, I shoved the key into the other cuff. A low growl was beginning to build in the dog’s throat, and just as Kian turned to see the source of the noise, my second cuff popped open.

I was free.

I stumbled, unbalanced from being restrained so long. My arms were like two giant noodles, my back stiff as a board.

“How the fuck—” Kian snarled.

At the same time I gestured at Kian and yelled, “get him!”

There was a split second where Kian’s wild eyes met mine. In them was fury and alarm. I stared him down, panic seizing my chest. Because would the dog actually do anything? I had no idea. But Kian seemed to believe he would, and maybe his surprise would give me enough time to get my shit together.

And then Little Guy lunged. His cute face shifted into something ferocious as his teeth sank into Kian’s forearm. The enforcer let out a surprised yelp, and whoever he’d been speaking to hurried into the tent.

Two guards.

Two hauntingly familiar guards.

My eyes widened as I took them in, my limbs still numb. Kal’s salvyre. Jasper and Aeryn.

My magic was thrumming in my veins anew. It was so potent I could taste it. I shook out my arms, trying to stir life back into them so I could face off against them.

“Stupid mutt,” Kian growled, and then he let out an angry roar. With it came a burst of his magic and the little retriever made a high pitched sound before dropping to the ground in pain.

“Don’t you dare,” I snarled, spit flying. I leapt forward furiously, shoving the enforcer hard. That seemed to break his concentration enough that the dog quieted.

“Restrain her!” Kian snarled at Kal’s salvyre.

The two rushed forward, poised for a fight, but I was ready for them. Seeing Little Guy in pain had set my protective instincts ablaze. It was a call for blood. For retribution. Kian would die now. I was done playing his games.

Out of my peripherals, I saw the veins along the backs of my hands had blackened. The edges of my skin had taken a sheen to it, not dissimilar to how it had looked when I’d entered the burning bar days back.

My blood was pounding in my ears. Furious. Something heavy was bubbling up inside me, the fire of Atlas and Raynin, the blood of the Red and Silver Courts.

I would slaughter every last rebel in existence, and I would delight in every second of it.

Something in my expression had Kian taking a step back. Kal’s siblings were closing in. Aeryn’s hands shook. Jasper’s skin was pale. 

Aeryn lunged and I ducked, flipping her over my back. I pulled her sword from her belt as she fell, ramming its hilt hard into Jasper’s gut.

I spun on Kian, my magic pulsing in the air around us. It was hot and alive. Life and death wrapped up in one, beating in the air like a cloudy heartbeat.

Kian took a startled breath and I smirked.

“Beg for mercy.” My voice was thick and layered with something powerful. Something other.

Aeryn was pushing to her feet, coming at me again. I sidestepped her, kicking in the back of her knee and sending her crashing into her brother.

For the first time, Kian seemed to recognize the real danger he was in. He seemed to understand that there was an apex predator in his tent, and it was not him.

I would swallow him whole.

“Who are you?” The enforcer spluttered.

“Beg.”

He took a step back. “You have no idea what we’ll do to you. I’ll ruin you.”

I might’ve laughed. I couldn’t be sure over the roaring in my ears. Over the bloodlust cloying my veins and sitting bitter on my tongue.

“Beg.”

“You’ll be nothing by the time I’m done with you. I’ll break you down to nothing.”

His threat might’ve had more effect if he wasn’t visibly trembling.

A vicious grin tugged at my lips. “Do you get it yet?” I purred. My voice vibrated in the air, strumming the energy with its might. “There is no breaking a Stormfury.”

And with that I swung Aeryn’s sword. It cut through the air with perfect precision, and with it came a burst of light magic so powerful that Jasper and Aeryn were thrown violently to the ground.

Little Guy met my gaze and blinked. He blinked, and for a split second, something powerful and reptilian regarded me.

Solon.

I didn’t need to come up with a name for him. He had one.

Solon. 

The sword hit its mark.

Kian’s blood splattered across my face.























Thirty-Four: Raynin




Aeryn, the lightning wielder of Kal’s salvyre, looked green as I finished preparing my bag of stolen papers, maps, and the tightly wrapped head of Matteus Fray’s enforcer.

She said nothing, mute, her hazel eyes wide and horrified.

Who knew a salvyre could be so squeamish? It made me smirk in amusement, which I could've sworn caused a twitch to form in her brow.

Was I mad? Perhaps. What else had Tempros and Loux expected when then jammed two salvyre into one body? The combination of energies inside me was beginning to give way to something delicious and new. A Raynin who was like a mountain cat— happy to play with her food before tearing it to shreds.

It was Jasper who spoke first, his rumbling voice laden with emotion.

“How… how did you do that?”

I cinched the bag shut and swung it over my back. And then —because even if Auggie lacked manners, Mako had certainly made sure to drill them into me— I wiped clean the sword and held it back out to Aeryn. 

If her eyes had been the size of saucers before, they were like dinner plates now.

Solon watched, his tail flicking. A low drum sounded as it hit the table. Thwack, thwack, thwack.

“Well,” I said, glancing back at Jasper over my shoulder, “since I have healing magic, I can charm the head so it won’t rot and smell until—”

“Not that,” Jasper interrupted, holding up his hands. His skin took on a sickly hue not dissimilar to Aeryn’s. “I mean… you freed us.”

Oh. Right. That. My gaze trailed from the shifter to the lightning wielder, registering the paleness of their skin, the disbelief. Maybe I was in some sort of shock, because the gravity of the situation wasn’t fully setting in. I knew what had just happened was monumental. And yet, all I could think about was how I wanted to wrap up the head of the enforcer in ribbons and present it to Theia as a Summer Solstice gift.

I bent to relace my boots. “Light magic?” I guessed. “Not really sure. It was kind of an in the moment thing.”

Jasper looked down at his hands, then back at me. “Can you do it again?”

I gave him an incredulous look. “Now?”

The southern salvyre swallowed roughly. “It can change everything,” he rasped. “Do you realize that? Do you realize what you’ve done?”

And there it was. The weight of his words hit me like a ton of bricks.

Fray’s bonds were breakable. Sere had proven that. But if I could do it? Well, that could change everything. If I could snap Kal free of his bargain, I could save the Silver Court. Without killing him. I could stop the disease, weaken the rebels, and then I could find Theia and the others.

I shook my head, thoroughly overwhelmed. “Let’s get out of here first.” One step at a time. “My mentor will be looking for me. He can help us figure out what to do next.”

Jasper glanced at the ground where Kian’s blood had pooled, then back at me. He cleared his throat, but before he could speak, Solon tensed, the hairs on his neck rising. A low growl built in his throat.

I held up a hand to stop Jasper, just as a new voice cut through the air, somewhere outside the tent.

“—need to speak with Kian. He’s in his tent?”

It was a new voice, but it was one I knew all too well. My attention narrowed until it was all I could hear, bloodlust fogging my head.

Before I realized what I was doing, I was standing up and storming from the tent. The night air was icy and biting. The only light was the flicker of lanterns, illuminating the soft white flakes that were falling from the darkened sky.

Just beyond the flaps of the tent, brown eyes met mine. They widened slightly, then narrowed. And then Matteus Fray was grinning, taking a step in my direction as he called out to his guards.

I suddenly wished I hadn’t given Aeryn back her sword. Because now Fray was pulling his own from his belt, the silver glinting in threat.

Beside me, Solon growled.

“When Kal informed me he had left behind a salvyre mate in the Silver Court, that Sanir’s guardian had imprinted on her no less, I had to come and see for myself,” he mused, attention flicking between me and the dog. “How delightful that you’ve found your way to my camp. Makes hunting you down so much easier.”

Fray’s voice filtered through the icy air with eerie, calculated precision. Atlas’ memories hadn’t quite captured the experience of it. Fray spoke like a snake, his tongue wrapping seductively around each word, each syllable. He had a smoky sort of charisma about him. It made me want to obey. To serve.

My heart thundered in my chest. The rebel leader was powerful. Stronger than before. I had to physically fight the urge to kneel. To submit.

Solon growled again.

It took a moment to fully process what he’d said. And then my stomach churned.

Of course Kal wouldn’t be able to keep secrets from this man. But how had he gotten here so fast? Kal was down south. Days away, at least.

The rebels were beginning to gather around us, a low murmuring among them. They obviously hadn’t expected their leader to show up either.

Fray’s head tucked to the side, his gaze holding mine as he ordered one of the rebels to fetch Kian.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. We had to get out of here. Now.

I cleared my throat. “How did you get here so fast?”

The question seemed to amuse him. “Curious, huh?” He gestured to the side, flourish in the sweep of his arms, sword glinting. “I’d like to introduce one of the crown’s favorite toys. Tyche, do a spin for us.”

A small woman stepped forward, her features blank. She was tiny- perhaps Selene’s height– with wide hips and short, shiny dark hair.

It was her gaze, entirely vacant and black, that caused my breath to catch in my throat.

As she pivoted, the air around her whirled, causing snowflakes to blow into my face.

My heart thudded.

“Confused?” Fray prompted, his grin smug. “Of course you are. Were you aware some air mages have the ability to teleport? Ciro keeps all the best toys to himself.”

Ciro. The king. I licked my dry lips, eying the woman beside him. Dread filled my gut at the implications of what he was saying. “And you just happened upon her?”

The rebel leader chuckled. “Yes. Something like that.”

The guards were moving around us, searching for Fray’s enforcer. There was an air of panicked confusion about them. They seemed to be realizing they were getting caught with their pants down. Strangers in the camp, an intruder in their midst, their leader missing. Things weren't looking good for them.

When a guard popped in the tent we’d just emerged from, I stiffened.

Fray noticed. He cocked his head to the side, curious. “Am I going to be disappointed in you, Raynin?”

Of course he knew my name. It was a threat on his lips, a promise of retribution.

We were running out of time. I considered launching myself across the way. I could wrestle his sword from him and slice it through his neck. I was fast. I might be able to do it before one of his lackeys put a knife in my gut. It would be worth it, even if Jasper and Aeryn got taken down too. I could end this.

Fray’s gaze drifted past me to where Kal’s salvyre stood. Had he felt it when I freed them of his bargain? Did he know that they wouldn’t obey him if he ordered them to grab me?

A rebel emerged from Kian’s tent, face pale. When he rushed to Fray’s side and began to murmur in his ear, I knew our time was up. I took a step back, putting myself in line with Aeryn and Jasper. Jasper was breathing heavily. Aeryn's hands shook.

Matteus Fray’s eyes fluttered shut.

I seized the opening, yanking Aeryn’s sword out of its sheath and lunging towards the rebel leader. I nearly slipped; the packed snow of the camp’s ground was covered in a sheet of ice. My salvyre boots found purchase at the last second. Metal glinted as I raised my arms, reflecting in snow and casting a ray of light across Fray’s face, one thin line of silver cutting through his olive-toned skin.

His eyes snapped open.

He moved with inhuman grace, stepping aside and meeting the swing of my sword with an expert parry.

For a split second, time seemed to stop. Our weapons crossed, our gazes locking over their sharp edges. There was something halting in his expression, in the way the capillaries of his eyes were more black than red, the way the air around him pulsed with power, almost to the beat of a heart. Yield, yield, yield.

It was positively terrifying.

I swallowed my fear down and leaned my weight into the sword, forcing him back an inch. Something inhuman tore up through my throat.

This man had killed me once. Had taken me away from my home. From my family. Had committed unspeakable violence against the people I loved.

Perhaps in that moment, Matteus Fray was the most frightening person in all of Ezuria.

But I was the angriest.

I reared back, and Fray stumbled at the sudden imbalance.

And then I was pouring everything I had into the fight.

Our swords clanged together viciously. Magic surged through me, beckoned by my rage. The warmth of healing magic coated my skin. My veins blackened.

It was as if my magic called to his. His eyes flashed with the power of Gladim, blacking his gaze. His skin spiderwebbed with it, as if he contained too much power for his body to truly contain. The air around him pulsed. Commanded. Called.

The bodies around us— his rebels, Kal’s salvyre— they all fell to their knees.

But I didn’t.

Our fight continued— ugly, furious. We were no longer a rebel leader or a duty-bound soldier. It was the fight of a man avenging a brother. The fight of a woman avenging a sister. Avenging Atlas. Herself.

I’d kill this man for Theia. For Atlas and for me. For Kal and Jasper and Aeryn. For every gods-damned patient we’d failed to save in the infirmaries.

He would die today.

Magic exploded from me, but this time it was not warm. It was not light and whole and good.

It was dark and violent. It was like the edge of a serrated blade, cutting through soft flesh and seeping poison into the wound.

Fray stumbled, giving me an opening. I refused to question it, refused to look too closely at the blood dripping from his nose or the way his skin had gone white.

I swung Aeryn’s sword, heaving every bit of myself into it, aiming for the exposed skin of Fray’s very human, very vulnerable neck.

And met steel.

Fray countered the movement just in time.

His eyes met mine wildly, and I could see his magic surging within him again, violently scaling his skin and leaving a net of magic-scarred flesh in its wake. He pulsed with life, thrusting away the sickness I’d struck him with.

Kill him. Now. The voice in my head was a furious blend of Raynin, Atlas, and something other.

He snarled, and in the sound was compulsion so powerful that I trembled on my feet, fighting against every impulse to kneel, to obey. To turn my sword inward and offer up my guts to him on a platter.

My strikes turned desperate, palms growing slick.

When one swing came too close for his comfort, Fray’s expression twisted viciously. He leapt back and jerked his chin at a kneeling rebel, barking, “the archers! Now!”

My blood chilled. My chest heaved as I panted, as I took in the rebels that surrounded me from every side. Jasper and Aeryn had been sent to their knees. They fought to no avail against Fray’s mental grip, against the compulsion that eked from him in violent, pulsing waves. Jasper was half shifted, his claws digging into the frozen earth as he struggled.

Around us, archers lifted their bows.

Something hard struck me, sending me reeling. I barely caught myself before I could fall. My attention returned to the rebel leader, who was holding his weapon and staring at it in surprise.

He’d struck me. My side throbbed from the impact, but the blow had been dulled by my shield of healing magic, leaving my flesh unmarred where it should’ve been cut deep.

Fray’s face twisted furiously, webbed scars glinting with menace. “Yield,” he barked. “Now, or I’ll kill the others.”

I scoffed. “You wouldn’t,” I said. “They’re too valuable to you.”

Jasper's expression hardened into something resolute. As resolute as one could with a ring of archers pointing their arrows in their direction. It was only the way his throat bobbed as he swallowed, the quick glance he exchanged with Aeryn, that revealed his vulnerability.

The rebel leader arched a brow. “You think you know me? Squashing the hope of a few unruly salvyre is exactly the sort of thing I’d do.”

“They’re powerful,” I reminded Fray. “Would you really be so rash?”

“I’m powerful. You three are more trouble than you’re worth. Yield.”

The burst of command that escaped Fray flowed around me, my healing magic grounding me against its current.

It hit Jasper and Aeryn much harder. A pained noise escaped them, Aeryn’s cheeks turning red as she strained.

Jasper raised his chin. Our eyes met, and in them were a promise. A vow.

Whatever came next, he would be by my side. He would fight or die, whatever it took. For me, for my court. For Ezuria. 

Jasper and Aeryn were good people. Real people, known and loved, their lives hanging precariously in front of me. My next words, my actions, would shape their very fate.

And Kal. What I was about to do might very well destroy him.

I raised my sword hand, watching in my peripherals as Fray’s archers held their ground. My shield would protect me from their arrows, but Jasper and Aeryn would be exposed.

There was no alternative. This was so much bigger than any of us.

I clenched my jaw, channeling Theia as I levied Fray with my harshest glare.

“No.”

The rebel leader looked surprised, then disappointed. He sighed, lowering his weapon. “Then give Mora my regards.”

And with the mere flick of his fingers, the archers released their strings.

Several things happened all at once.

Jasper and Aeryn ducked and hit the ground hard.

I dropped my sword, leaping towards them and channeling the light magic that was pulsing like a hot, living thing in my veins. It burst from my palms in two massive balls of light, incinerating the arrows as they sliced through the air.

At the same time, somewhere in the distance, someone called my name.

I landed in a graceless heap, the back of my head hitting the earth with enough force to rattle my skull, the ice bruising underneath my elbows. For a second the world seemed to flicker, then tunnel. I blinked furiously, fighting to keep the shadows at bay.

A wet nose nudged me, urging me to move. Solon. He pressed me, trying to force me to move. I sat up just in time to dodge a rebel falling dead. Solon nudged me again, more urgently this time, and I realized a beat later that chaos was erupting around us, far too fast to process around the ringing of my ears. Fray’s smugness had twisted into a look far more becoming on him– panic.

A beast had joined the fight. No– two. My head throbbed as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. I had to be hallucinating, because while I knew one of the shifters was Jasper, there was no way the familiar silver beast beside him was real. It wasn't possible. 

And yet, they sure looked real as they tore into the guards, as they spilled coppery blood onto the frozen ground.

Distantly, I could sense Solon growling, could feel his hackles raised under my palm. The archers reloaded, aiming–

Arrows flew through the air, only to stop suddenly, then drop to the ground. There was an explosion of heat somewhere just beyond– sending a tent up in flames. A familiar herbal smell singed my nostrils, reminding me vividly of the explosives Frances had perfected with Nate back at the academy.

But that wasn’t possible either. 

A shadow loomed over me, two blurry shapes coming into a hazy focus.

“Auggie?” I tried, but I still couldn’t hear. A sword glinted as it cut through the air, but the second shadow caught the sharp end with their  bare hand before it could find its target.

I knew that move. It was Peter’s favorite party trick, being impervious and all that.

I blinked, and my vision cleared. Sound exploded, and then voices were calling my name as fighting continued around us. A hand gripped mine and pulled me up, holding me steady.

Auggie.

He looked pissed. Livid. But he also looked fucking worried as he reached for my face, sending a burst of healing magic through my cheek. The pounding of my head eased.

“You brought them,” I managed.

My mentor's eyes lightened with relief.

Around us, my salvyre fought beside Kal’s, cutting through the rebels like butter. One by one, the rebels fell, baring a direct path from me to their leader.

I wiped at my nose, ignoring the blood as I took the sword Auggie was holding out. Over his shoulder, my gaze locked with Fray’s, who had gone stone still as he watched his encampment crumble.

I took a step in his direction. He stumbled back, then reached for Tyche, gripping her arm with enough force to shatter the bones of a small child. She flinched, but then he was barking an order at her, causing her to shutter.

“No!” I yelled, rushing forward. Jude was a silver blur flanking me as I charged him. “Separate them or he’ll get away!”

But it was too late.

Matteus Fray raised a brow at me as Jude leapt through the air, bloody teeth bared to strike. The look was a dare, a challenge. 

I might’ve won this round, but what was my small victory, in comparison to his legion of them?

Tyche’s eyes fluttered shut in resignation.

The two disappeared in a puff of smoke.



































Act V























Thirty-Five: Theia




It was late when Sere returned home.

Her familiar gait, even muted, was a comfort to me, returning warmth to our cold bedroom. 

I didn’t move from my position. I wasn’t sure if I wanted her to believe I was sleeping or not. Being awake was complicated. It meant hard conversations, and even harder truths. I wanted to bridge the space between us. To fix things. But at the same time I dreaded it, knowing I was part of the reason it was there.

I was tired. So, so tired. Tired of fighting this never-ending fight. Day after day, night after night. My head ached, my body ached. My bones ached. 

But of course, I couldn’t sleep. Not without her. At some point I’d grown dependent on her touch, on the soothing feel of her against me as I closed my eyes at night. I needed it. Needed her to reassure me it would all be okay, that we’d get through this together. But that wasn't fair, was it?

I didn’t want to fight. There was no point. I couldn’t give her what she needed. Couldn’t promise I wouldn’t go, couldn’t promise I’d be okay. That Ariadne would be okay.

Would it be too much to ask for her to just hold me?

She made the decision for me, kicking off her shoes and stripping down, then curling up behind me. When I felt her warm, naked skin press up against me, I gasped.

Sere never slept nude.

“You smell good,” Sere murmured, burrowing her face in my hair and inhaling.

I rolled over, my ruse of being asleep forgotten. My nose scrunched up as I smelled the whiskey on her breath. “Where did you and Vas go?” 

She reached up to play with my hair, rubbing it between her fingers. Dark, hazy gold eyes watched me, unreadable.

“We had a couple drinks,” she admitted, letting the strand go. The words were shockingly steady, considering the alcohol scenting the air. I kept my eyes dutifully trained on her face, refusing to look at how the windowed moonlight might be reflecting across the slope of her shoulder, down the curve of her breast.

“I see."

She exhaled, then cupped my cheek softly. She held my face like it was something precious. Like I was something to treasure.

“Theia…”

My name on her lips… it was too much. I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. Emotion was suddenly thick in my throat, weighing down my words.

“You blocked me out,” she murmured. Not an accusation. A fact.

I nodded, still not trusting my voice.

“I was gone, and you blocked me out…” Her breath hitched. “I’d forgotten what it felt like to not have you by my side. To not have you with me.”

To be alone, was what she didn’t say. My chest felt suddenly tight. 

“I had to try,” I rasped. “For when I go.”

Her hand smoothed away from my face and down my neck. The touch was reverent.

“Right,” she said.

“Sere…”

“And now? Even now?”

I didn’t know how to reply. I wasn’t blocking her out fully. But the Artist’s drawing… she couldn’t know. Not yet. It would only make things worse.

“The king will be able to see my thoughts. There are some things we shouldn’t talk about,” I said. An excuse. “Just in case.”

It was hard to tell if she bought it. It was dark in our room, even with moonlight streaming in the window. She only sighed, then pressed her forehead to mine. 

Having her close like this was a balm. The bond between us pulsed, our magic purring in the air.

Together. As one. How we were meant to be.

Sere began leaving small, innocent kisses along my cheek and down the column of my throat. They were short and light, and with her fingers caressing the skin of my neck, I relaxed into the comfort of her.

“We need to talk about what’s next,” I murmured. But I cupped the back of her head, running my hand over her cropped hair.

She sucked my skin between her teeth, biting down softly. “Later,” she murmured. “Tomorrow.”

“You’re drunk,” I protested.

She pulled back, causing my hand to fall away. “I had two drinks,” she told me. “Vas? He’s pretty hammered. I made sure he got to bed.”

My throat felt thick. “Is he okay?”

“Well, he’s not really thrilled you’re marching yourself up for slaughter.”

I flinched. “Is that really what you think I’m doing?”

At some point she’d shifted so she was hovering over me. Normally her weight was a comfort. I liked how it felt to have her head on my chest, her legs tangled with mine. Usually, the beat of her heart was enough to lull me straight to sleep.

Tonight, it only seemed to make her feel further away. 

Sere sighed. “Do we have to talk about this now?”

“Yes.” There was no way I could sleep with this tension. It was cycling through us, feeding into itself.

Her jaw flexed. “Why? Are you leaving tomorrow?”

“Of course not. We’re going to sit down and come up with a plan first. I’m not going to half-ass this.”

“Then it’s done," she said. "What’s there to talk about?”

I stared up at her, startled to find my eyes burning. I didn’t like the emotions welling up inside me. They were too raw. Too cutting.

“You think I want it to go this way?” I asked her. “If you have a better suggestion, please, I’m all ears.”

She rolled off me and onto her side, her throat bobbing as she swallowed. “Let’s just get some sleep.”

“Sere, please.”

She drooped. As fast as it had come, I felt the fight leave her. 

“In the morning,” she said quietly. “In the morning, let’s talk. Not now. It’s too hard right now. I'm upset, and I don’t want to say shit I don’t mean.”

I tucked a finger under her chin, forcing her to look at me.

“Right now I just want to be close to you,” she added, honey eyes imploring. “Please?”

Her vulnerability was something that never failed to amaze me. It was something she didn’t share with many people, and I felt privileged that she shared it so freely with me. I knew it didn’t come easy to her, just as it didn’t come easy to me.

We’d talk tomorrow. We’d figure it out. I could give her tonight.

“Okay,” I conceded. “Tomorrow.”

As soon as the words left my mouth she was closing the distance between us and kissing me. Sweetly, soft. It was a kiss that conveyed everything unsaid. The tightness unraveled from our bodies as we held each other, our bond a tangible pulsing thing between us.

Her lips broke away to return to my neck, this time with purpose. The smooth nightclothes bunched as she slid her hand up my stomach.

“Let me worship you,” she murmured. “I need it siren, I need you.”

My breathing was unsteady as she helped me shimmy out of my shorts, then my shirt. I needed her too. My hands trembled as I reached for her again, and when our bodies pressed together, I moaned.

“Your skin is so soft,” she husked, shifting over me to roll my nipple between her fingers. “Beautiful.”

I arched into her touch. Her thick thigh fell between my legs, and gods, the pressure was divine. Urgency thundered through me.

“Fuck me,” I rasped, rolling my hips. I knew I was getting my wetness all over her, but if her low growl was any indication, she loved it.

“I will baby. Let me play first.”

Her hot mouth descended onto my chest, sucking the pebbled flesh between her lips. She laved at my nipple with her tongue, running her teeth over the tip playfully..

I moaned, dragging my nails down her back, scratching at the firm, scarred flesh. She purred her approval, and when I couldn’t take it anymore she switched, giving my other breast the same attention as the first.

My hips seemed to move on their own accord, seeking friction against her leg. It was desperate and messy, but gods she felt so good.

Sere pulled back from my breast with a pop, blowing cool air over me. My nipples had hardened into points. A contented sound escaped her as she palmed them, her eyes like a hot brand as she took me in.

“Beautiful,” she murmured. She sat back, gripping my knees and spreading me wide. “Look at you, making a mess. Am I not giving you enough? Do you need more, love?”

But I couldn’t look anywhere but her. I was speechless. Kneeling between my legs in the dark, her heavy breasts unbound and free? She was incredible. Otherworldly. The moonlight glinted off her scars, a stark reminder that the goddess above me was also a warrior.

In that moment, I would’ve done anything she asked of me.

“I need to invest in a cock so I can fuck you the way you deserve,” she continued. “So I can watch your tits shake as I slam into you over, and over.”

Her hand trailed down the center of my breasts as she spoke, down my stomach and stopping just above my mound. “How does that sound?”

I raised my chin defiantly. “We both know you’d end up on your back. I’d take you for a ride.”

Her lips tugged into a smirk. She cocked her head and her thumb drifted lower, ghosting over my clit. “I love when you think you’re in charge. Maybe out there. But in here? In my bed? I’m in charge and I happen to know you love it.”

I started to protest, but then she cupped my pussy, playing lazily with my soaked entrance.

“Oh,” I managed. “Fuck.”

Her gaze held mine, smug and domineering.

“You like when I talk to you like this? When I take control over what’s mine?”

She slid two fingers inside me, rubbing against the spot inside she knew I loved. My hips bucked into her touch, a moan escaping as her thumb ghosted my clit again. 

Her laugh was knowing. And then she was lowering herself, placing gentle kisses onto my stomach before dipping down to my core. Her warm breath against me was enough to elicit a shiver.

“Answer the question, Theia. And then I’ll consider giving you what you want.”

She continued to pump her fingers inside me slowly, waiting for my answer.

I glared. “You know I do.”

“I want to hear you say it.”

The fire in her gaze was unyielding. Her free hand caressed my stomach, the touch possessive. It was a standoff, and she was happy to wait me out.

I threw my head back, giving in. Only for her. Only for her would I yield.

“Yes, I love it when you take control like this,” I hissed into the bond, hoping she wouldn’t make me say it aloud. “When you call me yours. I—”

That was all she needed. Satisfied, she lowered her mouth to my pussy.

My back bowed off the bed at the first path of her tongue. Her fingers found a rhythm, the sound of my wetness becoming louder with each thrust.

“Fuck, I can feel how close you are,” she hissed into the bond.

It was crazy, the intimacy our bond provided. I could feel how my pleasure affected her. The ecstasy she found between my legs, the way it pulsed through her. Pride, satisfaction.

“Look at me.”

My eyes snapped open and found hers, blazing with heat as she feasted from me. I was trembling, so close to the edge. Fire danced in my veins as I crept closer, closer—

She pulled away.

“Promise you’ll come back to me. Promise me that and you can have this,” Sere whispered, pressing a kiss into my thigh.

Confusion addled my brain, muddying the high of my near orgasm. My chest rose and fell as I panted. “Sere—”

Something defiant twinkled in her eyes, and then she was between my legs again, attacking my clit with expert precision, with newfound fervor. I gasped, arching into her, clenching around her—

She stopped, her fingers still inside me.

“Sere!”

She gave my clit a lazy flick with her thumb, causing my body to jolt.

“You’ll go with Ariadne. You’ll go and you’ll get this shit done because fuck, there is no stopping you when you put your mind to something. You’ll get our army, and then you’ll come back. Back to me. Say yes, promise me, and I’ll give you what you need.”

I was a panting, squirming mess below her. I tried to seek out her hand, but she pulled it away, boxing in my hips and leaning in.

“Promise me.”

I forced myself to focus. It was hard when she’d wound me up so much, but I could feel we were on the precipice of something. I sifted through her words, studying the severity in her face, and realized with a start that she was conceding.

It was hard to fathom there’d once been a time when Sere and I were near-strangers. That only months ago, she’d been one of the rebels that stole me away from Oren’s.

In the short time since, she’d become my everything. Even as the very foundation of who I was trembled and broke, she stood in the wreckage, unshakable. So much had been taken, but Sere? Sere was a gift.

How was it possible that I had come to mean as much to her?

She needed this. Needed my word that I would fight to get back to her, that I would do everything in my power to return to her. I could give her that. Of course I could. The promise was already written into my soul.

“Always,” I whispered, all airy breath. “Sere, I will always come back to you.”

Even with the uncertainty ahead of us, even with the Artist’s drawing hanging over my head, I meant it. I would find a way. Always.

“You and I are not done yet,” she vowed. “We are not done.”

This time, when she kissed me, our lips were salty with tears. She reached for me, and the second her fingers found my center I cried out, the sound muffled by her mouth.

She didn’t make me wait. She knew what I wanted, what I needed. She applied the perfect precision, working my body until I was a panting, gasping mess.

“Come for me, siren,” she murmured into my mouth. “Give it to me.”

The bond sizzled between us. It was my undoing. I flew over the edge, careening over the precipice, knowing she would catch me. She did, because of course she did, and didn’t stop, guiding me through the orgasm and wringing out every bit of pleasure she could. She stole every gasp, every moan, and demanded more. By the time she pulled her hand away I was boneless. Weightless. Hers.

Afterwards, she pulled me into her arms, drawing me tight. The sheets were a tangled mess, our limbs sticky with sweat, but neither of us moved. 

I held her, whispering all the soft words I knew into her ear.























Thirty-Six: Theia




The roof of the inn was open and flat, clearly used for storage. Half of it was covered in a tent, furniture piled beneath, while the other half had scattered chairs about. There was an ashtray resting on a crate just off to the side.

For a moment, as I watched the tent fabric flap in the wind, I was so reminded of Matteus Fray’s encampment that my heart seized. My hands trembled with the memory of Sierra following me in the dark. The way it felt to pull my dagger from her head, the sound it made–

“You wanna take a seat?”

Caught in my rising panic, the voice of who had spoken didn’t fully register. I spun, spotting a shadowed figure curled up in one of the chairs. My muscles tensed in preparation for a fight, the water in the air humming with readiness.

“Whoa,” the person murmured, holding up their tattooed palms in surrender. “It’s just me.”

I blinked, and my mind cleared enough to recognize Nemi’s silver gaze. Her hair was tied back in a bun, leaving her smooth scars free to glint in the moonlight.

I released my magic, but didn’t move.

"Theia?"

“Why are you out here?” I asked tightly.

Nemi shrugged, unaffected by my tone. “I grew up in the woods. City noise isn’t something I’m very accustomed to.”

“Oh.” I forced myself to relax. This was Nemi. I knew her.

“Plus, one of those strays you brought home snores.”

Not Sierra. A friend.

I forced a laugh and moved to the seat beside her. The worn wood creaked as I settled back. We had the perfect view out over the city, which was still lit up and noisy, despite the late hour.

I’d come out here for a moment alone. Something had woken me up– a nightmare, I think– and I hadn’t wanted to disturb Sere.

Back in Arderiah, the rooftops had been a happy place. Climbing buildings had been something I did with Atlas, camping out together just to talk, to laugh under the desert moon or bake under the sun.

When I decided to find the inn’s roof, I hadn’t expected to run into anyone. Certainly not Nemi.

“How often do you come up here?” I asked, taking her in. She looked far too at ease for this to be a one off. 

She shrugged. “Just when I can’t sleep.”

Often, then. She said it casually, but I could read between the lines. I didn’t reply, instead leaning my head back to stare up at the dark sky.

She cleared her throat. “I was about to smoke some traproot. Want some?”

I shook my head. “Nah, thanks.” It would only make me tired, and the sun was bound to come up soon anyway.

Distantly, I heard her light up and take a drag, followed by the earthy scent of herb. The faint city sounds and the open sky soothed my nerves. Nemi let the silence sit between us, content.

Time passed. I might have even nodded off. It was only when the sun was just starting to peek up past the horizon and the docks began to fill with workers that I glanced over at Nemi, alert.

The witch had dark circles under her eyes. She was gazing out at the pier, a cigarette hanging from her fingers. It was half smoked, the spark long gone out.

“Hey,” I murmured, kicking her chair lightly. “You okay?”

Her bloodshot gaze cut to me, then back out. “Are you?”

I laughed dryly. “No.”

She set the traproot down on the ashtray, then sat back to study me. Her silver eyes were observant, keen. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

She arched a brow. “Well, if you change your mind, I know a thing or two about having a fucked up family,” she reminded me.

I closed my eyes. Maybe it wasn’t healthy to keep it all inside, but I couldn’t talk about it. Not yet. Selene had dropped a bombshell on us. Being related to Matteus Fray —for fucks sake, to Kian— might be the thing to drive me to my breaking point. I couldn’t do it.

Unwelcome images of the enforcer flashed through my mind. Selene looked nothing like Fray, but Kian was her mother’s brother. They shared those light eyes, that fair skin. Even the slope of their noses were similar, though his was crooked from being broken once or twice. Her red hair was a mystery. Maybe it came from her mother, or maybe even from Fray –tracing all the way back to Cesaria.

My head spinned.

Nemi cleared her throat. “When will you and Ariadne leave?” She asked, interrupting my spiral.

I opened my eyes and sighed. I could tell she was trying to be nonchalant, but her concern for the shadow wielder didn’t escape notice. I didn’t call her out on it. Instead, I shrugged.

“This weekend, probably.”

She sucked in a breath. “So soon.”

We had three days to prepare. It was soon. We’d have to get to work if we wanted to be ready.

“The king holds court every other Sunday,” I explained. “We can’t afford to wait another two weeks.”

“No, we can’t,” she agreed. She reached up to rub at her temple, and I got a brief glimpse of the marks on her palm.

“If Ariadne and I are unsuccessful…”

Sharp silver eyes met mine, alert.

“If we don’t come back, Sere is going to want to storm the castle,” I finished.

Her nostrils flared. “And you think I’ll be able to stop her?”

I was at a loss for words. Because no, Nemi would not be able to stop her. Even with Leona and the others, there would be no stopping her. We both knew it. Sere was a force. And Vas… well, he’d probably be by her side.

“We need a backup plan,” I decided. “If we can’t get the king's support, then we need to build an army to stand against Fray.”

Nemi scoffed, reaching down to grab her half-smoked cigarette. “If we don’t get his support, I’d wager we’re fucked.”

“Well, if you have any suggestions, I’m all ears,” I snapped.

The necromancer leaned back in her seat, lighting the traproot and taking a drag. Her scarred fingers played with the paper as she regarded me.

“My suggestion? Don’t mess this up.”

I narrowed my eyes, then leaned forward to snatch the cigarette away from her. "Helpful," I drawled as I took a hit. 

A smirk played at the witch’s lips. She watched as my shoulders loosened, the traproot easing my tense muscles. 

“Look," she began. "I hear you. A contingency plan is a good idea. Building our own army is kinda a long shot, but maybe… I mean, my aunt said she would help. That she’d talk to the other high priestesses. She also has some connections in the sage’s order.”

The sages. Surely they’d help. Flashes of Dyleth, of Mako and the others, peppered my thoughts. They’d been willing to fight.

I rubbed at my aching chest absently and nodded.

“The sages. Who else? Are there any other secret covens in the kingdom that I don’t know about? Places like the Blackwoods?”

Nemi shrugged. “I can ask my aunt.”

“She was a real piece of work, did I mention that?”

The witch laughed. “Oh, she’ll definitely be difficult about it, but she’ll help.”

“Mhm.”

Nemi took back the traproot and took another hit of traproot, her brows furrowing in thought.

“What else?” I prompted.

“I have an idea, but I’m trying to decide if it’s too crazy.”

“Too crazy?” I repeated. “At this point, crazy is all we have.”

She made a sound of agreement, passing the cigarette my way. “Okay, well… You’re the heir of Nyra,” she began.

“…Yeah?”

“Back when I lived with the coven, I used to read a lot. My aunt had this one book that talked about maritime crime and theft. It had a section where it discussed the lives of criminals at sea and… well, they worship Nyra.”

I blinked slowly. Once. Twice.

“Many of them keep idols on their ships, trinkets they believe connect them to her,” she continued. “They believe that Nyra grants them safe passage and success.”

I held up a hand. “Are you talking about pirates?”

Nemi rolled her eyes. “Right. I forgot Ariadne is the only one who actually reads.”

A shocked laugh escaped me. “Nemi, even if what you’re saying is true, what are you suggesting? Are you going to walk up to the pier and just start… recruiting pirates?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. You asked for ideas. It’s worth considering. Why wouldn't they want to take up Nyra’s cause?”

“Maybe because we have no proof and it sounds crazy. And don’t forget that in this contingency plan scenario, I’ll be locked up. I won’t be there to help you try and convince them.”

Nemi pursed her lips. “Right.”

I narrowed my eyes. “If Ariadne and I are imprisoned, can I really trust you to do all this?”

The woman across from me revealed nothing as she took back the traproot, putting it to her lips and taking another drag. It was nearing the end, its cherry tip dangerously close to the tips of her slender fingers.

Perhaps I was asking too much of the necromancer. Perhaps I’d have been better off tasking Silas with this– he was a captain, after all.

I cast the doubt aside. No. I needed someone I knew could keep their wits about them. Someone strong and unyielding. Silas and the others were good, professionals even, but they weren’t Nemi. Nemi was scrappy. She had the sort of confident stoicism and quick-mindedness that couldn’t be taught. She was snarky and kind of mean– but under that, she was good.

“If I tell Leona and the others, they’ll listen to me,” I told her. “They’ll follow you. Even Vas– he’ll be fucked up, but he respects you.”

I paused, weighing my next words carefully. Because ultimately, her answer was what would set her apart from Sere. It was my whole reason for this talk. “If something happens to Ariadne, will you be able to do this?”

When Nemi finally replied, her voice was low. Flat. She spoke like a woman who’d spent her whole life fighting— a woman who was tired, but resigned.

“I had a life outside of you guys, once. Alone. After this is all done, I plan to return to it.”

I blinked in surprise.

She smushed the cigarette in the ashtray, taking care to ensure it was fully out.

“If that doesn’t answer your question, then yes,” she went on. “Whatever happens, you can trust I’ll do my best to take Fray down.”

The way she said it made me uneasy. Sad, for some reason. But she’d agreed, and that was what mattered.

“Alright,” I said slowly. “Good.”























Thirty-Seven: Theia




The next few days passed by in a blur of preparing. Of training —best we could— in our tiny apartment. We sorted through every scenario, every possibility we could think of.

By the time Saturday night was upon us, I was crawling with nerves.

Vas sat beside me on the one couch, his arm around my shoulders. Sere was on the ground in front of me, absently stroking my ankle as we went through the plan a final time.

The 99th class had quickly warmed up to the rest of us. Kriti in particular was sweet, though all I really remembered about her from Arderiah was the bright pink she’d used to dye her hair. Now, she wore it as her natural black.

Kriti quickly proved herself to be an asset, cutting through pages of intel like a sage might. Her, Seth, and Ariadne bounced ideas off each other and pointed out things we would’ve otherwise missed as we looked down at the map Sere had sketched out.

The map wasn’t perfect by any stretch of the word— it was compiled using an assortment of hundred-year-old sketches Ariadne had stolen from an archives building. We knew it was sure to have mistakes, but if all went to plan, we would only need to know the access points to the throne room anyway.

There were no maps of the palace dungeon.

Vas squeezed my shoulder as Kriti’s slender finger traced the line of a hallway, encouraging me to refocus. I sat up straighter, but I still only half heard her. Nerves were creeping up on me, pulling my head in a million different directions. Everything was riding on this. I couldn’t fuck it up.

Leona and her captain, Silas, had helped me with the speech part. They’d coached me endlessly on what to say and different questions I might be asked. Even Nemi had helped, weighing in from where she was sitting cross-legged on the floor, Sascha asleep in her lap.

Out of the corner of my eye, I sensed Vas looking at me. Felt his concern. He knew me well enough to know when I was checked out— something we couldn't exactly afford right now. 

The day after his night out with Sere, he’d been impossibly hungover. A mess. So naturally, once he’d finished vomiting up half his organs, I’d taken him out on a run. He’d protested at first. But the Gold Court sun had been good for him, returning some color to his pallid cheeks.

It had also helped us, a bit. We didn’t talk, not really. Not about Dimitri or Atlas or Selene, anyway. That was still too hard. Too fresh. But we did come to terms with what had to happen next. He had a higher confidence that even if I didn’t get the King’s support, I’d do everything in my power to come back to them. And me? I had the confidence that if I didn’t, he would do everything in his power to stand by Nemi.

Kriti coughed suddenly, causing me to refocus on the conversation.

“Sorry,” she rasped, flinching as Silas smacked her on the back. She waved him away. “Just got something in my throat.”

Sere’s hand left my ankle to pass her a glass of water.

“Thanks.” Kriti took a sip, coughed again, then gestured to the map. “Alright. Let’s get back to work.”

It was sunny out. The sky was waking up to be a vibrant azure, the sun casting away the rosy puffs of dawn.

The air was warm and wet in a way that reminded me of home. It wasn’t exactly the same— it wasn’t nearly as sweltering here as Arderiah would be this time of year– but even just the taste of the salty sea air was enough to calm the nerves in my chest.

Ariadne and I exchanged a glance as we walked down the strip. Their somber, mismatched eyes met mine with determination. They hadn’t outright admitted it, but I knew they’d done plenty of prepping on their own. They’d spent a suspicious amount of time alone with Nemi up on the roof, away from the rest of us. Sere and I had spent our free time focusing on erecting walls in our bond, and I imagined the two of them had been doing the same.

We were ready. This was the first step in the right direction. The first step towards ending this war, once and for all. Energy hummed in the humid air, as if Nyra herself was watching over us, pleased. Proud.

When we were as close to the palace as we could discreetly get, Ariadne and I tucked into an alcove nestled beside an old, stone building. There we shed our cloaks, letting the cheap cloth flutter to the cobbled ground.

We’d opted to wear our salvyre leathers. It had been Kriti’s idea. A show of loyalty to the king and to Ezuria. Evidence that we were still his soldiers, and that we wanted for nothing above the sanctity of our land and people.

The badges sewn into Ariadne’s shirt, while no longer entirely accurate, marked them in high esteem: a graduated salvyre captain of Arderiah, a member of the southern forces, and a lieutenant of Fort Ember.

My uniform had no badges. 

Neither of us spoke. I peered around the alcove, making a mental note of each guard stationed along the walk. We were a short distance from the drawbridge. It was the easiest way to get across the moat, and would allow us to slip in undetected when people began to queue. Sentries lined the wall, peering down like gargoyles, stony and immobile.

Past the wall and towering over the bay, was King Ciro Glorybringer’s palace. It was lavish and grandiose. The finest structure of red and orange stone, of sweeping arches and high, imposing pillars.

I could imagine Nyra holding court in such a building. It seemed impossible that humans could live inside something so beautiful. 

I scanned the walk again. At this time of day, long shadows covered most of the ground. It would be easier for Ariadne to navigate us inside like this, allowing us to all but melt into the shadows, almost entirely invisible.

“It’s as clear as it’s going to get,” I announced quietly, turning back.

Ariadne nodded. “Ready?”

Deja vu struck me as I held out my hand. Not terribly long ago Ariadne had reached for me just like this when they rescued me in the desert.

Their eyes were harder now. The last few months had aged Ariadne Terrahaven. They'd been changed, just like the rest of us.

I didn’t dwell on that, choosing instead to focus on their hand, warm and callused in mine.

Ariadne took a breath. When they released it, it was like a threadbare blanket was being pulled over my eyes. Their shadow magic washed over us, cloaking us in darkness.

I waited, giving them a moment to settle. When nothing happened I squeezed their hand twice— our signal to move.

The plan was for me to take the lead. Ariadne’s job was stealth and backup.

The two of us silently moved from our hiding place. We made our way down the strip, a ghost in the shadows. No one stopped. We were invisible as we moved over the bridge, past the citizens queuing up for their chance to petition the king. The guards were too busy scanning the line and looking over credentials to notice us slip by.

First hurdle over. I squeezed Ariadne’s hand once as I led us into a palace alcove. Wait.

They didn’t drop our facade, but I could hear their slight exhale in relief. We’d planned this out— taking it one step at a time. We needed to make sure we hadn’t miscalculated anything, hadn’t missed anything. 

Ariadne squeezed my hand three times. Look. They lifted our hands in the direction we needed to take, where a line of guards stood outside the entrance to the main throne room. The five in front wore salvyre leathers, their faces set into fierce scowls.

My stomach tightened.

This was the part that no amount of training or studying could prepare us for. Because the fact was, we had no idea what sort of salvyre were standing guard. It could be people with gifts like Sere and I. Powerful magic wielders who fought to kill and ask questions later.

That, I could handle.

But I doubted it’d be that easy. There could be a shifter— able to sniff out something nefarious from a mile away. There could be a shadow walker— able to see right through our defenses.

Gods, there could even be a seer, perhaps one who already knew we were here.

The fact was, there had to be more measures in place to protect the royal family than we could ever imagine. Because surely we weren’t the first magic users to ever want words with the king. He had to have protections in place. Ariadne’s shadows gave us an advantage, but that was all— an advantage, not a reassurance.

Two squeezes and we moved out from the area we were hidden. Guards were escorting a batch of civilians through an entryway, the ornate wooden doors swung wide and over two stories tall. Ariadne and I followed behind.

Hardened salvyre stood to either side, motioning the awk-struck people through. Their captain stood in the middle watching, arms crossed and eyes shrewd.

My grip on Ariadne’s hand grew clammy.

Slowed by their gawking, the queue of civilians resembled a clothesline of fluttering fabrics. Everyone had dressed their best for the occasion, the result being a kaleidoscope of colors. No one seemed to notice the intensity with which they were watched. They concerned themselves with smoothing the wrinkles from their shirts and taking in the lavishness around them.

The captain’s stern face gave nothing away as he scanned the crowd.

And then his piercing gaze landed on us.

I froze.

For a split second, I was certain he saw me. That our eyes locked. I could practically see his blue eyes dilate the way a predator’s might upon spotting their prey.

I started to signal Ariadne, just one hard squeeze that held— we’ve been made.

And then he blinked and straightened, glancing up the path behind us where the next group waited.

My heart thudded. Was that it? Could it be this easy? I held my breath as we moved past him, as we slipped into an antechamber of waiting people. The bright room was clustered by rows of carved columns. The woman in front of us shifted— nearly bumping into me as she studied the intricacy of the twelve gods etched into the marble arch above the doorway.

Close. We were almost there.

Two squeezes.

Ariadne and I slipped by the line, keeping to the shadows. We passed more guards. One leaned in to whisper into another’s ear, but none glanced in our direction as we made for the open door.

We passed beneath the final arch, a depiction of Nyra, holding her arms out, imploring—

And then Ariadne squeezed my hand. Squeezed and held.

In the same moment, the final man in line turned, his hood falling away. His cloak flared open and beneath was a glimpse of familiar black leathers. Hard, glaring blue eyes. 

The captain.

This time, I had no doubt they were looking right at me.























Thirty-Eight: Theia




Ariadne and I had accounted for many different scenarios. But never, not once, did I actually consider how it might feel to have someone directly stare me down while I was supposed to be invisible.

I held my breath, too stunned to so much as inhale.

A shuffling noise sounded from behind me. I didn’t look away from the predator in front of me— no, looking away would certainly be a mistake— but I sensed the others. Ariadne’s grip was like iron as new figures floated into my peripherals.

The shadow magic held over us, even as the guards pressed closer. The captain stood still. Expectant. Behind me, Ariadne shuffled forward and stepped into my side. I felt their exhale in my hair.

When I didn’t move, the captain took a step forward.

I reached for my sword.

“I wouldn’t. Not if you wish to be heard.” His voice was cold. Like icy water.

My palm twitched.

“Tell your shadow walker to stand down,” he continued. “My salvyre would like to get a glimpse of you two before we move inside.”

The ruse was up. I considered our options, frustrated I couldn’t run them by Ariadne.  

The goal was to avoid a fight at all costs— the king was obviously less likely to hear us out if we came in blazing. But even knowing that, there was an instinct to pull my sword on the people who’d formed a circle around us. My magic hummed in the humid air, calling out to me. It danced along my skin, prepared to bend at the slightest flick of my fingers.

We’d prepared for this, I reminded myself. We knew there was a chance we’d get caught. So I took a breath and asked, “You’ll take us in to see him?”

The captain didn’t flinch, but a couple of the guards in my peripherals did.

Only the captain could see us.

“Yes, once your shadows are down,” he agreed.

I considered him. Ariadne was a steady force behind me, but I could feel their tension. They waited for my call.

Fuck it.

“Tell your king that the Heirs of Nyra and Tenei are here,” I said smoothly. With my free hand, I reached back and squeezed Ariadne’s arm. Once, twice.

The shadows fell away, eliciting a series of gasps around us.

“We have information that the king will want to hear.”

Much like the antechamber, the throne room was wide and spacious, with elegant pillars lining the walk to the dais. The walls were covered in rich, intricately weaved tapestries and life-like royal portraits. If they'd been here, Atlas would’ve pointed out the wealth of color, the fine finish of the high-quality paints. Even the ceiling was covered in elaborate frescos, so detailed I could imagine it took the painters years to finish.

My awe at the opulence was short-lived. For, as we neared the throne, a man emerged from a room connected to the dais. A man whose presence oozed authority. Power. The sun filtered through the open windows, catching his jaw in a warm glow.

Beside me, Ariadne’s steps faltered. The soldiers, who had been framing us, made a noise, and ushered us forward. 

I could feel my heart in my throat. The captain stopped at the front to kneel, and a shove at my back had me sinking down behind him.

Face down, face down, I reminded myself, a bead of sweat forming along my temple. My salvyre leathers— which never seemed to be too much in the heat of the Red Court— felt suddenly constrictive. The straps crossing along my arms and legs felt like they were biting into my skin, too tight.

“You may rise,” a smooth voice rang through the room.

I stood, sparing Ariadne a glance. Their unease was well-masked, but I could see the tightness in their expression.

Calm, I told myself. I took a breath, remembering why I was here. Who had been lost to get me here. I let that steady me as I tilted my chin up and faced the throne.

Ezuria’s ruler reclined comfortably in his seat, dressed in finery the likes I’d never seen before. Guards stood post on either side of the dais, their uniforms crisp and perfect and foreign. The royal guard.

A chill ran down my spine.

The king wasn't quite right. I’d been warned, but I still wasn’t fully prepared. 

The first look sent chills down my spine. Because of his headdress, I could only see the bottom half of his face. His eyes were hidden. That was what was truly unnerving, I decided. There was no clue to what he was thinking. No hint of humanity. 

Could he hear me censoring my thoughts? Did it surprise him I knew of his gift? Enrage him?

His crown was a complex piece of gold. It looked almost like someone had taken it and melted it down, then returned it. Sharp, jewel encrusted spikes jutted from his head, and then extended down his forehead and over his eyes. Finger-like drips of gold gilded his temples and cheeks. There was something innately violent about it. Like screams of agony had taken form in royal gold and jewels.

“It’s not everyday two salvyre from the Red Court breach my palace walls and demand an audience,” King Ciro drawled, tapping his fingers on the arm of his chair. “You wanted my attention? You have it.”

Unconsciously, I took a step forward, clearing my throat. The captain who’d made us moved just as quick, his sword swinging out to block my path.

“No closer,” he hissed.

“It’s alright, Verulo. She means me no harm.” The king gestured my way. “Isn’t that right, Theodora?”

My name on the lips of the king sent a shiver down my spine. He knew who I was. The realization unmoored me for a moment. What else did he know. Had he anticipated my arrival? Did word from Fort Caeruleum beat me here?

He was waiting for my response.

“Yes, sir,” I said, forcing steel into my tone.

“Speak, then, heir of Nyra. I’m not a man with much free time.”

The captain, Verulo, lowered his sword, his glare burning into the side of my face. I chose to ignore him, instead focusing on all the prep I’d done with the others, trying to remember exactly what they told me to say as I stared up at the king. He waited, drumming his fingers expectantly.

“Your majesty, I…” Everything they’d advised me of seemed to float away. There was just so much. How could I really convey it all? It seemed too incredible, too real, to condense into words.

And then Ariadne’s hand was in mine, squeezing twice. Move.

Forward. We were moving forward, and I wasn’t alone. No, not in any of this.

“Sir, I stand before you as one of the few known surviving salvyre of the Red Court, as Nyra’s chosen heir and servant, to beg for your help,” I said clearly, my voice filling the room. “The southern rebels have taken our court, declared war on Ezuria, and are coming for the capital.”

My magic caressed my skin as I spoke, as if Nyra herself was encouraging me.

The king’s masked features revealed nothing. “You speak so surely,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

Ariadne cleared their throat. “Sir, this is more than mere uprising. As you can see, the Life and Death gods have united their heirs against what is coming. I was there when they breached Fort Ember. It was a slaughter. The rebels are strong. Powerful.”

I thought of Fray leaning over me, urging me to accept his bargain. How his words had twisted my head, how I’d nearly said yes.

“And you’ve met their leader?” The question was directed at me.

“I was abducted by him,” I clarified. “His name is Matteus Fray. Heir of Gladim. A bargainer with a gilded tongue. He’s amassed an army and plans to try to seize the Sacred Caves. He… he’s here already. His people.”

The king was quiet as he glanced from me to Ariadne. I couldn’t say exactly what Ariadne might’ve been thinking. But I did my best to keep my mind clear. There was no use of thinking of Selene. Of thinking of the others, who’d once been under his thrall.

The king needed every reason to trust us.

“It was then that you agreed, was it?” The king said at last.

My brows furrowed in confusion. “Agreed to what?”

“To the rebel leader’s bargain.” 

My body went cold. One of us, I wasn’t sure whether it was Ariadne or myself, squeezed their hand tightly and held.

“Your majesty, I never agreed to a bargain with Fray,” I told him slowly. "Never."

There was a low murmuring. In my peripherals, one of the guards took a step in our direction. The king raised a finger, silencing the room. 

With the silence came a growing sense of unease. My uniform felt too tight again, like it was shrinking around me, squeezing the breath from my lungs.

Cold, it was so cold. The once hot air had turned icy, the humidity gone. The dancing along my skin, my magic in the air—

Gone.

Ariadne’s hand was no longer in mine. I wasn’t sure if they’d torn it away or I had, but my palms trembled as I held them up, a panicked gasp drawing up through my throat. My magic.

It was gone.

The king made another gesture, and then the guards around us were closing in once more, someone grabbing my arm roughly.

“I must hand it to your bargainer, the two of you made it far. All the way from the Red Court. You’ve left a real mess in your wake.”

“Sir–” Ariadne’s voice cut off with a grunt.

I realized belatedly that somehow, the king was getting all of this wrong. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe us about Fray— no, that wasn’t the problem at all. He thought we were working for Fray.

“I never made any bargain!” I exclaimed, snapping out of my stupor. I ripped my arm away from the guard, stepping towards the dais. “Read my thoughts. I’m telling you the truth.”

It was unnerving to be unable to look Ciro in the eyes. Like my pleas were falling upon a faceless being, an otherworldly force. I tried to press my sincerity through my mind, tugging on my memories of the nights at Oren’s, of the attack on Arderiah, so he could see what had really happened. So he could see how I’d fought Fray every step of the way and never given in.

His voice was detached when he replied simply, “I know you believe that’s the truth, child. I’m sorry you were caught up in all this. Verulo?”

The man at my side made to grab me, but I jerked away again.

“He got to you first, didn’t he?” I snapped. “What did he hold against you? Your family? Your life?”

That seemed to finally get a reaction from him. The king abruptly stood, snapping his fingers at someone beyond the dais. They stepped forward, red hair catching in the light. Familiar eyes met mine, the disappointment in them clear from across the room.

It was an expression I’d seen countless times growing up. An expression I’d spent my childhood doing everything to prevent.

Beside me, Ariadne gasped. “No.”

It was Elys.























Thirty-Nine: Theia




The last time I’d seen Commander Vanora Elys was when she’d tried to kill me in the Blue Court. Then, her eyes had been blank. As if her identity had been erased. Now?

Now, she looked at me with a maternal disappointment that was painfully familiar. So familiar that my entire body sagged on instinct, relief filtering through me.

Elys. She was here. Elys fixed things. She made things right. The room was still far too cold, my magic was absent… but Elys was here.

“Theia,” she murmured, striding forward. Past the dais, past Verulo, who’d stilled upon her entry. She stopped in front of me, looking between Ariadne and I. Her expression was pained. “How could this happen?”

“You’re here,” I managed. And her eyes— it was her. She was back. “Tell the king what happened. Tell him everything. How did you—?”

Ariadne put it together before I did, smacking Elys’ hand away as she reached for me.

“That’s not Elys,” they hissed, furious. “Fray fucked with her head. He’s setting us up. This whole thing is a setup.”

I blinked, looking back up to the dais.

The king was still standing, a hand perched on the armrest of this throne. He cocked his head to the side. “You both really believe that, hmm?” His brows furrowed. “I wonder what the signal was. When you would turn on me. Was the plan to kill me today?”

“What?” I blurted. “No. She tried to kill us. Fray captured them in the Scarlett City. They ambushed us at Fort Caeruleum. She—” My stomach lurched. I turned back to the commander. “Where is Dyleth? What happened to the others?”

Elys took a step away, turning back to the king. As if she couldn’t bear looking at me. “Your majesty, I understand you have to do what this kingdom demands. It devastates me that my students were caught up in all this. I know I have no right to ask this of you but please– please take mercy on them. I truly believe they had no control over themselves.”

I could barely comprehend what she was saying. I was going to be sick.

An arm snaked around my waist, dragging me back. Verulo. I hadn’t even realized I’d moved.

“Your majesty, please. Elys is wrong. She’s the one under Fray’s control, not us. This is all a setup. You have to listen,” Ariadne rasped.

I felt, rather than saw, as the king’s gaze landed on Ariadne, then shifted to me. He sighed, as if all of this was an inconvenience, and not a matter of life and death.

“I’ll take your words into consideration,” Ciro said. But he wasn’t talking to us. No, he was talking to Elys. “But while I investigate further, I have no choice but to lock these two up. They’re too powerful, even if we can free them of their bargains. You of all people should understand the dangers of unchecked power.”

Elys’ shoulders drooped.

This was it, I realized. We’d failed. Fray had gotten to the king before us. There was no changing his mind.

My heart thundered in my chest. Ciro would lock us up in his dungeons. He thought we were working for Fray. What would he do to get information from us?

Could it really be worse than anything Kian had already done? I thought wryly.

One glance at a wide-eyed Ariadne had me snapping into motion. My magic was gone. Blocked. Verulo’s salvyre had seized our weapons in the antechamber.

But I was not helpless. And I had made a promise.

Fire burst inside me, a growing flame that ignited my veins and incinerated my doubt. I twisted free of Verulo with a jab to his solar plexus, then dropped the second soldier who rushed me with a smooth sweep of his legs. Elys spun back around, eyes wide, before they narrowed in determination.

“Seize the two of them! Do not let them escape,” the king hissed.

Everyone moved at once, the circle around us tightening. Weapons were drawn. Verulo looked livid as he heaved in a breath.

“Ariadne, can you cloak us?” I demanded. Even if Verulo and Elys could still see us, that would at least even our odds.

“Magic is blocked,” they grunted back, dodging a swing. They leapt between me and a third guard, allowing me to focus on Verulo and the man getting up.

Verulo drew his sword. At the same time a burst of shadows shot through the air, narrowly missing me as I ducked.

They had us surrounded.

Verulo swung at the same time as Elys’ second attack. I jumped out of the way of his strike, but Elys’ shadows hit me square on, nailing my forearm when I’d held it up defensively.

My eyes widened at where it’d cut through the fabric of my leathers. If I’d been any slower with my block, her strike would’ve hit me right in the face.

Our eyes met. Hers demanded I yield. Give in.

My arm stung, chafed from the attack. I glanced down again, lips parting as I spotted the edge of my tattoo. Adrenaline surged through me as I realized I wasn’t entirely weaponless after all.

I flung myself forward, my shadow daggers manifesting in time to parry an attack from Verulo, while simultaneously blocking another shadow from Elys. The dagger deflected her strike, sending the shadow skidding off to the wall, where it dissolved in a puff of smoke.

In the corner of my eye I spotted Ariadne, fierce and furious, flail in hand. They swung it, the soldiers jumping away to give them a wider berth. Surprised shouts echoed throughout the room.

My attention returned to the commander.

“Where is Dyleth?” I demanded, the words a growl. Verulo’s sword clashed with my dagger again, the clash of metal on shadow a whisper in the air.

“All of the sages of the Red and Blue Courts are under investigation.” Elys hissed. Shadows rippled around her. “She’s on trial for treason.”

The breakfast I’d had this morning felt heavy in my stomach as I imagined my mentor and her mate in one of the terrible cells Dimitri and Vas had been held in. I almost gagged as I imagined them being pried for information they didn’t have. Their interrogators wouldn’t hold their punches, not for sages suspected of treason.

How could Elys believe it? This was Dyleth. Dyleth– who’d been betrayed by the crown once before and still fought to protect its soldiers. Dyleth, who’d lost her entire family and still stood by Ezuria.

The injustice of it made my insides rot.

“Theia, have you any idea how deep you’re in?” Elys continued. “Stand down. Both of you. You can fight this. Fight him.”

She held so much conviction that for a split second, I felt a trickle of doubt. One of us was working for Fray, after all. What if it was me? What if I was wrong and I didn’t even know it?

No. No. I’d seen Elys attack us with my own eyes. Seen her lead the Caeruleum soldiers to the Sages, seen them surround Dyleth and—

And Dimitri.

Distantly, I felt my magic. Felt it pressing against some sort of shield. Trying to get back to me in my rage and horror.

“That’s enough!” The king growled. “Alaric!” 

The abrupt change from casual authority to anger snapped the tension in the air. The guards all stilled around us, swords hovering in the air. The look Verulo gave me was so viscous, I half imagined him reaching in to tear my throat out with his teeth.

A man, tall and thin with shiny black hair, stepped from the shadows. His skin was a light brown, a bit pale– as if he didn’t spend much time in the sun. And even with the king’s upper face concealed, the resemblance between the two was clear. This was his son.

Alaric Glorybringer, the second-born child of King Ciro Glorybringer. Heir to the Ezurian throne.

My breath caught.

Somehow, Alaric’s presence was even more imposing than his father’s. Especially as his dark gaze swept the room. His attention turned to me and with it, the noose around my magic tightened.

He was the one blocking us.

I looked past Alaric to his father. Ciro’s lips had formed a thin line. As I watched, his shoulders squared, as if something had overcome him, as if something had solidified his conviction.

He was not letting us leave, I knew. He’d sic as many soldiers on us as it took.

I swallowed. “If we agree to stand trial. If we agree to have your healers investigate us or whatever other proof it is you need– then will you believe us? Will you act?”

It went against all of my instincts to yield. Especially knowing that Fray had men on the inside.

I was reminded abruptly of the Artist’s drawing. Up until now, I’d considered it to be a problem for another day, but maybe I’d been looking at it wrong. The Artist had vowed that no matter what, the subject of the drawing would come to be. 

That meant my fight didn’t end here. Not in the palace, not in the dungeons.

Ariadne and I would prove ourselves. We’d get out. And if all else failed…

Sere would find us. And Nemi… she knew what she had to do.

The king’s head whipped towards me again, his jaw tight. He did not look like he would welcome any further comments from me.

It was Alaric who spoke.

“If you are innocent,” the prince said, “then we will hear you out.” His gaze dropped to my daggers, then narrowed. “However, you haven’t given us much reason to trust you.”

I could practically hear Atlas’ voice in the back of my head, a voice of reason, reminding me that I couldn’t fight every battle head on. I could practically feel how their touch might soothe me, urging me to use my words instead of my fists. 

So I took a breath, exhaled, and held up my hands. The daggers vanished, returning to their home along my arms.

Alaric looked pointedly at Ariadne, who was still holding the flail. Their fingers gripped it so tightly their knuckles were white. The spiked end swung, even as they stood still.

“Ari,” I whispered.

A shudder rippled through them. Even the level-headed shadow walker was on edge with this. But they knew it had been a possibility. So they lowered their hands, the weapon vanishing.

Alaric glanced up at his father. “Surely, we can agree there is no harm in looking into what these two have to say– once they’ve been examined?”

The king ignored his son. “Verulo,” he said simply.

I flinched, but this time, I didn’t fight as the guards made for Ariadne and I.

Elys’ shoulder slumped in relief as she watched me hold my hands out. As she watched a smug Verulo snap the shackles onto my wrists, the chains horribly akin to the ones Fray had used on me in the Desertlands.

The king’s voice cut through the air again.

“The two of you are formally charged with treason. For your role in abetting known rebel leader Matteus Fray,” he boomed. He paused, eyes narrowing on Ariadne. “And for hiding and harboring an enemy of the crown, Nemesia Dupree.”























Forty: Raynin




The longer we walked, the softer the ground grew underfoot. Soft and… mushy.

The mountainous road had been fairly easy to trek for most of the morning. We were all used to that sort of terrain, after all. Ice and hard, packed snow. But the further south we went, the more perilous the road became. Half-melted slush covered the ground, slippery and gross. Dangerous. The thick fir trees made it impossible to tell how high up we truly were; the only real indication being the icy mountain wind, curling up and over the rock face.

Jude threw an arm around my shoulder, her backpack bumping mine. “So,” she said, her dark eyes twinkling. “Tell me about Kal. You’ve been holding out on us.”

I snorted. “Not sure what’s left to tell, babe.”

Peter came up around my other side, tugging on my hat. “Nuh uh. We came all the way here. Kicked some rebel asses. The least we can get in return are some juicy details on your Aarga-sexcapades, miss captain.”

Jude hummed in agreement.

“You know what, I second that!” Jasper called out from in front of us. “Kal never tells us anything.”

“Probably because he doesn’t want to make you feel bad for not getting any,” I called back.

Aeryn nearly doubled over in her laughter. At the same time, Jasper brought a hand to his chest in mock outrage. “Cold. That was cold.”

Jude pulled me tighter, giggling as Aeryn and Jasper got into it.

The truth was, between the hectic schedule for the infirmary, the Atlas shit, and the whole war thing, I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed my salvyre. And now, with their warmth around me, joking with Kal’s siblings like everything was ok, I felt almost whole again. 

Auggie had really come through. I owed him like, a dozen Velvet Steams. Which, of course, he was sure to never forget. 

As he explained it, as soon as he’d returned home from work that night, he’d known I must’ve found my way to the rebels. He’d waited until morning, and when I still hadn’t returned, he’d pulled some strings and sent out an emergency request to the academy.

My salvyre had arrived within the next day, and in that time my badass mentor had hunted me down, filled in the others, and the five of them had swooped in to save the day. They'd all abandoned their posts for me, no questions asked.

“Hey, we’re gonna find him,” Jude said quietly, misreading my silence as worry. She gestured to Aeryn and Jasper, who were walking in front of us with Auggie. “You’ll free him, just like you did them.”

“The others, too,” Peter added. “We’ll find them.”

Auggie had given them all the details he had. The rest, I’d filled them in on. Kal being my mate, Little Guy being Solon, the head I was keeping preserved in my bag as a gift for Theia.

They’d taken it in stride, mostly. Nate and Peter had looked a little green at the last part, but they’d recovered fast. Aeryn and Jasper had taken a keen interest in the whole Atlas-is-dead-but-not-really thing. And now? Well, everyone was getting along.

Turns out, abandoning everything we’d ever worked for in an attempt to bring down a monster was a pretty good bonding exercise.

We chatted about nothing for a while, making our way along the mountain road. It would take us a long time to get to the capital, but once there, we would find Kal and the others. Every day on the road put us closer towards taking down Fray. I could practically feel the magic humming under my skin, begging to be unleashed. Fray would be nothing once I started snapping his bargains.

“You think they’ll realize who you are? The others?” Jude asked after a while.

My other salvyre. Theia.

The idea of them not recognizing me —even if I understood why— was painful. The Raynin side of me knew that even if I looked like Atlas, I was still a stranger. But the Atlas side of me? Well, Theia and the others were my family. I needed to see them. To hold them in my arms and know that all was well. Theia, Vas, Dimitri. Even Selene had a place in my heart, as much as I resented it.

“I guess we’ll see,” I said simply. Dimitri and Vas… they might not recognize me at first. But Theia? Out of everyone, she was the one person who might be able to look at Raynin’s face and still find the pieces of Atlas. 

I hoped. I needed her to.

Solon chose that moment to press between Jude and I, forcing his fuzzy head into my hand. He blinked up at me with those sharp, understanding eyes.

I softened. “You, Little Guy, have some explaining to do,” I said to him. “Auggie says if you're really Sanir’s heir, you’re supposed to be able to turn into a dragon. What’s up with that? Would’ve been pretty helpful earlier.”

Auggie made a disgruntled noise and turned so he was walking backwards. “I told you!” My mentor exclaimed, throwing his arms up theatrically. “He’s probably only able to do it at Kal’ will. He’s Sanir’s guardian. He’s supposed to be chumming it up with Sanir’s heir. So the real question is: why is he here with you, and not Kal?”

“Well, that's easy. He likes me,” I said simply, scratching behind the dog’s ear. Solon leaned into the touch, his pink tongue darting out in a wolfy smile. “The big mean rebel man said you imprinted on me. That means we’re besties, isn’t that right?”

Behind me, Frances laughed.

Auggie rolled his eyes, but turned back to Kal’s salvyre, starting on his ridiculous stories from when he was a healer in the capital. When he got to talking about all the vomit, Aeryn began peppering him with questions, before launching into an embarrassing story about Jasper, Kal, and Sere. They volleyed anecdotes back and forth, sometimes interrupting and overlapping, until my salvyre were in stitches around me.

The sun would set soon. We’d have to make camp, take turns keeping watch. But now? Now, we would walk. The distance between us and the Gold Court would lessen with every step we took. With each day we got up, for as long as I drew breath.

Matteus Fray’s days were numbered. The countdown had begun.


Afterword







If you're still here, thank you for continuing in Theia's journey with me. I hope you enjoyed Raynin as much as I loved writing her. She was a bit of a surprise, but a welcome one. 




Theia's journey will conclude in Reckoning by Fire, with an anticipated release in 2026. Updates can be found on my website at NikkiStavros.com. 




A special thank you to my beta and sensitivity readers, and to everyone who has supported me along the way. I wouldn't be able to do this without you. 




-Nikki
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