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			“Tell me again, please.”

			The dream always started this way. A woman’s voice, soft and soothing, spinning a story I’ve heard before but don’t remember, about balance and the creation of the Four Dominions.

			About the gods and their sacrifice to protect us—that we must keep the balance.

			“You’ve heard it a thousand times, my love,” she chided. “To bed with you.”

			“But I’m not tired!” And as the dream always goes, with a deep breath, she sighed.

			There was a press of something then, lips to my hair, but almost ghostlike. Not enough to really feel.

			I’m a child, pulled into her lap by strong hands, the caress of silken fabric on my skin. “Tomorrow is a big day, love. You need your rest.”

			“Can I at least have a song?”

			A chuckle from over my shoulder as I settled in.

			“All right, my love. A song. And then to sleep.”

			Her hands spun through the locks of my hair, fingertips against my scalp to soothe me.

			And then she began to sing.

			“Born of passion and the silencing queen,

			A light shall rise where none have been.

			Through her, the dawn will banish night,

			If the dragon’s heart grants her might.”

			I could feel her smile into my hair. My sleeping self was desperate to see it…to lay eyes on her just once. To remember.

			“Should the hollow one consume her power,

			Darkness will reign in the final hour.

			Let the serpent’s heir stand by her side

			And storms shall rage and kingdoms die.”

			The last note slowly died out like the final embers in the fireplace. The song was a warning, a prophecy.

			And then the dream ended, like it always did, leaving me only with the vision of a hand I swore I almost recognized still clasped in mine.
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			“You sure that’s enough?”

			I smiled up at Quinn with a roll of my eyes.

			“Never. But I’ll take what I can get.” My words were muffled, my mouth full with the scallion pancake he’d given me as I lingered over his claimed bar area near the back.

			The tavern was dim and crowded, the air thick with smoke and spice. Hanging paper lanterns flickered against the cypress beams, casting everything in gold and shadow. The tables were jammed close together, lacquer-chipped and stained from years of spilled rice wine and worse. People pressed in on every side.

			But no one crossed the middle of the room, the definitive line between Silvers and Azures.

			Azures, in our half-patched clothing, blue hair rippling in the glow of the firelight, stayed to this side, closer to the windows and fresh air. We were lean and fast, our bodies lithe, although I was more slightly built. Most didn’t have the ability to shift, but the animal was always just under the skin, present in the way we moved: alert and athletic.

			Silvers claimed the other side. For the most part burly and large-boned, their hair every shade of metal, from silver to gold to copper to bronze. They loomed over their tables stiff and silent, as if forged from the steel they revered. Most wore at least one piece of metal—nobles, or those close enough to pretend, with silver and gold glinting at wrists and throats.

			And all of them looked at us Azures with clear disgust. The feeling was mutual.

			I was surprised a fight hadn’t broken out yet.

			“Have some more,” Quinn said, and I grinned, grabbing for his tall cup of amber millet ale, taking a quick swig. He snatched it back from me with a smirk. “I meant, food. Not ale, ribbon girl.”

			“You didn’t specify.” I shrugged. My eyes swept over the divided room once more.

			The breadth of Quinn’s shoulders kept me hidden for now, but I knew I only had mere moments before my performance was due to begin.

			He pushed his slate blue hair back as he nudged another scallion pancake from his plate. I shook my head, but then slipped it into my satchel for Edith, even though I was positive his leftovers plus more would show up on our doorstep tomorrow morning.

			The raucous noise in the bar lowered a fraction as the drummer took his place just offstage, his eyes scanning over the patrons anxiously. Looking for me, I knew.

			I’d scrubbed clay bowls all day, climbed stairs until my calves ached, and taken no fewer than three drunken hands off my waist. By dusk, my body was frayed thin, and I was still fighting off a headache from waking to the dream this morning.

			“Maybe you should take a night off.” Quinn had caught the wince as I pressed a hand to my forehead, his brow furrowing deeper with concern. “Rubi, please—”

			“I’m fine.” I waved him off. “I’ll find you after.” He made another noise of protest before I gave a quick squeeze to his muscular shoulder and drifted away.

			Dancing would make everything feel better. It always did.

			I sent him a wink as I headed for the center platform. The second my foot touched the wood, hands gliding down for the handles of my ribbons, the musician began.

			The drumbeat thudded through the floorboards, thick and heady.

			Dancing was everything to me, as essential as the coin for food it would earn me. It was part of my body—something I imagined I’d done all my life, though I had no proof.

			Three years ago, I escaped the crumbling Azure Dominion, part of a flood of refugees who sought asylum after the Annihilation, when our Anchor to the Demon Realm failed, overrunning us with demons and monsters alike.

			I didn’t remember it.

			In fact, I remembered nothing. Only waking on a rocking ship sailing to the Silver Tyger Dominion with no memories—my home, my friends, my family, if I’d ever had any, lost forever. Forgotten. That was when Edith found me, and she’d treated me like family ever since.

			It should have been easier for me to start over, completely anew.

			But the absence of memories didn’t rid me of the pain of loss, a deep well of feeling with no traceable source. An ache for someone or something I didn’t even know the name of. Heavy and tangled, even now.

			The Dominion of the Silver Tyger took in displaced Azures, but grudgingly. We were a burden no one wanted and have been kept aware of that fact.

			But I had made a life here and it was the only one I knew—and this was my peace. Dancing. The weight of the wand in my hand, the feel of the ribbon against my skin, the swirl of it through the smoke, displacing the air like something otherworldly. It felt divine, like a gift.

			Like magic, when I didn’t have much of my own. Dancing was healing for me, in its own way.

			I hadn’t lost the knowledge of movement buried deep in my flesh. My body remembered what my mind didn’t.

			When the pressure of grief, longing, and anger got so bad that I thought it might split me open, I danced. Especially after the dream, the woman whispering a song against my temple as she rocked me back and forth. On those days, the dance felt stronger. More powerful.

			Dancing released some of the grief, bled it out.

			And when I moved, I felt like fire. Hungry, wild, unrestrained.

			I let the ribbons flow from the wands I held, coiling around my arms, then sliced the air with them, sharp and fluid. They cracked like whips and shimmered. I bent low, then rolled up slowly through my spine and spun on the ball of one foot. The fabric flowed behind me.

			A tilt of my chin. A flick over the shoulder. A flash of teeth between breaths. I had control of this body, if nothing else, and I knew exactly how to make the ribbons snap like whips, how to arch my back and swing my hips until everyone stopped talking, how to let the tension build in the room, gazes fixed upon me like a weapon I could wield. I spun, arms cutting arcs through the air, the fabric slicing behind me.

			A tiny thrum in my chest flickered to life, soft and warm. I started to hum without realizing it, a soft thread of melody winding through the air.

			Movement became music.

			Music became breath.

			And for a little while, nothing else existed. My faint yin magic pulsed as I moved, binding the room to me. A thread of sound slipping from my throat, barely audible under the drums. It wound through the crowd, and it pulled the room to me like a tide.

			The audience, Silver and Azure alike, bent toward me.

			I swept one arm across the floor, then rose slowly, letting the sweat slick down my back. My dress was made of thin, worn cotton. The color had faded, but it clung to my curves, and when I moved, it fluttered around me. My long hair brushed my hips, a shimmering blue-green under the tavern lights.

			I flicked a ribbon high, let it spiral down beside my cheek, slow and silky, before I snapped it back with a crack. I let my hips sway, arms rise, and the ribbons followed, sweeping through the air. My ribbons swirled as I turned and twirled the wands in my hands, two streams of light spiraling around me.

			Men watched me, yes. But women did, too. With longing. With hunger. Not for my body but for what I felt inside mine when I was dancing. The passion. The freedom. Some leaned forward, tankards halfway to their mouths, mesmerized.

			Even among Azures, I was a sad case. A weak yin magic user, I couldn’t change into some powerful animal form like the more magical from my dominion.

			But here, in this moment, with my ribbons and the heavy beat of the drum, I wasn’t Rubi, the Azure woman with no memories. I wasn’t less.

			I was silk and breath.

			I was power.

			I twirled again, slower now, before throwing both arms out, ribbons cracking wide in one final arc of color.

			The music stopped, and I held still with one knee bent deep, the other leg extended behind me in a long line, toes pointed. My arms arched overhead, ribbons trailing like flames, my head tilted back, throat exposed to the light.

			Applause shattered the spell. The room howled and clapped and pounded tables. Coins clattered at my feet. I bowed, chest heaving, then quickly swept them up into my bag, placing it on my hip. I stepped off the platform, legs shaking from exertion. The ribbons now hung from the wands in my hands, limp.

			Slowly everyone resumed their conversations. My eyes scanned lightly over the crowd, searching for Quinn.

			Instead, I caught a pair of arctic blue eyes staring at me from beneath a darkened hood on the Azure side of the room. His jaw was chiseled, and he had a square masculine chin.

			I couldn’t make out his hair color, hidden by his hood, but something told me it wouldn’t be blue. Though he sat among the Azure refugees, his cloak was worn too evenly, the frays looking almost deliberate, and his gloves, which he’d laid beside him on the table, though scuffed, were crafted from a fine, supple leather.

			Azures didn’t have that kind of money. Not to mention he was far too broad. The outline of his shoulders stretched the fabric tight across his back.

			A Silver, then. On the wrong side of the room.

			Ignoring the strange, almost eerie brightness of his eyes still locked on me, I climbed down and headed for my things, planning a quick exit.

			At the bar, two Silver soldiers watched me. One flexed as he rolled up his sleeves and ran a hand through his silver hair. The other, well-dressed and handsome, stepped into my path as I exited and grinned wide.

			“Care for another dance?” He spoke in the Common Tongue with a heavy Silver accent, voice slurred but loud.

			I glanced around him, no quick escape in sight, so I sank into my hip, arms crossing.

			“Come here, steelheart.” His grin sharpened. Stepping closer, he grabbed my arm and whispered into my ear: “I’ve always wanted to try an Azure.”

			My body moved on instinct, slamming my head against his lips. It was impossible to hide my satisfied smirk as he staggered back, bleeding from the mouth.

			I’d have a better retort than violence if I weren’t so exhausted.

			“You blue-haired whore!” The drunken Silver raised his hand to strike and I braced for a blow—

			But his fist was caught by a tall figure planting himself in front of me like an immovable wall, green eyes blazing. Quinn.

			“Try me,” Quinn said, voice silky smooth and pleasant. “I’ll give you a great time.”

			The Silver blinked, his drunken bravado wobbling as he eyed Quinn’s imposing form. Nothing of my friend lingered from before. This was Quinn the imposing blacksmith’s apprentice.

			Shapeshifters were feared and revered, especially those who took predatory forms. Quinn turned into a huge tan wolf, and that forceful, untamed power bled into his human form. There was a fluid and dangerous grace to the way he moved. It wasn’t a surprise that men and women alike lusted after him. And by Kuan Yin, the goddess of compassion, did he know it.

			The Silver held up his hands and slunk back into the crowd, nursing his wounded mouth.

			“I could’ve handled it,” I told Quinn, hanging my ribbon wands onto my belt, securing my coins beside them.

			He turned toward me, hair falling across his face, and rolled his eyes. “Oh, I’m very aware, Rubi. But your boss looked ready to throw you out. Think he would fire you for riling up the Silvers?”

			“I wasn’t doing anything. I’m a dancer. He’s not going to fire me.”

			“I think he would have gotten rid of you long ago if you…you know.” Quinn coughed, a splotch of pink decorating his cheeks. “…Didn’t look like that.”

			I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms. What the hell was that supposed to mean? “Well, he hasn’t really got a choice. I’m the only ribbon dancer around.”

			Quinn leaned against the bar, his smile lazy and lopsided, showing his perfect teeth. An invitation, and not a subtle one. His tunic hung open just enough to show the sculpted chest beneath. He bent down and whispered in my ear, “Come home with me.”

			“Quinn,” I whispered, almost a frustrated whine.

			It would be no hardship to let him warm my bed. We’d been intimate twice before, enjoyed each other as a break from the cold and poverty. He’d been in a lot of beds indiscriminately, however, and I’d discovered it was easier to just be friends, as we always were.

			But it didn’t stop him from offering now and again, though I knew he had plenty of company to keep him warm at night.

			“You’re joking.”

			His flirtatious smile transformed into the grin of the friend I knew, and he stepped closer. “Sure. But seriously, Rubi—let me at least walk you home. It’s late and…”

			Something was worrying him. More than usual.

			“And what?”

			His voice dropped, head dipping to my ear. “And the Ironstorm have been too active lately.”

			My stomach dropped. The Ironstorm. The rebel group led by the Ravager, a mysterious masked Azure. They were fighting for what most of us Azure refugees would say was the right cause, but they were brutal in their efforts and attracting too much attention.

			“I haven’t heard anything.”

			Quinn shrugged, calling over my shoulder to the bartender for another millet ale. He leaned his forearms across the wooden bar top, pressing his bicep into mine as I faced forward with my back to the bar. “We think they’re planning something big, but they haven’t given warning.”

			“Do you think it’s because of the Bonding?”

			The Bonding ceremony, a sacred tradition of the Silver Tyger Dominion, was fast approaching. On the equinox, the day when light and darkness stood equal, yang magic users could attempt to Bond with one of the royal tygers, descended from Silver Dominion’s Celestial Guardian, and become one of the king’s elite Tyger Warriors. From what I understood, it was a bloodbath. The tygers killed those they didn’t choose. It was irrelevant to me. I’d been born a yin magic user, like most women, so I didn’t qualify; plus, the Silvers didn’t want an Azure near their precious tygers anyway. Anticipation of the Bonding ran hotter than usual this year because the young tygress queen was finally old enough to choose a Mate.

			Quinn nodded, before slipping a coin to the bartender as he took the ale in hand.

			“And because of this,” he said, gesturing vaguely behind me.

			I didn’t need to turn to see—the entire tavern was tense with drunken hatred and bigotry. It would only take one comment from a passing Silver to catch the lingering Azures’ ire for a spark to catch flame.

			“I should go. Before it gets any more tense in here.” I gave him a grin. “Thanks for stopping by to watch me dance. Again.”

			Quinn nodded as he winked at me. “Where else would I go? Tell Edith I’m going to come by tomorrow, yeah?”

			Nodding, I scooped my things from my cubby behind the bar and saluted him mockingly as I exited.

			Cold night air slammed into me as I headed out the back of the kitchens and into the cobblestone streets. Pulling on my cloak, I slid my short knife into its sheath on my belt.

			My laced boots left footprints in the snow, my breath tearing out in clouds. The wind smelled like smoke and frost, and the moon hung high and bright above the slanted rooftops, casting long shadows across the snow. The tavern became a dull roar behind me as I approached the woods that would lead to Edith and my hut.

			A large hand closed around my wrist.
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			On reflex, I twisted my wrist sharply, breaking the hand’s grip and spinning toward my attacker.

			The hooded man from the tavern.

			My dagger was already out, flashing against the snow and streetlamps flickering above.

			The man’s lips curved into a slow, infuriating smirk as he raised his hands, as if in surrender.

			“Go on, then,” he taunted.

			“Don’t tempt me.” I extended the dagger so it gleamed brightly.

			His body moved like a coiled spring, legs sweeping out, hooking behind mine and yanking me off-balance. He twisted his hips, spinning us both until I landed against the side of one of the trees lining the edge of the forest. The bark bit into my back, the impact showering snow onto my hair and face from the branches above.

			The dagger flew from my hand, the collision knocking the air from my lungs.

			The man pinned me against him, his weight solid and unrelenting, as he caught my wrists in one hand, forcing them above my head.

			“Regretting that mercy now?” he said, his breath loud in the quiet night.

			“Let me go,” I snapped. My wrists strained against his grip, but I refused to flinch, meeting his scorn with a glare of my own.

			He did as I asked, releasing my hands, though still caging me in with his sheer size.

			I checked for my ribbons and coins. They were where I’d left them. Not a pickpocket, it seemed.

			I inspected him carefully as I stood.

			He was probably only a few years older than I was, in his mid- to late twenties. A strong cut to his cheekbones, a glint in his cold blue eyes, a curl of disdain on his lips. He had a mane of bronze hair framing his striking face.

			I knew him, I realized. Or at least knew of him, the ghost of familiarity pulling at my gut to run.

			Blake Axefire: the Ambush Master.

			One half of the king’s dreaded, ruthless killers, the Twin Blades.

			Born of steel, baptized in blood.

			He was a Zenith, a magic user so powerful that only a handful were born each generation. As Ambush Master, he was also the leader of the king’s lethal Tyger Warriors. The brutal enforcer of the king’s will, he tore apart Ironstorm strongholds and slaughtered Azures ruthlessly.

			And for some reason, he’d tracked me down.

			I shivered but kept my voice nonchalant. “Is this what the great Ambush Master does to amuse himself in his free time? Assault innocent women in the night?”

			Something dark flickered in Blake’s eyes. “You attacked me. Though I’m not surprised you’ve already conveniently forgotten that detail, Azure,” he murmured, the words edged with warning.

			“Oh, choke on iron—”

			“You seduce half the tavern, then head home alone? Are you intentionally daft, or is all that hair weighing down your brains?”

			“I can handle myself just fine. I don’t need an escort.”

			“Against a man, possibly.” He lifted an eyebrow. “How about a demon?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” It was a lie. I knew the stories of the demons leaking from the Anchor, even here in the Silver Dominion. I’d felt the fear that emanated when someone dared to mention the Serpent Lord and his demons by name. “I haven’t done anything wrong or illegal, sir.”

			I spun on my heel and started to walk into the woods.

			I could hear his boots against the snow as he followed.

			“When I first heard about the irresistible ribbon dancer, I passed it off as men thinking with their pricks. But then the stories kept spreading.” He stepped closer, hovering over my shoulder where I’d paused, his voice dropping low in my ear. “People couldn’t stop talking about you, Rubi Morningtail.”

			“I’m a good dancer,” I said defensively.

			“You did something to that room,” he snapped, his voice dangerous. “To all of us. I’ve never felt anything like it. That’s not Azure magic. All they know how to do is shift and snarl. What you did was something else entirely.”

			His palm shot out then, grabbing for my wrists. Using his other hand, he forced my imprisoned hands open. “Show me your Marks.”

			“Burn and die!” I spat at him. He jerked back, then grabbed my jaw hard.

			“You want to keep that tongue?” he asked calmly. “Because I know a dozen ways to cut it out without killing you.”

			A shudder ripped through me.

			Glaring at him, I hummed quietly, activating my magic. I opened my hands so he could see the crescent yin Marks shine in my palms. They were so dim, you could barely see them. The brighter the glow, the stronger the magic. “Satisfied? I have hardly any power at all.”

			He let go abruptly, as if I disgusted him. The imprint of his fingers ached against my skin. His yang Marks were legendary. They said his orange suns had flamed like beacons from his palms for years after his birth.

			In one swift motion, he caught my arm again.

			“If I find out you’re hiding something, songbird,” he said, voice grating like metal shards, “I’ll tear the truth out of you along with your tongue.”

			He let go, turned, and vanished into the snow.

			My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I pressed them to my sides, hard, like I could pin the fear in place. The alley was quiet now, just dripping icicles and the echo of Blake’s words.

			You did something to that room. To all of us. I’ve never felt anything like it.

			Shaking the entire night from my head, like I could tuck it behind whatever hid the other memories I’d lost, I stepped again onto the path home, moving as fast as my exhausted legs would carry me.

			But I couldn’t stop thinking about how I’d seen Blake Axefire once before, at a Judgment last year.
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			As the Ironstorm rebellion spread, fueled by unforgiving taxes and food shortages caused by Annihilation-related extreme weather, the king’s grip tightened. His crackdowns got harsher by the day, and everyone was forced to the Arena to witness the so-called trials. I remembered watching from my seat high in the Arena as the rebels and convicts were thrown, unarmed, before the king’s tygers, in a mockery of justice.

			The giant tygers circled the prisoners, their claws sharp enough to slice through leather like silk. Convenient for the king, since their killings counted as divine will. One by one, the prisoners fell. Their screams tore through the Arena as flesh split and bones cracked.

			A terrified Azure shifted into an overlarge hare just before a tyger pounced on him, sinking its teeth into his fur. Shifters healed completely if they could change before they were killed. But no. He was dead. A woman shrieked as another tyger raked its claws down her back. My stomach turned. The tygers weren’t even trying to kill cleanly. They were predators, toying with their prey.

			Then the gate to the sand pit opened. A lone figure stepped into the blood-soaked Arena, tall and cloaked in gray. Ambush Master Blake Axefire.

			There was something moving around him. The swarm glinted in the sunlight, a cluster of knives circling above his head, propelled through the air by his power.

			Every single person in the immense coliseum fell silent, the screams of the victims echoing through the sudden quiet.

			Magic users, yin or yang, made up only a small part of the population. The Silver metal mages I’d seen could help shoe a horse or stir a pot with a floating spoon. At the low end were Lessers, with no magic at all. At the top were Zeniths. Most mages fell somewhere in between, ranked from one to nine. Anyone ranked five or higher could live well enough. But someone who could throw knives with offensive yang magic would be at least a seven, and they’d have the aristocracy knocking at their door for their services, offering wealth and training, not to mention sex and Pairing. The truly powerful ones, ranked an eight or nine, were rare and often became marriage candidates for the noble families, even the Octagon, the eight most elite families, with the highest average magical ranking.

			But this—this level of power and control? I’d never seen anything like it.

			From the way the knives flying above Blake’s head glowed green, I knew they were no ordinary metal. They were thundervein, a rare unbreakable metal exclusively forged by only a few families, crafted from magic and thunder called down from the sky.

			Blake sent his knives to slaughter the prisoners, slitting their throats with lightning speed. Blood poured over the sand. The crowd exploded into thunderous applause at the powerful display of precision and brutality.

			The Ambush Master’s face had stayed utterly impassive even as his cloak turned crimson.

			I’d had the fortune of not being anywhere near Blake Axefire since, had lain low when his Tyger Warriors swept through to check up on Azures, looking for Ironstorm dissenters or hidden strongholds. Now I’d managed to not only garner his unwanted attention but also piss him off.

			My only hope was that seeing my weak magic markings would make him lose interest and he’d forget about me.

			The cold night air cut through my cloak as I stepped into the woods. Frost clung to the ground, sharp beneath my boots. The moonlight was thin and scattered, and I hated how exposed I felt.

			The woods were too quiet. No birds, no branches creaking, no wind. Just the sound of my own breathing and the blood pounding in my ears. My fingers were stiff, but I didn’t loosen my grip on the dagger. Less because of my encounter with the Ambush Master and more because of my recently growing awareness that something much worse could lurk in the shadows.

			A demon.

			Some said that a refugee village in the Silver Tyger Dominion had been completely decimated. Every living creature, human or animal, had been drained. All Azures, which meant there had been no uproar at the loss of life, no protection offered to those of us who lived here still. Barely a burial or remembrance.

			This dominion belonged to the Silvers, and metal magic ruled. Azures like me worked their farms, cleaned their stables, broke our backs for them, and were still considered nothing better than a necessary evil.

			The trees finally broke, and I stepped into the clearing where our little hut stood. Beams of light peeked through the gaps in the walls.

			When I pushed open the warped wooden door, the scent of our usual gruel hit me first. I was grateful for the scallion pancakes Quinn had shared, and the extra I had taken for Edith. Then the softer scent of incense, faint and floral, drifted through the air. The smoke curled toward the ceiling in pale threads. I stepped inside, and the tight grip on my chest started to loosen.

			The fire crackled low, and the flicker of candlelight cast gentle shadows across the walls, wrapping the room in the quiet hush of night. Our cat, Couscous, was curled up by the fire, fast asleep.

			Edith was balanced on a rickety stool in front of the red altar set high against the back wall. It was the only color in the room. The small figure of Kuan Yin sat draped in gold, calm and kind, hands lifted in blessing on her lotus throne.

			For the first time that night, I felt calm wash over me.

			Edith was my safe place. She’d held my hand when I awoke on the boat, lost and scared. And she’d never let go of it since.

			Her cheeks were warm from whatever tea she had on the fire. I suspected from smell alone it was one of her brews for Quinn’s father. He’d been ill when they’d left the Azure Dominion, and Edith had helped him on the boat. She continued to care for his chronic pain—and in return, Quinn brought us food and hand-me-down clothing. He watched over us.

			Edith pressed her palms together, lips moving in a silent prayer. The scent of sandalwood stirred something deep in me that I couldn’t name. With a soft breath, she blew out the incense. Her hands were steady as she placed the joss sticks in the holder. She always did this: no matter how cold the nights were, no matter how empty our pantry, no matter how much her joints throbbed. She prayed. She gave thanks.

			The stool gave a sharp creak, and my whole body went tense. “Edith, get down from there before you break your neck.”

			She turned and smiled at me. “Oh, hush. I’m fine. I’m the one who trains you every morning, remember?”

			“Stubborn, too.” I helped her down, then leaned over to kiss her cheek. Edith might have taught me the moves I used on Axefire, but it didn’t stop me worrying about her. “You shouldn’t have waited for me.”

			“I was just lighting some incense to pray for a safe passage home for you.” Despite a few gray strands threaded through her navy hair, her face held a gentle beauty: cheekbones high, mouth soft, her dark brown eyes steady and warm. “How did it go?”

			A flash of angry ice blue eyes, bronze hair, and a whispered threat lingered in my mind.

			“Fine,” I said, keeping my voice steady as I offered a calm smile. I tugged at the patched dress wrapped around her thin frame. “This isn’t warm enough for you.”

			“Stop fussing,” she said with a soft laugh.

			She carried the pot of gruel to our crooked table. Without a word, she ladled some into my bowl, then reached for the jar of pickled radish we’d been saving, adding a few pieces to my bowl, not hers.

			I waited until she sat down before I ladled gruel into her bowl. Then I placed the scallion pancake I’d gotten from Quinn beside it.

			“I stuffed myself at the tavern,” I lied.

			She gave me a tired smile as she tucked her legs under the bench and we began to eat.

			She started telling me about one of our chickens. “Oh, Rainbow is going to be the death of me. I almost tripped over her when I was repairing the fence. She kept trying to go through solid wood.”

			“I’m not sure Rainbow’s the brightest light in the lantern,” I muttered, licking my spoon.

			“It is hard for her to understand what walls are.” She held up both hands and reenacted Rainbow running headfirst into a board. “Thunk. Every time.” She chuckled; then her smile faded, her hand rubbing at her temple.

			“You okay?” I asked, worry tightening my throat. Edith gave me a sudden bright smile.

			“Fine, my dearest one.” As we cleaned up our empty bowls, she asked, “How was the tavern tonight?”

			I gave her a grin. “Good. Quinn was there keeping an eye out. And I made double my coin from last week—lowest-rank magic and all.” I set the small coin purse on the table. “Dancing suits me just fine.”

			I could hear the defensiveness in my words. If I had more magic, I might have been able to do more to help Edith, help us. If I knew who I was, maybe I’d…I didn’t know what.

			Edith reached out and laid her hand, long-fingered and delicate despite its calluses, on the jade bracelet that I’d been wearing when she found me. The bracelet was now too small to remove. “You know I love you because of who you are, not for what you can do. I love you no matter what, Rubi.”

			I gave her hand a squeeze. “I wish I could remember.”

			The words were whispered, broken and painful, wrenched from my mouth without warning.

			Edith looked stricken. “Just because you don’t have your memories doesn’t mean you don’t have a past, Rubi. It’s in your bones. It’s part of your soul.”

			“I’m sorry. Thank you.”

			Her eyes were filled with quiet understanding. “It is your nature. To ask you not to question, not to desire your past, is to ask the fire to stop burning.”

			Couscous bumped her head against my leg, purring. She was orange and cream, with a white snout tipped in apricot, as if she’d been caught stealing jam. Her fur was soft and dense, and she seemed to glow brighter than any other cat on the street. A foreigner, just like us.

			I picked the cat up, and she settled in my lap.

			“It was hell on earth, you were running for your life, and you tucked a kitten in your bag?”

			Edith smiled softly and reached over to pet her warm fur. “She was very small then. Barely weighed anything, so she was easy to carry in my satchel.”

			“Why did you pick her?”

			She was the runt of the litter. The other cats would have been mean to her. And she led me right to you on that boat.” Her eyes were gentle. She was too tactful to remind me how I’d clutched Couscous to my chest, tears running down my cheeks.

			I smiled back and leaned to kiss Edith’s cheek, embracing her as a pang of longing hit.

			I’d asked Edith before if she knew anything of me or where I might’ve come from. But she’d never seen me before she drew me into her arms.

			For a moment, I let myself imagine it. A life that had never been torn apart. A past unbroken. A dominion where the air was warm, where a tropical paradise stretched beneath a bright blue sky. Where I was not an orphan, nor outcast, nor a girl with too little magic to matter. I was a daughter, a sister, a piece of something whole. I leaned back and shivered, glancing at the low fire. “We don’t have enough wood. I’ll get more.”

			Edith nodded.

			I stepped into my boots, strapped on my belt, and grabbed the lantern, its dim light throwing pale rings across the floor. The night air bit at my skin as I pushed open the door. Couscous followed me out into the snow.

			My arms were full of firewood as I turned, the lantern swinging from my elbow to light the way back inside, when Couscous hissed.

			I stalled. Couscous never hissed. Her amber eyes were enormous. Her ears pricked. Her back arched. Then she darted away, her long striped tail tucked low.

			I looked down at my feet and froze.

			There was a paw print in the snow. Similar to my cat’s small ones. Only much, much bigger.

			I was still staring at the deep indentation when a low growl slid through the air. I blinked up to see a monster standing paces away, between me and the door.
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			A tyger.

			There was an enormous tyger between me and the door, eyes illuminated in the darkened night. My firewood and lantern clattered to the ground.

			I’d never seen one so close before. Its size was shocking, its power and menace unmistakable.

			This tyger was a living blaze, its fur like hammered copper and gold striped with black, every strand catching the moonlight. Enormous, almost as tall as a horse and twice as wide, packed with muscle. Its head dwarfed mine, fangs as long as my hand glinting wet under the moonlight as it sniffed the air, saliva trailing from its jaws. Its piercing, molten-gold eyes burned with intensity. Its gaze was alive with ancient, unyielding magic. It was devastatingly beautiful, a force both capable of destruction and worthy of reverence.

			The tyger was unaccompanied—uncontrolled—no saddle or royal paraphernalia to be seen, which made fear bloom cold in my belly.

			A light humming carried by the wind hung in the air. Edith.

			I needed to get between this tyger and our home.

			Impaled by its gaze, I held still, then flinched as its golden eyes suddenly flared a glowing silver, as if lit from within. Something was very wrong with this beast. I slowly reached for my dagger.

			A male voice cut through the night. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			Head turning slowly over my shoulder, I moved my eyes briefly from the monster before me.

			Blake Axefire stepped out of the woods, moonlight catching the silver trim of his armor. Of course it was him. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or even more terrified.

			“Why is it you are at the center of every problem I’ve had tonight?” Blake asked, his eyes bright against the dark of night, just as infuriating as before.

			I wanted to roll my eyes, but I was too scared to miss a single movement of the tyger. I kept my hand on the hilt of my blade but didn’t draw it.

			“Come here, Flame,” he called, his voice a low rumble.

			Flame didn’t move, animal gaze locked on me, steady and sharp. I took a step back, boots slipping in the snow. The tyger bared his teeth, muscles tensing beneath that glimmering hide.

			Blake spoke to me then. “By Guan Yu, don’t run.” That clipped Silver accent was wrapped in arrogance.

			I risked a disdainful look at the Ambush Master. “I’m not a fool.”

			“That remains to be seen. Don’t move,” he ordered.

			He stepped toward me, silent despite the weight of the midnight armor he now wore in place of his falsely tattered clothing. The silver veins across the onyx steel glinted in the moonlight, and the sigil on his chest—a coiled tyger in a diamond—gleamed. His fine cloak was fastened with a real tyger fang, a symbol of his favored status.

			Even from yards away, his power rolled off him, thick and metallic. I’d never felt magic like it before. As if a hurricane were bearing down on me. I swallowed, and I could taste it in the back of my throat.

			I had to force myself not to recoil.

			His ice blue eyes were fixed on the tyger.

			Flame crept within a few steps of me. The tyger’s eyes were still glowing with an eerie silver light, as if he were possessed. He loomed above me. It took everything in me not to stumble back, heart hammering.

			“You’re the Ambush Master. Can’t you do something?”

			“This one isn’t mine,” he said, eyes still locked on the monster. “Tygers don’t follow orders from others. They barely take them from their own riders. And then only when they feel like it.”

			I shot him a glare. “Then what good are you?”

			His mouth twisted into a smirk. “If it weren’t for me, you’d have run and would be shredded to pieces by now.”

			I snorted.

			The door to our hut creaked open and my stomach dropped.

			“Did you hear some…” Edith’s voice trailed off as she caught sight of the tyger before her gaze shot to me.

			“Close the door and hide. Save yourself, Edith.” I kept my voice calm, although my fingers were trembling. I stretched out a hand as if I could protect her. “Go.”

			Edith didn’t hesitate. But she didn’t do as I said. Snatching the broom from beside the door, she charged toward the tyger like a woman half her age.

			“Rubi, get inside!” she shouted.

			Flame turned to face her and roared, shaking the cold air. The tyger gathered his haunches, ready to attack.

			“No!” I cried. “Stay away from her!”

			To my shock, Flame swung his head toward me and froze.

			“You won’t hurt her!” Edith yelled. She swung the broom, its bristles cracking against his nose with a dull thwack.

			The tyger let out a guttural roar, shaking his head violently, but Edith was already moving. Before the beast could retaliate, she darted to the side, faster than I’d thought possible, her boots barely skimming the frozen ground. The tyger lunged, but Edith twisted, ducking low beneath the swinging claws. Their shadows shifted in the moonlight.

			In one fluid motion, she vaulted up his broad back, using the thick ruff of his fur as leverage.

			Blake’s eyes narrowed. Just watching.

			The tyger bucked, trying to shake her off, but she leapt again, pushing off his shoulders and flipping over his head with agility. She landed in a crouch, spinning the broom and striking the beast’s knee joint in a sharp, decisive blow. The tyger recoiled, snarling, lips peeled away from knife-long fangs.

			“Edith—” I lurched forward, but I was too late.

			The tyger’s giant paw lashed out.

			A sickening crack rang through the air as she went flying backward, crashing into the wall of the well and crumpling to the ground, unmoving. I screamed as Flame stalked toward Edith.

			I skidded in front of her, my arms thrown wide, heart slamming in my chest.

			“You want someone?” I said, voice steadier than it had any right to be. “Take me.”
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			Flame’s breath hit me in hot waves.

			Slowly I lowered my hands toward the ribbons at my belt as his golden eyes flared silver again. He stared me down, tail lashing behind him like a whip.

			He leapt.

			I flung my ribbons to wrap his front paws, tripping him as I sprang to the side. I took off in a sprint, knowing the ribbons would buy me mere seconds.

			I had to get him away from Edith.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me. What did I say about running?” Blake yelled as he sprinted after me.

			I made it six paces before I heard the tyger in pursuit. I looked over my shoulder, and saw Blake grab Flame’s dense fur as the tyger passed him and pull himself onto the tyger’s back in a startling feat of agility, strength, and magic, riding without a saddle or reins. To my horror, instead of stopping the tyger, he leaned forward and urged Flame after me.

			What in the Kingdom of Sky is he doing?

			The snow flew under my feet as I raced toward the cliffs, where I might have some advantage. My heart thundered, frozen air burning in my lungs. Moonlight cut through the trees, casting everything in cold silver.

			“Stop running,” Blake commanded. “That’s an order.”

			“Like hell,” I scoffed, but I was draining fast.

			I put in a burst of speed and flew across the snow toward the cliff edge.

			“Don’t. There is nowhere for you to run, Azure.” The haughtiness was gone from his voice. “You’ll die. Don’t—”

			The stars blinked sharp and cold as I leapt and the ground disappeared beneath me.

			My cloak snapped behind me like wings. I arched my back and pointed my toes in a perfect dive, cutting through the night air.

			For one exquisite moment, I closed my eyes. The wind rushed through my clothes, cold and wild. The world below vanished. It was just me and the sky. Then I tucked my head and spun forward, catching the tree branch I knew would be there. I swung around it, then launched to the next ledge.

			I didn’t need to see. I knew exactly where the best path downward was. I’d mapped it by feel long ago. This part of the land was as familiar to me as my own hut.

			I loved heights—the higher, the better. This was what I did when I woke in the middle of the night, shaking from dreams, though I could only remember the screams and fire. This was where I went when my chest ached from wanting answers I didn’t have.

			This was where I felt free.

			There was a flurry of stones and dirt above me. To my surprise, Blake and Flame had followed me. The tyger was sliding down the steep cliff face almost as quickly as I was, although, as I watched, he slipped on a patch of ice. He hooked his sharp claws onto a clump of roots and pulled himself and his rider up onto a narrow ledge before leaping to another outcropping.

			I wasn’t going to let this tyger kill me like so many other Azures had been slaughtered.

			I stopped and turned, my blade already in my hand, and threw the sleek dagger at him. It sank into the tyger’s left shoulder. He roared, the sound shaking the night air.

			Blake shook his head and glared at me as he yanked my dagger out. “Brilliant move,” he snapped.

			“Leave me alone,” I shouted. “I’ve done nothing wrong!”

			Something official and cold took over his expression. “To injure a tyger is a crime punishable by death.”

			My vision whirled.

			“You have damaged royal property. By order of the Dominion of the Silver Tyger, you’re under arrest.”

			I turned and scrambled as quickly as I could down the path, jumping to the next ledge.

			Blake uttered a stream of curses behind me as he struggled to keep his seat on the tyger.

			“Enjoying yourself?” I called, unable to resist, as I bounded downward.

			“I. Hate. Heights,” he bit out. “You must submit to questioning.”

			“Sure.” I dove again, clearing a vicious outcropping of sharp rocks. “Why don’t you shoot me what you’ve got? I’ll be right back.”

			I needed to lose them in the town and then circle back in secret to help Edith. Please let her be safe. My mind spun. Was I just being hopeful, or had there been no blood on her dress? It had been too dark to see clearly.

			Not now. Focus. Breathe.

			I was almost at the bottom of the ravine. As soon as I reached the trail at the base, I took off. I could feel them gaining on me. On flat ground, they had an advantage. The only reason I’d made it so far was that the terrain was unfamiliar to them.

			I spared a moment to look back.

			They were terrifying, the warrior on top of a raging tyger racing toward me, both sets of eyes ablaze. Blake rode low against Flame’s neck. The tyger’s paws barely touched the ground as he carried Blake after me, his muscles bunching and releasing like a storm in motion, his enormous fangs glistening.

			I kept moving, heart pounding. I wasn’t getting arrested. Not for stabbing a royal tyger. Not for dancing. Not for having some small, strange weak magic that irked Blake Axefire.

			Flame roared behind me. I could still make it if I just—

			A low growl behind me. Then a blur of movement.

			The tyger leapt, landing in front of me, his massive form blocking the trail, eyes glowing faintly in the dark. I skidded to a stop.

			Too late.

			Blake jumped from the tyger’s back, his hand catching my arm, his grip like iron.

			“Going somewhere?”

			“You scorchhole,” I snapped, yanking hard at his grip.

			Blake hauled me back toward Flame.

			“Let me go!” My resistance was worthless against his grip. I twisted, trying to glare up at him.

			“You have inflicted injury upon royal property.”

			I stared at him. “I defended myself against a tyger who wanted to kill me for no reason. One without a rider, no less.” My eyes flickered to Flame, who watched us both. “He’s fine.”

			Blake didn’t respond, dragging me like I weighed nothing.

			“What were you even doing lurking around my hut in the dark?” I fumed.

			“I was informed that Flame had escaped the royal tyger dens. I followed her tracks through the snow.”

			My jaw dropped. Her.

			I stole a look at the enormous beast that had been chasing me all night. Flame was the young queen tygress everyone was talking about. She was the future of the great Tyger Warriors.

			And I’d thrown my dagger at her. My stomach churned.

			Blake added casually, “Flame is the only tygress capable of breeding. Her value is beyond price.”

			I could feel the color draining from my face as Blake tied my hands together in front of me with rough rope. The moon lit his face in cold silver as he worked, his expression unreadable. He didn’t pull the knots tight, but they held firm.

			Then he paused, frowning. He lifted my wrists slightly, turning them in his hands.

			There were slight bruises visible even in the moonlight, purples and reds from where he’d grabbed me outside the tavern, attempting to see my Marks. His jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything.

			The fear hit all at once. I stared down at my bound wrists, chest tightening.

			Edith. Injured, lying in the snow with no one to find her until Quinn came in the morning. And what would she do without me? We’d barely been able to pay the king’s exorbitant taxes. The amount I earned was essential to our survival. And now, without me, what would she do?

			Why in the Kingdom of Sky had I stabbed that tygress?

			I glanced at Flame. Her ears flicked like she could sense my ire. I looked at the cut on her shoulder. It wasn’t even bleeding anymore.

			And yet that small wound was enough to ruin me. To ruin Edith.

			I was going to lose everything—my freedom, my future—because I’d made the mistake of crossing paths with Blake Axefire.

			“The tygress is fine,” I argued, hating the thread of desperation in my voice. “If you let me go, I swear you’ll never see me again.”

			Blake didn’t say a word. Didn’t even look at me.

			“I won’t dance or sing or—”

			“Singing then?” he asked, eyes darting to my face. “Is that what you were doing in the tavern? The reason everyone was so entranced?”

			I buttoned my mouth shut again, cursing myself and squeezing my eyes closed.

			Blake shook his head and stepped up behind me. His tone was all mockery as he whispered, “After you.”

			We were standing by Flame now. I tipped my head back, staring up at the tygress’s large copper form. She stared back, unblinking. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest at the thought of touching her, let alone attempting to climb onto her back.

			Flame turned her great head toward me, and her nostrils flared, eyes turning silver again.

			But then, to my surprise, she knelt slowly until her stomach was flat against the ground. I felt, rather than heard, Blake’s sharp intake of breath.

			Without warning, the Ambush Master gripped me around the waist and hoisted me onto the tyger as if I weighed nothing. I leaned forward, trying to keep from tumbling off the other side. Her fur was surprisingly silky and soft against my skin. My dress pulled high on both sides, exposing an indecent amount of leg.

			Blake mounted behind me in one fluid motion. He cleared his throat, reaching down and tucking my skirt in as much as possible, leaving part of the fabric bunched around my thighs. I shifted uncomfortably at the intimate touch.

			“I don’t need your help,” I snipped, cheeks warm with embarrassment.

			Then Flame stood, the movement making me sway. My bound hands reached for nothing as I tipped to one side, when Blake wrapped an iron arm around my middle. He splayed his large hand across my stomach while the other reached around me to hold on to the tygress’s thick fur, caging me in. His thighs clamped around Flame, firm behind me and keeping us steady.

			Blake’s voice was rough. “You don’t know what you need.”

		

	
		
			6

			
				[image: ]
			

			There was silence as we traveled, blanketed in a light snowfall. In the distance, I caught a glimpse of the Iron Sea.

			After a time, we passed through a handful of outlying huts, and then we were in the midst of ramshackle shanties creaking underneath the weight of the snow on their flimsy roofs. The buildings grew sturdier as we rode into the township that surrounded the castle. The wind bit into my cheeks, sharp as knives. I curled my fingers into the fabric of my cloak, but the rope binding my wrists made it awkward. I could feel the warmth of the Ambush Master at my back.

			“Why do you hate us Azures so much?” I asked. “Or is it me you’re so frustrated by?”

			“I have no personal grievance against you.” Blake’s voice was neutral. “I am only doing my duty.”

			“Right, of course. Chasing a weak yin through the woods because she ran from a loose tyger. That is the picture of duty,” I scoffed, shifting, my bound hands brushing against the enormous tygress beneath me.

			Blake’s grip around me tightened imperceptibly. His words fell quietly from his lips, cold and stoic. “My brother, Zayden, was killed in the Annihilation.”

			His twin brother, if I remembered correctly.

			Zayden and Blake Axefire had both been Zeniths. They’d been the favorites of the king, his Twin Blades.

			“A lot of people were killed in the Annihilation,” I said quietly. “We lost homes. We lost family. Some of us lost everything.”

			Blake’s voice snapped like a whip against mine. “We were lured there by the Dominion of the Azure Dragon. By your dominion.” His hands twitched, as if resisting the urge to do something more violent. “For that so-called wedding. The great unification of two dominions.”

			The Wedding of Flame and Sky. I had heard the tale, a dream of world peace. The prince of the Azure Dragon Dominion and the crown princess of the Red Phoenix Dominion, to be bound together in hopes of lasting harmony for the first time in history, finally overcoming the prejudices that divided us.

			A dragon and a phoenix.

			They said it hadn’t been a purely political alliance but one of true love. It would have been the beginning of a wave of cross-dominion royal marriages, to secure peace and, above all else, balance.

			But the Annihilation decimated those hopes for peace. Rage was all that remained between the warring dominions now.

			My voice turned hollow. “Our own people suffered the most. We lost our royal family. Our homeland.” I swallowed. “I lost all of my memories.”

			His head tilted slightly as I looked back, just enough for me to catch the edge of his profile. Full lips, surprisingly sensual against the hardened lines of his cheeks and square jaw. Here I could just make out a bump along his nose where it might’ve been broken before.

			“I was there.” The weight of the conversation thickened the air. Flame shifted beneath us as though she could sense it. “No one was prepared for the swarm of demons. We were told it was a peaceful event,” Blake continued. Bitterness dripped from his voice. “That, as a sign of goodwill, we would all be unarmed.”

			There was a twitch to his lips, like an invisible string trying to pull a smile that wouldn’t come. “But I’m never unarmed.”

			The image of him at the Arena with those swirling blades like a halo above his head flickered across my vision.

			“What did you see?” I asked, voice low. He was the first person I’d ever met to have been there. To have experienced the moment that changed the course of my life—the Annihilation that had killed my family, taken my past. I wanted to pull every memory he had from his brain, like it might bring me nearer to my lost family. To my people, before our dominion crumbled.

			“I watched the soul of the Red Phoenix crown princess get devoured before my eyes. Zayden and his tyger were standing right there. They tried to protect her.” His voice was controlled, but there was something raw underneath, something dangerously close to breaking.

			A tremor ran down my spine. “Devoured?”

			“There was a new kind of demon there,” he said. “Something we’d never heard of. Bone white. Enormous and insect-like, much taller than a man. It is called the Starved. Intelligent. It could speak. And it ate souls.”

			Cold horror slithered through my veins.

			His knuckles had gone white. “My brother—” He cut himself off, his breath sharp and uneven as he shook his head. “None of us could combat it. Even if we’d been prepared, I don’t know what we would have done if the Azure bridegroom hadn’t started grappling with it. The destruction it wrought in but a few minutes was devastating.” His voice was cold and measured. “And let me tell you, Azure, who we actually know died. Whose bodies were recovered.”

			A chill ran up my spine.

			“My brother, the former Ambush Master. His tyger, who was Mated to the only adult tygress at the time.” His fingers tightened. “The king of the Dominion of the Onyx Tortoise. The bride, the crown princess of the Red Phoenix Dominion.”

			His voice was growing darker, less restrained and more fueled by anger with every word.

			“Do you know who we never found? Any member of the Azure Dragon royal family.”

			“That’s not possible,” I snapped. I knew what had happened. Edith, Quinn, the others—we had all mourned our royal family’s deaths. “You just said the prince battled the Starved. They perished. Everyone knows that. The groom and his entire family, even his sister, the crown princess of the Azure Dominion. Demons overran our lands.”

			Icy fury punctuated every word. “He disappeared during the fight. Azure shapeshifters are notoriously difficult to kill. They heal completely every time they shift forms. Did they die, or was this all a part of some bigger plan to decimate the rulers of the other dominions? Were they somehow working together with the demons? Are they building up an army even as we speak? We don’t know what is happening within the boundaries of your dominion now because no one dares enter.”

			I didn’t say anything, letting his words roll through me.

			“The Annihilation cost us our only adult tygress as well,” Blake said. “That might have been the end of the Tyger Warriors if Flame hadn’t already been born.”

			I hesitated. “Was the adult tygress there, too?”

			“No.” He paused, his breath heaving again against my back. As if he was struggling with something, holding it back, and didn’t want me to notice. “She was Mated to my brother’s tyger. They die with their Mates.”

			A cold knot twisted in my stomach. “I thought tygers could re-Bond.”

			“They can. To a new human rider.” His tone was clipped, final. “But they can’t live if their tyger Mate perishes.”

			A pang hit my chest, a strange grief I didn’t understand. Flame seemed to miss a step.

			“So,” Blake said, clearing his throat and resuming that cold, sharp tone, “you’ll excuse me if I’m not so sympathetic to the plights of Azures.”

			A bitter laugh climbed my throat. “You believe that our royal family is thriving behind the guise of demons breaking through our Anchor seal? If we’re such a threat, why did your dominion allow us in at all? You could have sent us all back across the Celestine Ocean.”

			He exhaled through his nose. “Because we were starving.”

			The words landed like a slap.

			“The Annihilation didn’t just take down the Azure Dragon Dominion,” he continued, voice like steel. “Harvests had been poor for years due to floods and storms, and then the Annihilation disrupted trade routes, threw everything into chaos. Then your people showed up, desperate, half dead, but with enough green magic to make crops grow where the soil had become barren.”

			I swallowed hard, feeling the cold settle deeper in my bones.

			“The Silver Tyger Dominion needed to eat,” he said simply. “And you were convenient.”

			I looked down, my fingers curling against the rough rope at my wrists. “So that’s all we’ve ever been? A necessary evil?”

			He didn’t answer right away. Flame’s steady gait rocked us forward in silence. Finally, he said, “Azures are a problem we can’t afford to get rid of.”
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			The palace loomed in pieces through the dark. So this was the heart of their capital, Steel Haven. Jagged towers, walkways, black tiled roofs that curled like wings, heavy with metal and shadow, as if ready to crush us.

			Blake was silent behind me, his arm locked around my waist like a living chain.

			We passed under a huge iron archway with curved eaves. The groan of the gates and the stomp of several boots greeted us.

			Flame slowed, claws scraping against the slick ground. A colossal silver tyger riddled with battle scars shook his powerful jowls, then padded up to us.

			Even I knew Blake Axefire’s legendary silver tyger’s name: Kingsolver.

			His fur shifted like liquid metal under the torchlight, a living current of silver streaked with jagged black markings. Every scar etched into his massive hide was a testament to battles fought and won. People whispered that he was a near perfect resemblance to Byako, the original Silver Tyger, this dominion’s Celestial Guardian. Kingsolver moved with an unspoken promise of power and violence.

			Six men rushed toward us. Clad in protective armor from head to toe, they were gesturing and pointing at us, their faces filled with awe.

			“Ambush Master, your skill is truly unparalleled,” one breathed.

			Another whispered low, “Without tack, carting a prisoner, no less.”

			Blake paid them no mind.

			His warm hands spanned my waist again as I swung my leg over and he handed me off to the leader, my skirts settling back at my ankles.

			The Ambush Master vaulted off himself and, before I knew it, had me by the arm again.

			Several of the men looped a harness around Flame’s neck. She snarled and tossed her head, tried to shake them off. There was a great deal of shouting, one of the men tripping backward. She snapped at him with her enormous jaws, thrashing wildly. Claws scraped against stone as the handlers struggled to drag her away while she roared and fought.

			Kingsolver chuffed, then let out a deep, steadying growl.

			Flame froze mid-struggle, her ears twitching. She turned toward him, chest still heaving, but the wildness in her golden eyes calmed.

			Kingsolver let out another soft rumble.

			And just like that, Flame subsided. She took a long look at us, and when my eyes met hers, I felt awe. Flame was terrifying, but the power in her spirit and body was immeasurable. With an angry huff, she allowed herself to be taken away with Kingsolver by her side.

			Blake drew one of the many knives from his belt.

			“Going to gut me already?” I said, my voice sharp to hide my anxiety.

			His mouth twitched as he came closer. “Hold still.”

			The blade flashed once, and the bonds at my wrists fell away.

			My arms sagged with relief. I let my knees buckle a little, falling forward against him. His hands caught my elbows. I used the moment to slip my fingers into his pocket, removing the only thing I found there, a small coin. He didn’t notice.

			“Sorry,” I said, making my voice breathy and low.

			He pushed lightly at my shoulder to spin me toward the entryway.

			I followed, hiding the coin in my sleeve. I didn’t know what it was, but anything was better than nothing. I had to escape somehow.

			He pushed me through narrow corridors lit by faint lanterns, toward a stairwell. The lower we went, the more the air grew damp, the stone walls reeking of iron and mold.

			We stopped at a row of empty cells, though the corridor went on into another, darker stairwell at the end of the hall. I was already shivering from the clammy cold. Blake reached for a ring of keys and slid one into the iron lattice gate.

			He turned me to face him in the doorway, reaching for the dagger’s sheath at my belt, although he’d already pocketed the blade. The space for my ribbons was equally empty and I thought of them, likely in shreds beside Edith’s unmoving body.

			A pang of grief and loss rolled through my chest as I thought of Edith, as I felt how truly helpless I was. I barely noticed him locking the grate behind me.

			The cell was small. Bare stone walls, a low wooden bed with a thin woven mat, a threadbare blanket. No window. No way out.

			I turned, fists clenched. “What happens now? How long do I stay here?”

			“Until tomorrow,” Blake said. I felt a moment of relief, just one night. But then he continued, “You’ll be participating in the Bonding.”

			I darted to the metal bars, my hands gripping them.

			“That’s a death sentence.” Anger and terror warred within me.

			He shrugged, leaning against the stone wall behind him.

			“That’s up to you.” He crossed his arms against his chest. “If you don’t manage to Bond, then hypothetically, yes.”

			“Hypothetically,” I laughed, fury racing up my spine. “Azures don’t Bond! I’m just a yin. Let me out of here!”

			There was a vibration in my throat as I shouted, a low hum beneath my words.

			The Ambush Master pulled himself off the wall, stepping toward me—before he froze, hands suspended in the air. His slack-jawed face clipped up tightly, lips pursed and nostrils flaring.

			“A liar and a traitor,” he snipped. “Tell me what you’re doing.”

			My eyes narrowed into slits. “I’m not doing anything.”

			“Your voice. The thing you did at the tavern. You just tried it again, to me.” Something new flickered in his eyes. “Do it again,” he commanded, voice deep.

			I didn’t. Instead, I kept his eyes pinned to my own, dropping my hand to grab for his belt—

			His fingers clasped my wrist, squeezing until I dropped the blade I’d barely managed to grab hold of.

			“Clever Azure,” he chided. “I knew I was right about you. You’re lying about your power, what you can truly do. And I’m going to find out.”

			The smile that split my lips then was bitter and bright. “Good luck with that, considering I’ll be slaughtered by a tyger tomorrow.”

			“That’s your own doing,” he snapped and turned to walk away.

			I called out to him. “Wait. My friend Edith. Can you make sure she’s all right?”

			He paused, shoulders tense.

			I drew in a breath. “Please.”

			His face turned toward me, square chin dipping over the large muscles of his back, icy blue sapphires glaring at me.

			He didn’t say anything, only staring at me. Another please left my mouth silently.

			There was a lingering hum of magic. I nearly touched my throat to see if it was coming from me or from him before it disintegrated as he turned on his heel and left me behind.

			

			—

			Blake didn’t return for hours. I lay on the wooden platform bed, the thin blanket scratchy against my palms. I stared at the ceiling, counting the bricks—anything to try and lull myself to sleep. My legs bounced with the need to move, to fight, to do something, my body too antsy to rest, though I’d need it if I had even a chance of escaping the Arena tomorrow.

			Bonding with a tyger was impossible. I’d be killed if I even stepped a foot toward them. My only chance was to run before they could get close.

			The stolen coin burned faintly against my skin. I clutched it tighter. It was too small to be worth much.

			Minutes dragged by.

			I was shaking from terror and cold. I wrapped my arms around my knees and bowed my head. The fight inside me sagged under the weight of the silence. I’d be killed tomorrow in the Arena. There’d be no one to care for Edith, to make sure Quinn stayed out of trouble. And I would never get my memories back. I would never know who I truly was, who I’d loved and who had loved me.

			I was an Azure. We were nothing to them. I was nothing to them.

			A tear slipped down my cheek. I scrubbed it away, furious with myself.

			I wasn’t nothing.

			I wasn’t.

			Breathe. Just breathe. Edith’s voice swept through my mind like a caress.

			Trying to distract myself from the continuous spiral of my thoughts, I counted my breaths and took the coin out, turning it over in my hands. It was red metal, with a square hole punched through the center and symbols etched along the rim.

			I furrowed my brow, a simmering recognition stirring.

			Not just a coin.

			I rubbed my thumb over the markings. A slow wave of warmth spread through me, melting into my limbs, loosening every muscle in my body.

			I straightened up off the cot. A glyph. And from the feel of it, a warmth talisman. I’d heard of them, seen them used, but never held one myself. I turned it over again, stunned. The heat curled through me, gentle and comforting.

			Someone had bound a spell to this, probably a fire mage from the Red Phoenix Dominion. But anyone could activate a glyph, whether they had magic or not.

			No wonder the noble families stayed rich. If they could sell these…trade them…hoard them…

			This one was valuable. Especially now, with trade between dominions all but stopped after the Annihilation. A warmth glyph. And I’d stolen it.

			The possibilities spun through me, how much we could sell it for. Perhaps we’d have a proper house built—or secure passage to some other dominion where we might have a better life. We could—

			Except…none of that was possible now. Tomorrow I’d be dead in the Arena.

			“I take it you’ve figured out what it is you picked off me,” a voice rumbled, startling me. I stood, tucking the glyph in my palm behind my back—as if Blake couldn’t just open the cell and take it from me if he wanted.

			“You can have it back once I’m dead,” I snipped. “Won’t have to wait long.”

			He stepped forward, opened the door, and set a small basket inside. Then he swung the door shut again. I waited until he planted himself against the wall before I crouched down to peek inside.

			Steamed buns, some with thin slices of pork between them, and a clay pitcher of water. I bit back my thanks. He hadn’t had to bring this, but then he didn’t have to lock me up either. My last meal. I thought of the gruel and scallion pancake that had been Edith’s last meal before Flame struck her and felt guilt pool in my belly. Still, she would tell me to hoard my strength for the morning. I wouldn’t waste it.

			Blake watched me carefully as I took the bun and sat back on the mat. He matched me, sliding his broad form to the floor, knees bent, boots heavy against the stone.

			“Flame’s behavior around you was unusual,” Blake said, his voice low and quiet, the snip of his aristocratic accent somehow softer.

			I shrugged. “I didn’t sing for her.”

			His brow dipped. That wasn’t what he’d been asking, but he was clearly thinking about it now.

			I tried to cut off his line of questioning before it began. “What should I expect? For tomorrow.”

			My question felt vulnerable, fingers playing again with the glyph as I avoided his piercing ice blue eyes. I could feel their intensity on me.

			“The tygers always target Azures during the Bonding, whether the Azures have any shapeshifter magic or not,” he admitted. Defeat rolled through me, my vision going hazy for a moment.

			“Why are you doing this?”

			“Bondings are sacred. They aren’t a place to punish Azures or rebels.” Blake’s jaw tightened. “You’ll have to trust that I know what I’m doing. I have my reasons.”

			“Trust you? You have to be joking,” I sputtered out. “You’ve basically admitted that survival is impossible. Azures don’t Bond tygers. I can’t even hope to get out of that Arena alive.”

			His eyebrow lifted, a sharp look. “Not even for your friend?”

			“Please…is she—”

			“She’s fine. I would have sent a man to check whether you’d asked or not. But she won’t be fine if you perish to a tyger.”

			Relief coursed through me. I cleared my throat, eyes darting down to watch the glyph spin in my fingers. “Has an Azure ever Bonded with a tyger before?”

			“Bonding does not follow our laws. It is natural and involuntary. When you Bond with a tyger, it is an instant connection. Almost overwhelming. But each time is different. It’s instinctual. You just know.”

			I bit my lip. “You didn’t answer my question.”

			Another hard clench of his jaw, his eyes darting away from me. “It’s late. Sleep,” he commanded, though he made no move to leave.

			“With you staring at me?” I asked, incredulous.

			“I don’t trust you.”

			“I’m behind bars. What could I possibly do?”

			“It’s this,” he said, gesturing to himself seated on the ground. “Or I gag you for the night. Make your choice.”

			I turned over and tucked the heat glyph closer, facing the wall away from the stare I could still feel on my back. It took a long time for sleep to find me—but eventually it did, along with my recurring dream.

			The woman with her haunting song, her face that I couldn’t remember. And now I never would.
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			Even the brightest fire becomes ash. Even the deepest shadow awaits the dawn. There is light in every darkness because hope is eternal.

			I replayed Edith’s voice like a lullaby, attempting to drown out the sound of my teeth chattering. My breath heaved out in short, labored gasps in the cold air.

			The colossal Arena loomed above us, stone walls jutting into the gray winter sky. We stood beneath a wide gatehouse, lined with polished stone and bronze, extending into an interior corridor that ringed the entire Arena. The sheer size of it all left me gaping, the massive sand pit at its center seemingly endless and foreboding.

			“Use that heat glyph you pilfered. No sense freezing,” Blake said gruffly.

			The Ambush Master had brought me himself to be thrown to the tygers.

			You’ll have to trust that I know what I’m doing.

			My stomach churned. I didn’t trust him one bit. I was quite confident in my ability to die quickly today—though I did use the glyph.

			Beyond the open metal gate ahead of us, I could see the rows of stone seats surrounding the pit and rising up toward the open sky. Already, almost every seat was filled with nobility and commoners alike, all eager to see the viciousness of the Bonding. I, too, had been a spectator here, high in the stands where the commoners sat. I’d never imagined that I would be the one in the pit. Hopeful candidates streamed past us to step onto the sand. The pulse of ambition and fear permeated the air, making my heart race.

			“What is this place?” I asked.

			“The Hell Gate,” Blake answered grimly. “It’s where the corpses are carried out.”

			There were benches and stretchers in the archway, no doubt to lay out the bodies.

			My mouth felt dry, my tongue like sandpaper as I tried to swallow. There were guards stationed at every archway, bristling with blades and round shields, their intimidating presence making one thing very clear: There would be no turning back once I entered the pit.

			The ground reeked of blood and wet fur. My boots slipped in the churned dirt, and I swore I could hear breathing. Heavy. Animal. I began to tremble.

			“I guess most candidates are hoping to Bond with Flame,” I said, forcing the words out. My voice sounded too high, too light. I needed to say something—anything—to stop the panic from climbing up my throat.

			“No.” Blake didn’t look at me, his voice tight with restraint. “She is kept away.”

			I turned to stare at his profile, since he didn’t deign to look at me.

			“She’s not Bonding?”

			“Tygresses don’t Bond.”

			My brow dipped. “Never?”

			Blake took a breath, then paused before he answered, “There is legend of one ancient tygress who Bonded with a female warrior. But in known history, they never have. They are a force unto themselves. Most candidates are hoping to Bond with her future tyger Mate so they would be the leader of all the Tyger Warriors.”

			“They would take your place as Ambush Master.”

			He nodded, seeming unconcerned by this possibility. “Unless Kingsolver Mates with Flame. But that is their choice.”

			A guard appeared before us and addressed Blake. “All entrants are to enter the pit, sir.”

			“You will give that glyph back to me later.” He looked at me meaningfully. Like he was sure I would survive. Irrationally, I wanted to cling to him.

			You’ll have to trust that I know what I’m doing.

			I kept my eyes on the Ambush Master as the soldier led me off, his hand an unyielding clamp around my bicep. A muscle ticked in Blake’s jaw, but he held my eyes as they carted me backward.

			“You’re not dead yet, Rubi,” he said, before turning swiftly on his heel and walking away.

			There is light in every darkness.

			Once amid the crowd of candidates, the guard shoved me hard enough that I sprawled on the sand, gritty and cold against my cheek and palms.

			I squinted against the late-afternoon light to see the guards slam the metal gate shut with a loud clang, trapping us in the Arena.

			“An Azure!”

			“What by the god of war is a woman doing here?!”

			The finely dressed male yang Bonding candidates were shouting around me. I scrambled to my feet, trying to ignore the fingers pointed at me. I swiftly tucked my long braid down the back of my dress so it couldn’t be grabbed. The crowd of faces in the stands became a blur, their features indistinguishable as they merged into one mass of people. The dull roar of their excitement became the white noise of this waking nightmare. The air was thick with the scent of damp sandy slush and sweat, mixed with the faint aroma of blood and fear. My mouth filled with the taste of metal, the tang of adrenaline and anticipation.

			There was a loud snicker. “The tygers can feast on her instead of us. A fed tyger is a happy one.” A muscled giant towered over me, his frame dwarfing the men around him. Beneath his steely hair, his face was twisted into a sneer, eyes cold and calculating. Both the arrogance in his expression and the lavishness of his garments told me he was from one of the wealthier clans.

			He leaned in and pushed me with a massive hand, making me stumble backward on the shifting sand. “This is no place for weaklings, Azure yin. You insult us all by your presence.”

			The brass-haired man next to him said, “Ire, she’s not worth it.” Then he shifted on his feet, almost bouncing with joy. “I’ve been waiting for this day for so long.”

			Ire glared at him. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

			At that moment, the trumpets blared. A male voice boomed through the coliseum, “Welcome to the Bonding ceremony of the great tygers!”

			The candidates and crowd roared in response. I tilted my head up toward the royal booth, marked by a seal and flags with their sigil hanging proudly. It was raised high on painted pillars, draped in banners emblazoned with the roaring silver tyger that symbolized this dominion’s power. At its center, King Uzar sat upon a black-lacquered throne, his presence as imposing as the steel that shaped his rule. Beside him was his only child, Princess Malissa. I had heard of her beauty. Her platinum hair was pulled into a long braid like molten light, and her light green eyes narrowed with disgust as they swept over the crowd. People said she had a face that could stop an army. Radiant skin, sharp cheekbones, full lips.

			She was also a yin, and the only female tyger rider. But she was not the heir. In the Silver Dominion, they refused to pass power to yins, following only the male line.

			Armed guards flanked the royal family, hands resting on the hilts of their curved blades. Around them, nobles draped in embroidered silk and glittering with jewels clustered in a careful semicircle, whispering behind gilded fans.

			“Which five mighty yangs shall join the ranks of His Majesty King Uzar’s Tyger Warriors?” the announcer’s voice rang out.

			Five. There were only five tygers who were un-Bonded. My head whipped around. There were more than two hundred men standing in the Arena with me.

			A deafening roar erupted from the crowd, and the ground trembled. They had released the tygers.

			My heart pounded in my ears, and my adrenaline spiked with the urge to run. But I stood my ground, unsure of the best move. I saw a few men wet themselves. But there were also those whose faces were filled with ecstasy, like that of the brass-haired man, as if they were in the presence of something divine, arms outstretched to be chosen.

			There were many more tygers than five. At least thirty, most of them wearing tack in the king’s black and silver. Those must have been already Bonded by Tyger Warriors.

			My throat closed up.

			Had they loosed the entire ambush of tygers upon us?

			Of course the bloodthirsty crowd must have their spectacle.

			The first tyger pounced. It fell upon an older man and dragged him away, screams echoing through the coliseum. Chaos ignited. Men started yelling, scattering in panic. They were tripping and stumbling, running for the gate, which was now barred. Blake’s voice from the evening before came to me: Don’t run. As I observed the chaos, I saw that those who fled were the quickest to be taken down. The tygers loved the chase. I watched as a tyger knocked a young man over and walked over him unheeding, its claws leaving gashes in the man’s tender flesh as he screamed.

			My hands were shaking, my legs stiff with fear, unable to move from the spot I stood frozen in. I kept my eyes wide, taking in the violence around me, even as terror pounded through me. All around, there were screams and roars, the sound of claws and teeth tearing through flesh.

			The air around me shifted, and I realized with rising panic that a few of the tygers were beginning to surround me, snarling and growling. I stood alone.

			You’ll have to trust that I know what I’m doing.

			Blake Axefire was a brute and a liar. This wasn’t a Bonding ceremony. It was a slaughter. And there was no way I was making it out alive.
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			My body shook, clammy hands and trembling limbs making it difficult to remain standing.

			I backed away slowly from the beasts, but when I looked around, they were behind me as well. My breathing turned ragged, sweat trickling down my forehead despite the cold. For some reason, they hadn’t attacked me yet.

			Just beyond the encroaching circle, I saw a gunmetal tyger spring toward Ire, but to my surprise, the creature was met with a resounding clang as it collided with him. The man rolled underneath the tyger and came up unharmed. His skin glinted, as if a sheen of metal lay over the surface.

			This must have been his magic.

			Twisting around, the tyger sank its jaws into Ire’s arm.

			My skin prickled with goose bumps, heart pounding in my chest. Still, Ire gave no sign of pain. Instead, he wrenched his arm free, the cloth tearing, and with a mighty thrust threw the beast off him. No blood. His arm seemed to be perfectly fine.

			Ire stood motionless, a hulking figure of shadow and muscle, his expression unreadable as the gunmetal tyger approached him again. Ire held up his hand.

			For a moment, they simply stared at each other. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, the tyger raised a massive paw and pressed it against Ire’s palm, where his yang Mark was.

			A light flared between them, crackling like wildfire as Ire threw his head back, a guttural sound ripping from his throat. The tyger roared in answer, the sound sharp.

			After Ire staggered to his feet, he started stalking toward me, chest unharmed beneath his shredded tunic. He stood at the edge of the circle, his monstrous tyger behind him, glowing eyes unblinking.

			“The weaklings must be eliminated.” He sneered before shocking us all by grabbing the brass-haired young man and throwing him into the center of the circle with me.

			“Stop!” the man cried in terror as he staggered. “I thought we were friends.”

			“I am helping you realize your dream, friend,” Ire said with an unpleasant smile. “Bond away.”

			A blur of teeth and claw swept toward me as a tyger lunged at the man.

			“Watch out!” Without thinking, I yanked him behind me so that we were back-to-back.

			I could feel his heaving breaths. One tyger snapped its jaw at us, just missing. I shoved the man hard, out of the way of razor-sharp claws that just missed me.

			Then the tyger’s paw tore through the air again, faster than I could react. I felt searing pain as claws sliced across my chest, and for a heartbeat, time seemed to stop.

			I screamed. A single high piercing note filled with agony, the pain flaming red-hot across my ribs. My vision blurred. The world tilted, the clamor of the crowd fading to a distant buzz as I stumbled backward.

			I hit the ground, bracing myself with my hands. My blood soaked through my cloak and into the sand.

			In the distance, a roar tore through the air.

			My body screamed in agony as I staggered to my feet, not wanting to appear weak before the tyger even as my blood dripped. I fought to stay upright, my senses swimming in and out of focus. The beast’s eyes were wild, primal, and I knew I wouldn’t survive its next attack.

			I wasn’t aware I was making a sound until I felt it vibrate through my ribs. A low hum, broken and breathless, rose from my throat. I wasn’t trying to do it, as I’m sure Blake Axefire—wherever he might be now—believed. My body was doing it instinctually. Like it was singing for me, without me.

			The tyger paused.

			The hum deepened, slid into something softer, hypnotic. My voice wavered with every breath, barely more than a whisper, but the air around me changed. Thicker. Warmer. The tyger let out a low growl but didn’t come closer.

			Again, that roar in the distance. Closer now, echoing through the compound. What was that?

			My legs gave out. I hit the dirt hard. Still humming. Still alive.

			Not for much longer. My eyes tracked the blood around me, soaking my dress, the sand.

			The crowd thundered, oblivious to the invisible battle happening with the beast. It shook its head, as if confused.

			I rolled to a half-kneeling position, huddled against the pain, to see another tyger’s jaws descend upon the throat of the brass-haired man.

			He gurgled, his blood bubbling up like a fountain.

			My heart sank as I watched him being dragged away. I could scarcely breathe through the pain. I smelled the musk all around me. All the blood had inflamed the other tygers. Saliva dripped. Tails flicked. I was surrounded.

			The pain was so great now it had started to fade to numbness. I closed my eyes.

			Distantly, I swore I heard the crowd murmuring, gasping.

			Another roar burst against my ears, somehow familiar.

			My eyes flickered open to see the copper-and-black coat I recognized.

			Flame stood in front of me, snarling at the other tygers.

			Was I hallucinating?

			They had locked her up. This isn’t real. I’ve lost too much blood.

			She roared again. The tygers encircling us took a step backward.

			Flame was bleeding, her shoulders were torn, and a thick rope was still tied around her neck, as if she had broken free from her restraints.

			An unearthly vibration, something between a hum and a purr, filled the Arena.

			It was coming from the other tygers, in the presence of their queen.

			She whirled on me, her golden eyes half mad. Suddenly, they flared completely silver.

			I gasped, then doubled over as a sharp jab of pain hit my gut.

			Time seemed to slow. A growl went through her torso, making the air vibrate as she lowered her head, gathering her haunches.

			My heartbeat was as loud as thunder in my ears.

			Flame pounced toward me. The crowd roared.

			Her powerful body arched in the air—beautiful and majestic—before her enormous paws hit me squarely in the chest.
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			I fell hard, the pain making it difficult to breathe.

			Flame landed on her feet beside me. I tried to stand, to make my body obey, but my limbs wouldn’t respond. She snarled and lowered one heavy paw onto my chest, pinning me to the ground.

			The tygress queen lowered her giant head to me. I braced myself. I would never see Edith or Quinn again. Never regain my memories. Tears streamed down past my temples into my hair, but I kept my eyes open, tilting my head to the side to look away.

			Intense ice blue stared back at me, one warrior along the grated enclosures out of place in his Ambush Master uniform.

			Hatred slithered through me as I locked eyes with him. Let him watch me die; it was his fault. A strange bubbling laugh nearly burst through my lips. Scorchhole.

			I could feel the tygress ripping into my clothing, tearing my dress open.

			I winced as I felt the heat of her breath against the wound in my chest. She opened her mouth. I closed my eyes.

			By the grace of the goddess of compassion, please let this be over quickly, I prayed.

			Her tongue was rough, licking over my skin. Blessed numbness and then a healing warmth. I cracked my eyes open. Flame’s golden eyes were right in front of my face; then they flared again, as silver as the star on her forehead.

			Definitely hallucinating.

			Flame growled, low and deliberate, her breath hot against my cheek. I was pinned beneath her, my body too weak to fight back. Then, without warning, she lifted her paw from my chest and pressed it firmly into my open palm.

			A jolt slammed through me.

			There was a blinding flare of red, and shock seared through my veins like molten fire. A scream tore from my throat, Flame’s roar twining with it, the sound shaking the very ground beneath us. When the light finally dimmed, I was gasping, my vision swimming, my pulse thundering in my ears.

			Something intense and warm swept through my body—either from blood-loss hallucinations or from what I could swear was some type of magic.

			So this was what dying felt like. I’d expected it to be less painful.

			Get up.

			What?

			It is time. The voice threaded through my subconscious.

			For what? I shook my head feebly.

			Flame nudged me with her head, her fur prickly. Come.

			I wrapped my arms around her wide neck and let her pull me up until I could stagger to my feet. The world tilted and swayed beneath me. My ears were ringing. The crowd was in an uproar. The remaining candidates were staring and gesturing. I was lightheaded from the blood loss. I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear my vision.

			Why was everyone pointing at us and shouting? I didn’t understand.

			Flame turned her massive head toward me, and her nostrils flared. To my utter astonishment, she knelt slowly until her stomach was flat against the ground, just as she had last night.

			Climb onto me.

			Now the crowd fell silent.

			I hadn’t imagined it. The tygress was talking to me in my mind.

			Her voice was low, not quite human, and her words came a bit slowly, as if it took her some effort to formulate the thoughts. We must proceed with the Queen’s Ride.

			“Why?”

			Because we are their queen.

			I am no one’s queen.

			Flame chuffed as if she were laughing. Her stare was so insistent that I stepped toward her. My chest no longer hurt. Of course not, because I was dead.

			My eyes flickered to check—Blake was in that same spot, eyes now almost triumphant.

			What was Blake Axefire doing in my afterlife?

			I hesitated, and Flame flicked her tail with impatience. The gesture reminded me of my sweet Couscous, pulling a faint smile from me despite my exhaustion. I grabbed a fistful of Flame’s fur and managed to hoist myself onto her broad back. My heart raced as I straddled her, her muscles rippling beneath me. I sat astride the tygress queen.

			Flame let out a low rumble that vibrated through my whole body. Slowly she got to her feet. I swayed, trying to keep my balance without a saddle or reins, or Blake behind me. I leaned close to her ears, inhaling the warm, musky scent of her fur.

			My wound—the desperate thought trilled through my brain like a siren. I should have been dead, several times over. But when I grasped at my chest, I felt only a thin scar through the ruined fabric of my dress.

			Flame padded forward on her silent paws, carrying me through the sand. The other tygers moved back as we approached.

			Am I in the realm of the dead?

			She chuffed again. You humans are so amusing. I healed you.

			By licking me? Can you do that for everyone?

			She made a sound that I could only describe as a snort. Do I look like a healer?

			So, it’s only me?

			Yes. You are my Bonded rider.

			Yes, my brain and heart throbbed in ancient agreement. I could feel her within me, like we were bound together as one. The descriptions I’d heard didn’t do the Bond justice, this feeling of togetherness, of oneness emanating from my center.

			I wasn’t alone anymore.

			Flame was mine. And I was hers.

			She swung her massive head around, locking her golden eyes onto mine. My palm still tingled with the imprint of her paw.

			A laugh of disbelief bubbled, mixing with tears of exhaustion.

			I’d done it. I’d survived this death arena.

			I’d Bonded with a tyger. No, not just a tyger. The tygress queen.

			Every eye in the Arena was locked on us: nobility, commoners, the surviving candidates, the other tygers. The weight of their stares pressed down upon me, their expectations. What did this mean?

			Flame picked up speed, her muscles surging beneath me as she broke into a run around the Arena. The wind whipped through my hair. I leaned forward, gripping her fur as we moved as one. It felt more natural than riding with Blake in control. Our Bonding made it entirely different.

			The walls of the Arena blurred. A wave of love and exhilaration swept over me. Flame was beautiful.

			Clever, too, not to mention brave, resilient, perfect—

			I let out a wild, wet laugh, drunk on adrenaline. On the back of this magnificent tygress, I felt unstoppable. From Flame came a surge of exultant joy. She, too, was glad to have found her rider.

			Why didn’t you speak to me earlier?

			We had not yet fully Bonded.

			I thought back. I’d started hearing her voice in my head after she touched her paw to my Mark on the palm of my hand. Are you sure picking me wasn’t a mistake?

			Flame snarled and reared back her head. I do not make errors. My body is young, but my soul is old. I am myself, and at the same time, I am connected to all of the tygress queens who have ever been born.

			Something lodged in my throat, making it difficult to swallow at her words. Why have none of you ever Bonded before?

			We have been waiting for you.

			The sand flew underneath us. With every passing second, I could feel my love for her grow. The Bond gripping tight, growing stronger. Unbreakable.

			A ferocious roar went up among the tygers, who stomped their feet as we completed our lap, every head following us. The ground trembled under their collective weight. Claws scraped against the earth, a primal drumroll accompanying our passage as we slowed to a walk in the center of the Arena.

			I gasped as metal gates into the Arena opened and more than two dozen armored warriors flooded onto the sand, their swords glinting dangerously in the blazing sunlight.

			Were they about to arrest me? Or would they try to catch Flame? My muscles tensed, preparing to fight, but it was taking all my remaining strength to hold on to Flame and to stay atop her powerful form.

			They didn’t charge.

			Instead, they leapt onto the striped backs of the waiting tygers in a practiced motion. An ocean of fur rippled as the great animals loped forward and the warriors urged them on. Instead of the savage beasts I’d seen earlier, there now stood a disciplined force of elite fighters. As one, they pulled up on either side of us, falling into formation.

			And at their head was the Ambush Master, astride Kingsolver, and behind him was Princess Malissa, looking stunned. Blake’s blue eyes raked over me, sweeping from head to toe, lingering on the blood drying stiff against my clothing, the place where my wound should have been.

			My heart pounded beneath his scrutiny.

			“Not dead yet,” I said with a smile.

			He didn’t say a word, but the corners of his lips twitched as he nodded. He dropped his voice.

			“You’re lucky to be alive,” he admonished, as if it were my fault I’d nearly been slain. “Are you still bleeding?”

			“Flame healed me,” I muttered as I felt a growl build in my tygress’s body.

			With a toss of her head, she surged forward, nearly throwing me from her broad back. I clung on as we thundered across the Arena, away from Axefire and Kingsolver, as if she, too, were pissed off with them. The other Bonded tygers and their riders fell in around me.

			Malissa rode at the front, high on her massive bronze tyger. She sat ramrod straight, fists clenched on the reins, as if it were taking everything in her not to scream.

			“She’s a yin, and an Azure—” she said, her voice loud with projection across the Arena as she addressed the warriors. “How is it she even ended up in here?”

			“You are yourself a yin tyger rider, Princess,” another voice said. He was a warrior just behind her, balanced on a large black tyger with faint white stripes. The man’s golden hair fell in his warm brown eyes. There was something steady in his gaze as his eyes found mine—curious and intense. He gave the smallest nod with a slight quirk of a smile.

			Malissa barely spared him a look, her eyes locked over my shoulder on the Ambush Master.

			Kingsolver padded forward, Blake moving with grace toward my side again despite the slight warning growl from Flame.

			If you don’t like them, I don’t like them either.

			I almost smiled.

			“The Azure was arrested last night for harming a tyger,” Blake offered, his voice careful. “I placed her in the Arena as her sacred punishment. As is my right.” His words left no room for argument.

			Blake and Malissa stared at one another before her eyes ran over him with a faint softness I didn’t expect. It was gone a moment later as she turned to look at me once more.

			A shard of sadness pierced through me at the fury in her gaze. I was the only other yin rider, and it was clear she did not want me here.

			We approached the throne, and the roar of the crowd grew to a deafening pitch.

			I focused on the steadiness of my tygress beneath me, her muscles moving and rippling with each powerful stride, already a familiar and comforting sensation.

			The king rose from his dark throne, his gold-and-silver robes shimmering in the sunlight. He was a large, bearded man with a cruel curl to his lips. His hair shone silver in the sunlight. His eyes glittered, and I realized they contained more than cold calculation.

			His Majesty was seething.

			For the first time since Bonding with Flame, the weight of reality crashed down on me.

			It didn’t matter that I was Bonded to Flame now. The royal family still had the power to pass judgment, not just on me but on everyone I loved.

			I was an Azure, a convict, and a yin. I wasn’t supposed to Bond. I was supposed to be dead.

			And now I was riding their only living tygress queen. Flame and I had just made ourselves a threat.

			The king lifted a hand, and a hush fell over the Arena, the silence broken only by the growls of the tygers and the clank of the warriors’ armor.

			Beside me, I could sense Blake tensing, his arctic eyes fixed on the king. Even the tygers seemed to hold their breath, their tails twitching in anticipation.

			“Step forward,” the king commanded, his voice echoing through the stillness.

			Beneath me, Flame began to growl, a low vibration that rumbled through my legs. I urged her onward with a little nudge of my knees. Obediently, the great tygress padded silently across the sand.

			I raised my eyes to meet the king’s furious gaze, fighting to keep my expression neutral even as my stomach churned with nerves.

			What would he decide to do with us?

			Black and white spots danced in my vision. I blinked hard, trying to clear them, but they only multiplied, growing larger, threatening to swallow me whole. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth.

			Blake’s unmistakable voice shouted something as the sky tilted.

			The world spun violently around me, and I surrendered to the oblivion of unconsciousness.
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			I blinked open heavy eyelids, still dizzy.

			A pillow cradled my cheek. The sound of a fire crackling and the steady echo of feet around a stone room. I tried to turn my head toward the footsteps, but pain lanced through my skull. I let out an involuntary groan.

			Blake’s face swam into view, his bronze hair catching the light. I blinked up at him, disoriented. My body felt like it had been ripped open and stitched together again.

			I tried to speak, but my throat rebelled, only a dry rasp escaping. He held a metal cup to my lips. Cool water soothed my dry mouth, and I sipped gratefully.

			Finally, I managed to croak out, “Where am I?”

			“In the palace.”

			I struggled to a sitting position, drawing the ragged edges of my dress around me.

			The suite was easily three times the size of the hut I shared with Edith. Golden pine floors were polished to a high sheen, warmed by a rich red rug that covered the length of the room. Rosewood chests were tucked into the corners. Tapestries depicting Tyger Warriors in battle fluttered over the walls, lit by a large arched window. A lacquered mirror hung next to the window by a dressing screen. I was lying in an enormous platform bed piled high with pillows and a thick silk comforter.

			“What happened?”

			His face hovered close. Tired. Strained. His hair was mussed, a few dark strands falling over his forehead like he’d been running his hands through it.

			“Don’t get up yet,” he said sharply, pressing a hand to my shoulder. “You survived by the skin of your teeth.”

			I glared at him. This was all his fault. “Don’t touch me. Is Edith all right?”

			His hand lifted, slow and deliberate. At his nod, I sagged with relief. Edith was safe.

			“Why are you here?” I asked.

			His jaw clenched as he breathed out roughly through his nose, eyes fixed on the wall. “You are under my jurisdiction now.”

			“What?”

			“You Bonded a tygress,” he said, voice flat. “That makes you one of mine.”

			“One of—?” Possessiveness rolled through me like a wave. “Flame is mine.”

			There was a pull in his cheek, like my protectiveness of the tygress was something amusing. I clenched my fist hard against the comforter. Would they kill me if I hit him?

			“She belongs to the dominion. And, as her rider, so do you.” His arms crossed as he paced in front of the bed, looming over me. I’d never longed to hold my dagger more. “Now, are you prepared to tell me what you did in the Arena?”

			“You mean surviving?”

			“Your voice, Rubi,” he snapped, heat replacing all the usual coldness of him. “Tell me, and I might be inclined to help you—”

			“Help me?” I laughed, pushing myself up despite the protests of my aching muscles. His disapproval was tangible. “You tried to kill me in that Arena. I got lucky because Flame appeared. She is the one who helped me.”

			The door slid open then, and a trio of maids scurried in, all flustered and giggling among themselves when they spotted Blake’s tall figure by my bed.

			“It’s him,” one of the maids breathed, her voice barely a whisper. I rolled my eyes, noting the slight flare of pink in the Ambush Master’s cheeks.

			The other two maids instantly fell into nervous, clumsy bows, their faces flushed as they tried to hide their awe at seeing the famed Twin Blade. “What can we do for you, sir?”

			His eyes fixed on me. “She needs food and a bath with plenty of hot water.”

			The maids stumbled over each other in their haste to please him.

			I raised an eyebrow. “Is it a hobby of yours to intimidate the domestic staff?”

			“You have been summoned to see the king,” Blake said, ignoring my words entirely, pinching the bridge of his nose as if he had a headache. Worry crawled down my spine. A flash of Princess Malissa’s face, her father’s anger—all of it rushing back.

			“Because Flame—”

			Blake held a finger up to his lips, eyes intent as he waited in silence while the maids placed trays of food and drink on the table before the fireplace and finished in the adjoining bathing room. It was only after they’d exited completely and Blake locked the door that he spoke again.

			“Flame was already exhibiting Bonding behavior toward you last night,” he started, dropping his voice lower as he stepped toward me and sat beside me on the bed. “You are an Azure. Tygers tend to react badly to Azures, though worst with shifters. It’s some sort of competitive primal energy. And yins are generally forbidden from Bonding, although, as you can see from the case of Malissa, it can happen.”

			“She’s royalty! So, you put me in there knowing there was a strong chance I’d be slaughtered, because you—what? Had a feeling?”

			You’ll have to trust that I know what I’m doing. But he didn’t know.

			“You allowed the tygress queen to escape,” I said, voice catching as the realization rolled over me. My eyes grew wide. “You could have killed me.” My words were practically a snarl.

			“And yet I made you the first ever tygress rider,” he replied coolly. “You’re welcome.”

			My frustration ticked higher. “I didn’t ask for that. And Flame is the one who chose me. I just want to go home, to Edith. To my life—this isn’t—I didn’t—”

			“You belong to the dominion. You are under my jurisdiction,” he repeated, as if the words meant anything to me.

			I pushed myself upright, breath shaking. “I don’t belong to you.”

			“Yes, you do,” he snapped, jaw tightening as he leaned forward. “You’re in my command. You’ll train with my warriors. You follow my orders.”

			Heat flared in my chest as I sat up further. “Make me.”

			We were too close. He noticed first, pulling back from our stare-off. He stood, straightening himself back into the cold, buttoned-up intensity of the Ambush Master. The king’s Twin Blade.

			“You will bathe, eat, and prepare yourself to meet the king. You will stay quiet and be polite. You will be presented before the royal court, where judgment will be made on whether they will allow the Bond with Flame.”

			Another rush of heat, like it came from outside my body—from my Bond with the tygress. “Flame is mine and I am hers. What is there to decide?”

			“I don’t think you understand what is happening here, Azure. Tygers can re-Bond,” he snapped. “If the king rejects you, you may still be executed tomorrow. His Majesty may decide you are ineligible because of your crime, your lack of rank and magical ability, and, most importantly, because you are not a Silver. You must appear before him as a worthy rider of the tygress queen.”

			“And how am I meant to do that?”

			He huffed a low breath. “Just keep it together if you want out of this palace alive. Stop thinking about your life before, the tavern, the hut you call your home. You’re not going back.” Every word felt like a slap. “With your Bond to Flame, they’ll never let you go alive.”

			He stepped away then, toward the door, before pausing and turning back to me. He pulled something from a pocket within his cloak and set it on the bed just near my thigh. His eyes stayed downturned.

			“A symbol of good faith,” he said, his voice careful and quiet, still laced with a slight threat. “Don’t make me regret this, Rubi.”

			He stepped away again, and my eyes took in the gleam of my ribbons. My heart ached with joy. He must have sent someone to retrieve them and had them repaired.

			There was a thank you on the tip of my tongue, but I managed to swallow it back. He didn’t deserve my gratitude. Everything that had happened, all the misfortune and fear I now faced, could be traced back to him.

			“Nelly will be here to attend you in an hour.”

			“Who’s Nelly?”

			“And make sure to do something about that.” Blake made a sweeping gesture around his head as he strode toward the doorway.

			“My hair?” I called to his back, incredulous. “You’re insulting my hair now?” A thought occurred to me and my voice rose. “Or my face?!”

			The door shut behind him with a heavy thud.

			I let loose a scream of anger into my pillow.

			I dragged myself out of bed, pushing through the throb of my muscles.

			Edith.

			Hurrying toward the window, I pulled it open. The stone outer wall was so thick that I couldn’t see anything on the ground. I closed my eyes until I felt the crisp wind caress my face. A few snowflakes whirled into the room. I visualized Edith’s beloved face and the direction I’d traveled to come to this castle.

			“I am safe. I love you,” I sang softly out to her. I held the last pure note before I let it die away.

			I’d never tried this over such a great distance before, but hoped Edith would hear my message, that at the very least she would feel I had survived.

			Beyond my bed a doorway led to a bathroom with a colossal bathtub perched on clawed metal feet. A fireplace, taller than I was, was set into the wall on my right, with a collection of embroidered armchairs in front of it arranged around a low tea table. A fire had already been laid out, ready to be lit.

			It was a beautiful, elegant place, filled with luxury and yet comfortable and warm. I realized my mouth was hanging open and closed it.

			I almost moaned when I approached the spread of food. Edith and I hadn’t eaten a full meal in days, and I’d never had one like this. I walked around the table, cataloging its contents as I feasted my eyes. A porcelain bowl filled with silken carrot-and-ginger broth, delicately seasoned with scallion oil. Lotus-leaf rolls stuffed with sticky rice and minced duck. Red-braised pork belly glazed to a glossy sheen, served in crispy taro nests. A platter of jade green bok choy drizzled with sesame sauce. Small mouthwatering golden egg custard tarts shaped like flowers. Delicate milk buns served with sweet red bean paste and lychee jam. A steaming pot of golden chrysanthemum tea in a carved jade teapot.

			I didn’t bother making a plate, eating straight from the platters. I devoured the spread. I had never tasted anything so scrumptious. I savored bites of tender pork belly and dipped bits of the soft bread in the lychee jam. It was difficult to slow myself so I wouldn’t get sick.

			After my stomach was overfull, I stripped off my worn and bloodied dress, preparing to bathe. I walked over and placed the warmth glyph on the bedside table. Blake had predicted I’d survive to return it to him. I didn’t know what to make of that, but he definitely wasn’t getting it back.

			I sank into the steaming water with a sigh, determined to banish thoughts of the Ambush Master. We didn’t have the luxury of hot water in the winter. I usually just managed to take the chill off a basin of water with a small amount of boiled water, and then I quickly scrubbed myself with a cloth before I froze.

			Now I was enveloped in warmth. The soap smelled of lavender and roses. I scoured my arms and legs, then my body and feet.

			Flame? I tried, reaching out lightly with the Bond.

			I am here, my chosen.

			There was another type of warmth then, inside my chest.

			Are you well? she asked, her voice almost a purr.

			Yes. You’ve healed me. My hand rose to touch along the faint scar over my chest. She hadn’t just healed me. She’d saved my life. Tears welled in my eyes. Thank you.

			Rest now, for you must be strong.

			I ducked under the surface of the water, shaking my head to make sure my long hair was thoroughly wetted. Then I briskly rubbed in more soap, scrubbing and rinsing until the bathwater turned a muddy gray. I noticed there were two lines of symbols engraved into the side of the tub. More glyphs. One to keep the water at the right temperature and the other to empty the tub? I shook my head at this luxury. I tried one, and sure enough, the tub began to drain. I refilled it and rinsed myself again, marveling. I finally felt clean. It was heavenly.

			Thick towels and a warm robe had been left on a chest. I wrapped my hair in a towel and dried myself, then pulled on the robe. It was as soft as a cloud.

			My old clothing had been utterly destroyed by the events in the coliseum.

			There was a knock at the door. That must be the Nelly who Blake had mentioned.

			I braced myself, then called, “You may enter.”

			I heard the door unlatch—they’d barred me in. I was a prisoner still, just with a much nicer cell. An armed guard opened the door and let someone in.

		

	
		
			12

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Edith,” I gasped.

			My eyes welled as I rushed toward her. I locked my arms around her, burying my face in her neck and inhaling her familiar scent of incense and warm tea, comforting and grounding.

			“I was so worried,” I breathed, pulling back to hold her by the shoulders. She was wan and pale. I examined every inch of her frame. “Are you hurt anywhere? The tygress hit you hard.”

			I am sorry, Rubi. Flame’s mental voice sounded crestfallen. I reacted to the pain. I would never injure one you love.

			You still sheathed your claws or else she’d be dead.

			“I am fine,” Edith said, her voice filled with remorse, but her mouth moved into a smile. “Barely a scratch. I’m so sorry I couldn’t protect you. Gods, Rubi, I’ve been so afraid for you.”

			I threw my arms around her again, blinking rapidly to keep my tears of relief from falling. She hugged me back, her grip strong. As I held her, the weight on my chest finally lifted. “I am fine. And you were amazing.”

			Her voice was muffled by my hold. “I’m out of practice. And I was holding back a little, I didn’t want to hurt the tyger.”

			I chuckled.

			But when Edith met my gaze, grief was carved into every line of her face. “They burned it down. The whole hut. And…Rainbow didn’t make it.”

			I went still.

			“They what?” My voice came out strangled. “What—when?”

			Edith nodded, a tear running down her face. “The king’s Tyger Warriors. They—”

			I didn’t hear the rest, fury flaring to life. Not the king’s. Blake’s Tyger Warriors. A roar built inside me, white-hot and searing. My hands shook, breath sawing out too fast, heat prickling beneath my skin, dangerous.

			“Did they hurt you?” My voice was deathly quiet.

			Edith shook her head. “They had orders to slaughter all the livestock, but the others got away. Only Rainbow wouldn’t leave. She was always such an affectionate chicken.” She swallowed hard, her red-rimmed eyes glistening. “Everything is gone. My herbs, the scarf I was making for you, our furniture, everything. I was left alone, and then, sometime later, a guard from the palace came and brought me here.”

			We’d already lost so much. Now everything from my life with Edith had been destroyed as well. A rush of wrath burned through me. My vision blurred at the edges.

			Flame’s phantom roar echoed through my mind, and then a violent tremor ran through me. The sound escaped before I could stop it: a single, fractured note, raw and venomous.

			The fireplace in the corner of the room exploded with heat, the flames surging upward in a violent column, licking at the marble mantel. Shadows flickered wildly across the gilded walls. A crystal glass shattered.

			Edith stumbled back, eyes wide. “Rubi—”

			But I barely heard her. My rage was a living thing, clawing at my throat, demanding to be sung into existence.

			Blake: the king’s blade. The Ambush Master. That unfilial son of a wolf. May his ancestors turn their backs on him. May every meal he eats taste like ashes for the rest of his miserable life. Turtle-born bastard with no shame or honor. Returning my ribbons and telling me to trust him. Never.

			Then came a thump.

			I froze.

			From the shadows, a cream-and-orange soot-streaked shape slunk forward.

			“Mrrp?”

			My breath hitched. “Couscous?”

			The moment I saw her, the magic in my throat stuttered. The humming in the air died. The fireplace’s flame calmed, though the shattered crystal was still scattered across the floor.

			My sweet, timid cat padded toward me, avoiding the glass, her tail flicking. A tremor of relief shook through me so hard my knees nearly buckled.

			“They didn’t get her.” I dropped to the floor, reaching for her. She sniffed disdainfully, then leapt onto my lap.

			Edith let out a watery laugh. “I put her in my satchel.”

			I buried my face in Couscous’s fur. “Of course you did.”

			Is that a cat? It is quite a funny color, Flame’s voice whispered along my mind.

			Don’t insult her.

			Though she has some white between her eyes, like me. She looks like a patchwork tyger cub. She must come visit me.

			As I looked at Edith from across the room, a reckless part of me felt a surge of relief despite everything that had happened. She was unharmed and whole. She was here. With me. I was just so happy to see her.

			It had been a really bad twenty-four hours.

			“I heard you,” she whispered with a soft smile, a finger combing through my still-wet hair. “On my way in—it’s the only reason I stopped fighting them as they dragged me through the castle. I was glad to know you were all right.” She must have read the warring emotions on my face. “Though this is a bit nicer than I expected a prison cell to be.” Her eyebrow rose. “What exactly have you done, girl?”

			I tugged Edith gently to sit in one of the overstuffed velvet chairs, making a plate of food to serve her. The warmth of the firelight spread through the room, casting a soft glow over everything.

			“It wasn’t just a loose tyger that attacked the hut,” I started, dropping my voice. “It was their tygress queen. And she Bonded with me.”

			Edith paled, her hand going to her throat. “What?”

			I nodded. “I know. But they’re very angry, the king and his nobles, it seems. And now I’m to be presented to them. I think—” My throat closed up, my eyes following soon after. I couldn’t stop the well of fear and nerves; I felt too safe in her presence to stifle them. “If they deem me unworthy, they will kill me. And, Edith—”

			“Shh, my dear,” she breathed, pulling me into the cradle of her arms. My breathing was softer now, slowing as she soothed me.

			I won’t allow it, Flame fumed.

			“All will be as it should,” Edith said, pulling my face back in her hands.

			“What if I—”

			“Rubi Morningtail,” she said louder, “the tygress chose you. You know what happens to Azures during Bondings—and yet here you stand. You will do this.”

			You will do this.

			Flame’s voice echoed her within my mind.

			There was a knock at the door. Surely, this time it had to be the Nelly who Blake had mentioned. Probably some elegant, bossy older woman who would look down her nose at me and sniff at the idea of trying to make me presentable for the king.

			I pulled myself together, then called, “You may enter.”

			To my surprise, a plump teenage girl walked through the doorway with rosy cheeks and thick tin-colored hair bound in two pigtails.

			She bobbed a curtsy at me. “Pardon me, lady. I’m Nelly and I’m here to help you get dressed.”

			I stared at her. “You’re Nelly?”

			“Yes, lady,” she said, her cheeks flaming bright. “The great Ambush Master’s housekeeper’s assistant is my second cousin once removed, and she’s the one who got me my excellent and undeserved position in the kitchens, even though Head Cook is extremely bad-tempered and impatient, but I’m not supposed to mention that to strangers. Or to anyone, really. Only to myself and silently at that.”

			I hid a smile.

			“How old are you?” Edith asked with a grin.

			“I’m a Dog, lady.”

			I did a quick calculation in my head. Every person was born under one of the zodiac animals. It was now the Year of the Dragon, and the Year of the Dog came six years later in the twelve-year rotation of animals. “Eighteen years old?” I asked.

			At her nod, Edith offered her another smile. “I’m not a lady here.”

			“Neither am I,” I added. “You don’t need to call us that.”

			Nelly’s cheeks flushed a deeper red as she bobbed a curtsy again. “Of course not, lady. Begging your pardon. I’ll never do it again, lady.”

			I dragged my hand down my face. “All right, Nelly. What do we need to do, and how are we going to do it?”

			“I am here to help you impress the king and nobility, if that were possible, which it likely is not. Honestly, the Ambush Master despairs of making you presentable, and so I am his last hope, and a pathetic hope I am, too, lady.”

			“Why did he pick you?”

			“Yes, you must have a talent for this?” Edith said, sitting with her tea and wagging her eyebrows at me.

			Nelly winced. “Actually, no. There’s just no one else at such last minute’s notice. Also, others are actually useful and important, whereas Head Cook is glad to be rid of me if only for a bit.”

			“Oh?”

			“I was supposed to be a lady’s maid at first,” Nelly continued. “But I was quickly moved to the kitchens. It turns out I have extremely bad taste, with a tendency toward large ruffles sure to overpower any figure and a love of clashing colors.” Her eyes darted to the door. “I did take the liberty of bringing along an expert. May I admit him?”

			A man. I was sure it was against protocol to have a man in my bedroom while I was wearing almost nothing, but at this point, I was desperate. I couldn’t meet the king in this bathrobe. They’d surely find me unworthy of Flame. The easiest thing to do would be to kill me so the tygress would be free to re-Bond with someone they found more suitable. The food I had eaten felt like a stone in my stomach.

			At my nod, Nelly went to the door and opened it.

			My jaw went slack.

			A child walked in, skinny with a sharp triangular face, freckles, and pale green eyes that thoroughly scanned me. Underneath his cloak, his overalls were too short for him and his bony wrists stuck out from under his rough shirt.

			“This is Thyme, lady,” Nelly said. “He’s my first cousin.”

			“She’s not a lady,” Thyme said. His voice was high and clear.

			“How old are you?” I asked, feeling faint. I was done for. My design team consisted of an eighteen-year-old with no filter and a spindly underfed boy. I had no doubt that when I was presented to His Majesty, I would promptly be put to death.

			In a bathrobe.

			“I am a Rabbit.” His eyes drifted toward the low table, where the remnants of my meal remained.

			Born in the Year of the Rabbit. The expert was thirteen years old.

			Edith snorted but hid her smile behind her tea. I sighed and jerked my head toward the fireplace. “Are you two hungry? Go ahead and eat.”

			Thyme gave me a quick assessing look, then darted to the table and started shoving food in his mouth. Holding up my long robe so I wouldn’t trip over it, I joined him and gestured for Nelly to come over. If I was going to die tomorrow, I might as well feed a couple of famished kids before I perished.

			“Thyme, what do you normally do?”

			He replied, with his mouth full of egg tart, “I’m an Ambush Cub.”

			Which meant he helped with the tygers, was probably an apprentice of some sort.

			“And what made Nelly here think you might be an expert in getting me dressed to appear before the king?”

			“Six older sisters.” He swallowed and took a gulp of tea out of the bowl he’d poured it in. With his hunger and thirst sated, he eyed me. “Stand up.”

			I did as he said. Thyme paced a slow circle around me.

			Finally, he spoke: “Large, luminous eyes, clearly your best feature. Fine bone structure. Too thin, but can be disguised with the right dress, perhaps something with a sweetheart neckline, billowing sleeves, and a tight bodice.”

			Nelly nodded, eyes enchanted as she watched. “Something nice and bright?” she asked hopefully.

			“We must be careful not to clash with her hair.” He nodded, then snapped his fingers. “Nelly, go and tell Lady Harper’s maid the Ambush Master requires the dark plum dress the second daughter wore to the Autumn Harvest two years ago. Say you need their accessories as well: undergarments, shoes, all of it. Especially any glyphs you can squeeze out of them.”

			I blinked at him. Nelly scurried out the door. Thyme crossed over to the chests and started rooting through them until he dug out a flat box.

			“What’s that?” I asked.

			In answer, he pulled a chair up to the window and gestured for me to sit in it. He opened the box, revealing several little jars and brushes.

			“Close your eyes.”

			I felt him brushing some sort of powder on my eyelids. I stayed still as he applied the cosmetics onto my skin and lips.

			I heard the door open and then Nelly’s voice: “Oh, that nasty maid didn’t want to give it to me, but I said, ‘The Ambush Master is going to let his tygers eat you, see if he won’t,’ and then she gave me everything quick enough. Then she said to go ahead and take it all because she’d rather die, she would, than have to lay eyes on me again.”

			Nelly’s arms were full, and Edith ran to help her carry it all.

			Once Thyme was finished with my face, I went behind the dressing screen to pull on the undergarments and dress Nelly had brought, letting her help me tighten the stays. It was astonishingly heavy—half of it appeared to be made from metal. I stepped into a pair of glittery shoes.

			“It’s too big,” I said, trying to keep it all up and tight around my body. Thyme rolled his eyes and pressed what I’d assumed was a button sewn into the sleeve.

			The dress and shoes shrank until they fit me perfectly. I laughed, twirling.

			“It’s a fit glyph. The better dresses all have them,” Thyme explained. Then he swirled his skinny fingers around his head. “We need to do something about that. Please tell me you got their hairstyling glyph.”

			My grin turned into a quick scowl, though I could hear Edith snort behind me.

			What is it with these people and my hair?

			“Upon pain of being eaten by tygers, that maid refused to give it to me. You should have trimmed her hair before we got her into that dress, Thyme.” Nelly turned to me. “On account of it drying into a thick and unmanageable mess, lady.”

			Thyme sighed deeply and headed for the chest again, pulling out a comb and a small jar of product. He smeared it around his palms, then rubbed it through my hair. It smelled like sandalwood.

			He pulled my hair back carefully, twisting and arranging the upper half, then fixing it with two sparkly combs.

			Edith pulled me toward the looking glass with a bright smile and waterlogged eyes.

			The lustrous eye shadow made my golden-brown eyes seem enormous. My neck rose long and slender out of a low sweetheart neckline while my blue-green hair tumbled down my back. The material of the bodice, shoulders, and wrists was adorned with bright steel, woven so finely by a metal mage that the dark wool appeared to be sparkling under a filigree of raindrops.

			I turned, spotting where the dress accentuated my curves, the rich color making my skin glow. With the metal ornamentation on the bodice that resembled armor, I looked like a princess and a warrior in one.

			I didn’t recognize the woman in the reflection.

			On impulse, I grabbed my ribbons. As I touched them, I thought of Blake. Blake, whose men had burned down Edith’s and my home. Blake, who had saved my ribbons and gifted me a glyph. I hung the ribbons from the ornate belt encircling the dress.

			There. Now I looked like myself.

			You are beautiful. Almost as pretty as me. Flame’s voice in my head.

			A grin pressed over my lips. It is not possible to be so magnificent, I replied.

			I felt more than heard her contented purr.

			“You look lovely, my dear,” Edith said, pride in her eyes. “You show them who you are.”

			Donning the dress felt like I’d donned my own armor against them all. Still an Azure but now a tygress rider as well. Chosen by Flame.

			I would not fail.

			A knock resounded on the other side of the door, causing us all to freeze.
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			Thyme made himself scarce, Edith stepping away to allow me to answer the door. It was Nelly who approached me, squeezing my shoulder with her hand. “You will be all right, lady.”

			I swept forward and opened it, surprised to see someone who wasn’t Blake Axefire on the other side.

			I recognized the handsome man with golden hair and warm brown eyes from the Tyger Warriors in the Arena. The one who had spoken up for me to Princess Malissa. He was strong, lean, and well-built. He looked like he could run for hours through the woods, shoot a deer, and carry it home on his shoulders without breaking a sweat. He was dressed more formally now. A silver cuff encircled his wrist. Navy blue pants and jacket, shot through with metal threading and reinforced with plated armor at key points.

			His eyes swept over me before he bowed his head, the gesture making my eyes go wide. “Lovely,” he muttered. Then he coughed. “Bracelet. I meant, you are wearing a lovely jade bracelet.”

			Cheeks heating, I murmured, “Thank you.”

			“My apologies if I caused any embarrassment. Rubi Morningtail, I am the Captain of the Guard and here to escort you to the king.”

			He held out his elbow to me and I took his arm, allowing him to sweep me into the darkened hallway.

			I tried not to gape as my fingers trailed over the iron tyger heads at the base of the banisters as we approached a wide set of stairs. The wrought iron balusters in between the stairs and banister depicted men and tygers engaged in ornamental battle poses. Iron, copper, and steel embellishments glimmered in the polished marble floor; intricate latticework in cloud and flame patterns swept up the imposing columns. A great chandelier hung from the high ceiling, lights glowing in the jaws of the finely detailed tygers cast in bronze. The delicious smell of freshly baked pineapple buns and sweet almond pastries floated in the air.

			So much wealth. While the people were starving. The opulence felt like an insult. No wonder the Ironstorm wanted to bring them all down.

			“Rubi?”

			I shook my head, looking up at my companion. “Sorry.”

			“No worries. I know this must all be overwhelming.” He clenched his jaw slightly. “You are the tygress’s Bonded rider. You should be respected by all.”

			Somehow I felt safe with him, which wasn’t an emotion I dared to ignore. I clung a little harder to his arm.

			“I…thank you, Captain.”

			“Jace, please.” He smiled, all disarming charm. “I’m sure we will get to know each other well as you train, yes?”

			I nodded this time.

			My mouth fell open as we entered the massive throne room.

			Stone walls decorated with different shades of bronze, brass, and hammered steel soared up to the high ceiling, the room long and large enough to fit more than a hundred people. The floor glistened as if it were inlaid with polished silver leaf. At the far end was an imposing throne, shaped by stylized tygers carved from white jade and gilded with gold, lit by the late-afternoon sunlight streaming through the high arched windows.

			It was a grand, glittering expanse, filled with the whispers of nobles, their curious gazes trailing over me as I entered. Never had I been in such an enormous indoor space. I felt as insignificant as an ant, the weight of the throne room pressing down on me. Everything here was grand and vast. The air shimmered with the scent of fragrant oils and cold steel, a sharp contrast to the poverty I came from.

			I didn’t belong here.

			Not in this space where power curled through the very architecture, woven into the marble veins of the floor and the metallic threads in the banners overhead. This was a place for those born to rule, for bloodlines that stretched back through history like an unbroken chain.

			My memory was shattered. I had no grand lineage to anchor me, no childhood to reminisce about. I was a ghost in a place where names were carved into metal and power was passed down as inheritance.

			To our right was a wide staircase with an ornate railing that ran up to a deep inside balcony stretching the length of the room, filled with well-dressed men and women, surely the nobility, who were tittering and gossiping with each other as they watched the proceedings below.

			I felt their eyes crawling over me, stripping me bare. Every glance sliced deeper. They knew I didn’t belong here in this borrowed dress.

			Who did I think I was?

			As though sensing my thoughts, Jace placed a hand over mine on his arm and leaned over to whisper, his breath brushing my ear, “You are the tygress rider. Remember that.” Then he led me toward the king.

			I heard the murmurs drifting down.

			“Who is this? A new Azure plaything?”

			“Absolutely lovely, I’d like to see that blue hair spread across my pillow.”

			Jace fixed the noble who’d made the last comment with a hard stare. The man paled and stopped laughing.

			The throne loomed ahead, feeling impossibly distant despite the narrowing space.

			Atop the dais sat King Uzar, in embroidered golden robes, and Princess Malissa, draped in flowing silver and white. Her platinum hair was high in an elegant twist, gleaming under the arched windows. She wore a necklace of diamonds and forged silver, sharp and gleaming against her throat. This Malissa smiled with cold grace, the king’s perfect daughter, trained to wound with a word instead of a blade.

			Behind them stood the Ambush Master.

			Blake was every inch the Twin Blade here, dressed in full ornamental plate armor, the gray metal threaded through with veins of black and polished silver. His icy gaze brushed past me to search the room. He was an imposing sight, with elaborately plated pauldrons expanding his already broad shoulders above the wide vambraces protecting his arms.

			My stomach fluttered. It wasn’t just the size of him or his annoyingly handsome face; it was his commanding presence, the feeling that nothing could get through him if he did not wish it.

			His eyes finally landed on me, and he stared, lips parting. But no sound came out. His eyes dropped quickly to Jace’s hand over mine and back up. Jaw tightening, he looked away, consciously avoiding my gaze. A clear dismissal.

			I found myself releasing Jace’s arm, even as Blake transformed back into the unfeeling Twin Blade, forged to serve a blood-soaked king.

			I clenched my fists, hidden in the depths of my gown, and kept my head high.

			The king lounged with his eyes half shut, but they glittered with malice. When he shifted his weight, the white jade tygers that were carved into his throne moved as well, opening their jaws to expose their golden fangs.

			Jace walked beside me. His hand slid to the small of my back, his fingers pressing into the fabric of my gown. I straightened my spine, keeping my eyes forward as the whispers swirled around me.

			I felt a familiar warmth bloom in the back of my mind. Flame. Her presence was steady, burning brightly, and I knew she was watching the same scene I was, though with much more amusement.

			You don’t need any of them. You have me now. If anyone bothers you, I’d be happy to eat them.

			I almost stumbled. Our Bond pulsed strong inside me, her power anchoring me as I faced the court, the king, and the others who controlled my fate.

			“Your Majesty, may I present Rubi Morningtail, the Bonded rider of our tygress queen.” Jace made a stiff, elaborate bow.

			A murmur of astonishment swept through the room as the nobility realized who I was. Some of their voices were curious, others mocking: “An Azure yin, Bonded to the only living female tygress queen?”

			It was impossible.

			And yet here I stood.

			The king’s mouth opened in a cruel sneer.

			“A criminal who dared attack the tygress queen is now Bonded to her.” His voice boomed in the open space. “Whatever shall we do with you, Azure?”
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			“Bonded our tygress?”

			An older, stocky pewter-haired man stepped forward, dressed in a richly embroidered tunic, his voice outraged. “This cannot hold. The tygress coordinates the entire ambush of tygers. We cannot allow an Azure that kind of power.”

			The nobles exchanged quick glances, the air thick with disbelief.

			Eyes that had skimmed over me with disdain or desire now fixed on me with growing unease.

			Blake shot a pointed glance at Jace.

			“Magistrate,” Jace said, stepping forward and bowing twice, varying the depth of his bow by just a few degrees each time before returning to my side, “we found this to be a matter for His Majesty to decide in his boundless wisdom.”

			“Lord Axefire”—the king lifted a brow as he turned to Blake—“why was the tygress queen not locked in her stall during the Bonding? How could you allow our only living tygress to possibly injure herself?”

			“She was, Your Majesty. She escaped. Twice,” Blake said, turning his body on the dais to face the king. “I believe Flame sought the Azure out yesterday, leading to the attack against our tygress. During the Bonding, Flame chewed through her restraints to reach her in the Arena.”

			He was…not telling the entire truth. Blake had as good as admitted to me that he allowed Flame to escape because he saw signs of Bonding. He was lying to the king to…what? Help me?

			Like he hadn’t told me straight to my face that my people couldn’t be trusted.

			“She attacked the tygress. That is punishable by death,” a large man said. Ire, I realized, dressed in noble garb, arms crossed. He stood on the other side of the king with several other official-looking men.

			“Lord Frostbane, it appears the Bonding had already begun last night. Injuries sustained between rider and tyger are part of the Bond and not subject to criminal charges,” Blake snapped, his eyes finding Ire’s.

			The king’s gaze was steely and only focused on me.

			Jace stepped away from my side and closer to the throne. “For the first time in the history of our people, the tygress queen has Bonded. This cannot be undone.”

			“Unless the rider dies,” Malissa said. “She is useless and knows nothing of our ways. It would be a mercy to execute her now,” she continued with an elegant shrug.

			I inhaled sharply.

			“You overstep. You do not and shall not ever rule, daughter.” The king dismissed the princess, his gaze cold.

			Malissa blanched, stepping back and nearly into Blake’s side. People whispered that she might not be truly his child. They said the king was infertile and was covering it up with his refusal to remarry after the queen died, despite the need for a male yang heir.

			“At best,” the king went on, his tone turning smug as he looked at Blake with clear favor, “you’ll marry someone strong enough to take the throne. Then you might stand beside him. Or behind him, like a proper yin. Like your late mother did.”

			Blake. Malissa. Were they to be engaged? My fingers drifted toward the ribbons at my belt—the ones he’d returned to me. The Ambush Master’s face gave nothing away. Malissa tilted her chin and leaned slightly into him. No ring on her finger. But she looked like she wanted one.

			Then Ire spoke from across the dais, his tone scathing. “This Azure would be able to influence all the Tyger Warriors. A yin, a peasant, a foreigner, and a woman? Not only does her presence bring dishonor to all of the Tyger Warriors, but her so-called Bond with the tygress is a threat to our security. Who knows if the Bond is even a true one?”

			He stepped forward, closer to his king than anyone had dared, executing that same bow I’d seen Jace do earlier.

			“Your Majesty, the solution is simple. We have proven the tygress queen can Bond. Kill the Azure yin and allow Flame to re-Bond with a Silver yang, as is appropriate.”

			A sinking dread pulled at me. Could this get any worse?

			The king gave him a nod. “Nephew, your views have been noted.”

			Nephew. And things just got worse.

			I wanted to roll my eyes at myself as I made the connection. Lord Ire Frostbane of Clan Frostbane, one of the eight most elite and powerful families that were the Octagon.

			Ire was not only related to the king; he was the heir. For now.

			The king’s expression didn’t change. “Executing the Azure may be an option.”

			It was an effort not to move.

			Blake stepped forward, apparently not needing to bow. “My lord, the Bonding today has made history. As the Ambush Master, I would like to observe this Bond and this Azure, before we destroy both.”

			I took in a breath, waiting for the king’s verdict.

			They will not harm you. Flame’s mental voice rang with determination. How dare they even speak of it. I am their queen. We are their queen.

			Everyone stilled as a sound came from outside: a powerful growl low and deep, a rumble that slithered beneath the stones of the throne room like distant thunder. It was joined by another tyger’s voice, then another, and another.

			The hairs rose on my arms as the sound spread, swelling as one tyger after another added their voices. Growls turned into deep-chested roars filled with fury, and the very walls of the palace seemed to tremble.

			Ire’s gaze darted to the great doors as if expecting them to burst open. People grew pale. Then the roars stopped. No one spoke for a long moment. The Tyger Warriors had pained expressions. Malissa staggered. Blake’s expression was concentrated, as if he were listening to something.

			At the dais, the king stilled. His fingers curled against the armrests of his gleaming throne. His jaw tightened, his gaze sharp, calculating. “What does this mean?”

			Jace held his fingertips to his forehead. “I can feel that my tyger Xane is upset.”

			“Venom feels furious,” Malissa said.

			“The reigning tygress queen speaks mind-to-mind to every tyger in her ambush,” Blake said. He seemed to be the only one not in pain or hurting from his connection to his tyger. “Flame is enraged at the thought of harm coming to Rubi Morningtail, her chosen rider. She will not allow her to come to harm. She will not re-Bond. Without Rubi, our tygress queen would not Mate at all.”

			An outcry broke out. The king’s face drained of color. The assembled nobles murmured in a tremulous tide of disbelief and indignation.

			Are you all right, Flame? I asked in my mind.

			They cannot imagine the vengeance I shall wreak if they were to touch you. How dare they question me and my choice. Her mental voice vibrated with fury.

			I’m okay. They will not harm me. Though I didn’t feel as confident as I sounded—and I could tell Flame sensed it.

			Ire spoke up. “We only have his word for this. Indeed, the current Ambush Master has allowed the tygers too much freedom in their training, and as a result, their natural selection process has been tainted.”

			“Are you questioning my honor, Lord Frostbane?” Blake stepped toward Ire, his voice carrying a chilling edge. “I would be pleased to show you exactly how lax my training has been.” He radiated the lethal power of the Zenith metal mage he was.

			Ire took an uneasy step backward. There was a roar outside, and he clutched at his head.

			There, that rusthead will know no peace from Wrath. Wrath, his tyger, I assumed. Flame sounded satisfied with herself.

			The Magistrate stepped forward again. “Let us not be hasty. The Azure may not be a bad choice. It is a mystery how the tygers make their picks.” The Magistrate turned to me. “Perhaps she has been selected because she has powerful battle magic. What is your magical ability?”

			My cheeks flamed red as I said in a small voice, “I can sing. A little.”

			Laughter swept the room.

			The king was considering me. Behind him, the tygers carved into his throne stared with their gleaming eyes. His decision about my life was balanced on the edge of a blade.

			The problem was, Flame’s display of power might only convince the king I was more of a threat, one he should eliminate as quickly as possible. Much as I loved her for her loyalty, she couldn’t help me if I was already dead. If I wanted to survive, he had to see me, an Azure yin, as one of them. But how could I convince him of something I didn’t even believe myself?

			I emptied my thoughts, forcing my breath to steady.

			When the mind and body speak with one voice, then you have transcendence, Edith’s voice whispered in me.

			Something instinctive rose from my heart like a half-remembered melody. It coiled in my ribs, an unformed note, a song without words. I knew nothing of their ways, but I let the harmony guide me.

			Just as when I danced, I trusted my body together with my mind. I stepped forward with my weight balanced. My internal music pulsed through me like a current in my veins, threading through my muscles. I did not belong here, but my body moved as if I did.

			I glided forward, lifted one hand in front, the other behind. The fabric of my gown whispered against the floor. I spiraled downward, folding into a low, sweeping curtsy that ended with my head held low, both hands braced across my chest in fists.

			“Mighty Tyger King, may your blades be sharp and your prey tender. My sword is your sword, my throat in the jaws of the tyger should that be your desire.”

			I held the difficult position without a wobble until I heard the king’s raspy voice, edged with surprise, respond to the ritualistic greeting.

			“May the winds of fate blow ever behind you.”

			I rose gracefully in the utter silence. Malissa’s mouth was agape, matching the shocked expression of Ire. Blake stood silent, brow dipped in confusion. It was only Jace who grinned openly.

			His Majesty looked taken aback. Then he gave a faint smile. “She may live. It is the Will of the Tyger.”

			Everyone echoed, “It is the Will of the Tyger,” with their fists pressed to their hearts.

			“However,” he continued, “her loyalty must yet be ensured. She—”

			His voice cut off abruptly as everyone dropped to their knees. My own knees buckled as if an invisible hand had struck me down. Even the king was prostrate in front of his throne.

			Next to him, a tall crimson figure had shimmered into existence. “We are intrigued, Flame Rider, and We wish to see more of you.”

			Her voice. It was more than sound. It filled the air, slipping into my mind. She did not speak in the Common Tongue, but in some other language I somehow understood perfectly.

			She was taller than any human, her form flickering as if she were shifting between some ephemeral world and our reality. She floated in the air, and I couldn’t quite tell if she was there in the flesh. Her red robes clung to her, shifting like mist, weightless. And that scarlet mask. Smooth, with no eyes. It should have been lifeless, but I felt her gaze cutting through me, as if she saw every thought I had ever buried.

			“You may stand,” she commanded. “I am the Diviner and I come with an urgent message from the gods themselves.”
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			“We are facing the greatest crisis for mortals and gods alike in centuries.”

			The Diviner exhaled a slow breath, her many-layered robes shifting as if caught in an invisible current. Lotus blossoms scented the air. She lifted one long, delicate hand, her fingers adorned with rings that gleamed like captured stars.

			“Today is the spring equinox, when night and day are in perfect balance. Even as We are here, We are there as well. Even as We speak to you, We speak to the rulers of the other dominions at this very moment.”

			My chest tightened as my heart hammered, trembling on the cusp of fear and awe. I could imagine her voice echoing in the hearts of the other dominions at once, each hearing her in their own tongue.

			Above, the dome of the ceiling darkened, becoming an endless black void. Then light. A swirling mass of gold and silver churned within the darkness.

			“In the beginning, there was only the infinite void,” she continued, her words weaving into the vision unfolding above. “Within this chaos, the opposing forces of flexible yin and forceful yang began to churn, creating balance and, at last, giving birth to the cosmic egg.”

			A massive, glowing egg coalesced in the darkness. It pulsed, fissures creeping across its surface like veins of molten gold. With a final, shattering crack, it split apart, and from within, radiant figures emerged.

			“The first gods were born, alongside the Three Kingdoms. Each kingdom is divided into two realms. Your Earth Kingdom consists of the Mortal Realm, where humans dwell, and the Spirit Realm, home to minor spirits.”

			The fragments reshaped into a great land, where shadowy figures of humans and beasts flickered in and out of sight.

			“The Sky Kingdom, ruled by the Jade Emperor, contains the Heavenly Realm, rising above all, where the great gods reside,” she continued, her voice swelling like the wind before a storm, “and the Immortal Realm, where smaller gods and worthy ancestors reside. We, the Diviner, hail from the Immortal Realm. We are therefore divine but not all-powerful.”

			She raised her arms, and the great throne room shuddered. Shadows slithered across the marble floors. A deep rumbling filled the space, and outside, the sky darkened, then split open with lightning, casting jagged illumination over her expressionless mask.

			“But balance must always be maintained,” she said, her voice lowering to a warning. “For the third is the Kingdom of the Netherworld.”

			A fissure cracked across the cosmic vision. From the depths, a churning sea of black mist rose, writhing and shifting into jagged peaks, burning rivers, and endless tunnels that spiraled downward into darkness.

			“The Netherworld is divided into the Underworld Realm, ruled by Yama, where souls are judged and purified,” she continued, and for a fleeting moment, I swore I heard the distant wails of spirits, caught between their past and future. “And beyond that, the Demon Realm. A place of malevolence and unrest, home to demons, spirits of corruption, and those who defy the forces of order and virtue, ruled by the Serpent Lord.”

			Something moved within the shadows of the vision—a massive, sinuous form, coiling and uncoiling. I gasped. A serpent so vast its body spanned entire landscapes, coiling over rivers, mountains, and plains as if the whole world were nothing more than a nest for it to uncoil in. Its skin shimmered like wet stone, slick and dark, shifting between water and mist. Nine heads sprouted from the thick coils, each one distinct and terrible. One head dripped black rain that stained the earth below. Another breathed out storms that twisted the clouds into violent spirals. Another shed shards of ice that cut the wind into pieces. Each head moved independently, snapping and hissing, searching with gleaming eyes filled with cold, boundless hunger.

			They devoured everything they saw.

			Light, color, even hope seemed to wilt under their gaze.

			“The Serpent Lord, god of water and ruler of the Demon Realm,” the Diviner whispered.

			“The remnants of the cosmic egg became the Four Anchors, each ruled by one element, connecting the realms and keeping them separate. For the ambition of the Serpent Lord is great, and his deepest desire is to unleash his demons upon all realms, making him ruler of all.”

			The Diviner’s voice turned grave. “To maintain cosmic balance, four Celestial Guardians were summoned to stand watch over these Anchors, each with a human and a beast form. Born of divine chi, the Celestial Guardians were a bridge between the Three Kingdoms of Sky, Earth, and the Netherworld.”

			She flicked her wrist, and four brilliant figures emerged in a circle, each radiating a different elemental energy.

			“The Onyx Tortoise, born of water chi, the essence of endurance and death, Celestial Guardian of the Onyx Dominion.” A massive, armored creature emerged, its shell etched with ancient markings, waves lapping at its feet.

			“The Azure Dragon, born from wood chi, reigning over growth and vitality, Celestial Guardian of the Azure Dominion.” A serpent-like dragon coiled in the sky, emerald scales flashing like sunlight through leaves.

			“The Red Phoenix, forged from fire chi, a symbol of grace and rebirth, Celestial Guardian of the Red Dominion.” Flames erupted into the shape of a bird, its wings spreading in a brilliant cascade of red and gold.

			“And the Silver Tyger,” she said last, her gaze falling on those of us in the throne room, “manifested from metal chi, the embodiment of fierce strength and protection, Celestial Guardian of the Silver Dominion.”

			A great silver beast stepped forward from the vision, its striped fur gleaming like tempered steel, its eyes burning.

			The crowd erupted in a thunderous cheer at the sight of the Silver Tyger. Some shouted in triumph, others bowed their heads in reverence, and a few wept. The great beast’s silver-striped form shimmered in the firelight, its eyes surveying the gathered assembly with a knowing gaze.

			The Diviner waited, impassive, until the cheers ebbed into breathless silence. Then she continued, her voice smooth. “The four Celestial Guardians became the foundation of your Four Dominions, with the Godless Lands in the center,” she intoned. “From their unions with mortals, your people and your magic were engendered. But of all, only the Silver Tyger took both a human and a tyger Mate, and from his bloodline, your great tygers were born.”

			Outside, the tygers roared as one.

			The Diviner’s voice grew low and ominous. She lifted a single finger, and the shadows at the edges of the room flickered, twisting into serpentine coils. The torches dimmed.

			“Still, relationships between mortals and gods caused too much unrest. The Jade Emperor forbade all such unions, under pain of severe punishment. And then came the day of reckoning, millennia ago.”

			The vision rose again, this time painted in shades of fire and water and darkness.

			“The Serpent Lord and his demons sought to claim power over all creation. A great battle shook the realms when he fought against Zhurong, the god of fire, and the four Celestial Guardians themselves.”

			A deafening roar echoed in the chamber as the scene unfolded: flames clashing with water; a vast, coiling water serpent with nine heads striking against a golden-armored god wreathed in fire. Around them, four mighty beasts joined the fray, their bodies blurred by the sheer force of their power.

			“Zhurong and the Guardians rose victorious and sealed the Serpent Lord within the Demon Realm,” the Diviner said, her voice reverent. “And to ensure the strength of the Anchors, the four Celestial Guardians made the ultimate sacrifice. They surrendered their human forms forever and bound their own animal essences to the Anchors to complete the seal.”

			The image shifted, showing the Guardians standing at the four corners of the dominions, their glowing forms merging with the great celestial Anchors. The energy between them pulsed, weaving into an impenetrable barrier.

			With a flick of her wrist, the swirling vision above shifted once more. The Four Anchors stood gleaming in the vastness of the dominions.

			“The Four Anchors held the seal firm for millennia, keeping the Demon Realm contained. But balance is always in motion.” Cracks formed in the Anchor to the east, the great Soulbearing Tree in the Azure Dragon Dominion. A sickly black mist curled from its roots, spreading like ink through water. The Azure Dragon’s Anchor trembled, its glow flickering.

			“The Serpent Lord is on the move once more—regaining his strength, rekindling his ambition, amassing his forces. He cannot yet take physical form beyond his own realm, but he has infiltrated your Earth Kingdom with his demons.”

			A whisper of unease rippled through the chamber.

			The vision twisted, revealing again that monstrous shadow coiled deep within the Demon Realm: the Serpent Lord, his gleaming eyes filled with cold, boundless hunger.

			“The first to suffer the consequences was the Azure Dragon Dominion. Its Anchor fell, the first breach of the seal since its creation.”

			The vision darkened. The great Soulbearing Tree Anchor shriveled as demons swarmed from it. Azure lands, once lush and vibrant, burned with unholy black flames. Towers crumbled. The rivers ran red. Silhouettes of warriors and shapeshifters fought desperately, their attacks swallowed by an endless tide of demons.

			The Annihilation.

			I glanced up to the dais again, finding Blake. He stared into the vision, his face haunted.

			The air in the throne room grew suffocating. The Diviner’s gaze swept over the silent assembly.

			“Now,” she said, voice filled with power and prophecy, “the three remaining Anchors teeter on the edge of the same fate. Phantom Falls in the Onyx Tortoise Dominion, the Shattered Mountain in the Red Phoenix Dominion, and the Starborn Peak in the Silver Tyger Dominion are in danger, yet they are all that protect your lands. Some demons are already able to cross. The Starborn Peak threatens to fail next. If all four Anchors are not repaired before the solstice in the twelfth month—”

			One by one, we saw the great Silver mountain tumble and fall, then the Red Phoenix volcano erupted, spewing ash and lava, and finally, the giant Onyx waterfall flooded the surrounding lands, drowning all in its path. With all four Anchors fallen, demons overran the dominions as people were slaughtered and consumed.

			She snapped her fingers. The world plunged into darkness. My heart pounded.

			The chamber fell into a stunned silence, the weight of the Diviner’s words settling over us like an executioner’s blade.

			Then the frantic murmurs began. “The solstice in the twelfth month—” someone echoed in disbelief.

			“But it’s already the third month now! And our Anchor will fall next!” another voice cut in, sharp with panic.

			When the Diviner finally spoke again, her voice sliced through the noise.

			“This task is beyond any one dominion. You must repair the seal together. You must do this, to keep your lands and children safe.

			“Each dominion will assemble a team of five of their most powerful mages and warriors. Together, they will travel to each of the Four Dominions, facing the demons that have already begun to bleed into the mortal world in order to reach the heart of each Anchor and repair the seal. A combination of all four dominions’ magic is required to heal the Anchors.”

			A chill rippled through the room.

			“The task is dangerous,” the Diviner continued. “Many will not return. But each surviving warrior shall be granted a personal boon, a wish of extraordinary magnitude.”
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			My breath caught, the Diviner’s words swirling.

			A wish of extraordinary magnitude.

			The world slipped away. Heat and smoke and the delicious scent of ripe fruit wrapped around me. I opened my eyes and stood barefoot on warm stone, in an elegant city that shimmered in the sunlight. The winding street was alive with music and laughter, the flap of sandals, the lazy ring of a temple bell, and, in the distance, the palace.

			A boy laughed behind me, tossing a ball high into the air. A woman carried a full basket of colorful fruits to market. An old man dozed in a doorway with a carved flute resting on his knee. Somewhere down this street, my family was waiting for me.

			Home.

			Couscous rubbed against my legs, purring wildly. I picked her up and clutched her close. I wasn’t hiding. I wasn’t being hunted. I knew my name, my blood, my place. I belonged.

			The Diviner’s voice spoke in my mind:

			“The winds of fate shall reveal all that was lost.”

			The light thinned and the air cooled. I squeezed Couscous harder, desperate to stay, but the vision was already slipping, and when I blinked, it was gone, leaving only the echo of it in my chest.

			I looked around at the others. Next to me, Jace’s face was lit with something fierce and bright, smiling, a wild light burning behind his eyes. He looked like he had seen a future worth fighting for, and nothing in the Three Kingdoms would stop him from reaching it.

			Malissa stood perfectly still, but her eyes shone with a mist, like she was holding back tears at whatever she’d seen. She flickered her gaze toward the throne, longing and wonder evident in her face.

			Unlike everyone else, Blake stood frozen, his hands clenched into fists. His face was drawn tight with something that looked almost like grief. His eyes burned, wide and unblinking, as if he were still trapped somewhere far away. For a moment, he looked younger, stripped of all the heavy armor he usually wore, and his mouth pressed into a hard, bloodless line.

			He was in pain.

			Slowly he blinked, as if coming up from far away, and turned his head toward me. For a breath, the emotionless mask he wore slipped. I saw it then: something raw and vulnerable in his eyes as he looked at me.

			Then it was gone, shuttered back into the ruthless Twin Blade.

			“Assemble your bravest, your deadliest, your finest. At the end of thirty-six days, the gods will choose from your warriors, in the Culling,” the Diviner said. “Then the Raveling, the restoration of the seal, begins. A combination of all four dominions’ magic is required to heal each one. Every Anchor must be repaired before the solstice in the twelfth month. If not, the seal to the Demon Realm will break and hell itself shall be unleashed.”

			The room stirred at her words. I thought of demons feeding on Edith and Couscous. And it would begin with this very dominion.

			The Diviner turned to the king, her mask gleaming with light. “Mistake Us not. What We offer is power beyond anything you have ever known.”

			The Diviner’s form flickered, caught between worlds. Her crimson robes rippled like liquid light, dissolving into the air. For a moment, she was both there and not. Then, in an ethereal shimmer, she faded into mist, vanishing, leaving only a faint ripple in the air where she had stood.

			For a heartbeat, there was only the sharp intake of breath as nobility and warriors alike processed the implications. Then shouts and eager whispers erupted.

			“The Dominion of the Silver Tyger shall lead this fight.”

			The king’s face was alight, flushed with emotion. His hands clenched, knuckles white with feeling while his eyes burned as brightly as the writhing jade tygers of his throne.

			Voices rang out from the crowd, emboldened by the promise of power.

			“The tyger strikes true!”

			“The Dominion of the Silver Tyger shall have not a king but an emperor!”

			“It is the Will of the Tyger!”

			The crowd roared in triumph.

			Ire’s eyes flicked to the king, just for a fraction of a second, and I saw it.

			The cold assessment of a man just a few steps removed from the throne, waiting for his opportunity.

			“The Diviner said every dominion’s magic was needed to repair the Anchors,” Malissa murmured, her voice thoughtful. “She didn’t say anything about one dominion ruling.”

			The words had barely left her lips before the king turned, his joy snapping into fury. Without hesitation, he struck her across the face with the back of his hand, the crack echoing through the throne room like a whip.

			The blow sent her crashing to the floor, her platinum hair fanning out around her like a spill of molten silver. She lay still, blood sliding from the split in her lip, and for a breath, she stared up at him, something dark beneath the surface.

			“If I wanted an opinion,” the king snarled, “I would speak to another yang. No one wants to hear what a yin has to say. You would do well to remember that. The Diviner said all dominions were needed to fix the Anchors. She never said anything about them ruling equally afterward. It is difficult to rule when you are dead.”

			The king turned to the court, his voice booming once again, commanding the attention of everyone present. “The Dominion of the Silver Tyger shall prevail after the Raveling! Metal is the strongest of all elements, not found but forged. Fire may burn, wood may grow, water may carve its path, but metal endures. It is beaten, remade, and through suffering, it becomes unbreakable. The tyger was born to rule.”

			The court erupted in wild chants, the walls trembling as the people began to drum and stomp in rhythm. “The tyger strikes true! The tyger strikes true!”

			I watched as Blake quietly crossed the dais and pressed a small shiny object into Malissa’s hand. Her fingers closed around it, and for a moment, all the sharpness drained from her face. She looked up at Blake, her eyes unguarded for once.

			Blake returned to the king’s side, and Princess Malissa pushed herself to her feet and opened the object he had given her. It was a small mirror.

			She held it up before her face, her bleeding lips reflected back at her. But as I watched, the wound on her mouth began to close, the split skin knitting itself together. Her once-bloodied chin was clean. Her skin cleared, her hair fell back into place, and her looks were restored to the same cold perfection she always commanded.

			Only lifebark from the Azure royals could heal like that. It had to be something else. A beauty glyph?

			Malissa slipped it into the folds of her gown, her face once again serene and unreadable.

			I watched as she moved, positioning herself with her back to the window, letting a shaft of sunlight gild her hair, turning it into a crown of light. Beauty, I realized, was one of the weapons she wielded.

			“What about her?” she asked, her tone almost dismissive, as she pointed at me.

			I started, my pulse quickening as the attention of the room shifted.

			The king’s gaze followed her hand, his eyes narrowing as they landed on me.

			“Anything that might give our dominion an advantage must be deployed,” he said slowly, his voice a low rumble. “And the Diviner said she was intrigued by the Flame Rider. The Azure will join the Culling for the Dominion of the Silver Tyger.”

			“But…but…” I stammered, every eye in the room fixed on me. My mouth went dry as I struggled to find my voice. “I am not powerful. Truly—look at my Marks—”

			“She would perish immediately,” Jace added, his voice cutting through the tense air. “Most likely during the Culling.”

			“Thanks a lot,” I muttered. Jace winced.

			The king’s expression hardened. “You shall cooperate,” he said, his words final, “by order of your king.”

			“I shall also serve my king by participating in the Culling,” Malissa said.

			Her father looked at her for a long moment. “So be it.”

			Malissa turned and locked eyes with me. Her ambition was a living thing behind her eyes. If she could not have her father’s love, she would have his power.

			King Uzar turned then to Blake with the first bit of warmth I’d seen in him.

			“You are my leader of the ambush of Tyger Warriors. The Zenith son of Clan Axefire of the Silver Dominion. The strongest metal mage we’ve known. My remaining Twin Blade. You must lead our dominion to victory.”

			I waited for some show of emotion from Blake, some reaction to the praise of his king. And yet none came. Ire glared.

			“I will,” Blake swore. The stoic face of a warrior headed to battle.

			The other tyger riders volunteered, one after another, their voices filling the hall.

			A cold understanding settled over me like a shroud. The Raveling was an opportunity. No matter what the Diviner might intend, the boon promised to each survivor was not just a reward. It was a key to power beyond measure. And what greater boon could a man or woman claim than the right to name themselves emperor?

			“Send an announcement across the entire dominion!” the king roared, his voice reverberating through the hall. His expression was exultant. “Assemble all of our strongest Tyger Warriors. The Culling begins!”

			This was a battlefield for the throne of the entire world.

			And I was caught up right in the middle of it.
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			As much as I wished for his friendly face, it wasn’t Jace who escorted me back to my rooms.

			It was Blake Axefire.

			He had moved toward me with lethal determination after the king’s announcement.

			The halls of the palace stretched long and winding, echoing with the quiet click of our shoes against the polished floor. Lanterns hung overhead, casting soft, ethereal light along the arched ceilings, their glow pulsing gently with each step we took. They must have been kept alit by glyphs, like so much else.

			The fierce eyes of the intricate carvings of mythical creatures seemed to follow us as we went past the tapestries lining the walls.

			I glanced sidelong at Blake.

			His eyes met mine and he said softly, “I didn’t recognize you when you walked in.”

			My temper flared even as my stomach fluttered with butterflies. “What, I can’t look nice?”

			He sighed. “Never mind, I definitely know it’s you.” He gave a little cough and straightened. “I just wanted to say that you look…you look…”

			I stopped and he did, too. I cocked my head, waiting.

			“Adequate.” He rubbed his neck with his hand.

			Adequate? That’s what he had to say?! After all he’d put me through. Locking me up. Throwing me into the Arena. Burning our hut. I thought of Edith’s grief-stricken face and folded my arms across my chest as I glared at him. “I hardly had anything else to wear, given that your men burned all of our possessions.”

			His nostrils flared. “They weren’t supposed to. But how could you mourn that pile of sticks you called a home? Your belongings will be replaced with far better.”

			“They killed Rainbow.”

			Blake’s brows pulled together. “Who in rust’s name is Rainbow?”

			“Our chicken.”

			Blake blinked. Twice. Then he dragged a hand down his face. “That’s what you’re angry about? She was a chicken!”

			“She was a friend.” And her death had made Edith cry.

			He exhaled hard and pinched the bridge of his nose like he was holding back the world’s worst headache. “Then I apologize. I didn’t tell them to go that far, and once I heard about it, I sent for your friend Edith. But everything my men do is my responsibility.”

			At his unexpected capitulation, I took a breath. My fingers drifted to the ribbons at my belt, the ribbons he had found, repaired, and returned to me. I softened and asked him the question that had been gnawing at me. “Why did you help me in the throne room?”

			He turned to look at me, then around us, as if he was checking for someone listening.

			“You lied for—”

			Shoving me into an alcove and stepping to completely cover me with the massive bulk of his body, he dropped his face toward mine.

			“You are the most foolish person I have ever met,” he whispered harshly. “Rash, impulsive, foolhardy. You don’t seem to have the ability to plan, and I don’t anticipate you will survive long.”

			I glared back at him.

			His bronze hair was a little too long, falling into his arctic blue eyes that caught the light of a lantern above us. His mouth was full and tempting, despite being twisted down into that infuriating, disapproving frown.

			“Oh, please do go on,” I snapped, crossing my arms. He was so close I brushed his chest plate with the movement.

			“You are idiotically brave,” he said. More of a condemnation than a compliment. “You could make a fitting Tyger Warrior—if you would listen, train, and obey. And if you were taller—”

			“Right,” I said dryly. “I’ll work on the taller thing right away.”

			Blake gave a slow shake of his head. “You are so reckless.”

			“But I’m still alive.”

			His nostrils flared. “And how is it that you performed that intricate curtsy? I don’t know if I’ve ever actually seen it done before. It is taught only to royalty and the highest nobility. How did you come to learn it?”

			I gave him no answer. Mostly because I didn’t know—though if I did, I’d hesitate to tell him. I hadn’t had the time to think it all through. I’d only wanted to survive, and my body just…reacted.

			At my unresponsiveness, Blake spun on his heel and prowled away. I followed him, seeing as he was still—albeit reluctantly—escorting me to my rooms.

			“Wait—I need to—”

			“Quiet,” he hissed, his hand wrapping around that now-familiar part of my bicep. “Until we have more privacy.”

			My cheeks flamed in indignation and something else, hot beneath the heavy metal of my dress.

			We walked in silence for a few more steps, passing another series of towering pillars etched with glowing calligraphy. Shadows danced in the corners, the lanterns above dimming slightly where two guards were standing in front of my door.

			“Leave,” Blake ordered them. “Return in fifteen minutes.”

			They didn’t hesitate, not questioning the command of the king’s Twin Blade.

			The only remaining one.

			I didn’t want to feel sympathy for the Ambush Master. But I couldn’t forget the look on his face in the throne room as the Diviner showed us the Annihilation.

			Grief.

			He’d loved his brother. He’d lost his twin. Was that like losing a limb? Did he feel out of step, like something was always slightly wrong, even now? Did he feel as lost as I did?

			The hallway was bathed in the soft, golden glow of the lanterns that floated above us. Their warm light cast shadows that danced along the smooth stone walls. The bustle of the palace faded into the distance, leaving just the two of us standing in the flickering light.

			“Why did you help me?” I asked again. “Why did you lie about allowing Flame to escape?”

			“How did you know that curtsy?”

			A standoff then, neither one of us willing to concede.

			I turned on my heel, planning to open the doors to my chamber, but he spun me back and pressed my back into the wall.

			My cheeks flamed at the highly improper behavior, but I only glared at him.

			“Tell me about your singing.” He loomed over me, less than a foot of distance between us.

			“I did,” I said, looking up at him, my face growing warmer. “You all laughed.”

			“I didn’t.”

			I hadn’t been watching him then to know if he was telling the truth now. Still, there wasn’t much I could say.

			“It’s not something I control well. I don’t know much. It just happens.”

			My answer clearly displeased him, but he didn’t say anything.

			I looked him over more closely then. Exhaustion plagued his features, barely hidden by the light of the lanterns, tightness pulling at the creases by his eyes. He ran a hand through his too-long bronze hair, tugging on it before pushing it back.

			“Preparations for the Culling will begin tomorrow. The king will waste no time. You must be prepared,” Blake said, his voice low and serious.

			I didn’t say anything for a moment. It was difficult to approach him for answers instead of with anger. A strange sort of twisted trust lay between us now.

			“In the throne room,” I asked, hands fidgeting as I avoided his eye, “with Kingsolver and Flame—how did you know she felt that way?”

			Blake’s eyebrows settled.

			“Do you hear Flame?” he asked. “In your head?”

			I nodded.

			“Is it like emotional reactions, things you can feel, or is it with words? Does she speak to you?”

			I hesitated but nodded, my eyes trailing up to look at him. “Is that normal?”

			He pressed his thumb to his lip, swiping it across.

			“The nature of the Bond varies from rider to rider,” he said. “I can hear Kingsolver’s thoughts, but most can’t. Flame can speak to all our tygers telepathically, as their queen. And now, I guess, to you, as her chosen rider. Which is good. It should help with the Bond and with your magic.”

			“I don’t—”

			“Have much,” he said, his voice overlapping mine. “So you’ve said. Which is why we need to train you, swiftly and thoroughly. Before the Culling.”

			His eyes returned to delve into mine, then traced my bare neck and shoulders. His usual air of arrogant confidence was replaced with something more uncertain. As if against his will, his large hand rose to skim the curve of my jaw.

			I felt the tips of his calloused fingers brush against the lobe of my ear, then the warmth of his thumb as it lowered to stroke my racing pulse. I inhaled his scent of cedar and woodsmoke.

			When he dropped his hand, my body swayed toward him before I could catch myself. I had to force myself to open my heavy lids.

			My cheeks heated. What in the Kingdom of Sky was I doing?

			Blake took a step back, his jaw tight.

			“Tomorrow we begin.”

			

			—

			Edith was still in my rooms, half asleep on one of the long plush sofas by the fireplace. As I reached for the blanket to toss over her, she blinked her eyes open, looking up at me.

			“You shouldn’t have waited up for me.”

			“I couldn’t sleep without knowing you were okay, my dear.” She sat up.

			My body sank into the soft velvet beside her, the cushions enveloping my exhausted body.

			Edith looked at me apprehensively. “Tell me everything.”

			I watched her, sensing her growing anxiety as I told her about my meeting with His Majesty, about the Diviner’s appearance and her cryptic words, the heavy weight of what had been set in motion.

			The room felt smaller as I spoke, as if the fire and the tension between us were closing in, pressing down on us both. At one point, she stood and started pacing, her expression serious, the enormity of everything hanging in the air between us.

			When I finally finished, I fell silent.

			Edith grabbed my arm, her grip tight with urgency. “Rubi, you must run. You must keep yourself safe—”

			I thought of the vision from the Diviner, the warmth on my skin, the peace of knowing who I was and where I belonged. An end to this sourceless grief.

			We fight. Flame.

			A slow, simmering heat unfurled in my chest.

			I met Edith’s worried gaze, feeling the fire in my blood settle into something unshakable. “No,” I said, my voice quiet but steady. “If we run, they will find us. We will never be safe. And…and I want to fight. To enter the Culling, the Raveling—to fix the Anchors and…”

			I didn’t have to finish my words. Edith sank onto the edge of a chair.

			“You want the boon. For you—”

			“For my memories.”

			Edith shook her head. “Rubi, please, listen to me. These warriors have trained their entire lives. You will have a month’s time. You can’t—you won’t be able to do this. Please, I cannot lose you.”

			I clenched my eyes shut against her plea, desperate to explain without crying. Edith was my home. My family. It felt wrong to fight with her like this.

			But I wanted that boon.

			The key to my memories. The key to who I was.

			“I can do this. I have to.”

			“We can go back to the hut and rebuild and—”

			“No,” I said again, and this time my voice was firm. Something roared beneath it, making the fire burn brighter, the lamps flare. “I will do this.”

			Silence loomed heavy between us.

			“I can’t watch this. I won’t,” she breathed, her voice wrought with fear.

			She stood from the couch and left for her own chambers, huffing a final breath.

			The door closing behind her felt like a strike between my ribs to the exposed center of my heart.
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			A sharp pounding rattled my door, dragging me from a restless sleep.

			I jerked upright, heart hammering, disoriented for half a second. It was still dark outside, I realized, groaning.

			Sleep had evaded me most of the night. I tossed and turned over my fight with Edith, worrying over her—over my selfishness. She wasn’t wrong; I wasn’t prepared for this. But I was desperate for those memories, more than I think she’d realized before last night.

			The pounding came again.

			“Rubi,” a voice barked. The Ambush Master himself.

			Training. Right.

			I exhaled through my nose and swung my legs over the side of the bed. Barefoot, I padded across the floor and wrenched the door open. “It’s too early for this.”

			Blake stood in the doorway, shoulders squared like he was bracing for a fight. Shadows were smudged beneath his eyes, and I delighted slightly in the fact he hadn’t slept well either.

			He was dressed in a training uniform of black and silver that molded to his broad frame, the tunic made of soft, reinforced black fabric, designed for movement but tough enough to withstand strikes. Over that, he wore a leather jacket with silver embroidery tracing the seams, forming the crest of the dominion’s tyger on his sleeves. A tyger fang was pinned to the front—the symbol of his authority.

			The Ambush Master.

			His black leather training trousers were tucked into knee-high boots, their sturdy soles silent on the stone floor as he tapped a foot impatiently.

			I met his gaze and crossed my arms as I stood in the doorway. Blake’s eyes flicked over me, then lingered, taking in the line of my throat, the dip of my collarbone, before his expression shuttered.

			I was barely dressed in the worn tunic I’d slept in. It left far too much of my legs bare.

			A tinge of pink etched across his cheeks as he cleared his throat. His voice was gruff. “You cannot answer the door dressed like that. It could have been one of the guards. You need a maid. And a nightgown that goes to your ankles instead of a tunic the size of a handkerchief that barely covers your—”

			“What do you want?” I cut him off.

			His nostrils flared. “I swear I—”

			Cutting himself off, he exhaled hard and rubbed his temples.

			“I’m not doing this,” he muttered, before shoving a pile of cloth and leather into my arms. “Get dressed.”

			“But I—”

			“Now,” he snapped. “I’ll be waiting.”

			Stepping back inside, I slammed my door with more force than necessary. I washed quickly, the water doing little to chase away the simmering frustration coiling in my chest. I pulled on the training uniform, before a familiar weight draped itself across my feet, followed by purring.

			“Couscous,” I sighed, glancing down. She rubbed her orange-and-cream fur against me while her striped tail twitched against the floor. Smiling, I bent to pet her, taking comfort in the silkiness beneath my fingers. Then I crossed to the window and unlatched it. Couscous leapt onto the ledge, then sprang onto the trellis outside. Claws catching the wooden lattice, she descended in swift movements, disappearing into the garden below to hunt.

			Stepping to the mirror, I regarded myself. The black tunic was too wide and long for me. I noticed the glyph on the sleeve and pressed, the fabric adjusting to fit me perfectly.

			It was smooth and expertly woven, with just the right amount of give. The collar framed my neck while the sleeves were fitted to my arms. When I was finished, the supple leather trousers hugged my legs, tailored for movement without restriction, tucked into lightweight yet durable boots. I shrugged on the soft leather jacket, and the silver-embroidered tygers glimmered like moonlight. Lastly, I put on a finely worked leather belt, with holsters expertly placed for ribbons. As I slid my ribbons into place, I found myself wondering about Blake. He was such a contradiction.

			I had never possessed such fine clothing. It was another reminder that I didn’t belong. But now I didn’t care. I would win a spot in the Culling. I would carve out a place for myself, no matter who thought I didn’t deserve it.

			Good. Or else I’d need to do some biting, and I hate that before breakfast. Flame’s warm voice curled through my mind.

			A breath of laughter escaped me. My kind of girl.

			Hurry.

			I twisted my damp hair into a long, precise blue braid, Blake’s strands catching the light. Then, after a moment, I tucked Blake’s heat glyph into my pocket.

			He was still fuming outside my door, only this time with a companion.

			Thyme, I realized, in his Ambush Cub uniform.

			“This is Thyme,” Blake said, arms crossing over his chest as he ran his eyes appreciatively over my fitted uniform. “Though I believe you’re already acquainted.”

			Thyme looked pale, like he’d been caught doing something bad.

			I jumped to defend him. “He didn’t—”

			Blake cut off my defense of the boy with one outstretched hand.

			“I’ve assigned him as your squire, through training. He can help you.” With permission now was left unsaid. “See her to the training ground,” Blake ordered Thyme, before turning on his heel and stalking away.

			Thyme and I exchanged quick smiles before he led the way down the hallway. I followed behind, not sure what to do with the gratitude I felt toward the Ambush Master for assigning Thyme to me, knowing how much it would mean to have a familiar face nearby.

			The palace was still quiet at this hour, the corridors bathed in the dim glow of the early morning light. I’d memorized the basic layout yesterday, at least where I had been led through. I knew where the main halls were, the staircases that twisted between floors, the small passages servants used to move unseen.

			It was easy enough to tell we were close to the kitchens, with the warm, rich scent of baking bread curling through the air. It was too early for the kitchen staff to be serving food, but I wondered if I might scrounge up a custard-filled bun, maybe even a cup of jasmine tea. I needed to put on weight and muscle if I was to have any hope of surviving against the huge warriors of this dominion.

			As we neared the heavy wooden doors, a sharp voice cut through the quiet. “You noisy little fool! How many times do I have to tell you to be quiet while your betters—”

			I paused in the shadow of the doorway.

			Thyme didn’t notice me not behind him any longer, continuing on without glancing back. I turned in to the kitchen light.

			A tall thin woman stood with her back to me, long arms folded, fingers wet with spilled broth. A pot lay on its side on the counter, its contents dripping onto the floor. The kitchen smelled sharply of herbs and something burning while a few kitchen maids worked at the counters.

			And Nelly stood there like a trapped hamster, her hands wringing in her apron. “I didn’t mean to distract you, Head Cook, even though you do tend to be ill-tempered and just the slightest bit clumsy in the morning.”

			The cook turned on her; her bony hand swung through the air.

			It never landed.

			My fingers clamped down on her wrist. My pulse thundered in my ears, drowning out the clatter of pots and the murmurs of the kitchen staff, who had frozen in place.

			“By the bloody anvil, who are you?” The cook sneered, trying to jerk free, but I held firm. Then she took me in. The black and silver of my uniform. The expertly tailored fit. And most important, the embroidered tygers on my sleeves. Recognition flashed in her gaze. “My apologies, Tygress Rider,” she murmured, the hostility melting from her face quickly.

			Something old and deep within me came to the fore. “Transfer Nelly to me as my maid permanently, effective immediately.” The words rang out. I didn’t know where that authority in my voice came from. It was as if someone else were speaking for me.

			“Are you certain?” Head Cook asked, lifting an eyebrow. “We shall be glad to be rid of her. This one is a trial.”

			“Not to me,” I said.

			Nelly’s eyes shone. She fumbled to take off her apron.

			I gave her a nod as I left the kitchen, swiping a warm bun from the cooling rack.

			I followed the hallway to its end, finding a large wooden door. I took a deep breath as I stepped outside. The air was cold, carrying the damp scent of stone and snow. Despite my clothing, I was glad for the warmth glyph. The first light of dawn crept over the high palace eaves, casting a soft glow on the large courtyard. It was paved with smooth flagstones cleared of snow, its surface worn from years of footsteps.

			A massive stone basin stood at the center, its water flowing in steady streams, the sound a quiet backdrop to the morning stillness. I wondered if glyphs kept it from freezing. Manicured hedges bordered the walkways, and rows of ginkgo trees lined the covered galleries, where lanterns burned low, their flames flickering in the breeze.

			Though most of the palace still slept, the courtyard was already stirring. Guards in polished armor stood at their posts. A few sentries patrolled along the high walls. Servants moved briskly, carrying bamboo baskets of laundry or hauling buckets of water from the wells. A stable hand led a pair of horses across the yard, their hooves clopping against the stone.

			Across the courtyard, the wide archway leading to the warrior training grounds loomed tall, its iron gates open. Beyond it, the grounds stretched into the distance, the dirt-packed arenas and sparring rings still quiet except for the distant clang of a blacksmith already at work.

			The scent of burning coal and hot metal carried faintly on the wind.

			A quick patter of footsteps approached. Thyme sprinted toward me.

			“Where did you go?” he panted, eyes wide. “They’ve already started!”

			He didn’t wait for an answer before turning and heading toward the training grounds. I exhaled, squared my shoulders, and followed.

			Thyme wove through the courtyard at a quick pace, slipping between servants. I kept close behind, my boots tapping against the stone as we passed beneath the archway.

			The scent of sweat, earth, and faint traces of metal filled the air as we stepped onto the packed-dirt field. It was enormous, stretching far beyond the walls of the courtyard, with multiple sparring rings, wooden dummies scored with blade marks, and racks of weapons lining the perimeter.

			A few warriors stood near the edges, oiling armor or sharpening blades, but my attention was immediately drawn to the wide track at the center of the grounds. The Tyger Warriors were already moving. More than a dozen figures ran in tight formation, their movements precise, power in each stride. All Silvers, of course. All yangs, except I spotted the gleam of Malissa’s long light hair.

			Beside them, tygers thundered across the dirt, muscles rippling beneath their thick coats. The ground shook beneath their combined force, dust kicking up around them as their breath came in powerful puffs of steam against the morning chill. I didn’t see my Flame.

			No one spoke as they ran. The Bond between warrior and beast seemed silent but absolute. Each tyger matched the stride of its human partner, their paces synchronized like two parts of the same body. It wasn’t just running. It seemed to be a test of endurance that set them apart from ordinary soldiers.

			Thyme shot me a quick look over his shoulder. “Hurry,” he said between breaths. “You’re going to have to make up what you missed.”

			I nodded, watching as a familiar figure among the runners came into view.

			Blake. His bronze hair was damp with sweat, his expression focused as he kept pace with Kingsolver, whose massive paws barely seemed to touch the ground before launching forward again. Even in the brutal efficiency of training, there was something effortless about the way they moved together.

			Thyme tugged at my sleeve. “Come on.”

			Only we didn’t make it. Blake eyed me, turning and stepping out of the moving circle, Kingsolver leaping majestically into place behind him. At his break, the others slowed. Jace and his tyger were the first to join Blake.

			Jace approached me with a smile. “Good to see you, Rubi.”

			I didn’t miss the quiet glare Blake threw toward the Captain of the Guard.

			“Everyone, fall in line,” Blake shouted, eyes piercing. “Let us begin properly, now that our newest warrior has decided to show.”
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			The warriors gathered at the center of the training field, the morning sun glinting off of the tygers’ pelts. Blake stood before us, tall and grim, Kingsolver sitting at his side. He swept his assessing gaze over us before he spoke.

			“You are the elite Tyger Warriors,” Blake said, his voice carrying. “You were chosen by your tyger. You are fast, brutal, and disciplined. But that is no longer enough.”

			He paused, letting the silence stretch, the weight of it settling into our bones.

			“The Raveling is not a tournament. It is not a game. The seals to the Demon Realm are failing. If we lose, it will not be titles or crowns at risk. It will be the lives of everyone in this dominion, and the dominions beyond.”

			A low murmur stirred the crowd.

			Blake’s eyes sharpened. I felt the force of his will and the cold certainty that he would see this through.

			“Train hard. Fight harder. Anything less, and you will die before you reach the field. The Culling Trial of the gods is in just a few weeks. No one knows what it will be.”

			Blake stepped back, giving a sharp nod.

			Jace stepped forward then, his eyes warmer than Blake’s as he looked over the warriors and called out a few names, including mine.

			“You’re with me, in the ring for weapons.” He looked back at Blake. “The rest of you and your tygers, with Axefire.”

			The warriors broke apart without a word, moving into drills, the heavy sense of purpose hanging over us all.

			Blake did not move toward the side of his training group. Instead, he stalked toward me, Kingsolver matching his every movement.

			“Where is Flame?” I asked. Kingsolver rumbled low in his throat.

			Blake didn’t blink. “She will join you once you’ve found your footing. For now, I want to see if you can use something other than ribbons to defend yourself.”

			“Riling up my trainee?” Jace said with a grin as he approached between us. His arms were crossed, hair gleaming in the morning sun. “C’mon, Axefire, you have to share the new blood.”

			“She’s not your trainee,” Blake said. “She is the tygress’s rider. Remember that.”

			Jace rolled his eyes. “How could I forget?”

			Blake gave me one last look before walking away without another word.

			“So you’re not his favorite either?”

			Jace laughed lightly but shook his head, guiding me toward the other side of the yard. “Not exactly. He’s tough but fair. I think it might be something else.” His voice dropped lower, almost a whisper as he bent toward my ear. “I…he used to work with his brother, before. Ever since they came of age. The Twin Blades.”

			I looked over my shoulder, finding Blake’s eyes on me again. His jaw clenched, gaze darting away.

			“Perhaps he dislikes seeing my face across the field because it is not his brother’s.” Jace shrugged.

			For a moment, I could imagine it. The Twin Blades—Zayden as the former Ambush Master and Blake as Captain of the Guard, like one soul in two bodies, guiding the Tyger Warriors and leading the guard. I could imagine the safety of family, the steady presence of a sibling who made you feel protected, even when everything around you was dangerous. It was something I longed for myself.

			Then we joined the others and Jace grinned wickedly at our group. “Well then, let us begin.”

			

			—

			It was brutal.

			The unfamiliar grip and heavy weapons shredded my palms. And this was while training on solid ground. I would need to hold a weapon on the back of Flame while moving—an entirely different skill. We broke for a short lunch, but otherwise it was endless drill after drill on the correct grip, stance, striking movement. I was thankful for the daily exercises I’d done with Edith, but this was on a whole other level.

			Exhausted, I lay in the dirt, heart thundering. I saw a hand enter my line of vision and thought it might be Jace, helping me.

			But the wrist was too delicate, ringed in bracelets made of woven grass and braided leather, glistening with bright stones. I grabbed the hand and dusted myself off as I stood to look at my companion.

			Her sky blue hair spilled over one shoulder. She crossed her muscled arms, but there was a lightness about her, like she could break into a dance without warning. Power rippled beneath her smooth skin. She wore a pale moss-colored tunic, cinched with a sash, and her loose cotton trousers shifted like wind over water with every step.

			“I’m Calla,” she said, her hazel eyes bright with mischief.

			“Rubi,” I offered.

			“Nice to meet another Azure here.” She hummed beneath her breath. Her hand slipped into her pocket, pulling out something round wrapped in a piece of cloth. “I overheard you in the kitchen this morning as I was about to grab this—” She tossed it to me, and I fumbled to catch it with my sore muscles. “Saw your hair and uniform. Knew I’d run into you later. Got you an extra.”

			I unraveled the fabric—a sweet bun, no longer warm but still just as delicious.

			My brow furrowed, but I didn’t hesitate to bite into it. “Why?”

			A male voice came from behind me. “You should just say thank you, ribbon girl.” The sudden, crushing embrace caught me off guard, the scent of pine and earth wrapping around me.

			Quinn.

			I sank into him. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed him until now, staying in our embrace a few seconds.

			Then I stepped back, incredulous. “What are you doing here?!”

			His eyes glimmered in that familiar way. Warmth. Affection. No judgment. It was a relief after a day of stares measuring my worth in magic and power.

			“The Culling,” he said. “They’ve allowed us to volunteer.” His voice dropped lower as he stepped closer to me with his predator’s grace. “It’s our one shot to reclaim our dominion. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To fight for the Azures. From the back of the tygress queen.” He winked.

			I hesitated, the truth sitting like a stone in my throat.

			My hatred of the king had only grown—but I had Bonded with one of his tygers. Would fight under his banner. Whose side was I on? What was I doing?

			“Not exactly.” Before he could question me further, I asked, “So you’ll be training with us?”

			“No, they’ve got us in another section.” Calla grimaced.

			Quinn, in contrast, smirked. “They say we spook the tygers. Lucky your magic is so weak you don’t even warrant a snarl,” he teased.

			I gave a rueful laugh before a rumble started in my head.

			Where are you? I asked telepathically. I missed my tygress.

			Flame didn’t respond, just another growl.

			“You okay?” Quinn asked, stepping back. Then he tilted his head to Calla, dropping a quiet “I’m Quinn.”

			Calla smirked. “Calla—we sparred earlier.”

			Their conversation drifted from me as I spotted Blake Axefire walking purposefully toward me.

			“Azures,” he said, “see yourselves out of our pen before the tygers arrive.”

			Quinn and Calla turned—though Calla made a little mocking gesture behind his back that made me smile, and Quinn winked at me again.

			“See you at dinner, Rubi,” he tossed over his shoulder.

			I moved to follow them. Blake’s hand wrapped around my arm, snapping me back toward his side.

			“Where are you going?”

			“I’m Azure,” I reminded him. “You said we should see ourselves out.”

			“Don’t act stupid,” he said, gesturing at my clothes, tygers embroidered everywhere.

			I started to retort, “Just because—”

			“One last run with your tygers,” he announced over me, garnering the attention of the tired group. “You can thank Morningtail. Perhaps she will be on time tomorrow.”
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			The divide was crystal clear, I realized as I stepped into the dining halls.

			It was just like the tavern with Silvers to one side and Azures to the other.

			I stood at the threshold as that sense of not belonging returned. I was an Azure, proud to be one, had suffered alongside my people—but I wasn’t like these Azures. I was less powerfully built and didn’t have an animal form to shift into.

			And now I was the tygress rider, uniform bedecked with the tygers of the Silver Dominion. I belonged with Flame. I had missed her today. I visited her after that final, exhausting run, both of us taking pleasure in my grooming her. But it felt wrong to be apart during training. Our Bond was deep, like the roots of an ancient tree joining the lonely, ragged pieces of my heart. She gave me purpose and something more. Something that I didn’t have a name for but had longed for all the same.

			“Rubi?” Quinn’s loud, jovial voice rang out. My eyes darted to the far left table where Calla and Quinn both sat, with a few other Azures at their table and the one over.

			Their clothes were dyed in earth tones or left plain, worn soft and easy against their skin. Bits of wood, feathers, and polished stone decorated braids and necklaces, rattling softly as they moved. Their free laughter rang out.

			There were easily five times as many Silvers, though they kept at least a table between themselves and any Azures.

			Eyes all stuck to me as I moved. How long would it take for the novelty of my atypical circumstances to wear off?

			“Hey,” I said, sliding in beside Calla and Quinn. The others eyed me warily.

			At least it was easy to see where I stood with everyone.

			Calla introduced me across the table quickly, though I didn’t absorb their names. I was distracted by the burn of ice blue eyes across the room.

			Blake Axefire, glaring from his table on the right.

			He was seated next to Princess Malissa, who played with the ends of her hair, eyes focused on Ire as he spoke with a mouthful of food. Jace sat across from them, his back to me, though his shoulders shook as he laughed with one of the warriors next to him, one I didn’t recognize.

			Blake’s gaze stayed on me until Malissa pulled at his arm and turned him toward her. I didn’t miss the flare of her eyes over me before she turned his attention away.

			Calla popped up to grab a basket of tea eggs from a passing server. “Wishing you’d sat with them?” She twirled with careless ease before settling onto the bench beside me, not dropping a single egg. “It’s fine if you want to.”

			“No.” I shook my head. “I think I’m right where I’m supposed to be.”

			Calla smiled before Quinn wrapped his arm over my shoulder to shove at her.

			“You’re such a show-off, Calla, honestly.”

			“C’mon,” she cheered. “The Silver ironnecks are very aware of how free we are. We might as well enjoy it.”

			Laughter rippled across the table, Calla’s face bright with mischief. My eyes caught on her arm, on a set of braided leather bracelets that were a shimmering copper and gold. “I like your bracelets. They’re the color of Flame’s fur.”

			Slipping one off her wrist, Calla handed it to me.

			“Oh—no, I’m—”

			“I have tons,” she said, grabbing my wrist and slipping it on, featherlight and flexible compared to the solid jade bracelet on my other wrist.

			“It’s beautiful.”

			Calla’s eyes crinkled with warmth. “My mom used to make them for us—she had a litter of girls, me and my three sisters. We called them our sister bracelets, and said that if we wore them, we’d always be connected.” She nodded to my wrist. “We can call ours friendship bracelets.”

			For a moment, I wanted to scoff. To deflect the well of emotion rising like a tide within me. But kindness, especially in a place such as this, was a gift.

			“Friends,” I said. “I like that.”

			

			—

			The next morning my muscles were stiff and sore. I’d tried to stretch but ran out of time—I wouldn’t risk the embarrassment of being late again. Though as I approached the field—on time—it felt like everyone’s eyes were on me anyway, and the tygers had a new energy.

			Flame appeared next to me. My rider. I have been waiting.

			I am happy to see you. But everyone is staring. I looked around at the other warriors.

			My first time here. Un-Bonded tygers train separately. Come on, let’s go.

			But fighting from a tyger’s back was not the elegant, heroic art the warriors made it seem.

			It was fast and unforgiving.

			We rode in a wide, open training field, marked by rings and targets. The others took turns charging at full speed, striking with lances, swords, or whips, their movements fluid and powerful.

			Jace wielded his lance with deadly precision, while Blake’s strikes sent up bursts of dust and splintered wood as he destroyed target after target.

			Malissa used twin swords, her movements fast and exact, carving through the heavy dummies without hesitation.

			And me? I was an unmitigated disaster.

			The sword was too heavy. The lance even worse. My fingers ached just trying to keep a grip. Every time I lifted a weapon, it threw me off-balance, nearly unseating me. Flame tried to compensate, shifting smoothly beneath me, but there was only so much she could do. And I was so sore.

			Ire was all brute power on the field, riding Wrath like a born warlord. His lance moved as a part of him, every strike precise and brutal, his tyger matching each motion in perfect sync.

			Mid-charge, his eyes found mine. He shifted his grip, angling the lance toward me with a smirk. Slowly, deliberately, he aimed the tip at my chest. A threat.

			I swallowed.

			Then Wrath surged forward, and Ire destroyed the real target with one clean, merciless blow.

			When I had to spar against Malissa, she barely moved her feet as she parried my strike with a single, effortless motion.

			“This is pathetic,” she said, loud enough for the others to hear. “Do you enjoy embarrassing yourself?”

			Flame snarled. My grip tightened. “I’m learning.”

			Malissa arched one perfect brow. “Oh? Is that what you call it?” She stepped forward, fast enough to force me back. “Because from where I stand, it seems as if you’re fighting like a weakling, Azure.”

			Heat crawled up my neck, but before I could react, she struck.

			Her blade knocked mine clean from my hands, tossing me off Flame. A heartbeat later, the cold kiss of steel was at my throat.

			Malissa leaned in just enough so I could hear her whisper: “You don’t belong here. And stay away from what’s mine.” She stalked away.

			I stared after her a moment, her words sinking in. What was she talking about? Did she mean Blake?

			Ire stepped toward me and extended a hand to help me up—blatantly ignoring Flame’s warning growls.

			He loomed over me, waiting. I caught Blake’s gaze where he was supposed to be overseeing the other battles, though his eyes kept flickering to my circle.

			“An Azure who trains with Silvers,” Ire said, pulling me to stand, then jostling me close. “Both you and that tygress of yours need to be controlled by a firm hand.” A pause. A slow, deliberate smirk as he looked me up and down. “Mine.”

			I shuddered with revulsion.

			To my surprise, Jace stepped forward in my defense. “Very well, Ire. I think we’ve all seen your battle prowess. Go.”

			A few of the other warriors watched as Ire stalked away, his eyes promising revenge.

			“How about you try me, Rubi?” Jace said, his voice playful. I smiled.

			“Hand-to-hand this time. Let Flame rest and eat, someone will escort her back.”

			I will not leave while you remain, Flame protested.

			Dear one, thank you, but go. I must train so I don’t embarrass you.

			I am rather magnificent, but so are you. On the inside, at least. Okay, you might have a point.

			I gave a snort of laughter while Flame chuffed in my mind as she ambled off.

			Jace turned to look at the Ambush Master, waiting for some signal before whistling with two fingers at his lips. “All to the pens. Grooming, feeding, rest. Tomorrow the worst of it begins.”

			He spoke with a wide smile, reveling in the quiet groans. While Jace’s training style was more relaxed and friendly than Blake’s, it was still just as difficult.

			Once the training field was cleared, I stepped up, waiting to see what weapon Jace might choose for me.

			“A sword?”

			Jace shook his head. “You are not ready to fight me. Perhaps we try a different approach.” He grabbed a fine bow off the far weapons wall; a quiver of arrows hung beside it.

			“Have you shot before?”

			I nodded but grimaced. “Shot, yes. Hit my target, no.”

			Jace laughed, handing me the weapons and gently guiding me with a hand on the center of my back toward the target, far enough away that I grew worried.

			“That’s all right. I’ll help you.”

			Stretching his arms out as if to say, Show me what you’ve got, Jace stepped back and crossed his arms to watch.

			I exhaled slowly, trying to steady my grip. My fingers trembled around the string, the arrow’s nock slipping slightly as I struggled to find the right tension. A simple wooden target stood across the field.

			I loosed the arrow, but it flew only halfway across before dropping.

			Again.

			And again. And again.

			I gritted my teeth, adjusted my stance, and was pulling the string back again when Jace stepped toward me.

			“You’re overcompensating. Just ease into your instincts.” His voice was edged with amusement.

			I let the bow dangle with a frustrated sigh, my arms aching from holding it too tightly. The string bit into my fingers, leaving faint red marks.

			“Oh, sure—that’s helpful,” I muttered sarcastically under my breath.

			Jace chuckled, the sound low and unbothered. He wasn’t just good—he was a natural with almost any weapon, but with the bow, he was something else entirely. Effortless, every shot a clean strike, as if the bow itself listened when he touched it.

			“Here.” He moved in closer, his hands light but firm as he adjusted my grip. “Relax your shoulders. You’re too tense.”

			His fingers skimmed over my arms, correcting my posture, guiding my elbow just a fraction higher. I could feel the warmth of him at my back, his presence grounding. The silver cuff he always wore clinked against my jade bracelet.

			My magic started humming, a cadence I’d never felt before.

			Like…resonance. A vibration beneath my skin, steady and undeniable. As if I’d found something that fit.

			“That’s better,” Jace murmured, his voice near my ear. “Now draw back.”

			The bow felt lighter as I pulled back. I held my breath, sighting down the shaft of the arrow. Jace’s fingers guided mine, his presence steady. He leaned in further—

			A low, sharp creak filled the air.

			Jace stilled, cheek nearly beside mine.

			I dropped the arrow, distracted, as one of the metal practice dummies a few feet away warped, the steel groaning against itself as if under some invisible pressure.

			I felt him before I saw him.

			Blake.

			Standing several paces away, watching. His arms crossed, his expression cool.

			Jace arched a brow at him. “A shame,” he mused, his voice pitched just loud enough. “I really thought she was going to make that one.”

			“Training is done,” Blake said. His steely gaze clashed with mine. “Morningtail, get out of here.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“Jace, you’ve been summoned. Now,” he commanded.

			Jace nodded at me before sweeping past to follow the angry Ambush Master out.
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			My world had become a colorful medley of pain.

			My muscles groaned every step I took, my joints cracking like they’d never been used before. My feet felt swollen to three times their size, stuffed into my boots. I was always hungry. But the anxiety of feeling less like an Azure and more like Silver—while knowing I was rejected by both—grew more intense every day and always seemed to ruin my appetite.

			Blake and Jace were summoned by the king almost every day, though nothing else seemed out of the ordinary, so I tried not to think too much about it, lest I assume they were reporting on my abysmal performance as a Tyger Warrior thus far. I sighed.

			I missed my home. My routine. Even the dingy segregated tavern. I missed dancing and dinners at the low table and the smell of incense or healing tonic ingredients on the stove.

			Above all, I missed Edith.

			We hadn’t spoken in nearly a week, not since our argument over the Culling, over the boon and my wish to get my memories back.

			Calla, who had a habit of sneaking in and out of the kitchen every morning for breakfast and snacks—especially on days with sweets—was growing to be one of my closer friends and allies. She seemed to make friends everywhere.

			She told me Edith had been offered a position at the palace with the royal healers. There was a bittersweet punch to that knowledge. I was glad to know Edith had a place here and that she wasn’t spending her time worrying I’d turn up dead. But there was guilt and fear too, because I suspected the position was a way for them to keep me in check by forcing her to stay here. They knew I’d never step out of line with Edith at stake.

			Not that she had anywhere else to go.

			Axefire’s warriors had made sure of that.

			Stepping into the dining hall after a grueling practice, I slowly moved toward the Azure table, legs quivering. Calla stepped up beside me with her tray, slanting an eyebrow at my stiffness.

			I decided I actually didn’t want to eat another meal in this tense dining hall.

			“Do you want to come with me?” I asked, glancing at the door.

			“For what?” Then she smiled and shook her head. “You know what? Yes. If it gets me away from the oaf for the time being, yes.”

			By the oaf, I knew she meant Quinn. They’d been sparring partners the last few days, and they had a hot competition on. With her personality, I’d thought she’d shift into something fast and light like a peregrine falcon. I’d barely been able to breathe when I watched them spar, first as humans. Fists met palms, elbows blocked strikes, their speed nearly impossible to track. Then, just as Calla aimed a punch for his ribs, Quinn moved, not backward, not to the side, but straight toward her.

			And in the blink of an eye, he shifted. One moment, he was a man. The next, he was a massive tan wolf, launching at her with bared teeth.

			I barely had time to inhale.

			Because before Quinn’s attack could land, Calla’s form rippled, twisting, growing.

			Where she had stood, an enormous bear reared up on its hind legs, thick fur rippling over muscle as she batted him away with a swipe of her claws.

			So, not a falcon. If only I had power and magic like that.

			The last I’d heard, they were more or less tied.

			Though Quinn had tried to brag to me about his wins.

			Once in the quiet hallway, I led Calla down the halls, humming beneath my breath. I let the melody of the low song’s notes pull my feet where I felt I must go.

			Only to arrive at a large wooden door. In my heart, I knew whose rooms these were. I knocked as Calla settled behind me.

			“Who is it?” a familiar voice called.

			“Your favorite person.”

			The door pulled open to reveal Edith standing there with a warm smile spread across her lips. I inspected her as she invited us in over the threshold. She looked tired but relaxed. Not like she’d worked herself to the bone, or worse. There was an entire spread of food behind her.

			Something in me settled then, a weight I didn’t realize I’d been carrying.

			“Rubi,” she breathed. “And a friend?”

			“Calla,” we both said at the same time.

			“Come. Sit, eat. Tell me all about your training.”

			It was an apology in its own way. Or maybe more of an acceptance. I sank further into the comfort of being with her again. My body finally relaxed, my muscles nearly giving out as I lay across one of the velvet, plush lounges.

			We began eating. Edith made us both tea, while Calla told her of the Azures. I sat quietly, listening and drifting off.

			A pounding at the door made us jump. Edith opened it to Quinn, making Calla groan and toss her head back where she sat on a mound of pillows on the floor.

			“You come here often?” I asked.

			“Figured out where you guys had gone,” he answered. “And I was hoping for some free food, ribbon girl.”

			“You are like a barnacle on my side,” Calla snipped as Quinn sheepishly scooted into the room, dropping a kiss on Edith’s cheek as she tapped his face lovingly.

			“How lucky for you,” he said, patting the top of Calla’s head as he made his way over to sit on my chair. “Scoot.” I made room for him easily, smiling at the little group.

			It was much better than the anxiety-inducing divided dining hall. The smarmy jokes about Azures whispered beneath Silvers’ breath. The snippy remarks about me from both sides that made my skin heat and Flame’s threats rumble to life in my head.

			“It’s almost your second zodiac year, Rubi,” Edith said, her eyes soft.

			I’d be turning twenty-four soon. They said each zodiac animal shaped our nature and magic—tiger for ferocity, ox for steadiness, snake for cunning. Our magic first awakened when the cycle completed at twelve years, our first Zodiac, and matured when it came full circle again with our second Zodiac. It was now the Year of the Dragon, my birth year.

			“Ooooooh, I didn’t know you were a Dragon,” Calla said, wriggling her fingers at me. “Your magic’s going to fully awaken.”

			I snorted. “I wish. Obviously, nothing much happened at my first zodiac year, so I wouldn’t hold my breath.”

			“You never know,” Edith told me gently. “Your past may be your starting point, but your choices now define who you are.”

			There was more quiet conversation, small laughs and jovial little anecdotes. Calla told stories of her meddling sisters. Quinn regaled us with tales of his father. Edith shared old folktales like bedtime stories, treating us like children and not warriors preparing for battle.

			It was enough peace to allow my eyelids to slip shut.

			

			—

			“Rubi?”

			I woke to the gentle rocking of my shoulder, of Quinn’s hand on my arm as he pulled me from my dreamy liquid sleep state. I smiled, blinking up at him.

			“Hey,” he whispered. It felt warm and familiar, like we were at home and he’d stayed over all night to keep refilling our fireplace when the winds were bad enough. “Edith’s asleep. So is Calla—I’ll let her stay. Do you want to sleep here or go to your room?”

			“I should go,” I mumbled, still half asleep, before stumbling to stand.

			Quinn kept an arm around my shoulders, chuckling as we staggered into the hallway and toward my room.

			“You don’t have to walk me all the way there.”

			Quinn smirked. “I know. I’m headed somewhere else.”

			“How do you have the energy to make conquests during training?” I exclaimed, shoving him with my shoulder. “With who? Or are you hoping you’ll find someone worthy of Pairing to get an edge in training?” I teased as he stopped and faced me.

			“I don’t kiss and tell.” Quinn smiled. “As you well know.”

			Pairing was an intimate act between magic users, and it often strengthened and connected their magic. It could be done by any two people with the right intention. For many, it was tied to love and sex. Because apparently it felt like something otherworldly if you Paired during the act, but un-Pairing was more complicated, although I didn’t know the details. There was Soul Pairing, too. That was truly a once-in-a-lifetime, until-death kind of thing. It even changed the color of your Marks to red. Soul Pairing allowed the couple to actually share their magic with each other, not to mention giving them a huge power boost. But if one of them died, so would the other.

			I didn’t know. I’d never even Paired before.

			Quinn had awkwardly tried to explain it to me once, when we’d been intimate a year or so ago. But we’d never Paired. I thought it was pointless. I had so little magic, and Quinn and I had never been serious about each other.

			Quinn waggled his eyebrows at me now, and I couldn’t help giggling. “You are unbelievable.”

			His smile only grew then, and he shrugged, all boyish, handsome charm. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He grabbed me by the waist and pulled me beside him as he started walking again.

			“Quinn!”

			“C’mon, ribbon girl. If you want to Pair with me so desperately, you—”

			Quinn cut off abruptly, straightening, though he kept his grip on me. My eyes opened, suddenly wide awake at the buzzing beneath my veins that meant only one person was standing in front of my door.

			Blake Axefire’s arms were crossed like a guard’s, his eyes burning as they took in my leaning on Quinn, his arm around my waist.

			“Where have you been?” His voice was filled with concern. My brow furrowed.

			“What?”

			“Are you drunk?” Blake asked, his voice shifting darker. I straightened, pushing off from where I was nearly resting in Quinn’s arms.

			“No,” I snipped. “Are you?”

			“I swear to the gods, Morningtail—”

			“Rubi didn’t do anything,” Quinn stepped in, eyebrows furrowed. “Sorry, we were just—”

			“You’re dismissed, Azure.” Blake’s gaze didn’t shift even slightly away from me.

			“But—”

			“Now,” he snapped, something fiercer in his eyes.

			“I guess I should go, too, considering I’m an Azure,” I retorted, grabbing Quinn’s arm in mine, though my friend immediately tried to get out of my hold.

			Blake looked furious. “You are the tygress’s chosen rider. You’re a gods-damned Silver until I say otherwise, a Tyger Warrior and under my jurisdiction.” His gaze finally turned from mine to look at Quinn. “Leave. Now.”

			Quinn started to say something, but seemed to think better of it. He looked at me, and I wanted to tell him not to go, but instead, I gave him a reassuring nod. I didn’t want to cause trouble for Quinn. He turned and started down the hallway, jaw clenched in obvious frustration but with no words of dissent. Damn the Ambush Master, ruining one of the few moments of normalcy I’d had since entering this palace.

			“What is your problem?” I snarled. “We had dinner with Edith in her room. You’re acting like we committed a crime.”

			“You weren’t in the great hall,” he said, jaw tight, the words pushing through clenched teeth.

			I rolled my eyes, stepping toward my door. His hand shot out and grasped my wrist.

			“And?” I said, pulling at his grip. “I’m not a child. You might be in charge of my training, but I don’t follow your orders outside of the training fields.”

			“You and your Azures don’t know the first thing about following orders. Meals are to be taken in the great hall.” Every word from his mouth was half strangled, like he was repeating a script.

			“What is this really about?” I asked. “You can’t be mad about dinner.”

			I stepped closer, pushing his massive unmovable body aside with my shoulder, surprised that it wasn’t metal armor I met but the soft padding underneath. Like he’d been half dressed and decided to come here?

			He froze then, at my closeness or something else, I didn’t know, before his eyes darted to where he still held my wrist in his grasp. A twinge of color rose to his cheeks, and he pulled back, letting my hand drop.

			“Good night, Axefire.” I shook my head, waiting until he moved away from my doorway before entering.

			“Don’t disappear again.”

			I slammed the heavy wooden door in his face.
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			Another week into training and I finally developed a routine.

			I woke earlier now, to ribbon dance. Edith had suggested it, and I found the familiar movements soothed my mind and stretched my muscles before training. I felt steadier.

			And it was a comfort to be good at something again. To feel like my body knew how to move.

			I’d stop by to say good morning to Flame in the tyger stables, where I often found Couscous stealing her breakfast. Other times, my cat would be curled up in the hay, a small ball of orange and cream nestled against the great tygress’s paws.

			The warriors around me got better each day, proof of the masterful training of our Ambush Master and Captain of the Guard. We were not only trained in weapons but also taught the limited knowledge they had regarding the demons and monsters we were to fight. Even I had improved, though not enough. I was faster, well-balanced atop Flame, and my archery skills had much improved, but I still struggled.

			One afternoon, I turned a corner and slammed into a wall of muscle—Ire. His hand shot out before I could react, fingers closing around my throat as he shoved me back into the stone, trapping me. To remind me how easily he could.

			His body crowded mine.

			“You don’t deserve to be here,” he said, his breath hot against my cheek. “Fate made a mistake. And the rest of us are stuck cleaning it up.”

			His thumb dragged slowly against my skin, just under my jaw, like he was considering something worse. His eyes dropped to my mouth. “You’re not a warrior. You’re a toy someone put in the wrong place. Dressed up like one of us, but soft where it counts.”

			I refused to flinch.

			He leaned in closer, mouth at my ear now. “Keep pretending you belong. We’ll see how long that pretty act lasts.”

			Then he let go and stepped back, smiling like he hadn’t just choked me. “See you in training, little Azure.”

			I waited until he was gone, then pressed my shaking fingers to my throat.

			Breathe, just breathe.

			

			—

			“Again,” Blake ordered.

			Sweat dripped off my forehead. It was late afternoon, the sun high today. It was early in the fourth month and a day when spring seemed possible. Most of the men had stripped themselves of their shirts in the heat, though not Blake. I’d admired Jace’s leanly muscled chest and stomach from the corner of my eye. I had stripped my riding jacket off long ago and was in the sleeveless tunic beneath. Malissa opposite me looked the same, her hair braided back smoothly away from her lightly flushed face. She was unshakable against anything I tried.

			She often stood close to Blake, a possessive hand on his bicep, leaning in close to confer while Ire watched them with furious, calculating eyes. Clearly, the king favored Blake and seemed to welcome an engagement between them. From Blake’s point of view, who wouldn’t want to inherit a dominion? I wondered how deep their relationship was—and then nearly slapped myself to stop from wondering anything about the Ambush Master.

			“Use your magic,” Jace called.

			“I would, but I’m in short supply,” I muttered under my breath. Still, it made Jace smile.

			“I said again,” Blake barked.

			Malissa flexed her hands once, before darting for me, tackling hard. There were a few bruises along my bicep and forearm where she’d managed to slam me into the mat. I hadn’t landed one clean move on her in all our matches. Balancing against her strength was hard, but Blake had demanded I keep trying.

			This time, I darted for her legs, sliding low to hook behind her ankles. She jumped clear of my sweep.

			Easily, she pinned me again and I yielded. Jace clapped, coming to help me up. His mouth opened to speak before Blake snapped, “Again.”

			“Blake—”

			“Not with Malissa,” Blake said, cutting off Jace’s placating tone. “With me.”

			My stomach sank.

			

			—

			Across the circle, Blake Axefire faced me with stillness in his gaze. A warrior, the only remaining Twin Blade, the strongest metal mage they’d seen in centuries, and I had to fight him.

			It didn’t help that I could tell he was angry—it was easy to see in the furrow of his brow and the pacing of his feet as he watched me.

			I noticed a lot about Blake Axefire now, no matter how much I didn’t want to.

			The way corded muscle flexed beneath glistening skin, his arms taut as he wielded his weapons with precision. He, too, was down to his sleeveless tunic now, sweat-slicked and molded to his body. His forearms, dusted with bronze-gold hair, were carved with definition, veins standing out as he gripped the hilt of his sword. His broad shoulders rolled with power as he shifted, his stance perfectly balanced. And his back rippled with muscles each time he moved. He’d spent his life in training, and his body was a weapon, a beautiful one.

			Then there were his hands. Large, calloused, battle-worn yet nimble. Long, strong, perfect fingers. Distracting.

			Focus, Flame chided in my head, and my cheeks flushed. He will attack when you’re not paying attention.

			How do you know how he fights?

			He and Kingsolver are one and the same, Flame responded. Strong. Intense. Deadly. Don’t be distracted—

			Without warning, Blake lunged for me. I sideswiped him and leapt toward the other side of the circle, turning when I felt him growing closer. I tried to shove him away with both arms, my movements awkward and out of rhythm, as if my muscles were unconnected. It took three more times escaping him before I realized he was toying with me.

			His eyes flared, and suddenly, my arm was yanked sideways in a wrist lock.

			He struck again then, taking me down, pinning my wrists easily against the ground. I yelped, twisting under him, but he was immovable, every inch of him solid and unyielding.

			I felt every hard line of muscle pressed against me, and no matter how hard I pushed or kicked, he didn’t flinch. His body caged mine completely, his face far too close, those intense blue eyes watching me without a flicker of emotion. To my shame, I felt a flutter between my legs.

			“I know you have magic. Use it,” he said. “Sing me off.”

			I blinked up at him. “What?”

			He gave me a flat look. “Sing. Immobilize me. Stop being so afraid and try it.”

			“I’m not afraid,” I snapped, squirming under him. It didn’t help. It only made me more aware of every place our bodies touched. Heat crawled up my neck.

			“Sing,” he said again, dead serious. “Or we’re going to be here a long time.”

			I opened my mouth, then closed it. I felt absurd and a little embarrassed, pinned under the Twin Blade of the Silver Dominion, being ordered to sing at him like some deranged bird.

			“You’re insane,” I said.

			He gave a slight, mocking smile. Astonishingly, a dimple appeared, making my heart do something very stupid. It was the first time I’d seen him smile, I realized.

			“And you’re wasting time,” he said before dipping his head. “Unless you enjoy being underneath me.”

			My face flamed. “You’re dreaming,” I snarled.

			“And you’re a weak, scared Azure who won’t use her magic,” he snapped back. “Sing.”

			Face burning with fury and something else, I drew in a breath, lifted my chin, and sang the highest, clearest note I could manage.

			He didn’t so much as twitch. He waited, but when I pressed my lips into a firm line, he pushed up and off me, stalking away with barely concealed frustration. I felt wrung out and embarrassed, irritated because as much as I’d argued with him, there was a part of me that had hoped it would work. Had thought it actually might.

			My eyes burned.

			Flame rumbled with a soothing purr: There is light in every darkness, my rider. Do not be too hard on yourself.

			After dismissing the other warriors, Blake stalked back toward me. Jace lingered, but one scathing look from the Ambush Master had him giving me an apologetic frown and stepping away to hurry everyone else out.

			Blake’s pale blue eyes raked over me. I stood there, covered in sweat and grime. He came close enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet his gaze.

			“This is becoming dangerous,” he said flatly. “You have no warrior instinct whatsoever. Your arms are weak. Your frame fragile.”

			“Why does it matter?” I asked, feeling childish and hurt. “I’m sure you’d be grateful for my death—it would make all of this so much easier.”

			My words made him furious, heat entering where there was once only cold stiffness.

			“I do not play with your life. If you step into battle like that, it will not only be your death. Sloppiness will kill us all.”

			I didn’t say anything, my body rounding to shield myself from the truth of his words. I picked at the soft fabric around my knees, massaging the aching joint—anything to avoid his eyes, lest he see the reddening of my own.

			“If you were Bonded to any other tyger, you’d be gone. But you have the only living tygress queen. You must do better. There is no other option.”

			I’d seen how hard he trained, how good he was up close, and much as I hated it, I was starting to respect him. It was clear he’d earned his position. His skills were real. He was the best weapon the Silver Dominion had.

			And as stupid as it was, I did care what he thought of me. I was trying, even if it only resulted in failure.

			“Right now, you are nothing but a danger to the Silvers, the Azures—and to the tygress queen.”

			Heat flashed through me, a well of anger and fury that had been building for weeks. Before I could stop myself, I bared my teeth and snapped, “At least I’m not some stubborn Silver ironneck ready to slaughter and maim for his own gain.”

			“No?” he asked before turning away. “What are you doing here, then?”
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			The next day, I woke up filled with grief and longing. I’d had my recurring dream again, memories of my lost mother singing to me swirling through my mind. It haunted me. I had to get through the Culling and the Raveling, and somehow win that boon.

			Blake didn’t show for training, leaving Jace to lead us alone.

			It didn’t matter that the Ambush Master wasn’t there; I couldn’t get his voice out of my head. It was making my movements worse, like I was going backward instead of forward.

			Though I could tell Jace went easier on me without Blake ready to bark over his shoulder, I still felt Blake’s presence like a hand around my throat.

			After dinner, when Edith asked me to sing her something, as she often did, I remembered the song from my dream:

			“Born of passion and the silencing queen,

			A light shall rise where none have been.

			Through her, the dawn will banish night,

			If the dragon’s heart grants her might.

			Should the hollow one consume her power,

			Darkness will reign in the final hour.

			Let the serpent’s heir stand by her side

			And storms shall rage and kingdoms die.”

			After the last pure note died away, Edith was staring at me, her eyes glistening with emotion. “That’s an old ballad. Where did you learn it?”

			I shrugged. I didn’t know myself.

			

			—

			I treasured our evenings when Nelly and Thyme curled up nearby. Sometimes Calla or Quinn came, too. Being with them was the only time I felt sure of myself anymore, the only place I knew I was needed.

			But that night, I couldn’t sleep.

			You are nothing but a danger to the Silvers, the Azures—and to the tygress queen.

			His voice rang perpetually in my head.

			I didn’t want to stew in my misery alone in my rooms. The frustration that I couldn’t access what little magic I had was taking a toll, and I could hardly wield any weapon more than passably well. My memories, everything I’d lost, were my dream, not to mention our common need to fight the looming threat of the demon invasion, but I felt hopeless.

			Was it worth it to forfeit my life for this?

			I slipped out to the empty training fields. The stars stretched cold and sharp overhead, the sprouting grass cool and damp under my bare feet. I shivered, then activated Blake’s heat glyph. I stood still beneath the stars and breathed in the cold night air, the scent of things beginning to grow, and centered myself. Unrolling the long ribbons from my wands, I let them fall loose between my fingers.

			Then I began to move.

			It wasn’t the polished dance I had once performed. This was something raw. Fierce. Filled with fire and stubborn, aching passion. Every movement burned through me, my body carving sharp arcs and sweeping turns through the dark. The ribbons snapped and rippled in the air, alive with the rhythm of my anger, my longing, my refusal to break.

			The despair still rose up, heavy and choking.

			I would never be good enough. Not for Flame, who deserved a rider of her own strength. Not for the Azures, with their effortless power. Not for the Silvers, cold and perfect in their deadly precision. I wasn’t enough for anyone. Not even myself.

			And beneath it all, the deeper hurt: a life stolen from me, a past I couldn’t touch, a future that felt like a lie.

			My dancing grew faster, fiercer, stronger. My body moved like a flame in the wind, wild and furious and barely under control. I poured everything into the ribbons: the rage, the sorrow, the loneliness.

			Then I caught the faintest shift in the air behind me.

			I turned sharply, the ribbons whipping through the dark, and saw him.

			Blake stepped out of the shadows at the edge of the field, silent and steady, as if he had been there the whole time. His blue eyes locked onto mine, unreadable.

			The ribbons fell limp in my hands.

			Blake stood unmoving, the moonlight limning his hair. His arms were loose at his sides, but there was a tension in him, a quiet stillness I hadn’t seen before. His eyes traced the fallen ribbons, then me, as if trying to fit what he had just seen into the version of me he had already decided on.

			“Why don’t you fight the way you dance?” he asked finally, his voice low, rougher than usual.

			I shrugged. “The weapons are a lot heavier.”

			His laugh surprised me so much that I jumped. That dimple appeared in his left cheek, making him look infuriatingly handsome.

			“Where were you today?” I asked, swallowing tightly. I didn’t expect an answer, if anything just a quick None of your business.

			Instead, he sighed. “In the villages.” His mouth opened again like he wanted to add more, but he stopped. He looked like something heavy on his shoulders was weighing him down, more than the scuffed armor he still wore now.

			“You look tired,” I said. When he gazed at me thoughtfully instead of biting my head off, I raised an eyebrow. “Tired of being the big, terrifying Twin Blade? Or tired of pretending you like it?”

			He went still for half a breath. “Both,” he admitted quietly. “Some days more than others.”

			The honesty caught me off guard. For a moment, it was just him and me, two people trying and failing to hide how much weight we carried.

			“Did something bad happen?” I asked quietly.

			He didn’t answer right away, staring down at his boots and across at my bare feet on the grass. The moonlight caught the angles of his face, throwing deep shadows beneath his eyes.

			“Innocent people died,” he said finally, his voice rough with something like regret. “People who shouldn’t have.”

			“Was it the Ravager?” I asked.

			I’d heard rumors that the king was hunting the Ravager, the Azure rebel leader, with great intensity. Rebel raids were occurring increasingly often, personalized by the seal of the Ravager—a jagged iron lightning bolt—left behind in wax. Every day, some of the Tyger Warriors rotated out for duties instead of training, and Blake had been gone all day.

			He didn’t answer. Now he looked bloodied, broken and barely able to stand due to exhaustion.

			“When I saw you dancing, it was as if I caught a glimpse of clear sky after a long, dark storm,” he said suddenly, before ducking his head. I could just spot the shade of pink high in his cheeks, as if the words had slipped out on their own.

			“It’s the one thing I’m good at.”

			Blake shook his head. “No. It’s not.” The softly spoken words shook me for a moment, but before I could respond, he said, “I want to show you something.”

			My throat tightened as he stood and began removing the heavy metal outer layer of his armor. The stars burned bright and cold above us, but as I stood there, the night felt warmer than it should have.

			This was a different Blake Axefire beneath the stars. And he was far more dangerous than the one who tried to break me.

			He removed a thundervein blade and carefully placed it atop his other things in a pile. “Is it hard to carry the title without him?” I asked, my voice soft. “What is it like being the remaining Twin Blade?”

			Shaking his head, he ran a hand through sweat-damp hair. He glanced up then, and for a second, there was no mask on his face at all. “Like my hands will never be clean again.” His twisted smile was a hollow, broken thing.

			“Come here, Rubi,” he said, and my name felt different then on his mouth. Perhaps it was the moonlight making everything feel more charged, but something felt right. Balanced.

			Intense.

			I stepped forward, feeling less intimidated as he stood now in only his underlying black warrior clothes, similar in style to our training garb.

			“What?”

			“I want you to try and fight me with the ribbons.”

			“But you said—”

			“Forget what I said,” he murmured, so close I could easily reach out and touch him. “I’m a scorchhole, right?”

			My cheeks flamed, but I nodded with a quick gulp. “Right.”

			He stepped back, spreading his feet and sinking into a slight squat that made his thighs bulge against the fabric of his pants. Hands lifted, he made a come on motion toward me.

			I snaked out my ribbons, letting them loose at my side.

			We moved slowly at first, my ribbons whipping out as I warmed up to using them like a weapon and not a dancing tool. I nearly tripped.

			Blake shook his head. “No. Don’t overthink it. Just treat it like you would dancing.” It was a soft command this time.

			Closing my eyes, I focused on the sound of the breeze, the soft grass beneath my feet. I swept my hands up and down, snapping the ribbons out.

			“Again.”

			I opened my eyes. He came at me more fiercely, still unarmed but powerful and so much bigger than me. He had strength on his side, but I had speed.

			I managed to get one of my ribbons around his wrist, but he unwrapped it easily. He got one arm around my waist, but I broke his grip in a similar, practiced maneuver.

			Then I started to lose. I could feel Blake getting the upper hand strike after strike before—

			My mouth parted, and I started to sing. Low and soft, a melody I’d danced to often enough.

			It made Blake trip, just enough that I arched the ribbons again, wrapping around his wrists as I spun and pulled hard, yanking him down to his knees.

			He tried to get out, but I pulled them tighter, managing with my stance to drag him closer to me. On his knees, awash in the moonlight.

			Lips parting, he heaved out a breath and looked up at me, something like relief and liberation bursting out of him. His head was tilted back, a bright grin on his face, dimple appearing—all the darkness that had been in his eyes, now gone.

			What took its place made my belly tighten and warm.

			“A true Tyger Warrior,” he whispered, and my heart gave an extra squeeze. “I shouldn’t have said what I did yesterday. I was frustrated, and you— Anyway, it was cruel and unhelpful.”

			I nodded. “Very cruel and unhelpful. As bad as killing my chicken.”

			His full lips quirked as he shook his head. “Flame should be proud to have you as her rider.”

			I am, dear one. Males are always so slow to catch up.

			The warmth of her rumbling voice in my head mixed with the heat of his body so close to mine made my entire body unfurl, muscles relaxing after weeks’ worth of tension. I unwrapped the ribbons from his wrists, our breath mingling as I bent close to him.

			Hands freed, he made as if to reach for me, then caught himself. “Get some rest, Rubi. There is much more to learn and so little time.”

			

			—

			A few days later, heavy trunks arrived at the door. There was a note, written in a bold hand.

			I understand this cannot compensate for the chicken.

			For a long moment, none of us moved. Then Nelly let out a small squeak of excitement and darted forward, tugging at one of the latches. “Oh, lady, it’s almost as if you might have an admirer, despite both your unladylike tendencies and failure as a warrior.”

			When I opened the first one, I just stood there, frozen. Thyme leaned in over my shoulder and let out a low whistle. Inside were layers of fine clothing, far beyond anything I had ever owned. The fabrics gleamed under the faint light: deep velvets, supple leathers, thick woven wools, all stitched beautifully. They came in the colors of every jewel: rich red, deep green, midnight blue, black trimmed with gold thread. The scent of cedar and clean linen rose up as I sifted through them.

			When our hut was destroyed, Edith and I had each received a trunk with some sturdy serviceable garments as replacements. This was something else.

			There was a modest, floor-length shapeless nightgown made of thick cotton. I picked it up, snorted, and immediately gave it to Nelly, who clutched it to her chest like it was the greatest treasure in the world.

			As I lifted out a thick, fur-lined cloak, Edith ran her hands over the wool. She gave me a sharp glance. “Rubi, what have you gotten yourself into?”

			I shook my head.

			This meant nothing. To Blake Axefire, the cost was negligible. I swallowed hard and closed the trunk.

			If only I could close the door to my heart the same way.
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			“Another!”

			Quinn’s loud rumble was followed by a bout of cheers. I shook my head and blushed, hunching down.

			“Don’t you dare—”

			“For our tygress rider! To Rubi!”

			Calla and Edith both answered brightly, voices cheering loudly from our high table inside the tavern. The drunken crew surrounding us responded to Quinn’s call as well, making the blush on my cheeks grow darker.

			“And a happy second Zodiac!” Jace echoed, sidling up next to me at the crowded top. I was now twenty-four years old. This was the birthday when any hidden power was supposed to manifest. To my disappointment, there was no change. No sudden flare, no hidden magic unlocking with the return of my birth sign, the Year of the Dragon. But a part of me had expected this, and I was ready to drown my sorrows.

			Jace’s hand pressed against the back of mine, my jade bracelet clinking against his silver cuff again. My magic thrummed enough that I dropped my mug back to the wooden bar top, sloshing the golden liquid over the rim.

			“Sorry,” I said. “You startled me.”

			“By accident, I assure you,” Jace said, beckoning a cloth from a barback.

			Cheeks already flushed from the alcohol, I nodded.

			He’d been extra kind to me today, though I wasn’t sure how he’d discovered that it was my birthday. He’d greeted me with well-wishes when I entered the training grounds this morning, Blake having been absent again, dealing with the rebellion, which I’d heard through whispers at the palace was growing rapidly in size and in violence.

			“Can I buy you another ale then, Rubi?” Jace smiled, all disarming boyish charm. He was nearly impossible not to like, friendly and good-natured, and so very handsome.

			“That sounds lovely.”

			

			—

			My feet stumbled slightly into the wall again—both Jace and Quinn had offered to escort me back to my rooms, but I’d said I’d find it on my own.

			I was regretting that now, as no matter how many times I put one foot in front of the other, the hallway only seemed to grow and grow. My lips felt almost numb, pressed together in a slight smile as I hummed the melody from the tavern song they were all singing when we left.

			Or was it before—

			“Rubi?”

			I spun, slamming my shoulder into the stone.

			Blake Axefire, in the hallway, still in his under-armor.

			He looked even more drained than he had the night he’d come upon me ribbon dancing, his shoulders slumped lower, eyes rimmed with exhaustion. There was a small cut in his eyebrow that he’d gotten in training a few days ago that had opened back up, though the blood wasn’t running.

			Still, his brows were dipped down, like he was concentrating hard—or angry.

			“Oh no, are you annoyed with me again?” I said, my voice slurring lightly. “You’re not allowed—it’s my birthday.”

			I was mostly sure I pointed my finger at him as I said it, his form growing larger as he got closer, entering into my space entirely.

			“It’s your second Zodiac?” he asked, his voice quieter than mine.

			I nodded, eyes slowly scanning up his throat, over his tense jaw, and toward the ice blue eyes that were so often cold. But not now. Now they looked younger, gentler.

			Or maybe it was the alcohol making me see things.

			“What are you doing, Rubi?”

			“I’m going to my rooms,” I said, before stumbling again. This time, instead of hitting the stone walls, I was swept up in warm arms.

			Blake Axefire, the Twin Blade of the king, was carrying me.

			“I don’t need help,” I weakly protested. Blake said something, his chest rumbling louder against my ear than his words, so I missed what he said. “I can walk.”

			“Of course. You were doing such a good job.” His voice was filled with sarcasm.

			My brow furrowed, fingers drawing shapes on the fabric covering his chest. “I was?” The light glinted off the stubble on his cheek, so many pretty metal shades: bronze, gold, copper, even some silver. I reached my finger out and stroked it, soft and then rough, soft and then rough. Blake sighed heavily. He stopped, maneuvering me as he opened the door to, I assumed, my room.

			“No guards,” I said through a yawn.

			Blake set me on the bed, pulling back the large comforter for me. I snuggled down easily.

			“What?”

			“There’s no guards tonight to keep me from escaping.”

			Blake sat on the edge of the bed then, close to me. It reminded me of the first time I’d woken up in this room.

			Eyes slipping closed again, I fought to stay awake.

			Another heavy sigh from Blake, before he said, soft and steady: “It was never about that. It was to keep you safe.”

			His words made no sense. I must have been dreaming—which made me frown because I didn’t want to be dreaming about the Ambush Master. Not like this. All soft touches and gentle words.

			“Happy birthday, Rubi.”

			My fingers ghosted over his lips. “I like when you say my name.”

			Blake froze, but only for a moment before he pulled back. There was a movement by my face. Had he kissed my forehead?

			I was asleep before I heard him leave.
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			I blamed my exhaustion on the hangover, but it didn’t matter. Clearly, I was the only one so heavily affected, as Jace smirked over the barrier.

			“C’mon, Malissa and Rubi,” he called, a smile directed at me. “This is just a balance exercise. Ride toward each other, cross blades once. That’s it.”

			Malissa stood atop her tyger, opposite Flame and me. I was trying with a sword again, though I wasn’t any better. Still, it felt more useful than using my ribbons against her short twin blades.

			The princess was a warrior. Jace gave her the respect her position deserved but the others still whispered the word yin behind her back, even though Malissa was deadly and precise.

			We were the two female yin tyger riders. I’d hoped we might become friends eventually. But she still hated me. I wondered about her relationship with Blake—it was probably something more than friendship, I thought with a pang.

			Ready? I asked, petting Flame’s fur.

			Always.

			There was one thing I was unexpectedly, undeniably good at. When it came to riding our tygers at full speed—standing up, balancing on their backs, leaping through hoops as they charged across the training field—I excelled.

			Everyone else lurched and stumbled, their tygers jolting beneath them. Even the strongest warriors like Blake struggled to keep their footing. Ire, with his great mass, fell spectacularly several times, cursing as he hit the dirt.

			But me?

			The moment I stood on Flame’s back, it felt effortless.

			Of course, it didn’t hurt that Flame and I could mentally coordinate every second of every move.

			I sang to her as I rode. And she hummed back. I wasn’t just balancing. It was like I was dancing with her, flowing with the powerful rhythm of her stride, her instincts meshing seamlessly with mine.

			That was probably why Malissa’s eyes flashed as she struggled to balance on Venom’s back. It might have been the reason she hurled her blade at me instead of clashing with mine, as we’d been ordered.

			Pain right below my shoulder. A hot burst of blood. Flame roaring. I tumbled off her and slammed into the ground.

			“Blazing hell!” I cried out, my voice echoing in the space. Flame spun back and crouched over me.

			Rubi?

			I’m fine. It just hurt. At least she didn’t hit anything major.

			Flame growled once more, then turned and knocked into Venom, with more force than I’d seen.

			The movement easily jostled Malissa off her tyger, sending her sliding in the sand after landing on her shoulder.

			Venom, for a brief moment, seemed to consider charging, but Flame was tygress queen. One rumbling growl had every single tyger in the training field alert and focused. It was Kingsolver, though, who jumped into the fray, sidling up to Flame. He was protective, like her second-in-command. The two of them slowly stalked forward and cornered Venom.

			Jace and Blake had already hopped the barrier, palms raised toward the still-growling tygers.

			Blake looked toward me, penetrating blue eyes fixed on the blood pooling over my arm where Malissa’s knife was still stuck. He looked furious. Steeling myself, I pulled it out, keeping my gaze locked on his.

			His boot moved in my direction, but Jace pushed past him, rushing toward me.

			“Rubi?” he shouted. “Holy Guan Yu—are you all right?”

			“I’m okay,” I said. “I swear, it was just—”

			“Morningtail,” Malissa spat, eyes flaming as she stood and darted away from the others. “Get your tygress away from Venom. Now.”

			I took Jace’s hand, allowing him to help me up. The Azures had finished their training by now, slowly pouring into this side of the arena, which usually was my signal that it was time for dinner.

			“Malissa.” Blake’s face was white with anger. “You were completely out of line. You could have—”

			“It’s all right. I can handle this.” I smirked, turning the bloody blade toward myself and handing it to her. “Seems you misplaced something.”

			“Rubi,” she snapped. “Venom.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Don’t bloody me and Flame won’t attack. We’re on the same team, Princess.”

			For a moment, I wondered if she might hit me. She looked ready to—but her eyes drifted nervously to the furious Ambush Master. He was clearly angry with her now, but if push came to shove, would he protect his princess and possible future fiancée? Or—

			Stop it. Flame rumbled and looked back at me, ears twitching. Oh, you cannot be serious. You like him?

			Let Venom go, I said back, shaking my head to clear the dangerous thoughts of the Twin Blade just feet away.

			Kingsolver and Flame backed off. Venom sprang free, snarling, before Flame padded to my side.

			She could’ve ended you. Flame’s glowing eyes locked on Malissa, who edged back.

			But she didn’t. And she never misses, I thought dryly. It’s shallow.

			Flame dipped her head and gave the wound a slow, deliberate lick. By the grace of Kuan Yin, relief. I sighed. Gasps rippled through the crowd as the skin closed clean.

			“So that’s how you survived the Arena,” Jace murmured.

			Malissa tensed. Blake grabbed her shoulder and gave a sharp shake of his head. She stilled.

			“Training is over,” Blake ordered.

			Calla and Quinn took that as their sign to join the ring, running over to check on me. They peppered me with questions and inspected the now-healed wound, but I barely heard a word, too busy watching the icy gaze of someone I definitely shouldn’t be upset over.

			Snap out of it, I commanded myself.

			Blake took one last look at me, eyes lingering on the blood on my shoulder, before he turned and followed Malissa out of the ring, Kingsolver reluctantly following behind.

			

			—

			I was upset by the fight with Malissa. I was upset by my feelings for the Ambush Master. And I was confused.

			When I turned the corner toward the halls by my rooms, an arm reached out and gently caught my shoulder.

			“Where are you going?”

			Blake. The gods hate me, truly.

			“I told you—meals are in the dining hall.”

			“I’m not breaking the rules by not going,” I said, surly. “I don’t intend to eat at all.”

			I tried to scoot around him, but he sidestepped me, keeping me cornered.

			His brow furrowed, the lines of his sensual mouth turning down. “Rubi?”

			“Stop it, Axefire,” I snapped, hating the concern I could hear in his voice. I lowered my own and looked around, slightly paranoid. “I don’t need coddling.”

			“What happened with Malissa today—it shouldn’t have happened at all. I should have—”

			“Save it. There’s only so much you can do, and she is your princess.” I shrugged. “That is your duty.”

			“You are my duty,” he said. Blake’s frown deepened. “You are Flame’s chosen rider. One of my warriors. Therefore, I take responsibility for you, and for Malissa’s actions.”

			I hated the sadness I felt at his duty-bound words. What had I expected? For him to kiss my wounds and tuck me into bed?

			Nodding, I stepped back again. I whispered, “Can I go now?”

			There was a long silence then, his body hovering over mine, so close I could feel his warmth despite not touching him. His hand rose slightly, almost like he might touch the area where my wound had been beneath my leathers.

			But then he let out a resigned breath and stepped aside, head tilted down and eyes closed as if in pain.

			I didn’t look back as I walked to my rooms, ignoring the pull toward him.
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			Two days before the Culling, Edith insisted on another trip out beyond the palace walls and into the city, where a night celebration was occurring.

			“We can call it our Last Rites,” Calla said, smirking and fitting a fancy teal-and-green sash over her clothes. Quinn, who was lounging around while waiting on us to finish dressing, laughed and agreed.

			I chose a warm, soft dress in a lovely dark blue that the Ambush Master had given me, its fabric heavy enough to ward off the evening chill.

			Nelly and Thyme hunched over a board game in front of the fire, munching on roast pork buns. It was some sort of strategy game with animal glyphs across a board. Couscous sat upright on the couch, paw poised to swat the moving glyph-powered metal pieces that shifted and morphed.

			“I eat you!” Nelly declared triumphantly.

			Thyme frowned. “The cougar is stronger than the jackal.” A moment later, his piece lunged forward and devoured hers instead.

			Over my dress, I fastened a gray cloak, the deep hood casting a shadow over my face as I pulled it up. Practical and unassuming. Calla took my hand in hers, and we filed into the hallway—still with no guards present—and out into the cold air.

			The sun was sinking behind the towering spires of the palace, its dying light bleeding copper across the sky. Shadows stretched long over the palace grounds, slanting across the high iron gates and latticed bridges. The palace walls, covered in metal, shimmered in the fading light.

			Beyond the gates, the city stirred. Lanterns flickered to life, casting pools of warm light onto the cobbled streets. A set of shifting metal gates re-formed themselves, locking into place like puzzle pieces overhead.

			The cooling air carried the scent of smoke and steel. I had never spent much time in Steel Haven before, and since the Bonding, I’d only ventured out for my second Zodiac. The city’s splendor caught me off guard. As I made my way toward the large central square where the celebration would be held, the cobblestones beneath my feet shimmered, inlaid with raw ore that pulsed faintly with stored energy from the vast network of metal veins that ran underneath the city. The metal shifted subtly in response to the magnetic currents that thrummed beneath the surface.

			Rickshaws glided past me, their frames sleek and burnished, floating effortlessly on invisible magnetic tracks. Some were personal carriages, their metal casings reshaping themselves to accommodate their riders, while others were larger, cargo-laden platforms bearing shipments of weapons, raw ingots, and even freshly crafted armor. Towering pavilions of black iron and burnished bronze loomed above. An entire city run by glyphs and metal mages.

			We slipped through the winding streets. The air still held the crisp bite of evening, but the glow of metalwork lanterns bathed the evening in warm light, casting shifting patterns across the walkways.

			The closer we got to the central square, the more the energy in the air thickened. I stepped onto the enormous open plaza and exhaled in quiet wonder. The square was a marvel of living metal with towering statues of tygers at each corner.

			“Seems like a bit much if you ask me,” Calla said—Quinn grunted in agreement—before she spotted a stall with vibrant fabrics, gestured with delight, and sprinted to it. I laughed as I followed behind her, slipping my arm into Edith’s now.

			“It’s strange, isn’t it?” I asked her as we walked slowly down the street.

			“What is?”

			“All the food.”

			Tonight, here in the capital at least, there was no sign of the hunger that had plagued our village. The food stalls were bursting with steaming dishes that sent mouthwatering scents curling through the cool air: savory dumplings, sweet red bean pastries, and stir-fried noodles that sizzled.

			In one stall, ladles floated lazily through bubbling cauldrons, stirring thick congee without a cook’s hand. A vendor waved his hands over a platter, and skewers of grilled meat lifted from the counter and floated into waiting hands.

			“It is like most places. Fraught with corruption. The haves and the have-nots. How strange it must be for you, my love,” she said quietly, touching my cheek, “to be a part of this world now. The great tygress rider. Water always finds its own level.”

			I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean?”

			Edith shrugged and avoided my eyes, but I didn’t press her. The last few weeks, she had seemed older, more tired, her sharp edges dulled by something I couldn’t quite name. Whenever I asked her about it, she’d wave me off with a huff. Stop fussing, Rubi. But I saw the way she rubbed her temples when she thought no one was looking, the way her shoulders sagged just a little more each day.

			

			—

			“It’s entirely too crowded,” Quinn said, his shoulders twitching as he shoved through the growing horde toward us. “I say we take the lot we’ve got and head back, ribbon girl.”

			His arms were full of bags of fabric and small hanging containers of delicacies we wanted to try. Edith stepped forward with a nod, but something caught my ear, a musical performance.

			“You go. I want to stay, just for a bit,” I said, ears straining to take in what I was sure was happening on the other side.

			“If you’re sure, Rubi,” Edith sighed. “Be careful.”

			I patted the hanging pocket of my dress where I’d stowed my ribbons. “Always am.”

			She leaned up and kissed my cheek, patting it with her palm as she took Quinn’s offered forearm for her to walk.

			I pulled my cloak tighter around me and stepped backward into the throng of people. Folks were dancing, I realized.

			The music wrapped around me like a spell. A harp stood at the center of the ensemble. Runes pulsed along its frame, and as the mage guiding it flicked his fingers, the strings shimmered and plucked themselves, spilling out a lively melody. Beside it, a drum’s wide bronze surface thrummed in perfect time. With each strike, glyphs glowed along its rim, shifting with the rhythm.

			My fingers twitched at my sides, my body thrumming with the urge to move. The music wove through the square like a living thing, pulling people into its rhythm, sweeping them into motion. Around me, revelers twirled and swayed, their laughter ringing through the crisp night air. A couple spun past, the woman’s skirts flaring as the man lifted their giggling daughter onto his shoulders.

			For one reckless second, I ached to be a part of it all. I wanted to be as happy as that small, beautiful family.

			But then I looked closer.

			The father was tall and broad-shouldered, moving with an easy, effortless strength. Perched on his shoulders, the little girl grabbed at his hood with tiny hands, yanking it back in a playful tug. The fabric slipped away, revealing a tousled sweep of his bronze hair, a sharp cut of his jaw, and a face I knew far too well.

			Blake.

			It couldn’t be.

			“Is that the Ambush Master?” a voice asked, making my body jump.

			I spun to glare at her.

			“Calla,” I snipped, “you scared me.”

			“Sorry.” She smirked, definitely not sorry at all. Her eyes went back toward where we were now spying. “I didn’t know Axefire had someone. All of the fine court ladies will be so disappointed.”

			I stared, too, biting a little too hard on my tongue. The clench in my chest wasn’t jealousy.

			Of course it wasn’t.

			Just surprise. A deep, unsettling shock that lodged itself in my heart like a blade. I hadn’t expected the ever-controlled Ambush Master to have a secret family. That was all.

			“She’s beautiful,” I said.

			The woman at his side was young with soft rose gold hair braided over one shoulder and warm, lively eyes. She wore a simple dress, the kind woven for comfort rather than courtly display, but it suited her. She belonged here, in the gentle light of the festival, her arms loosely wrapped around his neck.

			And their child had his eyes. That unmistakable ice blue, but without the weight of cynicism that too often shadowed Blake’s gaze. The little girl was bright and unburdened, clinging to his shoulders, eyes sparkling as she spotted a street performer.

			“Yeah, cute family.” Calla shrugged. She looked at me carefully. “You don’t seem so good. Are you okay?”

			I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			Tugging on Blake’s hair, the little girl pointed toward the bustling crowd at the edge of the square. With an easygoing shrug, Blake and his family drifted in that direction.

			Pulling my hood lower, I shadowed them from a distance.

			“What are you doing?” Calla hissed.

			“I—don’t know. I just— You don’t need to come with me,” I sputtered.

			“Like hell am I leaving you alone, Rubi.”

			The street performer wielded a whip of living metal, its form shifting seamlessly between liquid and solid as he moved. With a flick of his wrist, it snapped into a rigid staff, launching him into a spinning vault before liquefying midair and coiling around his arm. The crowd gasped as he sent it slicing through floating metal rings, reshaping it with each strike. In a final flourish, he cracked it forward, the weapon melting seamlessly into the city’s metal-veined streets before slithering back to his wrist, re-forming into a simple whip as he bowed.

			Blake applauded as eagerly as the rest of the crowd, his grin wide and unguarded, that cursed dimple flashing. I struggled to reconcile the man I knew with the one standing before me.

			He looked different. Younger. Lighter. Beneath his plain cloak, he was dressed like a commoner, in a cotton tunic and worn leather boots. But it wasn’t just the clothes. It was the way he carried himself, the effortless ease in his stance. There were no weapons strapped to his back, no sharp-edged calculation in his expression.

			This man seemed gentle and loving, tenderness in his eyes as he ruffled his daughter’s hair. It was a lighter shade than his but unmistakably bronze.

			This Blake was so appealing, he took my breath away. It couldn’t be the same man. Could this be his twin brother, Zayden? Had Zayden somehow survived?

			I started creeping closer for a better—

			The ground buckled, a violent tremor ripping through the city. The faces of the crowd froze in terror for one breathless moment before everything detonated into chaos.

			I turned toward Calla, shouting, “Go to Quinn! Make sure Edith is safe!”

			“But, Rubi—”

			“I’ll be fine, Calla. Please,” I begged. “Go!”

			She hesitated again, staring at me with a frustrated pull in her brow, before she huffed and took off running full speed through the panicking crowd.

			A deafening crack split the air as metal groaned and shattered, the enchanted filigree woven into the streets fracturing like broken glass. The pulse of magic beneath my feet stuttered, then surged in a wild, uncontrolled burst, sending shock waves through the square. Screams tore through the revelry as people stumbled, some thrown to the ground by the force of the quake.

			“It’s the Ironstorm!” a few voices shouted, mixing with others as they yelled, “Rebel attack! Run!”

			Lanterns swung wildly overhead, casting jagged, erratic shadows as chunks of stone and metal wrenched free from buildings, crashing down in a hail of destruction. The scent of fire and scorched iron filled the air, and in the heart of it all, something darker, something immense, stirred beneath the surface.

			Blake’s cloak hit the ground, discarded in a heartbeat. A thundervein dagger shimmered in his grip, crackling with latent power. His face was a mask of lethal intent.

			This was the Blake I knew.

			The woman yanked their daughter behind her. “How could you,” she said, her voice trailing off in pain. “There are innocents—”

			“This isn’t my doing,” he bit out. “Yvonne, get Poppy home. Now.”

			She hesitated, searching his face, then gave a sharp nod. “We’re close by. Go. Find out who’s behind this.”

			Blake sprinted toward the heart of the chaos. The ground trembled beneath his feet. The veins of metal running beneath the city had ruptured, leaving jagged shards jutting from the streets like serrated teeth. Shrapnel was everywhere. Blood slicked the stone. Cries of pain and panic filled the air. Bodies lay in the street.

			Masked men, their arms wrapped in rebel bands, wove through the carnage, striking with ruthless efficiency. Their blades flashed as they cut down Silvers, the elite now reduced to desperate fighters.

			Blake leapt into the fray.

			What he didn’t see was the group of demons spilling out from the park, moving like ink bleeding into the world. They didn’t charge. They slithered, silent at first, spreading through the unsuspecting crowd Blake had left behind.

			I caught sight of Yvonne. She had Poppy in her arms, her face white with terror as she ran. But then she skidded to a stop so fast it nearly sent her sprawling.

			A Thirst demon blocked her path.

			I recognized it instantly from the training we’d started on demons, learning how best to defend against and defeat each type—or at least the ones we knew enough of.

			It was round and squat but dense, its flesh pulsing with veins like something barely contained inside its own skin. Its appendages were short and clawed, made only for rending. And its mouth—goddess, its mouth was too large for its face, unhinged and ringed with row upon row of needled teeth, black drool dripping from its gullet. Its tiny eyes glowed, slitted and red, soulless in their hunger.

			Poppy screamed. A high, broken wail that cut through the night like a knife.

			Yvonne clutched her tighter, her knuckles white, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps. She was frozen, caught in the primal kind of terror that roots you in place.

			The demon twitched, tensing.

			I didn’t think. I just moved.
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			The street performer’s whip lay abandoned on the ground, its handle still warm from his grip. I snatched it up and sprinted, shoving Yvonne and Poppy behind me just as the Thirst demon coiled to lunge.

			The whip was heavier than the silk ribbons I used for dancing, but the motions were the same. Muscle memory took over. I twirled it above my head in a fluid arc, the supple metal snapping through the air like a blade.

			“Looking for a dance partner?” I taunted, my voice steady despite the wild pounding of my heart.

			The demon stilled, its grotesque head tilting, black drool stretching from its too-wide jaws. Then, with a guttural hiss, it lunged.

			I cracked the whip forward, the steel slicing through the air before striking the demon’s thick, pulsing hide. It recoiled, not in pain but in surprise, slitted red eyes snapping to me with renewed hunger. I knew the whip wouldn’t take it down—but it could slow it.

			That was all I needed.

			I planted my feet, ready to strike again, and screamed over my shoulder, “Run!”

			Yvonne hesitated, her wide eyes locked onto the demon, frozen between fear and instinct. Poppy whimpered in her arms.

			I lashed the whip again, snapping it across the creature’s leering face. It shrieked, its grotesque mouth stretching wider, teeth gnashing.

			“Now!” I barked. “Go!”

			This time she moved, stumbling back only to freeze again.

			Two more demons slithered out from the shadows behind her.

			My stomach dropped. We were surrounded.

			Rubi, what is happening? Flame’s voice crashed into my mind, frantic. They’ve locked my stall. I can’t get out. All of the tygers are in an uproar.

			The tygers were all locked up? Blazing hell. Someone had planned this.

			It’s all right, I lied, my voice even. I’ve got this.

			My hand tightened on the whip. I definitely did not have this.

			The demons closed in, their mouths stretching, that black drool dripping in long, glistening strings. Yvonne clutched Poppy tighter, her breath ragged, but I stayed in front of them as best I could.

			One of the creatures lunged. I snapped the whip out, its tip slicing through the air, wrapping around a cluster of wriggling little appendages on its torso.

			I yanked. The appendages ripped clean off. The demon shrieked, its severed limbs twitching on the ground like dying worms.

			Another demon pounced. I barely twisted out of the way in time, slamming against a large block of stone fallen from the building behind me, the thing’s claws raking through the space where I’d just been. It landed hard, but it was fast, faster than something that size should be.

			Before I could snap my whip again, it lunged a second time.

			I sprawled on the ground, dazed. My head swam, my limbs weak as I stretched for the whip again where I’d lost it.

			Snap out of it, Rubi! Flame cried.

			I shook my head, feeling a trickle of blood wet my ear. Shit. Shit. Shit.

			Focus!

			Then, just as the demon closed the distance—

			Clang.

			A metal object slammed into its head, knocking it sideways. It let out a guttural snarl, shaking its grotesque skull.

			I turned, breathless.

			Poppy was in her mother’s arms, her tiny palms outstretched, sun-shaped yang Marks glowing orange. At her feet lay the crushed remains of a huge metal lid, the thing she’d just thrown with magic.

			A female yang. Blake’s daughter. What was she, five years old? The ferocity in her eyes was pure Axefire.

			It wasn’t much, but it had bought me a few precious seconds.

			The demon snarled, recovering. Its slitted red eyes locked onto Poppy now.

			Hell no.

			I surged forward, striking out with the whip as the demon lunged again, but it was too fast. Too close.

			I slammed into it, but it flipped us in midair, its weight crushing me against the ground as we landed, its claws digging into my shoulders.

			Its mouth latched onto my skin, biting the side of my neck.

			I screamed as an unnatural pull wrenched through me, a black hole opening inside my chest. It was feeding on me.

			I’d be dead within seconds.

			I thrashed, but my limbs were weak, draining, like my strength was being sucked straight from my bones. A high-pitched ringing filled my ears, my vision going hazy at the edges.

			Please, please—I wasn’t sure who I was entreating—Flame, the goddess of compassion, the Kingdom of Sky. Flame was locked up, unable to help. Calla, Edith, Quinn, all gone and, hopefully, safe. Blake, who was out there somewhere, fighting.

			Something inside me cracked open.

			I opened my mouth.

			A melody pulled from the marrow of my bones, from the pit of my lungs, from some primal place that had been waiting, dormant, for this exact moment. It pushed its way up my throat, spilling from my lips.

			The sound was pure power.

			It was the crack of thunder before a storm, the wail of wind through jagged cliffs, the shudder of the earth before it splits apart. It didn’t just ring in my ears; it thrummed through the air, through the very fabric of the space around us.

			The demon shrieked and flung itself off me, its entire body convulsing as if I’d burned it. The sound kept rising, a melody that wasn’t entirely mine but something raw and ancient and terrifying. It poured out of me like floodwater breaking through a dam.

			Slowly I struggled to my feet as I kept singing. Blood trickled down my neck, but the wound itself seemed to be small.

			The demons’ red-slitted eyes went wide, their bodies seizing as if held in invisible chains. Some had already fed and were red and engorged to double their normal size. They jerked and convulsed, but I was already losing my hold on them.

			I didn’t know what I was doing or how I was doing it. And I had no way of killing them.

			When my hold on them broke, they would tear us apart. One demon wrenched itself away from my power and took a step toward us.

			They were breaking free.

			I couldn’t hold them. My voice started dying out as I crumpled to the ground, exhausted.

			And then soldiers amassed.

			Rebels, I realized, heart sinking. The ones who were attacking. But their attention wasn’t on me or Yvonne and Poppy—it was entirely on the swarm of demons.

			They began striking them down as my body crashed from the adrenaline, eyes nearly closing in pain and dizziness.

			Only—damn it.

			It wasn’t just rebel soldiers. It was the Ravager himself, slicing his way through.

			I had no energy left, nothing in me to defend us against him, but I would try. For the happiness I had seen in Blake with his daughter, his wife. For the man who had tucked me into bed.

			The Ravager was dressed from head to toe in black, complete with a full mask that covered his entire head—hair and face, with just a slit for the eyes. No part of him identifiable by the king’s men.

			Flame—can you call for Blake through Kingsolver? Tell him where we are.

			The request made little sense, but I was desperate. And perhaps if Blake got here, he could stop the carnage. I might have been on the rebels’ side before this, but they were slaughtering innocents—Azures and Silvers alike. They might have unleashed the demons tonight, even if they’d had to fight them off in the end.

			The Ravager lifted his free hand, no glove, and a storm of metal answered. His hands were blazing, his sun yang Marks so bright that they lit up the night.

			Oh my gods. Not an Azure—a goddess-damned Silver.

			The city itself seemed to shatter around us as metal surged to life, debris from shattered weapons, broken streetlamps, shards of steel and iron rising like a storm of blades.

			The wreckage hurled forward, a maelstrom of jagged edges and raw power, impaling the nearest demon straight through the edge of its shell. It let out a shriek as it crumpled, not dead but pinned.

			Metal twisted and snapped, bands of steel wrapping around clawed limbs, crushing, slicing, restraining. A shard of a broken blade tore through one demon’s throat before pinning it to the ground. Another lunged from the side. The Ravager flicked his wrist, and a whip of steel wrapped around its midsection, ripping half its appendages off. Now, he turned toward us.

			One demon managed to break past the storm, scrambling toward Yvonne, Poppy, and me. The Ravager flicked his fingers, and a serrated piece of metal shot forward and speared its leg, sending it sprawling. Another snap of his wrist, and a wall of twisted iron rose in front of us, cutting off any chance of attack. Was he defending us?

			Still the demons fought. They writhed and shrieked, limbs twisting, pushing against the metal.

			The Ravager moved through the carnage like death incarnate, his dagger flashing.

			One by one, he ended them.

			He drove the blade—thundervein, I realized—into a demon’s skull, twisting, tearing it free just as another surged at him. He turned, ducked, drove the blade up, and gutted it in a single motion. Another tried to lunge past him, desperate to escape. He caught it by the throat, slammed it against the metal barrier, and drove the dagger into its chest.

			Over and over, the storm of metal pinned and shredded, and the Ravager finished them all. The other rebels were leaving, to wreak havoc elsewhere.

			I turned to check on Blake’s wife and child—surprised to see that Yvonne seemed calmer, almost relaxed, smoothing a hand through her daughter’s hair.

			Still, I kept my guardian’s stance before them.

			One by one, the demons were destroyed, their darkness seeming to melt back into the night as their corpses turned to ash.

			Suddenly, we were utterly alone with the king of the rebels. The streets were deserted except for the bodies of the dead and dying. Everyone who could move had run from the violence.

			My hand locked onto my ribbons, the whip long gone from my hands—and easily manipulated by the Ravager now that I knew he was a Silver yang.

			“Don’t come any closer,” I bit out, hating how exhausted and broken my voice sounded. Fragmented, as if the fight had stolen more than I meant to give. I was running on fumes.

			“Wait—” It was Yvonne who yelled, but I couldn’t focus on that as the Ravager took another step forward, palms up and facing me.

			I unfurled my ribbons, whipping them at his hands. His dagger was put away, so I only had moments before he retrieved it to incapacitate him.

			He dodged, sliding under the arc with practiced ease. And still he kept coming closer—closer and closer.

			“Stop,” he said, voice gruff.

			I didn’t.

			“Wait—”

			I spun and tried to run, before his arm barred me in, a terrified noise coming out of my throat, lips opening to sing, before his other hand slapped over my mouth.

			My eyes grew wide and panicked as I struggled against his grasp, weak but determined.

			“Rubi,” he snapped, and I froze.

			What?

			“Calm down.”

			Letting go of my mouth, which was now just as frozen as the rest of me, the Ravager reached up and pulled off his mask.
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			Blake.

			Blake, with bronze hair wild, his face resigned. His chest was rising and falling, his shoulders tense.

			“Let me go,” I cried out, shoving at him.

			He released me immediately, backing off with his hands raised, glancing around as though to ascertain we were truly alone. It looked like a mirage—none of it real or believable.

			Yvonne and Poppy rushed into his arms with a cry.

			Blake bent down and caught them both, his massive frame folding around them. Poppy buried her face against his chest, tiny fingers clinging to his shirt, while Yvonne’s breath shuddered against his shoulder.

			For a moment, he just held them. But over their shoulders, he kept his eyes on me, expression intense.

			Then his eyes closed, relief sagging his shoulders, his hand cradling the back of Poppy’s head. His body was still coiled for battle, but for now, they were safe.

			After a long moment, he released them. His icy gaze lifted back to me. He took a step forward, jaw tight, his eyes sweeping over me.

			I could still hear my own heartbeat, still feel the raw ache in my throat from whatever that song had been. I stepped backward instinctually until my shoulders hit the wall.

			Blake stopped and exhaled, his voice barely under control. “Are you hurt?”

			I shook my head as I swallowed, my whole body shaking, my breath coming fast.

			Blake’s gaze sharpened, his eyes dragging over me with the kind of scrutiny that made my pulse stutter. “You are bleeding.”

			“She hit her head, Blake,” Yvonne called. “Hard.”

			I barely had time to blink before he was there, crossing the space between us in a few long strides.

			His hands, calloused from battle and honed for war, cradled my head with an unbearable gentleness. A thumb brushed against my pulse, a fleeting touch. His jaw was tight, focus absolute. He was bleeding from half a dozen wounds but didn’t seem to notice.

			I gripped his wrist in my hand. “Flame,” I begged, nearly delirious. “The tygers—they—”

			“I know,” he cooed, eyes softening for a moment.

			Flame rumbled in my mind, I am all right, dear one. I can rest now that you are safe.

			“Kingsolver was able to contact me.” A quick half smile pulled his mouth. “Smart, Rubi.”

			The warmth of his fingers ghosted over my skin as he wiped away the blood, his touch careful. It shouldn’t have felt so intimate. It shouldn’t have made my breath hitch.

			But it did. And he was the secret leader of a rebellion that had killed innocents tonight. He was the Twin Blade and the Ravager. And he had a family with another woman.

			What the hell was I doing?

			I pulled back, flinching away from his hands. He let me go easily, but his eyes didn’t stray from mine.

			My pulse kicked hard as I stared back at him. “I thought the Ravager was an Azure.” My voice was still hoarse.

			He gave me a faint smile. “Misdirection is everything.”

			“You’re the one who did this,” I snapped. “Don’t play word games with me. I saw the rebels. You’re the Ra—”

			Yvonne stepped up then, cutting me off with a heavy stare. “Perhaps we should take this somewhere more private?”

			She held Poppy close, who was biting her lip hard, trying not to cry. It made the fight drain out of me as I nodded, turning away from Blake toward Yvonne. I had no place in their little family.

			“I should go,” I said.

			She reached out then. “At least come to my home and let me get you something for those wounds before you head back. You just saved our lives. We owe you everything.”

			Poppy raised her tearful eyes to me. “Please?”

			Blake stayed silent, before I wearily agreed. Without the mask, he was simply a man, a powerful, handsome man dressed in black. Nobody would know. He turned away abruptly and started sifting through the broken metal and blood.

			“I wouldn’t have made it without you smashing that demon with the lid,” I said quietly to Poppy. “How is it that you already have magic at your age?”

			Poppy’s expression fell. “I’m not supposed to show other people.”

			Yvonne stroked her hair, voice warm with reassurance. “You did exactly right, darling. It was very clever of you to know when to break the rules.”

			Why did Blake’s wife have to be kind, beautiful, and wise?

			Blake returned then, handing me my ribbons, wrapped perfectly, as if I’d never unleashed them on him.

			Poppy peeked up at me again, pulling my attention. “Your hair’s such a pretty color.”

			I huffed a soft laugh, but Blake was already tugging my hood over my head, then doing the same to his own.

			“Come on,” he said gruffly, taking Poppy from his wife. “We must leave the square before Jace and his band arrive.”

			Meaning the warriors sent by the king to put down the rebels.

			The square was empty now, save for the bodies of demons and their victims alike. Blood pooled in thick, dark streaks, the stench of death settling into the air. As we passed, a few people crept forward, checking for survivors. There were none. My stomach twisted as I passed a husk of a man, his body drained.

			Blake shifted Poppy higher in his arms. “Do you think Mommy can warm up some milk buns when we get home?”

			I blinked, startled by the softness in his voice. Something in my chest burned. He was trying to keep Poppy from looking at the carnage around us.

			She brightened slightly, nodding against his shoulder. “With sugar?”

			“Of course,” he said, his lips pulling up just slightly into a smile.

			The streets wound through the city, quiet beneath the hush of night. Shadows stretched long against the stone and metal walls, and the air carried the mingled scents of damp earth, distant fire, and the metallic tang of blood.

			Blake led the way, his shoulders tense beneath his cloak, his steps sure and steady. Yvonne walked beside him, her hand a constant presence on Poppy’s back, as if grounding herself in the fact that her daughter was here and safe.

			I followed slowly behind, watching the display with something like grief clogging my throat.

			Though Blake did keep shooting quick, slightly worried glances over his shoulder at me.

			I was still in shock, heart rate slower but exhaustion seeping into my bones. Each step felt heavier.

			When we reached the house, I hesitated for a moment.

			It was modest, but with a warmth that seeped into my bones. A small garden hugged the front, where night-blooming jasmine wove up the stone walls, mingling with clusters of moonflowers that glowed pale in the dim light. Tiny violets peeked between stones, and a row of rosemary and lavender lined the path, their fragrance stirred by the night breeze. Another sign of love, of a home.

			Blake pushed open the door, stepping aside to let us in. Along the walk, Poppy had fallen asleep, so he stepped by us and toward the rooms off the far end of the house.

			Yvonne beckoned me to the kitchen, and I followed easily.

			A sturdy wooden table sat at its center, worn smooth by years of use. Dried herbs hung from the rafters. The scents of lavender, rosemary, and sage mingled in the air. Open shelves lined the walls, stacked with mismatched ceramic plates and neatly labeled jars of spices.

			A place meant for rest, not war.

			It reminded me of Edith and our shack, if only for the feeling of home.

			Yvonne moved through the space with practiced ease, putting a kettle of water on the stove to boil.

			As she reached for a bowl and a couple of mugs, I leaned against the counter. Keeping my voice casual and low, I asked, “So, how long have you and Blake been married?”

			Her hands stilled. Her eyes flew to mine, wide with something that might have been shock, but then turned into pure amusement.

			From the doorway, Blake’s deep voice cut through the quiet. “Yvonne is my little sister.”

			I sucked in a breath. My head snapped toward him. Relief I didn’t understand flowed through me.

			Yvonne, for her part, just continued measuring herbs into the bowl with a small smile playing around the corners of her mouth. She was an Axefire. Why was she living in this little house?

			“But…you don’t—”

			“I’m a Lesser and a yin,” Yvonne said, meeting my gaze with understanding eyes. “I was born without any Marks. When nothing further manifested at my first zodiac year, it became quite clear what my future would be.”

			I blurted out, “What is the big deal with all the magic-level stuff with Silvers? It seemed to me there were plenty of mages at the market who could manipulate metal.”

			Yvonne laughed. “Magic is very specific. A cook who can make a spoon move is completely different from a musician who can play strings. Someone like Blake, who can manipulate almost every type of metal, with the degree of power and control he has, is extremely rare. Our family has always specialized in weapons, which is profitable, to say the least. And of course the creation of glyphs related to any mage’s specialty is a tremendous source of wealth and power.”

			Meaning because she didn’t have magic, she was seen as without value. To her own family.

			“Even though I could never inherit as a yin, if I’d had power, I would have at least been useful as a bargaining chip for marriage.” Yvonne said it so matter-of-factly. “But since I had no magic, my ranking would have been devastating to our family’s Average. To remain in the Octagon, the average score of every living family member must be extremely high. We would have been ousted. So, our father decided to follow in the footsteps of our ancestors and peers. I was to be killed.”

			The words slammed into me.

			“That’s murder,” I snapped out. Then my eyes found Blake’s. “Why didn’t your mother stop him? Why didn’t you?”

			“Our mother died giving birth to Yvonne.” Blake’s voice was quiet but edged with something dark. His hands spread across the table, and I worried it would crack under the weight of his burdens. “The clans, including the Axefire dynasty, follow their own rules. The system has been in place for centuries. It’s how the aristocracy holds power. Any child born that might seem less promising is immediately hidden away and not registered publicly. They reported that Yvonne was stillborn. If she had turned out to be useful magically, she would have been presented as having been raised in seclusion for her own safety. The parents barely interact with those kids because they know they might need to get rid of them. No one would have noticed her disappearance, even if anyone were to care. Which no one does. Assassinations and murders are clan business.”

			I stared at him, my blood running cold. “That’s revolting.”

			His eyes burned. “I know.”

			I turned back to Yvonne. “So how did you survive?”

			“Blake.” Her smile softened, something warm and achingly sad in the curve of it. “He was always sneaking away to play with me from when we were little. Making sure I was all right. And when the decision was made after my first Zodiac, he managed to smuggle me out even though he was still so young himself. He’s been there for me my entire life.”

			She looked at him with fierce, unwavering love.

			My chest grew somehow tighter.

			Blake’s voice carried a quiet warning. “No one knows who Yvonne truly is. That’s why she keeps a modest house and a low profile.”

			I let that sink in, glancing around again at the simple home with its garden, the worn wood, the warmth of it all. “No one in your family knows?”

			“No one alive,” Blake said.

			Meaning Zayden, the other Twin Blade, had known.

			“Zayden was the golden boy,” Yvonne said with a laugh, though it didn’t seem from humor.

			“Our brother was kind,” Blake said, his voice raised slightly, defensively. “But he always did everything our father wanted. When ugly things happened, he would look the other way.”

			My chest burned with injustice. “Even the disappearance of his own little sister?” I said, my voice low with disgust. I looked to Yvonne and took her hands in mine. Her skin was warm, calloused from hard work.

			“I’m sorry that happened to you,” I said. “No one deserves that. Especially not from their own family.”

			For a moment, her eyes glistened. She squeezed my hands once, then let go and straightened. “I consider myself very fortunate. I have Blake. And I have Poppy.”

			“Who is Poppy’s father then?” I asked. As usual, the words slipped out before I could stop them. I winced. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

			Pain flashed across Yvonne’s face before she masked it. “No, it’s all right. Someone who dumped me and Poppy the moment a woman with more magic batted her eyes at him.”

			I flicked a glance at Blake. “Where is he now?”

			He said mildly, “He’s in the military. Somehow he got stationed in the far reaches of the dominion. Terrible place. Lots of predators. I hear the weather’s awful there, too.” Blake turned to his sister, his expression softening. “But indeed, Poppy is special.”

			I smiled brighter. “She’s lovely.”

			Blake hummed, and I looked up to find his face alight with one of the most beautiful, real smiles I’d ever seen on him. Dimple in evidence.

			It made me soften just looking at it.

			The gentle, domestic side of him felt real, like it was his true self once the armor and responsibility were stripped away.

			Yvonne looked back and forth between the two of us. She gave an exaggerated yawn. “Well, I can’t keep my eyes open. I’ll leave you two to clean your wounds and have a cup of tea.” She nodded to the bowl and bandages laid on the table now. “I made that cream myself. It should help with your cuts.”

			“Sleep well, Yvonne.”

			She stepped to me and gripped me in a tight hug, whispering in my ear quickly, “He talks about you all the time,” before leaving the kitchen.
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			“You should sit,” Blake said, gesturing to the wooden chair. “Let me look at your head.”

			I didn’t move.

			The soft image of him here was too sharp a contrast to the man I’d known on the training ground. It was difficult for my brain to reconcile the two.

			Maybe he was all shades of gray and less black and white. Maybe he was yin and yang and balance—maybe he was both.

			Was the real Blake Axefire actually the man in the moonlight I’d met only once?

			“You have questions.”

			“Obviously.” I rolled my eyes.

			Blake grinned slightly, and even that felt strange. “Come and sit, Rubi. Let me tend your wounds and I’ll answer everything.”

			Reluctantly, I sat and slipped my arms out onto the table. The gashes from the claws of the demon and the few slices from my mishandling the whip were starting to hurt.

			He pulled over one of the other chairs, sitting just in front of me and spreading his muscled thighs, using a hand to pull my chair closer so I was nearly between his legs. It made heat roar against my cheeks.

			Ice blue eyes met mine as he took one arm gently in his grip and examined it. “Unpredictable forgefool, brave woman,” he muttered almost to himself. He dipped a cloth in one of the salves and began to work carefully on each wound.

			“You’re the Ravager.”

			“I am.”

			I nodded, chewing lightly on my lip. It felt difficult, talking about this with him this close, all intimidating size and intensity while he tenderly swiped a cloth over my skin.

			“Why do you serve the king as his Ambush Master and his enforcer when you’re secretly fighting to bring him down?”

			Blake let out a short, hard breath. When he spoke, his voice was rough. “As Ambush Master, one of the Twin Blades of the king, I have access to insider knowledge the rebellion needs. Sometimes, I can save lives.” His mouth twisted. “Other times, I’m the one ordered to kill them when I fail. It is difficult.” He paused, the words catching. “There have been many times I’ve had to execute my own, people who trusted me as the Ravager.”

			For a brief moment, the anguish he usually kept hidden broke across his face.

			“But you don’t want to,” I said.

			“No.” He shook his head. “I’m always calculating: Can I spare this person? Is the risk worth it? Do I save more lives than I take?” He paused his cleaning, breathing deeply. “And it always leads to the same rusted question: Why do I still live when so many have died? And at my hands.”

			A huff then, frustration at himself. At everything, it seemed.

			The ache in my chest grew sharper.

			Unable to stop myself, I put my free hand atop his on my skin. He was cold, the strain in him vibrating under my palm.

			“You’re still here because you’re needed,” I said quietly. “You’re the leader of the Tyger Warriors and the head of the rebel forces. Without you, many more would have died. Without you, many would have no hope for their future at all.”

			For a moment, he didn’t move. Then his fingers turned, gripping mine hard.

			“It wasn’t us, you know. Tonight.”

			I hadn’t thought so when I realized who exactly Blake was.

			“Someone set us up to take the fall—the men we found with rebel bands on were king’s soldiers.” He shook his head again before releasing me and pulling away, gathering more of the materials his sister left for us.

			“They’ve destroyed any trust the people had in us. All our progress—”

			“I’m sorry, Blake,” I offered quietly. “But you can rebuild.”

			His jaw clenched. “Maybe.”

			The quiet grew as he finished my other arm.

			“Let me check your head—”

			I cut him off. “I’m fine. Let me look at you.” Small patches of blood were seeping through his tunic, dark against the fabric. “You’re bleeding. Take off your shirt.”

			He smirked. “I’ve been waiting to hear those words from you.”

			“Funny, Axefire,” I snipped.

			Blake chuckled before standing and tugging his tunic over his head in one fluid motion.

			My breath caught.

			His body was a masterpiece. Broad shoulders tapering into a sculpted chest, every inch of him carved with lean muscle. A few battle scars mapped his skin, pale lines cutting through the golden hue, each one a story I didn’t know. His biceps flexed as he tossed the bloodstained fabric aside, the muscles in his arms shifting with quiet power. His torso was all hard planes and perfect symmetry, the ridges of his abdomen tightening as he moved. A thin trail of light hair led downward, disappearing beneath his pants, and I had to snap my gaze back up before I followed it.

			Blake smirked, as if he knew exactly where my thoughts had gone.

			Arrogant, infuriating, unfairly gorgeous.

			The cuts looked minor, thank the goddess of compassion. A few slashes marred the bronzed skin of his arms, thin lines of crimson against muscle and sinew. One cut ran across his chest, just shallow enough to avoid real concern. Nothing that would need stitches, but enough to make my stomach tighten. He had been battling a horde of rebels and demons, and he was mostly unharmed. Was he even human?

			“Sit down,” I said gruffly. “Those wounds need to be disinfected.” My voice was steady, but my insides weren’t.

			I dipped a clean cloth in the hot bowl of water and herbs and started wiping the blood away. The air smelled of lavender.

			“I saw you once, you know. Before. In the Arena during the Judgment. That was mercy killing, wasn’t it?”

			His eyes closed, jaw tightened, grief washing over his face.

			“I had no choice,” he whispered. “It was kinder than letting them be ripped apart by tygers. Any who do manage to survive being thrown to the tygers are tortured, then executed in secret.”

			I nodded. “You did a good thing, Blake.”

			“I’m never sure,” he sighed, but his lips turned up just barely. “But thank you, Rubi.”

			Humming low under my breath, I cleansed another deep cut.

			“You had a number of thundervein weapons that day. Now you’re walking around with one miserable blade while demons are loose?”

			“Most of our thundervein has been sent to the troops that need it at the border. It’s incredibly rare. Mages need a powerful storm to channel the thunder for it and very few have the ability to forge it. And now our Anchor is leaking demons as well.” His voice was grim.

			I did my best to keep my voice nonchalant. “Speaking of the royal family, why don’t you just marry Princess Malissa? You could rule then and make all the changes you wanted. Not to mention that she’s beautiful.”

			He snorted, shaking his head. “Any king is bound by the Octagon and all these rusted rules as much as anyone else. No, the only option is to burn the whole system down. It’s too broken.”

			“You would sacrifice all you have?” I asked, both voice and heart breaking for him. He was willing to give up all the luxury and power he’d been born into for what was right.

			He nodded, eyes bleak. “There’s no future for me, Rubi.”

			I said softly, “Well, you’re talking to a woman with no past, so I understand.”

			Then he suddenly peeked up at me, that dimple flashing in his cheek. “And by the way, Malissa isn’t my type.”

			I had nothing to say to that, feeling a blush rush up my neck.

			My hands pressed gently into the muscles of his bicep and forearm as I finished my work on his right side. He was breathing more slowly now, almost as if he were under a spell.

			I focused on the wounds, dabbing ointment carefully onto the cleaned skin. His body was warm under my fingertips, the heat of him rising up into the small space between us. His skin was impossibly smooth, like polished stone, every muscle drawn tight beneath it.

			The ointment had a sharp, sweet scent, almost addictive. I caught myself leaning closer, breathing it in without meaning to. Or maybe it was him. Something about his scent that was making my heartbeat faster. Making the air feel thicker and charged.

			“Are any of these bites?” I asked softly, looking over the left side of his body. My neck itched, a reminder of what lay beneath my hair. “Do you know if these demons are poisonous?”

			Blake didn’t answer right away. His eyes were half closed, his breathing steady.

			“Blake?”

			He blinked and shook his head. “The Thirst demons aren’t, as far as we know. But no one’s been able to stop them once they latch on.”

			Except for me.

			I bit my lip and tried to keep the worry off my face.

			Blake’s eyes sharpened, suddenly wide awake, before locking onto the side of my neck. His entire body went still. “You were bitten.”

			Before I could react, he was on his feet, hands gripping my shoulders as he pushed me firmly down into the chair again. The sudden shift left me breathless.

			“It’s fine—”

			“You should have told me.” He tilted my head back, his fingers firm but careful as he dabbed at my throat with the hot cloth. The warmth seeped into my skin, from his fingers and the fabric. “Cursed blade, Rubi! Why didn’t you say anything? We need to take care of this now.”

			“I’m fine,” I murmured, though my breath hitched. “I’d feel it by now if I’d been poisoned.”

			Blake didn’t look convinced. His gaze stayed locked on the wound before he smoothed the ointment over my skin. His fingers barely brushed my throat, but it was enough to send my pulse skittering wildly.

			“Why the hell didn’t you trust me enough to tell me?” If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he sounded hurt.

			“It’s fine,” I said, my brow furrowed. “It’s not painful now.”

			His nostrils flared. “You could’ve died, Rubi.” His voice was angry. Furious even. “How in the Kingdom of Sky did you get the demon off of you?” he asked, tone low.

			I hesitated. “By singing.”

			Blake’s hands stilled. “Your magic, you mean.”

			“I can’t control it,” I admitted. “And I was exhausted. If you and your rebels hadn’t come when you did…”

			I shuddered.

			I’d almost died. So had Yvonne and Poppy. And so many people did die. The attack had been chaos, blood and screams and magic burning through the air. So much death. My hands trembled before I could stop them.

			Blake caught the movement, then deliberately let a wicked little smile curl at the edge of his mouth. That damned dimple appeared. “I didn’t know you were so handy with a whip.” His gaze flicked to mine, teasingly. “Though I prefer metal restraints in bed.”

			My breath settled.

			He was flirting with me. My heart slammed against my ribs even as I realized what he was doing. He’d seen my fear, the way it curled around me like cold fingers, and now he was distracting me just like he’d done with Poppy.

			It was working.

			“Of course you like chains, metal mage.” I rolled my eyes, shoving down the heat in my chest. “I’m a ribbon dancer. I’m good with whips.”

			“I know,” he said, his voice quiet. “I think we finally discovered your weapon of choice.”

			I stayed quiet for a moment, eyes darting up to look at where he was still tending to the bite on my throat. His breath fluttered over my skin and I gripped the chair beneath me like it might keep me upright.

			“I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before,” he muttered, still in that same dreamily soft voice. Almost like he was talking to himself. “After watching you dance the other night—and tonight with the whip, with your ribbons. You truly are a songbird,” he breathed, turning his head slightly. His lips nearly touched the skin of my cheek. “Ever since that first night, I’ve felt called to you.”

			My heart pounded, my mind reeled, trying to piece together everything, but his words tangled with the air between us, shifting something deep inside me. I was still struggling to come to terms with it all.

			Our faces were so close, the space between us barely more than a breath. The air shifted, thickening.

			Blake didn’t move. Neither did I.

			But I felt the tension in the way his breath ghosted over my lips. His fingers still rested against my chin, his thumb barely grazing my skin, as if he wasn’t sure whether to let go or hold on tighter.

			My pulse pounded. The warmth of him, the intensity in his gaze—

			I pulled away, clearing my throat. “I should go back, to the palace. We should—I mean, I’m exhausted and—”

			“You’ll stay here,” he said. No room for an argument or discussion.

			There was a part of me that demanded I be angry with him, but my body was barely able to breathe. I couldn’t think of walking.

			“I don’t want to intrude on Yvonne,” I whispered.

			He shook his head running a hand through his hair. Blake stretched his hand out toward me, exhaustion seeped into the very marrow of his bones.

			“Come with me, Rubi.”
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			Blake’s room was not at all what I’d envisioned it to be.

			Dark stone walls were warmed by the flickering glow of an enormous wrought iron fireplace, its flames licking over split logs. Woven mats and thick pelts lay draped across the floor. A heavy rosewood desk sat against one wall, strewn with maps, tactical plans, and a handful of weapons polished to a gleam. A worn leather chair stood beside it.

			The single bookshelf was filled with not just military texts but also stories, poetry, books bound in fine leather with gilded spines. His bed was large and covered in dark navy and black quilts, thick furs thrown over the foot of it for warmth, rumpled and unmade. The headboard was metal, but hand-cast, and I briefly wondered if he’d made it.

			The scent of him was everywhere. Cedar, woodsmoke, something deep and rich that was uniquely Blake.

			“You can bathe first,” he said, grabbing a coin off the side of his desk.

			No, not a coin. Another heat glyph, just like the one he’d given me.

			I didn’t argue or insist, just stood with my arms wrapped around myself, nearly too tired to consider bathing. But I was covered in blood and muck from the evening’s fighting.

			Once the adjoining bathroom’s tub was heated with water—smaller and more common than my bathing room at the palace—Blake left me alone, going to wash up in a different room.

			The water was warm, not as startlingly hot as I’d found I preferred, but enough to rest my muscles and release the tension I still carried in my body. It was only after I’d thoroughly cleaned myself and even washed my hair that I realized I didn’t have sleep clothes or anything but the filthy blood-soaked garments I’d been wearing.

			So, I took the liberty of searching through the chest of drawers on the far side of the wall. It was mostly filled with black clothing—including several masks, exact replicas of the one Blake had been wearing mere hours ago as the Ravager. I ghosted my finger over all the swaths of fabric until I found the tunics.

			I slipped one on before covering my shoulders with a thick fur off the end of the bed, settling there with one foot tucked up underneath my opposite thigh.

			The door opened mere moments later, Blake reappearing.

			My stomach churned again, like being tossed on an ocean wave, at the sight of him.

			He was damp and naked from the waist up, where a towel was loosely wrapped and held with a knot at his side. Water droplets rolled down his chest, my eyes tracing them as they made patterns on the ridges of his abdominal muscles, swirling to the sharp cut of his waist.

			He was looking at me, too, his eyes dark in the glowing light.

			“Why is it you never have adequate sleep clothes?” he asked.

			“You’re one to talk,” I shot back.

			His eyes started to smolder then as he gathered a pair of soft fabric pants from one of his drawers and quickly shucked them on beneath his towel before tossing it into a pile of what seemed to be his dirty laundry.

			It made me smile more, to see something so messy from the king of duty and responsibility. I wondered then if this version of Blake Axefire—reckless and boyish—was truer to who he had been before becoming the king’s Twin Blade.

			He seemed younger here, different. The lines of his face not so stark. Something softer in his cheeks.

			“I’ll take the floor,” he declared, before nodding behind me. “Mind handing me a pillow?”

			Even covered in furs, the floor would be hard on his body, though I knew, as Ambush Master, a soldier and warrior himself, Blake had slept in far worse conditions than the floor of his own bedroom.

			But something in me stopped him.

			“It’s fine,” I whispered, like I didn’t dare make my protestations too loud. “We can share the bed.”

			His eyes flared, although he said nothing.

			We both tucked into the soft mattress, Blake shucking up the furs around me, as if he wanted to tuck me in and make sure I was warm, but didn’t know how.

			Exhaustion sawed through me, cutting down the distraction of the warmth of his body next to me, the dangers of him half naked, inches away.

			I was asleep before he blew out the light.

			

			—

			As my eyelids flickered open, I saw the lanterns were dark, but the low fire seemed to magically burn at the perfect level, unfed.

			It took me a moment to realize I felt so hot because my entire body was pressed to Blake’s, my head on his chest, his heartbeat steady beneath my ear. I waited a moment, like I might pretend I was still asleep, continue to lie in his arms, but when he made no move, I tilted my chin up to check he was asleep and met his blue eyes, more sapphire than frost in this light.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, voice gruff. “I just needed to hold you.”

			His confession winded me. His eyes were wide, shadowed, like he’d not closed them once.

			“Why aren’t you sleeping?” I asked, my own voice gentle to match his.

			He sighed deeply, his hand tightening lightly on my back.

			“I can’t stop thinking of those people, the citizens of our capital. How many were injured and killed.” His voice was vulnerable, unspooling like a ribbon and wrapping around me tightly. “It is…very difficult for me to sleep after any type of battle, much less one like tonight.”

			“You feel responsible.”

			Blake nodded, before his arm tightened around me again, pulling me closer to him. “Rubi, I—”

			Again, his soft, warm voice stuttered off into nothing, jaw tightening. As if he’d been awake the last few hours trying to work up the nerve for what he was going to say.

			“I haven’t properly thanked you for what you did for my sister and for Poppy. I find it difficult, I think, to speak about it because I’m so torn over the entire thing.”

			I stayed silent.

			“Part of me is grateful for your willingness to sacrifice and defend them, a true warrior. Believe me, it means everything to me.” He sighed heavier then, blowing an audible breath out that ruffled my hair around my face. “But part of me is furious at your complete disregard for your own life.”

			“I was fine—”

			“I don’t believe you. I am not often afraid.” He huffed a laugh with no humor. His hand rose to tuck a lock of blue-green hair behind my ear. “But I was…tonight. Of losing you—of you hurt. And…”

			Then I felt it. Just barely. A kiss, light and soft, to the top of my head. Gentle.

			So tender I felt my throat catch.

			“Blake,” I whispered soothingly as I turned my chin up to look at him, “I’m all right. Everyone is okay—you saved so many tonight. It wasn’t your fault.”

			I traced the lines of his saddened smile with my fingers carefully.

			“I didn’t know I needed to hear that until you said it,” he whispered back. “Thank you, Rubi.”

			His hand reached up to rest atop mine where it lay against his cheek.

			Both of us were still for a moment then.

			His throat bobbed, a hard swallow as he moved closer. “Rubi…can I—”

			I wasn’t sure who moved first, but we were nearly sharing breath now, lips just barely touching, before—

			Blake’s lips were on mine, soft and supple but unyielding. Words disappeared from my mind along with the ability to think. My body awakened despite the exhaustion. My pulse roared in my ears.

			There was nothing but him. The wild taste of him, the heat of him, the way his lips moved against mine like he’d been waiting for this, needing this. My heart raced, my hands sinking into the skin of his shoulders as I pulled him closer, as if I could somehow anchor myself to him, keep from getting lost in the storm he’d unleashed inside me.

			Blake’s hands slid up to cup my face, his touch rough but gentle, and the way he kissed me…goddess, it was like he was pouring everything into it, like he’d been holding back for so long and now that he’d let go, there was no stopping him. His lips were firm, demanding, but there was a tenderness there, too, a softness that made my chest ache.

			My lips were just as desperate, just as hungry, my hands moving up to tangle in his hair, pulling him closer, deeper. The warmth inside me surged, the heat between us building until it felt like the air itself was burning.

			His breath hitched when I stroked my tongue against his, making my body pulse with need, every inch humming with the tension between us.

			My magic flared beneath my skin, rushing like fire through my veins, answering something deep, magnetic, and wild in him. It was like my magic recognized him, like it had been waiting for this. Waiting for him.

			When we finally broke apart, gasping for breath, Blake rested his forehead against mine, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling in time with mine. I could still feel the heat of his lips on mine, the way his fingers had trembled slightly when he touched my face.

			The moment was tense, and I waited for one of us to break it, before Blake’s mouth opened again, as if looking for something to say.

			He didn’t find it, stumbling, cheeks heating as he stuttered out. “We—we should Pair.”

			Everything warm in my stomach swirled out. “I—what?”

			“Pairing. Our magic. Before the Culling.” He cleared his throat. “Perhaps it will aid us both through the gods’ test. Make us stronger.”

			I couldn’t deny that it hurt. For him to change on me, for this to be about power rather than whatever crackling intensity had been forming between us for weeks.

			“Blake—” I cut myself off, massaging my temple as I pressed back from his chest. “I don’t…That wasn’t what this was.”

			A roaring anger burst in me, sudden and furious. I sat up slightly, hands pushing on his chest.

			“I’m not trying to syphon power from you or to use you in any way. I’ll do just fine in the Culling.”

			I watched my words land.

			Blake sat up on his elbows, brow furrowed. “That wasn’t—”

			“If it’s about power and survival, then Pair with Malissa, whether she’s your type or not,” I said, bitter and not bothering to hide it. “I’m sure she would love nothing more.”

			“Rubi,” he snapped, eyes flaring, hands gripping my shoulders as he rolled me beneath him. His body was heavy over me, energy suddenly intense and alive, singing to my blood in some way. “Stop.”

			“No.”

			“Rubi. Your integrity, your bravery, your—everything calls to me. You are a songbird and your song…it’s irresistible. Ties me up in gods-damned knots, as if you’ve wrapped me in your ribbons. And I don’t want to be untethered from you.”

			Blake waited, watching me carefully, before gently lowering his swollen lips to my temple and whispering, his breath making me shiver, “Now let me worship your skin the way I’ve been dreaming about since we met.”

			His mouth dipped then, to the hollow of my throat, teeth grazing my skin, and I wondered briefly if he might bite me where the demon did earlier. If he would replace the pain with something more intense.

			“But you said about Pairing—”

			“Forget what I said. I’m a forgefool, remember?”

			I blushed then, unable to stop my attraction to this playful side of him I’d never seen before tonight.

			“Let me kiss you. Let me have you, any way you’ll allow, just for tonight.” He tucked his hand on the outside of my bare thigh, fingers pressing to the skin there, before hiking my leg up his side and rolling between them. I felt the thick length of him then, against where I needed him most.

			“Please, Rubi.” It was almost a whimper.

			I unfurled for him then, impossible to resist the steady power in his hands. Like I was the metal, and he was reshaping me piece by piece. The fear and anger and terror from tonight melting away into nothing but this warmth.

			He kissed me as we pressed into each other’s bodies, finding a seductive rhythm, dangerously walking the line I wasn’t yet ready to cross. Eventually he pulled me atop him again, his body settling into the mattress as I worked myself against him, tunic hiked around my waist. He unlaced the top portion and slipped it from my shoulders, his eyes almost worshipful as he took in my breasts. His hands lifted to tweak and roll my nipples between his fingers; then he lifted his head and placed his wet mouth on a peak, and I exhaled sharply at the pleasure. His tongue swirled and then his teeth nipped gently and I pressed myself harder against him, the thin fabric of his pants all that separated us.

			“When I pictured it, it was always like this,” he breathed as he lay back, his hips pumping up, searching for the friction I was just as desperate for. The relief.

			“Blake,” I breathed, working myself over him, twirling my hips as I sought the friction I needed. Even with that slip of cloth between us, the rigid length of him pressed at my center, pleasure swirling up and through me. He had one hand at my breast, rolling my nipple between his strong fingers, and the other spanned my rib cage, then my stomach, moving lower until his thumb flicked against my bud and my breath hitched, pleasure overcoming me. I slumped over him as my muscles gave out, my breasts flattened against his muscled chest. He planted his hands on my hips and moved me over and over.

			“That’s it, songbird. Sing for me.”

			He helped me ride it out, stars bursting behind my eyes as my body bent and tugged. I collapsed completely on his chest, his fingers trailing a soothing pattern on my back, up and down against my glistening skin, until my panting breaths turned slower.

			His lips pressed to the skin of my neck and shoulder over and over again, quietly whispering words of gratitude as he lulled me to oblivion.

			The next time I woke, Blake Axefire was sleeping, a pleased smile across his lips. I closed my eyes again, savoring this moment before the dawn came, along with all our troubles.
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			In the morning, Flame and Kingsolver were sleeping in Yvonne’s stable—though it was more of an outhouse room with a small, attached shower where I assumed Blake had washed off the night before.

			“Did you call for them?”

			He shook his head. “Not consciously, but Kingsolver is very aware of my emotions.”

			I snorted. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was Flame who’d run the moment they’d been unlocked, and Kingsolver who took off after her. Even now, he slept protectively around her.

			My dear rider, she purred, before her large eyes flickered awake. She stretched and rumbled, effectively pushing a not-so-asleep Kingsolver off her body.

			Thank you for coming, I said, waiting for her to approach. She sniffed around me, searching for injuries, before pressing her head to mine.

			I moved my hand through her fur.

			Things have changed? Between you and the Ambush Master?

			A smile burst across my lips. I’ll tell you if you tell me. Kingsolver, hmm?

			Blake stepped up behind, hoisting me up onto Flame, since we didn’t have tack. It reminded me in some way of that first night we’d met, though Blake wouldn’t ride behind me this time. And the pants his sister had lent me meant I showed a lot less leg.

			Still, the lingering of his hands on my waist had my body alight again, cheeks pink as I looked over at him.

			He was calm, the lines around his eyes hadn’t returned yet, and his body looked relaxed as he packed my things into his satchel so I wouldn’t have to carry anything apart from my ribbons and the dagger he’d given me. One of his own, just in case.

			His face was bright, his expression alight with happiness, and his hair was a mess of bronze waves that showed how often my fingers had woven through them in the middle of the night and again as we kissed and pressed against one another this morning, the sun dappling in through the windows.

			I soaked this image of him in, knowing the tightly disciplined Ambush Master and Twin Blade would return the second we stepped foot toward the castle.

			And so he did.

			Gone was the sweetness, the gentle steady hands that held me over him as I ground into the hard, solid length of him. Gone was the man who had caressed my back until I’d fallen asleep.

			That Blake disappeared the second we entered the palace, one of his warriors calling for him the moment Kingsolver’s paw touched the interior of the gates. He only gave me one long lingering look before striding off.

			I rushed to Edith’s rooms. I knew Flame would have warned me if anything was wrong, but I had to see for myself that she was safe. After seeing the carnage wrought by the escaped demons last night, something in me had shifted. It wasn’t just Blake who had changed. I still wanted to win the Culling and survive the Raveling—for the boon, for my lost memories—but now that wasn’t my main motivation anymore. I needed to protect the people I loved against the demons I had seen. I needed to protect this world and all the innocents in it, like Yvonne and Poppy. Edith, Quinn, Calla, Nelly, Thyme, even Couscous—they were my everything.

			“Oh, thank Kuan Yin,” Edith cried, sprinting to wrap me in a tight hold. My hands softened in her as I pulled her tightly against my chest.

			“I know,” I whispered. “I’m so glad you’re all right, too.”

			“Rubi, I was worried sick.”

			“I’m fine,” I promised, though the weight of everything pressed against my ribs. “It was an attack by men posing as rebels combined with demons. They came out of nowhere.”

			Her face drained of color. “Demons. In the middle of the square?”

			“Yes.”

			Her voice went tight as tears welled. “All of those poor people.”

			I took her back into my arms, tightly holding her, as if comforting her would erase my own anger and fear.

			We settled by the fire, and I told Edith what had happened, leaving out the part about Blake’s sister and his reveal as the Ravager.

			But I did tell her Blake was there, that he’d saved me.

			“He might not be as much of a monster as we thought.”

			Edith stilled, her body going tense. She was no fool. She opened her mouth like she meant to say something, then closed it again, her lips pressed tight. The look on her face left a cold knot in my chest. “You must be careful, Rubi. You must not lose your heart to a man like that.”

			I gave a hollow little laugh. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			She gripped my arms tightly, her fingers digging into my skin. Her face was intense, her eyes burning into mine.

			“Listen well, my love,” she said, her voice low and urgent. “There is no future for you with him. It will only lead to heartbreak.”

			Frustration bit at my heels, but…wasn’t she right? The Blake I’d had the night before might’ve been perfect for me. And it might well have been the real him. The man I’d seen last night—the one who fought for those he loved, who burned with lethal protectiveness, who met the world with both sharp intelligence and unexpected warmth—was dangerously and devastatingly irresistible to me.

			My foolish, reckless heart was too fragile when it came to him.

			I was already half in love with him.

			But as long as he continued to play second to the king who hated me, who wanted my people dead, then what future did we have together? One perpetually in hiding, until he had to make a choice? How long would his ruse go on?

			I wasn’t a Silver. I wasn’t powerful. I never would be.

			Grief twisted low in my chest, a deep, raw ache. No matter how close he held me, no matter how much he made me feel like I belonged to him in those stolen hours, he was fundamentally a man of duty. He would sacrifice everything to do what he thought was right.

			There was indeed no future. Not for us, anyway.

			As if she could tell the painful place my thoughts had led me, Edith pulled me close, wrapping her arms around me.

			And I finally let myself cry. For everything that had been building since the night Flame came to our hut.

			Edith didn’t say a word, just held me, steady and loving until the storm inside me started to quiet. My hands shook as I wiped at my eyes, forcing myself to stand tall, to remember who I was and what had to come next.

			“I’m all right,” I said quietly as I straightened, locking my spine even though the ache inside me hadn’t faded.

			She looked at me, grief deep in her eyes, but she didn’t waver. Her face was set with a quiet, unshakable strength as she whispered, “I know you are.”

			

			—

			The entire dominion was in an uproar. News of the so-called rebel ambush and demon attack had spread like wildfire, igniting fear in every corner of the city. People were afraid to leave their homes. Nelly reported that markets stood half empty; doors were bolted and windows shuttered. No one wanted to be caught in the open.

			And because of that, our last day of training before the Culling began at noon.

			Jace stood at the front, his expression unreadable as he surveyed us. Several warriors and trainees had died the night before.

			Malissa was cool and composed as ever, her green eyes sharp as a blade. Ire lingered at the edges, arms crossed, saying nothing. But it was Quinn and Calla standing among a group of Azures who surprised me the most.

			Quinn caught sight of me first, and before I could react, he ran to me and pulled me into a tight embrace.

			“Thank the creator goddess Nuwa, ribbon girl,” he murmured against my hair, his grip warm, familiar. “I was afraid you—” He cut himself off, exhaling as he pulled back, scanning me as if reassuring himself that I was whole.

			“I’m sorry I frightened you,” I whispered, holding him tightly, burying my face in his familiar scent. “Thank you for getting Edith back safely.”

			My skin prickled with awareness, and I turned.

			Despite the easy stance he took beside Jace, I could feel the heat of Blake’s gaze, his eyes locked onto Quinn’s arms still around me.

			His look was possessive.

			With a groaning shriek of metal, one of the giant iron sparring frames—the heavy ones they used for full tyger drills—twisted in on itself with a deafening crunch, the iron beams bending and snapping like twigs. Dust and gravel sprayed into the air as it slammed into the ground, a ruined heap.

			Every head turned. Warriors went still, hands tightening on their weapons, instinct and fear flashing in their eyes. No one dared to speak. Even Blake looked surprised at himself.

			Quinn froze. Then he gingerly took his hands off me. He cleared his throat and took a step away.

			Next to him, I heard Calla stifle a giggle. Ire studied us, his expression calculating.

			But Malissa’s eyes locked on mine, sharp and full of fury. She glanced at Blake, then the broken metal frame that lay crumpled on the ground.

			She knew.

			Her posture didn’t change, but a frigid cold pulsed off her in waves. She stepped closer, stopping just short of touching me. Her voice was venomous.

			“Foolish Azure. You have no idea what you’ve brought upon yourself.” Then she turned and stalked away.

			Calla stepped closer to me and placed a hand on my shoulder.

			“We stand here with fewer than we did yesterday.” Blake’s voice carried over the courtyard, cutting through the heavy silence. He was the calm, controlled Ambush Master once more, the weight of command settling over him like a mantle. Every warrior there straightened, drawn toward him.

			“Some of the best among us fell—to humans, to demons, to betrayal we never saw coming.”

			A long, raw silence followed. Heads bowed. Hands clenched at sides. I could feel grief move through the crowd like a living thing.

			Blake stood unmoving, his expression carved from stone.

			“We honor them by slaughtering every last demon that escapes its realm. Tomorrow we honor them by entering the Culling. We honor them by completing the Raveling. We honor them by refusing to fall.”

			Then he turned back to the others. He was not just a warrior. He was a blade forged for this moment. And we all felt it.

			“We are at war,” he said, his voice low but fierce. “Last night proved how vulnerable we are. How much we have to lose. The Demon Realm must be sealed. If we fail, we die.”

			The warriors’ breathing was rough in the morning air, but no one moved.

			“Whether we are chosen in the Culling or not, it doesn’t matter,” Blake said. “Every one of us must train harder. Fight harder. Be stronger than ever before. No matter the cost.”

			His gaze found mine for the briefest second. I felt the burn of it in my chest.

			No matter the cost.

			That afternoon, we practiced coordinated attacks with our tygers, using their weight and speed to crush through defenses. We trained in leaping onto high ground, ambushing from above before the enemy could react, drilling in silence, without a single shouted command.

			Blake rode close by, Kingsolver at Flame’s side, flanking her almost always.

			He didn’t approach me, even after training was over, watching me from a distance as I followed a tired Calla and Quinn to the dining halls, yearning tight in his ice blue stare.

			Whatever had ignited between us was a smoldering flame, just beneath the surface.

			But the Culling came first. And it would take place tomorrow.
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			The day of the Culling, I woke with a start, heart already pounding. Edith slept beside me. She, Nelly, and Thyme had chosen to stay with me that night, none of us knowing what I’d face come morning.

			I started to panic. My mouth was dry. My hands were cold. I wasn’t ready. I would never be ready. I wasn’t a killer. I wasn’t a warrior. I was a ribbon dancer who could sing a little. An Azure. A yin.

			I could hear Nelly moving around. The delicious smell of tea and sweet bread wafted over to me. She must have brought up our breakfast. The window rattled as she slid open the curtains.

			Suddenly, she screamed. Something crashed. I jolted upright, my heart slamming against my ribs. A mess of tea, bread, fruit, and meat lay on the floor. Our breakfast.

			Nelly was scrambling away from the window, pointing at something outside with a shaking finger. “What in rust’s name is that?!”

			I pushed out of bed, nearly tripping over the blankets tangled around my feet, and rushed to the window as Edith followed close behind.

			At first, I thought it was a cloud. A storm front, heavy and black, stretched across the sky. But it was moving wrong. Coiling and shifting in slow, deliberate arcs.

			The silhouette of a serpent.

			It spanned the entire horizon. As it moved, nine separate heads broke free from the mass, each one different. One dripped what looked like black rain, another hissed winds that bent the trees below, another shed flakes of ice that floated down like poisonous snow.

			The serpent’s eyes glowed faintly in the gloom as the sky became a strange color, a sickly twilight, the serpent blocking out the sun.

			Nelly whimpered behind me.

			The Serpent Lord was coming back. And he wanted everyone to know it today, the day of the Culling. A crack of sound rang through the heavy air. A spear of light shot into the sky. It was a blinding, narrow beam that twisted and spun as it rose, burning a path straight through the heart of the serpent’s smoky body. Wherever the light touched, the darkness unraveled, until the image of the serpent was no more.

			I pressed my hand to the windowpane, hardly daring to breathe. Nelly and Edith were both riveted as well. As my eyes adjusted to the brilliance, I saw the shape at the heart of the light.

			The Diviner.

			She floated high above the town, her crimson robes billowing around her. She bore no wings, hovering as if the sky itself held her aloft. From her outstretched hands, light spun, directed by the slow, deliberate turns of her wrists. But her form flickered more than usual, edges wavering, like her strength had been drained.

			And then her voice spoke inside my mind, startling me. It came in fragments, stuttering and fading in and out, without her customary calm authority.

			“The Serpent Lord wants us to be afraid. You see that even now, he has gained strength via his demons, who siphon power to him. He has grown enough to display his shadow, although he does not yet have the power to fully manifest. The battle has begun. We, the Diviner, hail from the Immortal Realm of lesser gods, and We are not all-powerful. We need the combined power of all four dominions to heal the Anchors, but We shall not be defeated. Today is the Culling. You must pass this divine trial to become part of your dominion’s team. This test is one of fortitude, both mental and physical. Not of magic. Not of brute strength. Any may enter. But know this: It shall mark you forever, in more ways than one.”

			The Diviner’s image tilted slightly, her mask catching the light, before she spoke her final words: “If you are willing to pay this price, assemble at the Arena at noon. Bring nothing with you. Once we strip everything away—your tygers, your weapons, your magic—who is left?”

			Edith had arisen and closed the curtains while Nelly started cleaning up the food from the floor.

			“Don’t worry about this, dear,” Edith said. “I’ll handle it. Why don’t you get us a new tray from the kitchen?”

			Nelly gave her a shy smile and bustled out.

			Edith stepped closer. Her fingers brushed against mine, barely there, then fell away. Her mouth trembled before she pressed it into a hard line. She knew there was no changing my mind. We both knew. But it didn’t stop her from trying to protect me, even now.

			“Are you sure you want to do this?”

			I didn’t answer, just held her gaze, steady and unshaken.

			She sighed, then pulled me into a tight embrace.

			“Sometimes fate is like a wind at our backs. If we’re not mindful, it carries us where it will, while the strong may fight it and carve their own path. Sometimes our fate is a storm so powerful that no matter how hard we struggle, no matter how tightly we cling to the bushes and trees, it rips us free and hurls us toward our destiny. Ride the storm, Rubi.”

			

			—

			Dressed in my training clothes with the Silver Tyger embroidered on them, ribbons in my belt, I stepped out into the hall.

			Only to run right into the warm chest of Blake Axefire.

			“Sorry,” I mumbled, eyes darting away from him. My hands were still planted on his biceps, the feel of his leather jacket soft and supple against my palms.

			“Good morning, Rubi.” He smiled, dimple showing.

			Just like that, my entire body ignited with familiar warmth. “Blake.”

			There was a lingering, awkward silence then, before he offered a quiet confession: “I’ve missed you.”

			“It’s been only a day.”

			“An hour is too long then,” he said, a smile and slight laugh in his voice. It made me flush a peek into the way he’d been in Yvonne’s house, in his room, beneath me.

			It was a sign of trust, to be like this here, within the walls where he played a different role.

			“I’m nervous,” I whispered.

			“You’ll be fine,” he said, his voice steady and certain. “But it is normal to feel anxiety before a battle.”

			I nodded, biting down on my lip. I fiddled with the end of one of the braids Thyme had done for me this morning, two intricate plaits coiled against my head before falling over opposite shoulders. I felt battle-ready in appearance, but not in my mind. And there was no more time to prepare.

			Blake cleared his throat.

			“I came to walk with you to the Culling,” he said, a tinge of formality in his tone. It was enough for me to quirk an eyebrow in amusement.

			Except he offered his hand.

			A moment of hesitation before I took it—my palm gliding across his calloused skin. He rubbed his thumb over the back of my hand before pulling me carefully closer, dropping his mouth to my ear.

			“My songbird,” he whispered, before pressing a kiss to my temple and breathing in. As if taking the scent of my hair with him. “Shall we go?”

			

			—

			The street was packed with warriors; their broad shoulders and battle-worn armor gleamed dully in the light. Some were older, clearly retired and back for the boon, some young and willing to prove themselves without an ounce of training.

			No weapons were allowed, but several had protective sigils stitched into their clothing.

			Some had scars etched across their faces and bodies, trophies of battles fought and survived. Others stood with quiet intensity, their eyes hard and focused, exuding the calm confidence of seasoned fighters. Yet despite their fierce appearances, there was a tension in the air, an almost imperceptible edge of unease. Even the most battle-hardened among them couldn’t hide the slight shift of their feet or the flicker of doubt in their eyes.

			Still, amid the chaos, eyes locked onto me. Fingers pointed.

			“Flame Rider.”

			“The tygress queen’s chosen.”

			“The fake Silver.”

			“The Azure Tyger Warrior.”

			The words floated to me from the crowd, whispered and awed. Any who came too close or sounded too disdainful quickly hushed when their eyes met the furiously protective ones of their Ambush Master, the Twin Blade to the king, by my side.

			He let go of my hand as the streets grew more packed, but he stayed close, steady as a bodyguard. The city center was alive with noise, rickshaws rattling over the cobblestones, merchants shouting their wares, the ring of hammer on metal from a nearby smithy. The crowd moved like a living thing, brushing past me, a mix of nervous families, grim warriors, and vendors hawking everything from sticky rice cakes to red-thread charms meant to bring luck during the trial. The air smelled of sun-warmed brick, roast chicken, and sweat.

			The Arena loomed, a massive ring of stone and fluttering silk banners, already thrumming with the energy of the coming Culling.

			“Rubi!” Calla’s voice cut through the clamor.

			She stood near the old fountain with Quinn, waving both her arms like she thought I might miss her. A bright smile lit up her face. Was she never afraid? I’d tucked the leather bracelet she gave me into an inner pocket, for luck, to have a piece of her fearlessness with me.

			Quinn leaned against the fountain’s cracked edge, his arms folded, watching me with that familiar half smirk, before his eyes flickered to Blake at my shoulder and his expression changed into a quick scowl.

			I turned to Blake, not needing to a say a word, before he leaned down close.

			“Stay safe, songbird,” he whispered, his lips brushing my ear. He pressed a quick kiss to my cheek before backing away. “You’re not dead yet, Rubi,” he said, expression boyish.

			The same words he’d said to me before the Bonding.

			After watching his bronze locks a head above everyone else disappear into the crowd, I pushed my way through the press of bodies toward Calla and Quinn, my heart hammering.

			“What under the Kingdom of Sky are all these people doing here?” I asked.

			Quinn threw an arm over my shoulder and gave me a quick squeeze. “Everyone wants that boon. They think they have a chance, even though only five Silvers and a handful of Azures will make it. Since our people are now scattered through the Four Dominions, Azures will be selected from them all.” He considered me. “What were you doing with Axefire?”

			“The Ambush Master?” Calla asked, waggling her eyebrows.

			“Turns out he’s not married.”

			The sentence only made sense to Calla, who promptly burst into giggles. I shoved Quinn with my shoulder, and he rolled his eyes and tucked me up under his arm again.

			“It’s going to take forever for us all to be tested,” Calla said, stretching her arms overhead and yawning. She wore a sleeveless top stitched from scraps of vivid pink and gold, paired with deep purple trousers tucked into battered boots. She twirled, as graceful and light on her feet as if she might lift into the air at any moment. “And wasn’t that serpent shadow this morning the freakiest thing?”

			I nodded, though terrifying felt more apt. “What do you think the trial is going to be?”

			Her mouth curved in a grin that was half mischief, half dare. “Whatever it is, I can’t wait.”

			“I’m more afraid of sparring with her again than this test,” Quinn said, his voice laced with dry amusement.

			I smothered a smile.

			“It has to start soon,” Quinn went on, shielding his eyes to squint at the sun. “It’s almost noon. If they keep us standing here much longer, someone’s going to start a riot.” He shot Calla a look. “Probably you.”

			She chuckled, like the idea pleased her.

			It was the last thing I heard before the Arena, and all the calamity around it, vanished.

			

			—

			I stood alone.

			Craning my neck, I took in the cavern around me, the air thick with heat and laced with something ancient. The chamber seemed to stretch endlessly, its vaulted ceiling lost in darkness.

			“Hello?”

			My voice went nowhere. I tried to sing or shout or scream—nothing.

			Flame?

			She couldn’t hear me—or if she could, she couldn’t respond.

			I breathed slowly, trying to keep the fear from stealing my focus.

			There is light in every darkness. I sought Edith’s familiar words as I stepped deeper into the endless chamber.

			Before me, an enormous cauldron appeared, boiling over a roaring inferno, its surface bubbling with something thick and acrid. The scent was a sharp mix of charred metal and the unmistakable tang of blood.

			The iron sides of the cauldron bore two words: Remorse and Resolve.

			Underneath the words, symbols flickered across the metal, appearing and vanishing like phantoms. I watched, transfixed, as a story unfolded in the molten glow. Shapeshifters shifted between flesh and fur, tygers reared in battle, a phoenix erupted into flames before twisting into the form of a dragon, a tortoise intertwined with a serpent.

			A voice, deep and resonant, thundered through the chamber.

			Behold your past. Embrace it if you dare.

			Then, slowly, the iron went blank. A shudder ran through me. Did others see their past reflected here? Their triumphs and sins?

			For me, the iron held no history. No name. No past.

			There were no instructions given, only the sudden pressing need to touch the cauldron. To place my hand against the burning metal and brand my skin.

			The whispers began. Ghostly, fragmented voices pressed against my mind, curling around the edges of my thoughts like smoke.

			I couldn’t hear what they were saying. But I could feel.

			I had loved. And I had been loved.

			Not just in passing. Not with the fragile, fleeting affection that crumbles under the weight of time. Mine had been a love so deep, so absolute, it had stitched itself into the very fabric of my soul. A love so pure it had felt eternal. Unbreakable. I had been a part of something bigger than myself.

			But love does not make you untouchable.

			In a single moment, it was all ripped from me.

			I could still hear their screams. The sounds clung to me. I had stood there, helpless, as fate made its cruel choice. And when the moment came, I did nothing.

			I let others suffer in my place.

			It should have been me.

			The thought rose, vicious and unshakable, carving itself into my mind.

			It should have been me.

			My breath hitched, and only then did I realize I was weeping. Silent, bitter tears that burned hotter than the fire before me. My shoulders trembled, my hands clenched into fists.

			Why? Why was I still here when they were not?

			What right did I have to keep breathing when I had failed them?

			I didn’t deserve survival.

			And yet the fire still raged. The earth still stood beneath me. My heart, broken and hollow, still beat.

			The weight of it was unbearable.

			It pressed down on me, suffocating, relentless. I couldn’t carry it any longer.

			Without hesitation, I stepped forward, my breath ragged, my vision blurred with grief. The cauldron loomed before me, its iron surface glowing with unbearable heat, glowing like the heart of a dragon pearl.

			I pressed my forearms against it.

			Agony ripped through me.

			A scream tore from my throat, raw and unbidden, as fire branded itself into my flesh. Every nerve in my body shrieked in protest. My instincts screamed to pull away—to stop—to let go.

			I didn’t.

			Because this excruciating, blistering pain was better than the hollow, endless anguish inside me.

			The fire seared deeper, but something else stirred. I felt a warmth in my jade bracelet. It started to glow, as if it were protecting me.

			You are still loved, Rubi. Flame’s steady voice. You have the right to live.

			I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it or if it was real, her in my head, answering my pain and devastation through the Bond between us. My chest heaved, the scent of burning flesh thick in the air. The pain should have consumed me. It should have broken me.

			And yet I held on.
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			The vision disappeared, and I stood in the sand pit of the Arena, my breath shallow.

			The roar of the crowd crashed over me, a tidal wave of voices vibrating through my bones. Hundreds, there were hundreds of spectators, and they were all screaming for us. Above, the sky was a blinding expanse of blue, empty except for the midday sun.

			Pain seared through my forearms. I glanced down, expecting a mess of flesh, but the skin was unbroken.

			Except for the brand. Twin circles joined together, as though two bracelets had been placed next to each other. Dark and sharp-edged, the ink-black lines stood in stark contrast against my flesh, the edges still red and raw.

			The symbol of the Culling.

			I clasped my other hand around my jade bracelet, which was still warm.

			Thank you for your protection, compassionate Kuan Yin.

			My eyes focused on those standing beside me. The masses who had crowded the Arena had been whittled down. We all must have been tested at the same time.

			I found familiar faces in the aftermath, all with the same brand I wore on my skin.

			Quinn looked like a soldier with a mission. Calla trailed behind him, her shoulders stiff. Her hands were curled loosely at her sides. She caught my gaze and gave a crooked smile.

			“Still breathing,” she said, her voice rough. “That’s all that counts.”

			I searched beyond her, heart thundering.

			Malissa was there, her lips pressed in a thin line, hollowed out by whatever she had endured. Jace—his expression unreadable but for a dark passion simmering just beneath the surface, something in him I’d never seen before. Ire, lips curled in a silent snarl, looked at me with disdain. And there was—

			Thank the gods.

			A near sob of relief escaped as I spotted Blake, deep lines of exhaustion carved into his face. He looked haunted, his eyes searching the Arena with the same terrified intensity.

			But then his eyes swept over me, over the brand on my skin. A flicker of satisfaction crossed his face before the Diviner’s voice stole through our minds, her red robes flickering into view over the high sun. She sounded strong once more, her form bright.

			“The gods have Chosen. And We, along with your dominion, have Culled for the Raveling.”

			The Diviner’s masked face turned toward me, and though there were no eyeholes, I felt her gaze pierce through me, cutting into the deepest parts of who I was. The red of her robes seemed to deepen, darkening to a shade that looked almost like blood.

			“Tomorrow at dawn, you shall be taken to the Haven of the Gods. The fate of the realms depends on you all.”

			I blinked, but the world stayed blurred around the edges. It didn’t feel real. Like someone else’s life, someone else’s fate, was being decided.

			A cold rush of adrenaline shot through me, burning away the numbness. My hands started to shake. My heart slammed against my ribs.

			I forced a breath into my lungs. Then another.

			Calla and Quinn swept in beside me for hugs, tight and warm. There was celebration and excitement, but also something somber in each of us.

			Behind them, I could see Blake waiting for me quietly, though before he could approach, a worried-looking Malissa stepped up to him and whispered in his ear.

			Whatever she’d said was enough to make him interrupt us, hugging me tight, our bodies melting together.

			“I need to speak to the king,” he muttered into my hair, before leaning back and tilting my chin up toward him.

			I blushed at this public display. It was as if the intensity of the Culling had laid us all bare. Malissa was watching us with narrowed green eyes, Calla with mischief, and Quinn with wariness.

			“I’ll come find you.” His voice was deep.

			“You always do,” I whispered back with a smile.

			He released me then, turning on his booted heel and following Malissa out of the Arena.

			I turned to begin my own tired walk back, body drained of strength.

			Quinn fell into step beside me, Calla on my other side. He poked me in the ribs. “Rubi Morningtail, I have so many questions.”

			I smiled at him. “I promise to answer them. Later. Right now, I want to eat my weight in pork buns.”

			I looped my arms around Quinn and Calla both, grateful for their friendship. Grateful we would face whatever was to come together, even if for different dominions.
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			On our last night together, we played a board game.

			Thyme and Nelly were quite good at I Eat You, as they played often, whereas Edith and I both kept getting eaten. We stayed in Edith’s rooms to avoid the sight of my bags packed with no return date planned.

			It would be the first time in my memory being separated from Edith by my own choice, and each time I thought about it too hard, my throat would catch.

			We ate a lot of food, laughed and played, and Edith and Nelly drank some wine. I spent most of the time snacking from the tray of sweets and watching, as if I might memorize every moment of this evening and take it with me on the unknown journey ahead.

			I waited until they were all asleep to dampen the fires and head back to my rooms. Impulsively, I wondered if I might be able to locate a certain Ambush Master instead.

			The guard I asked pointed me to the left, down my own hallway, toward the end, but the second I turned the corner, my body was grabbed up off the ground by solid, warm arms.

			“Told you I’d come find you,” he whispered, dropping me with a smirk before him. I shook my head, smiling as he took my hand and began to pull me behind him.

			“Blake—”

			“Come with me for a moment. I have something for you.”

			He didn’t need to know that I’d already been seeking him out.

			His rooms within the palace were immaculate and cold, entirely different from his bedroom at Yvonne’s. His bed was perfectly made, not a fur or book or scrap of paper out of place. As if the room itself took on the intensity of who Blake had to be as Ambush Master and the king’s remaining Twin Blade.

			I felt a sense of loss as I entered and sat on the bed that was infinitely softer than the thin mattress at Yvonne’s, and yet so much less welcoming—like the heart of Blake was missing in here.

			He held up a hand before delving into his closet suite, which I could see mainly consisted of the leathers and metal he wore here.

			When he returned, hands behind his back, he stepped toward me until he hovered over my seated position on the bed, legs crossed as I leaned against the large metal headboard. The heat from his gaze sent shivers down my spine as I dared to glance at him. He was so incredibly gorgeous. There was no mistaking the intensity in his eyes as they locked onto mine, a silent understanding passing between us.

			“I have a late birthday present for you,” Blake said.

			He pulled out two slender objects before dropping them into my hands. My fingers curled around the smooth handles, my mouth parting.

			They were ribbon wands, engraved with intricate designs that shimmered in the light.

			When I unfurled them, the ribbons didn’t just float like silk. They moved with weight, a presence, slicing through the air in controlled arcs. My breath hitched. These weren’t just for dancing. The edges gleamed with veins of storm-green metal, pulsing with power.

			Thundervein.

			They were weapons. Beautiful, deadly weapons that I would be able to wield with precision. These would allow me to turn fighting into a dance, a deadly dance.

			“I thought there was hardly any thundervein left. Where did you get them?” I murmured, running my fingers over the metal, feeling the faint hum beneath my touch. Awe tightened in my chest. “What is this fabric?” It shimmered unlike anything I had ever seen before.

			“Phoenix silk,” he answered, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s practically indestructible, and the incredible thing about it is that it can be set alight without burning to ash.”

			“Expensive, too,” I murmured.

			He shrugged and avoided my eyes.

			“What are you not telling me?”

			Too quickly, he answered, “Nothing.”

			Phoenix silk was expensive, but his family was incredibly wealthy—and by virtue of his power and position, I knew Blake was as well. But the thundervein was beyond price.

			“Where did you get the thundervein?” I asked again.

			A red flush crept up his neck. “I melted down my dagger.”

			I stared at him, my breath catching in my throat. “You—what? To make these ribbons for me? You’ll be unarmed.”

			Without a thundervein weapon, he’d be at a great disadvantage against a demon—and now was when we’d need it most.

			He smiled at me, that gods-damned dimple flashing in his cheek. “I’m never unarmed, Rubi.”

			Blake’s hand reached to where he kept his thundervein dagger, pulling out a near twin, though the etchings were different.

			Putting my ribbons down on the bedside table, I stood and walked toward him, examining the blade nearer to its pulsing power.

			“What…” My voice trailed off, eyes darting up to his, carefully watching him.

			A heavy sigh left his lips. “I melted mine down. This was my brother’s, Zayden’s. The twin blade to mine.”

			Twin thundervein blades given to the Twin Blades.

			“I didn’t know that.”

			He shrugged again, belying the grief behind his confession. “I’ve kept it for so long, hidden away. It hurt too much to even look at it for a long time.”

			But he’d done it, for me. My vision blurred as I blinked away tears, shaking my head.

			He grinned and stroked my cheek, brushing a tear away. “Anyway, you needed it more than I did. Because I am quite competent with a wide variety of weapons, while you—”

			“Shut up,” I said, reaching on my toes to slap a hand over his mouth. I felt him smile against my palm before he placed a kiss there.

			“I understand what this means, Blake. Thank you.”

			He rubbed at the back of his neck again and smiled. “Use it wisely.”

			I nodded and pressed a hand over my heart. “I swear. I won’t use it against you.”

			Blake laughed and shook his head. “You should go back to your rooms. Get some sleep before tomorrow,” he said, but his eyes told me something different.

			My stomach muscles pulled tight.

			“I’m not tired,” I said, putting my new gifted weapon on the side table and sitting on his bed, then leaning backward on my elbows, stretching out my body in invitation.

			“No?” he asked, eyes lighting up at my words. “Perhaps I can help with that.”

			He sank his knee into the mattress between my legs, his hands planting into the comforter on either side of my head. Blake dipped his head to my neck, pressing a long, slow kiss to the skin, before pulling gently with his mouth.

			A low, involuntary moan slipped past my lips, and Blake’s eyes flashed dangerously. There was no more hesitation. His mouth came down on mine, hard, ravenous, like he was claiming something he’d waited far too long for.

			His tongue slipped between my lips, deep and forceful, tasting, claiming, leaving no room for anything but the searing passion between us. I tilted my head, desperate for more of him, pulling him against me, reveling in the heavy weight of him, feeling him shift and harden against me. He rested his weight on one elbow, never breaking our kiss as the fingers of his free hand slid beneath the hem of my tunic, tracing up the curve of my waist.

			“Why is it the night you’re in my bed,” he whispered against my lips, yanking on my long tunic, “you’re wearing something practical to sleep in?”

			His fingers inched higher, until he found the swell of my breast. I gasped as his rough fingertips rolled my nipple, a jolt of pleasure spiraling straight to my core. He was squeezing just hard enough to make me shudder, my legs wrapping around his waist, pulling him closer, needing him closer.

			“I’d prefer one of those ridiculous skimpy nightdresses you like to wear to tease me.”

			“Tease you?” I gasped. “I was not.”

			“You were,” he insisted, pulling back for a moment, his hands settling on my hips to lift me closer, my core pressing to his hardness. “It was torture.”

			My hips arched instinctively against him, seeking more contact, more friction, as if I could somehow fuse myself with the molten heat of him. He leaned down again to kiss me, more ferocious this time. He bit down on my bottom lip, the sharpness of it sending sparks dancing across my vision, and I whimpered, the sound full of desperation and want.

			“Tell me I can have you, songbird,” he begged, pulling his shift up and over his head. Warm and handsome and breathtaking in the dim firelight of his room, every muscle and dip and valley played upon by the shadows and light. “Please, tell me you want this, too.”

			Part of me wished to tease him more, to flirt and play—but there was a slip of vulnerability in his gaze. Something…lonely.

			How long had it been for him? Did he find sex and intimacy too revealing for himself? With all his secrets and intensity and devotion to duty, was there no place for him to be this—walls stripped down? Just Blake?

			“I do,” I breathed, staring up into his eyes and letting my own walls down as much as I knew how, so he could see exactly how desperately I craved him. “Please, Blake.”

			He shifted his weight, his body pressing hard against mine as I raised my legs, cradling his hips between my thighs. His erection, thick and pulsing, pressed against my center through the thin barrier of our clothes. The pressure was maddening, and I could feel the throb of him, desperate and needy, as it aligned perfectly with the ache building inside me.

			His lips found my neck, biting and licking a path down to my collarbone. My pulse thundered beneath his mouth, each nip a delicious tease. His hand slipped lower, tracing the line of my tunic, and with a swift, fluid motion, he pulled it up and over my head, baring my chest to the cool air. I trembled beneath him, anticipation crackling in every nerve as hands moved to the drawstring of my leggings, the light tickle of his fingers as he untied the knot, causing my stomach to jump. He took his time, rolling the leggings down my thighs, brushing a kiss to the inside of each knee as he pulled them lower until he finally freed me of them. His hot breath ghosted over the exposed skin of my thighs. I was fully exposed to him, completely naked, and something in me snapped, my desire pulling taut.

			I pushed up, shoving on his chest before he took the hint and rolled beneath me. His body was so long, legs hanging off the bed since we were lying sideways across it. I straddled his waist, then scooted down to straddle his thigh as I pulled at the waistband of his soft pants.

			“Easy, songbird,” he laughed when I yanked on the fabric as it caught on the hard muscle of his thigh. He pressed on my shoulder until I scooted off him, watching his abs bunch and move in a way that made my mouth water.

			He pulled down his pants, stepping out of them and the soft undergarments—only after my snarling look at them. His hands inched them down, peeling off the black fabric. He stood in front of me as I knelt on the bed.

			Blake Axefire looked like a god, rising from the fire still roaring behind him, silhouetting him in bright, warm light. The lines of his body were beautiful and deadly, every single muscle honed to perfection. The sharp line of his hips a perfect V-shape, as if highlighting the place my gaze had avoided until now.

			He was big, the weight of him in my hand as I reached out to cup him heavy and daunting. My mouth gaped, which stretched the wicked smirk on his face.

			“Afraid, songbird?” he asked, his voice husky. His hand touched my shoulder blade, thumb rubbing just where Malissa’s stab wound had healed. He brushed over it with gentle care, as if he would wipe it away entirely.

			“No,” I said, voice breathless.

			Blake’s hand climbed my neck, before circling it and pressing me down to the bed and covering me with the bulk of his body. “Don’t worry. You can take it.”

			A moan, unbidden, worked from my throat, vibrating against him as he reseated himself between my naked thighs. His hand, wet as he’d just swiped his tongue along the pads of his fingers, reached down to my sex, pressing and circling slowly, working me into a frenzy until I was whimpering and begging, writhing on his mattress, sticky and hot and wet.

			“That’s it, Rubi,” he breathed; then he knelt on the floor and pulled me swiftly to the edge of the bed, grinning up at me wickedly. He lifted my hips to his mouth. “Come for me.”

			“Blake,” I cried, almost like a song, and something pulsed in the air as his tongue lapped at me, sucking and licking. He found my clit, and the sound of the wind howled louder; the fireplace roared as he stoked me higher with each lick. Blake feasted on me, and I came undone, hands fisted in the sheets. As I came back to myself, I glanced down at him and ran my hands through the silken bronze strands of his hair. Blake’s eyes flashed as he crawled over me, wiping his mouth with his hand as a delicious grin revealed his dimple.

			“Holy gods,” he muttered, punctuating each word with a kiss to my breasts. “Damn it, Rubi, I can’t wait any longer. I need to be inside you.” He kissed along my neck, lifting my hips to cradle him. “Please let me inside you.”

			My head nodded so fast I nearly gave myself whiplash.

			Blake’s skin was tan and smooth, his lips sensual as he pulled back to watch while he entered me, slowly, carefully, as I stretched to accommodate him.

			I felt completely out of my depth, unable to form words around the enormous pressure of him inside me. A gasping breath, a muttered confusing swirl of words, my nails in the skin of his biceps—to push him away or pull him closer, I didn’t know.

			“That’s it, love,” he breathed, and the word pulsed over me. It was bedroom talk—nothing more, I tried to tell myself—but its effect washed over me anyway. “Take me. Breathe, Rubi.”

			I did, gasping, then surprising myself as a moan, high and wild, tore from my throat.

			He seated himself entirely inside me, his hips flush to mine where he still held them lifted, his thighs supporting mine. I breathed deep. I swear I could feel him in my chest he was so overwhelming.

			“Blake—”

			“Shh,” he said. “Just breathe. Gods, Rubi, you feel so fucking amazing.”

			I whined again, moving my hips at the torture of having him so deep and yet unmoving.

			A growl then, low in his throat as his hand shot out to grip my throat again. “Careful, songbird. Or I won’t let you adjust.”

			“Please,” I begged. “I have. I’ve adjusted. Let me have you—”

			The words had barely left my mouth before he thrust. He fucked me slow and steady, the stretch and friction sending shock waves of pleasure through my entire body.

			Sweat beaded on my brow, my hands clenched in his skin, desperate for him like an anchor. He held tightly to me, his mouth taking turns sipping at my lips, my neck, whispering encouragement and teasing words along my ear.

			It was a mixture then, of the softer Blake and the intense Ambush Master. He made love like a warrior. Even now, I could feel the power he held back, keeping himself leashed with me.

			He gritted his teeth, the strain nearly too much, before I shoved, gripping his hips with my legs, feet locked, tossing my body to flip him onto his back with a heavy push, helped by his own movements.

			I settled myself on top of him, hands pressing to his chest with one punch of breath—because gods, I’d thought him deep before? Now it was like he was in my throat.

			He grinned beneath me, relaxing as he looked up at me straddling him.

			“Eager, hmm?”

			I smirked, rolling my hips experimentally, before leaning down to press my mouth to his ear. “Wild.”

			I nipped my teeth at his ear for good measure, relishing the moan that burst from his lips in response.

			“That’s it.” I took my turn to mock him. “Take me, Blake.”

			He thrust up again, hips slamming mine and jostling me. I grabbed for his wrists, and he allowed me to hold them over his head as I rode him how I wanted it, using his body and watching as his walls and leashed intensity faltered. Just like they had under the moonlight, my ribbons around his wrists.

			He was always so restrained, so buttoned up. The very image of duty and responsibility.

			Was it…Could I have made him feel this safe?

			I raised my palm, ready to offer to Pair, but he grabbed my wrist and lowered it to his mouth to press a kiss at the center.

			“Not tonight, Rubi,” he whispered. “I just want you.”

			Just me. Enough.

			Maybe some part of me had been seeking that acceptance among my own people—fully. No matter my magic level or my ability to care for them. Blake was a Zenith, the strongest metal mage the world had seen in a generation, and I was a weak yin from a fallen dominion. And he still wanted me, Rubi, exactly as I was.

			A weight lodged in my throat. This wasn’t just sex…. This was something more. Deeper than I’d planned. So deep it felt dangerous.

			When my grip released, his hands swept through my hair, careful with me. I rode him harder, but he stayed tender. Sweet. Steady. A safe haven.

			“I’m gonna—”

			“Shh,” he whispered, pressing sweet kisses along my cheek. “Come for me, Rubi. Just for me, love.”

			My body broke into a thousand pieces, every part of me burning so hot I was sure I would burst into flames and starlight. He kept thrusting, following after me with a moan. The sound was intoxicating, and I wanted it again and again.

			Sinking down, he rolled me to my back on the bed and slowly pulled out of me. He laid a blanket over my waist, but I kicked it off, still too hot.

			Blake stood, in all his towering nakedness, skin flushed as he sauntered to the bathroom. I raised myself up slightly and looked up, taking in how the massive headboard had split and warped, with whole sections of metal crumpled and torn apart when he’d lost control. I couldn’t help giggling.

			When he returned, his eyes flickered to what I was looking at. The tips of his ears and his cheeked reddened. Clearing his throat, he said, “I’ll fix that later.”

			I laughed until he started washing me with the warm cloth he’d brought back from the bathroom, caressing me so thoroughly my body started to heat again—and he used his hands to relieve me a third time, only stopping as I shoved his big hand away from me.

			With a smoky chuckle, he tucked up behind me, wrapping me in his arms and pulling me so close it felt like our bodies fused together.

			“Blake, I…”

			He kissed my temple, softening me to him again. “Tomorrow, Rubi. Please, sleep.”

			I didn’t fight it, letting his comforting presence soothe me like the lullaby I heard in my dreams.
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			“You’ll come back,” Nelly said, wringing her hands. “You have to come back.”

			I’d snuck out from under Blake’s strong arms this morning and got half dressed before he woke up and met my eyes with a soft, sleepy smile.

			He’d bade me kiss him before I went, though the one kiss had led to several, leaving me grateful that I’d fully packed already as I took off to say goodbye to my friends. My found family.

			“I will.” My voice cracked. “I promise.”

			Thyme stood a little off to the side, clutching a wiggling Couscous to his chest, his small mouth tight. “I packed your satchel myself. Food, bandages, salve, the blade I sharpened. I added a water flask, too.”

			“You’re brilliant,” I said, as I gave Couscous a kiss on her striped orange head between her ears. He let her go, then hugged me fiercely, his skinny arms surprisingly strong. “Take care of each other,” I whispered.

			He nodded solemnly.

			“Couscous is going to miss Flame.”

			I chuckled, my throat tight, then jumped when Flame’s voice sounded in my mind.

			Flame is going to miss Couscous too.

			Edith didn’t speak right away. She just looked at me, her mouth tight with worry. Then she stepped forward and pulled me into her arms. Her grip was steady, grounding, like it always had been. “You were always meant for this.”

			“I’m scared,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper.

			Her gaze softened, though the weight of her words pressed into me. “Your fate is stronger than you realize, Rubi. You are so much more than you know.” She straightened, regal and unshaken. “Remember that I love you, no matter what happens.”

			I swallowed hard, the promise settling deep in my bones. “I will,” I swore.

			

			—

			We all gathered in the Arena, the air thick with anticipation.

			Flame came trotting up to me, looking pleased with herself. Kingsolver traipsed by her side, nipping at her playfully.

			Did you sleep well? I asked.

			Extremely. Although not as well as you, I think. Flame’s tone was arch.

			I coughed, nearly choking. I threw my arms around her neck and hugged her, hiding my flushed face. I’ve never felt this way about a man before, I confessed.

			My tygress purred. You are still too young to understand that desire and destiny are woven tight, sometimes in harmony, sometimes in battle.

			I pulled back to stare at her. What do you mean? And you’re young, too.

			My body is young, but I am naturally super wise.

			Plus you are connected to all the previous tygress queens. I ran an affectionate hand through her fur.

			She tossed her head. I wasn’t going to mention that because of my innate modesty. It’s one of my many virtues.

			I laughed while she chuffed in amusement.

			Blake wasn’t here yet, which made me shift a bit nervously. I’d activated his warmth glyph earlier, and it kept me comfortable despite my thin cloak. I fingered my new thundervein ribbons at my belt. The others had been training for war their entire lives. I shook, trying to suppress the fear gnawing at my insides.

			You have me. I am your most powerful weapon. Flame preened.

			Malissa’s gaze sharpened as I approached, her lips thinning. Ire stood close by, arms crossed, his expression like hammered steel. His eyes were cold as he looked me over like I was a mistake someone had forgotten to correct.

			Jace stood apart from the others as he watched me. He didn’t say anything, though when his gaze lingered on me, it felt like each love bite and imprint of Blake’s fingers was visible. His eyes shifted to scan the Arena with the keen focus of a hunter. At his side, Xane prowled, muscles rippling beneath his sleek black fur.

			Jace had a quiver of arrows slung across his back. Each arrow gleamed faintly with a strange hue. What type of magic did his weapons have?

			Calla sauntered up, wearing a sleeveless tunic made of shimmering turquoise silk—wildly inappropriate for battle—and loose pants dyed in irregular stripes of green and bronze. Her arms were bare except for a few bracelets. I noted the leather braid that shimmered copper and gold; I wore its match, and my heart warmed. Her muscles flexed as she stretched.

			“That’s what you’re wearing as armor?” I asked.

			“Well, I’m dressed to die fabulously,” she said, tossing her sky blue hair back. “Though I’d prefer not to. That would really ruin my look.”

			Quinn trailed after her, arms crossed, brows raised. “Great Nuwa, you do realize this isn’t a fashion contest?”

			“Everything’s a contest,” Calla shot back. “You’re just losing yours.”

			Quinn looked at me, then at the Arena gates in the distance. “Still time to fake an injury. I could push you down the stairs.” He grinned.

			I shook my head. He sighed dramatically. “Fine. But if you get impaled, I’m not dragging your corpse back. That’s where I draw the line.”

			I chuckled, but then Blake strode up. He was silent but radiated authority, cutting like a blade through the gathering. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him, skin heating at every memory.

			The controlled and confident way he moved made my pulse quicken. The sharp lines of his armor caught the light, but it was the calm certainty in his eyes that sent heat pooling low in my stomach.

			He looked at me, and the world constricted. His lips quirked, just for me, before the warm Blake I knew slipped back behind the stern mask of the Ambush Master.

			A subtle ripple moved through the air, as if the very atmosphere had been stretched too thin, distorting the fabric of reality itself. The space around us seemed to shimmer for a heartbeat, and then, without a whisper of sound, the Diviner materialized in our midst. Her flowing crimson robes glowed as though woven from the essence of starlight, shifting between this world and another.

			The air grew colder, and a faint hum vibrated through the ground beneath my feet. Her presence seemed to warp everything around her, as if the world bent to accommodate her power. She gazed at us from her featureless mask, seeing everything while revealing nothing.

			“It is time,” she declared, her voice sending a ripple through the air as she lifted her hands to the sky. We gathered in a circle, our tygers standing silent but alert beside us. Blake took advantage of our movement to step to my side, his presence grounding.

			Magic crackled in the air.

			With a fluid motion, the Diviner raised her arms higher, and the sand beneath us began to shift.

			From the ground, the tip of a giant plant poked upward and blossomed.

			A huge lotus flower, its petals shimmering in hues of gold and silver, unfurled slowly like a living creature. The air turned rich with the scent of the lotus, sweet but not overpowering, and filled with an ancient energy that thrummed through my bones.

			The lotus floated inches above the ground, its base large enough to hold us all. It glowed faintly, the light reflecting not just the beauty of the flower but also something deeper—something divine.

			“The lotus’s roots are deep in the muck of the earth, yet its beauty rises above it, untouched by the filth,” the Diviner said, her voice quieter now, reverent. “It is both earthly and heavenly, representing the balance between the mortal and divine.”

			I couldn’t tear my eyes from the flower. Its presence radiated serenity, but there was power beneath it, a strength that hummed through the air like a low, vibrating note, always present.

			“The lotus is holy,” the Diviner continued, her voice smooth as silk, “because it is a symbol of balance. It carries the weight of the earth in its roots, and yet its blossom reaches for the heavens. So, too, must you find your balance in the trials to come. Remember, beauty comes from the dirt, from the hardship beneath. Do not fear the muck. You must rise above it.”

			There was something strangely comforting in the idea of the lotus, both connected to the world and yet somehow free of it, balanced between heaven and earth.

			It wasn’t just a flower. It was a promise.

			The Diviner gestured for us to step forward. Blake moved beside me, and I followed, feeling Flame’s presence at my side as she eyed the lotus curiously. Kingsolver padded forward silently, his sapphire eyes reflecting the light of the flower.

			Blake’s hand brushed mine lightly as we stepped onto the first petal, the surface cool beneath my feet despite the glow it emitted. I could feel the slight tremor of energy beneath the lotus, like I was standing on the edge of something vast and untouchable.

			The petals shifted beneath us as the rest of the warriors took their places. Once we were all gathered, the Diviner whispered a word too soft to catch and the lotus lifted. It rose slowly at first, the petals spreading wider and furling upward to keep us inside as we ascended.

			My breath caught as the ground fell away beneath us, the Arena shrinking as the lotus carried us higher and higher into the sky. Someone took my hand—Blake, I realized, who still looked composed, but was going green round the edges.

			“Scared?” I asked.

			“I really do hate heights,” he whispered. “Will you please hold my hand?”

			I laughed. His lips tilted upward as I closed our palms against each other.

			The ascent was peaceful. The lotus glided through the air, effortless, carried by divine force. Below, I could see the rooftops of Steel Haven, the glint of the Iron Sea, the rivers winding through the land, and, far off in the distance, the shadow of Starborn Peak, the Silver Dominion’s Anchor, looming high against the horizon.

			The lotus continued to rise, its petals glowing brighter as we ascended into the sky. I felt the wind in my hair, the hum of magic surrounding us, and for a moment, I closed my eyes, letting the moment of peace linger. Just for now.
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			The higher we ascended, the more it felt like we were leaving the world behind, climbing toward some forbidden realm.

			Blake clutched my hand, his other deep in Kingsolver’s thick ruff. I half expected us to crash into the heavens themselves. Wind whipped through my hair, and the vastness of the sky closed in around us, blurring the line between mortal and divine.

			Flame’s presence hummed at the back of my mind, steady and warm, a flicker of reassurance in the storm of my thoughts. She was with me, always. So were Edith, Nelly, and Thyme; here in my heart, their voices were echoes of the life I was fighting to protect.

			I thought of Yvonne, discarded by a world that deemed her unworthy, and little Poppy, so small and powerful. I thought of the Thirst demons that had nearly taken them, their hunger an abyss that would swallow us all if given the chance.

			I didn’t know why I had been chosen. But I had been. And that meant they were all my responsibility now.

			I wanted that boon. I wanted my memories more than anything. But the past weeks had shown me why I should do this. The lives we were preserving. The beauty our world had to offer.

			Uncertainty in my own abilities clawed at me, my inability to control my magic, whispering doubts, spinning nightmares of what lay ahead.

			I tightened my fingers into fists, Blake’s hand still gripped in mine like an anchor. No matter what came next, I would not break.

			Then, with a gentle shudder, we came to a stop.

			The landscape before us was something out of a dream. A vast platform suspended in midair glowed faintly with otherworldly energy while clouds swirled beneath us like a sea. We were perched far above the world, on the very edge of the lesser gods’ Immortal Realm, where our worthy ancestors also dwelled. The great gods like Kuan Yin, Guan Yu, and Nuwa dwelled in the Heavenly Realm, the upper part of the Kingdom of Sky.

			Slowly we all stepped off the lotus and onto the solid platform.

			“Welcome to the Haven of the Gods,” the Diviner intoned.

			I wondered what sort of accommodations the gods had prepared for us. What did divine creatures know of earthly comforts?

			“Here you shall rest. Tomorrow you shall meet the other dominions before you begin your quest.”

			The Diviner waved her hand with a graceful motion, and doorways shimmered into existence, tall and imposing, formed from lacquered wood as dark as gleaming ink. Intricate carvings spiraled up the sides, depicting scenes of battle and ancient magic, their details so fine they almost seemed to move.

			To the right of the doorways, an arched gate opened for the tygers, wide and curved like the crescent of a rising moon. Through the archway, I glimpsed a vast garden that stretched almost beyond sight. Flowers bloomed along quiet paths. It looked like tyger stables lined the far end.

			Flame hesitated for a moment, then turned her great head to give me a long, searching look before Kingsolver’s massive bulk pressed to her side and pushed her along, almost playfully. She batted at him, but followed him through the gate nonetheless.

			

			—

			The doors for us were set within frames of carved stone, the surface of which was embedded with faintly glowing runes that pulsed softly, as if alive. Above each doorway hung a silk-paneled lantern, casting a pale glow that highlighted the runes’ delicate patterns. The air around the doorways crackled faintly, a low hum of magic vibrating through the space.

			Though identical in design, each felt different.

			“Choose your room,” the Diviner commanded.

			We all moved, drawn slowly to different doors. Blake gave my hand a comforting squeeze before he moved away.

			I took a deep breath, then opened one of the doors, stepping inside.

			I stopped in my tracks, my breath catching.

			There was a tree in the center of the space, its trunk and branches made of gleaming silver stretching upward, spreading out in a canopy of mirrorlike leaves that glittered with a soft, magical glow. It seemed to grow out of the floor, its roots curling into the dark stone like veins of light, pulsing gently.

			Beneath the tree of mirrors, the bed sat low to the ground, its frame made of dark mahogany that gleamed in the light. To the side, a small matching writing desk stood near the wall, its surface inlaid with delicate golden filigree that curled and twisted like fire. A plush chair with silk upholstery in deep blue sat in front of it.

			A sitting area had been arranged near the foot of the bed, where a low table made of etched glass and hammered gold mirrored the elegance of the room. Two deep-cushioned chairs flanked the table, upholstered in a soft, pale blue fabric that shimmered under the magical light from above.

			These weren’t just powerful lords or nobles hosting me. They were the gods themselves, even if they were only the minor gods. And this room with the mirror tree was clearly meant for me.

			Had they known which door I would pick, or had the room transformed into mine the moment I opened the door?

			I wondered briefly about Blake’s room. Would it match the cold sterililty of the Twin Blade of the Silver Tyger Dominion, or would it reflect the man beneath?

			Would his room be messy?

			Stretching, I spun around happily before crashing back flat on the bed with a laugh. The sheets were a dark indigo, with a luxurious quilt draped over it in rich hues of sapphire, embroidered with intricate silver patterns. Pillows of varying sizes were scattered across the bed, each one soft and inviting. I thought of Blake, the cedar smell of him, his broad shoulders and muscled torso. I wished he were in my bed with me.

			In the soft glow of the tree, I tilted my head up, staring at the canopy of glimmering, mirrored leaves above me.

			The tree itself was huge, its silver bark etched with swirling patterns. It gave off the sense that it had been there long before I arrived, waiting for me. Each of the leaves caught the light in a different way, glittering like starlight against the darker corners of the room. They swayed gently, though there was no wind. I stared, entranced, as they shone.

			It was the mirrors in the leaves that drew me in. I pushed up on my elbows, looking more closely.

			For a fleeting second, I caught a glimpse of Edith, her face lined with worry as she sat by the fire. She seemed so burdened. Why had I never seen the weight of all that she carried before?

			Another set of leaves rustled, showing a beautiful garden, then a hummingbird. My heart ached at the sight. This felt like a place from my past, but I had no thread of memory to follow.

			The canopy shifted and swayed, as if an invisible wind caressed the leaves. Memories flickered in and out of sight. Each time I looked up, another memory flashed into view. Rainbow, our chicken. And then Couscous, sitting by the well with her paws tucked underneath her white tummy. My beloved Flame, coat shifting with copper, gold, and black like a living fire.

			Then another shimmer of leaves. It was the woman from my recurring dream. Somehow, I knew who she was.

			My mother.

			I froze, a breath puffing out in surprise.

			She was a blur, out of focus, but I could feel her presence, gentle and soft. I had the impression of kindness but also power, so much power. I was a child and she was holding me, whispering something into my ear. I wondered if she was singing. An abundance of love.

			I reached out to the leaf, wanting to see more, but she was gone. Again. My body tightened, a sob caught in my throat.

			Another memory flashed.

			Screaming faces, a mass of bodies surging in every direction. The vision swirled with chaos and panic, people pushing and shoving, desperate to escape.

			This must have been the Annihilation. Everyone was fleeing.

			Except for me.

			While the crowd fled in terror, I must have been moving against them, fighting to go back. People gripped my arms, their hands locked around me, trying to pull me away. I saw my own hands clawing at them, tearing at their skin, desperate to break free.

			I wasn’t trying to get away. I was trying to reach something. Someone.

			I closed my eyes, a tear slipping free. Catching glimpses of a past I couldn’t understand was almost worse than total ignorance.

			I stood, pressing off the bed and heading straight for the door, desperate not to be alone.

			

			—

			The air changed the moment I crossed the threshold, softer and warmer. The gods had given us a world untouched by war. Lush gardens spread out in every direction, with lanterns glowing softly along winding paths. Trees arched overhead, their leaves pale green and gold, stirring in a breeze that smelled like sweetgrass and blossoms.

			I looked back to see I had exited a castle, built from dark wood and gold-tiled roofs. Ahead were open training grounds, bordered by flowering trees, and the majestic tyger stables.

			But I couldn’t appreciate the beauty. I needed Flame.

			Inside the divine stables, the floors were polished stone. Each stall was lined with woven reed mats and silk cushions, and had a carved stone basin filled with running spring water and slices of meat. And each was large enough to house a tyger king. I didn’t stop until I reached Flame’s.

			She was curled up—alone this time, though I did notice that Kingsolver was lying in the stall next to her.

			I took the brush off the hook and began to groom her.

			You’re so sad.

			She hadn’t opened her eyes, sensing my confusion and heartache through our Bond.

			The gods are taunting me, I said, my hands stilling. It was meant to be a sarcastic comment, but it was all broken in my head. They show me pieces of my past, and I…I don’t know what any of it means. I feel weak and afraid.

			Do you know why tygers Bond to certain humans?

			I shook my head without speaking.

			Power. We are by far the most magical animals in the Mortal Realm. We carry more power than any other and we are drawn to it in turn. We live in the Dominion of the Silver Tyger, for we descend from their Celestial Guardian, but in truth, tygers do not care what color your hair is. We seek only the strength that resonates with our own, something that can balance us and challenge us. Our humans steady us.

			I brushed the ruff of her chest with wide strokes. I guess everything is about balance.

			Flame lowered her head so that her golden eyes fixed on me, unblinking. Yes, Rubi. We complete our humans as well. And you are the first chosen by the most powerful of all the tygers, their queen, to be Bonded. Do you truly think that means you are powerless? No one before you has ever been worthy. Yet I chose you. Do not call yourself weak.

			I sighed. I just wish I could remember. If only I could win the boon—

			Rubi, Flame said, her voice intense. Her tail swept once across the floor, slow and deliberate, before she spoke. If danger comes, you must not sacrifice yourself. Your memories may return without the boon. Your life is precious.

			But I—

			Say it, she growled.

			My voice trembled even within the confines of my mind. My life is precious.

			“I found you,” a voice said, the hint of a smile bleeding into the words.

			Still tremulous, I turned to look up at Blake’s large form leaning in the doorway of Flame’s stall.

			“You always do,” I murmured, before standing and dusting off my pants. “What are you doing here?”

			He turned his chin over his shoulder. “Kingsolver asked me to come.”

			I told him to get his rider here already. Flame huffed. Sometimes you humans just need your own kind.

			Thank you, my dear friend.

			I stepped close, drawn by his solidity, how present and real he was, not a figment in a mirror—here and then gone. Then, before I could stop myself, I flung myself into his arms.

			“Hey, songbird.” He rested his chin atop my head and stroked my hair. I marveled at how I fit, the safety I felt.

			His arms tightened around me, just enough to feel his strength, his presence, unmoving and steady. My body started to shake. The kind of trembling that came when everything caught up to you. When you realized how close it had all come to breaking. I buried my face in his chest and tried to breathe, but the air wouldn’t stay in my lungs. My hands clutched at the back of his shirt like I needed to anchor myself to him, or I’d vanish.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, though I didn’t know what for. Maybe for needing this. Maybe for not being able to hold it in. My voice came out broken, too high and too thin. “I didn’t mean to—I just—”

			“Don’t,” he said softly. “Don’t apologize.”

			He lowered us both to the floor. Leaning against the wall, he pulled me into his arms. I was still trembling. He just kept holding me, his hands sliding up and down my back, slow and firm. My heart skipped and stumbled, my throat clenched tight. I hated how close I was to sobbing.

			He breathed against my hair. “Rubi,” he said, “you don’t have to be so strong all the time. Whatever it is, I’m here now. With you.”

			“Can we go to my rooms?” I whispered. “I…I need to show you something.”

			Blake nodded, gripping me tighter, then pressing a kiss, light as a feather, to my lips, my cheek, and then a lingering one to my temple, his hand wrapped in the blue-green strands of my hair.

			“I’ll follow you anywhere, songbird,” he whispered low under his breath.
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			I kept my eyes down as the doors closed behind us and the glow of the mirror leaves spilled across the room.

			I climbed onto the bed and lay back slowly, curling toward the center. Blake followed without a word, settling behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. His heartbeat was steady against my back, his warmth surrounding me like a shield. I held on to his forearm, fingers tightening.

			“I saw her.” My voice cracked. “My mother. I think. In the tree. In the mirrors.”

			He didn’t speak, just pressed a kiss to my shoulder. I breathed in through my nose and went on.

			“She was holding me. Singing, maybe. There was so much love…I could feel it. I didn’t even know how much I missed her until she disappeared again. It was like losing her all over. And then the Annihilation—” I broke off, my throat tight.

			His arms stayed firm, grounding me.

			“I wasn’t running like everyone else. I was pushing through the crowd. Clawing. Fighting to go back.” My breath hitched. “I guess I was trying to get back to her, but I don’t know who else I’ve lost.”

			Sobs shuddered out of me now, and I didn’t even try to hide them. “Blake, I don’t know who I am. I don’t belong anywhere. There is so little that anchors me, and I’m so afraid of losing that, too.”

			Blake didn’t say anything right away. His hand curled protectively around the back of my head, fingers sliding into my hair. He whispered, “You won’t lose me.”

			I turned toward him slowly, burying my face in his chest. His breathing was steady and strong. I tried to match my own breath to it, to believe him as I calmed. To believe in the warmth of his body, in the safety of his arms.

			I flinched when I heard a rustling of leaves above us. I didn’t look up. I couldn’t.

			Blake nodded against my temple. “You don’t have to sleep here tonight. Come to my rooms,” he said. “There are no mirrors there.”

			I hesitated. The idea of seeing whatever the gods had revealed about his soul, like they had done with mine, made me shiver. That he would trust me so much.

			“Are you sure?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

			He kissed the corner of my mouth, then my cheek.

			“You need rest, Rubi. And I prefer you in my bed anyway.”

			My cheek burned, the kiss he left there searing like a brand.

			“But I—”

			He tilted his mouth to my ear. “Don’t lie to yourself or to me. You want to be in my bed just as badly, hm?”

			It was a taunt, that same teasing voice that had helped me out of my own head, my too-heavy emotions, in Yvonne’s kitchen. The dare in his wicked voice set me alight.

			I couldn’t resist the call of him. I didn’t want to.

			

			—

			His bedroom wasn’t messy.

			It was darker than mine. The bed dominated the space, large and heavy, made of black steel with a carved ironwood frame. The posts were shaped into flowing figures of tygers, each one different: one sleeping with its head on its paws; one crouched, teeth bared; one lying broken, its body only half sculpted.

			It didn’t feel like decoration.

			It felt like memory.

			Above the bed, where a canopy might be, a sphere of dark metal hovered in the air. Its surface was forged from thin strands of iron that curled and wound in on itself. Inside, faint points of starlight glowed and shifted. The light moved slowly, forming shapes that flickered in and out of view. I saw tygers pacing. I saw swords. I saw a man curled around something I couldn’t see, locked in place. The whole thing moved gently, opening a little, then closing again like it was breathing.

			A living sculpture, shaped into a cage.

			Another taunt, this time at Blake: a prison of his own making. His magic, and his mind. The pieces of himself he rarely let out. The stars inside didn’t feel like hope. They felt like something lost.

			I looked up. There was no ceiling, only a sky that couldn’t be real, stretched out in every direction, black and endless and full of stars that pulsed too brightly to be natural.

			They shimmered like they were watching. After a moment, they began to shift, the constellations changing into new shapes. A chain. A blade. A burning city. The stars dissolved into silver smoke before reappearing in a different pattern.

			It was as beautiful as it was unsettling. And yet it didn’t seem to bother Blake.

			A meal had been set on a low table. Steam rose from several woven lids, inviting tendrils of fragrant heat into the air, mingling with the scents of jasmine and green tea. We lifted the lids to find freshly steamed, pillowy soft buns filled with savory minced chicken, mushrooms, and a hint of ginger. Small dishes of soy sauce and black vinegar, with slivers of fresh ginger, sat nearby for dipping. In another basket, perfectly folded savory crepes were laid out, the crispy outer layer hiding a filling of egg, green onions, and plum sauce, topped with sesame seeds for a bit of crunch.

			We ate on the floor while Blake distracted me with stories about his youth, with his brother and Yvonne, before her lack of power had sent her into hiding. He told me how Zayden had once convinced him to sneak a tyger cub into their rooms and how it had shredded half his clothing when they hid it in a closet. He said Yvonne wove grass and flowers into homes for beetles and ants and that she had an uncanny knack for healing every wounded bird she found. He told me about the Octagon, the families who battled for power and the strange—though normal to him—way he’d been raised, memorizing everyone’s Average before he could read, being made to duel Zayden before they were even strong enough to truly hold a weapon.

			He told me of his Bonding with Kingsolver, his voice filled with tenderness, and of the many times he and his tyger had saved each other.

			And then he grew more solemn, the lightness slowly disappearing as he stared down at his hands on the thick rug, brow furrowing.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked, setting down my glass of amber, glittering rice wine.

			He shook his head. “I thought I’d be happy, I guess, to be here. To be a part of something that might change everything for our people more immediately than the Ironstorm. To have a chance to avenge my brother. But I…”

			The air was thick, fraught with something that made my stomach tighten.

			“But every time I think about the days to come, about exactly what we face, the only thing I feel is fear.”

			Blake looked at me then, his eyes intense swirling pools of blue fire as he stared at me. My breath caught.

			“I’m fucking terrified to lose you, Rubi.”

			The confession hung in the air.

			“Blake—”

			“I’m not—” He cut himself off with a gruff noise, shaking his head as if to clear it. “I’m not asking you to feel the way that I feel, only to say that I can’t help it. I need you to be safe. I need you to survive this. And that—that alone is enough to terrify me.” A strange, unhappy grin pulled his mouth up distortedly. “Enough to make me hate myself for putting you in that damn Arena in the first place.”

			“Don’t,” I said forcefully, crawling forward on my knees to sit just inches from his lap. “Blake—I don’t regret it. None of it. Without that day, I wouldn’t have Flame. Or Calla. Or a chance to reclaim my memories. Or…or you.”

			His eyes searched mine.

			I smiled as I climbed over the muscled expanse of his thighs and into his lap.

			“Kiss me.”

			Showing off the hard-earned strength of his thighs and glutes, he stood, keeping me tucked in his arms. I squealed, wrapping my legs around his waist as he walked steadily, with ease as if I weighed nothing, then lowered me to his bed and pressed me back into the sheets.

			“Blake,” I breathed, overcome—by him, by this feeling expanding out from my heart, lighting up my whole body. My soul.

			He exhaled sharply, eyes searching mine again as he brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, then trailed his fingers down my cheek, my neck, my collarbone, until his caress dipped beneath my tunic, causing my breath to catch.

			“I never stood a chance of resisting you,” he said, “my songbird.”

			Blake’s voice was strained, as if he were holding himself together by sheer will. He bent over me, his breath hot against my neck, his body taut with restraint. Restraint he didn’t need with me.

			I felt my nipples tighten and arched up to graze them against his hard chest through the thin fabric of our tunics, the friction sending a shiver down my spine. I raised my leg higher, over the indent of his muscular hip, and he caught my thigh, pulling me closer, slotting our bodies together perfectly.

			“Please,” I begged.

			Blake’s hands—rough, calloused, made for wielding metal—clasped my wrists, pinning them above my head. I gasped as he growled, a deep sound that sent a tremor through me. His body pressed flush against mine, his weight pinning me to the bed, and I could feel every hard inch of him—the thick, unyielding length of him pressing against my wet heat even with our clothes in the way.

			Instead of pressing into me further, he pulled back and kissed me with a tenderness that stole my breath. His lips were soft, brushing mine, his tongue gently tasting. I felt precious, cared for, suddenly breakable. But I would not break. I felt a storm overcome me, a desire so powerful all I could do was ride the wave. Sensing the shift in me, Blake stepped back and ripped away at my clothes while I did the same to him. I only managed his shirt, his pants still on as he dove back over me.

			I was lost in the melody that stirred my blood, the instinct to wrap him up and make him mine. His power rose up and bent around my magic, caging me.

			I could feel it. Him. Us.

			There was a desperation then, to be tied to him, locked together.

			Blake’s hips ground into me, and I gasped into his mouth, my body arching in response. The friction was maddening, the pressure of him teasing, as if he knew exactly how to push me to the edge and keep me there. I whimpered, the sound muffled by his lips, and his grip tightened on my wrists, holding me still as he rocked his hips harder, each movement sending shock waves of pleasure through me.

			His other hand played against my nipple, circling the peak slowly, until it felt like that tease alone would have me bursting.

			“Blake,” I breathed, half a plea, half a challenge.

			He pulled back, just enough to let me catch a breath, his lips barely brushing mine.

			“Tell me what you want, Rubi.” His voice was low, molten, edged with command that seeped into every syllable.

			My mind flashed through every filthy way I wanted him to touch me, stroke me, lick me. I ached for him, body thrumming with need, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. My heart pounded like it was trying to tear free of my chest, and somewhere beneath the hunger was a hollow I couldn’t fill with pleasure alone. I needed more. Needed him. All of him. His rage, his loyalty, his fear, his truth. His soul next to mine.

			The melody in my blood was an incomplete song, seeking a harmony I hadn’t yet found. Seeking the one note that could make it whole. My voice broke under the weight of it, and the words fell from me like a wound torn open.

			“Pair with me.”

			He froze, pulling back to look at me. Embarrassment lit my cheeks, and I couldn’t meet his eyes. What if that wasn’t what he—

			“Rubi,” he said my name like a prayer. He lifted a finger under my chin until my eyes locked on his. The desire I saw there, the hope—it was almost too much. “Is that…Is that truly what you want?”

			I nodded, my eyes bright and welling with the need.

			“I want to feel you,” I whispered. “Please, Blake—I just…I need—”

			“Shh,” he cooed. “I know what you need.”

			My body crumbled beneath his gentle, steadying tone. He settled himself tighter against my aching core, his pants still in the way, his hands smoothing up my bare skin, along my extended arms, until he grasped my right wrist in his left hand.

			“Are you sure?” he asked.

			I nodded again. “Only if you want—”

			A hoarse laugh burst from him. “Rubi, this is all I want. To be Paired to you…it would be an honor.”

			His words made my throat catch.

			I was a yin magic user with a magic I didn’t understand and couldn’t control, nothing worth speaking of. I was an Azure in a dominion built for Silvers. I was a foreigner who had no memories, barely anything that made me Rubi. And he was…nearly royal. The strongest metal mage to exist, a Zenith, the Twin Blade to a king who wanted me dead.

			To feel so worthy, so desired in this way.

			“Please,” I whispered as his forehead pressed gently to my own, his eyes closing.

			And then he spread my palms open and pressed his Marks against mine.

			A faint shimmer of light appeared between our hands, barely visible at first. A delicate strand, pulsing with an ethereal glow. It wound through the space between us, pulling tighter, as if drawing us together.

			My heart raced as the shimmer became clearer, turning into a red thread that bound us, soft but unbreakable, stretching across the distance between us.

			His mouth pressed into the skin of my neck, soothing kisses and licks while I watched, transfixed. The thread glowed a deep crimson, the same shade of red that legends spoke of—the red thread of fate that tied two souls together, binding them across time, distance, and circumstance.

			It looped around my wrist, the delicate thread spiraling in and out of my fingers before connecting to Blake’s hand, twining around his wrist and up his arm.

			I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I could feel Blake’s energy pulsing through the thread, his magic brushing against mine, hot and alive.

			The thread tightened, and with that, the pull between us became almost unbearable.

			I felt Blake’s magic. It was powerful and controlled, but now it was more than just power. His energy wrapped around me, pressing against my own, and my magic, weak as it was, responded. Heat flared inside me, fire sparking at the edges of my consciousness, reacting to the intensity of his presence.

			Blake’s gaze burned into me, his eyes dark with a hunger I couldn’t ignore. His presence, the steady hum of his power, wrapped around me like a vise. He stayed still then, eyes locked on mine, watching me as the thread pulled us closer, the space between us shrinking with each heartbeat.

			But just as it was supposed to tighten, to complete the bond, the thread hesitated.

			It flickered.

			A sudden, sharp pull yanked at my chest, making me gasp. The thread quivered, unstable, as if caught between forces that were pulling in opposite directions.

			I glanced up at Blake, his eyes darkened with concern, but he remained still, his jaw clenched as though willing the bond to hold. His gaze met mine, and I felt that familiar pull toward him, something magnetic between us.

			But still the thread resisted. It twisted in the air, writhing like it was fighting something unseen.

			I could feel the strain deep inside, tugging at the edges of my mind, something blocked, something hidden. My body tensed involuntarily, and a strange sensation crept over me—an odd, heavy pressure, like a distant memory struggling to resurface. It was suffocating, dizzying, but I couldn’t place it.

			But somehow I knew this wasn’t how Pairing was meant to feel.

			I surged up and joined my lips to his, and the world fractured around us. The moment our mouths met, everything else fell away.

			It was just him. Just me.

			His lips were warm, firm, but the real fire was beneath, where our souls met in the unseen space between us. It wasn’t just a kiss. It was surrender and defiance, a claiming and a question all at once. I felt the pull of him, the raw, unspoken need that had always existed between us, threading through my veins like molten gold. Magic, or maybe something deeper, surged in the space between our bodies, crackling at my fingertips, singing through my bones.

			Then the red line snapped into place.

			The bond formed. The thread pulsed, and I felt the connection, like a puzzle piece fitting where I hadn’t realized it was missing.

			A surge of energy jolted through me, sharp and dizzying. Blake felt it, too. I could see it in the way his eyes darkened, the way his breath hitched. The connection between us tightened, like an invisible cord pulling us closer.

			His hand released my wrists, sliding down to grip my hips, pulling me tighter against him. The moment his fingers made contact, I felt his magic coil around mine, tugging and pulling, until it was impossible to tell where his ended and mine began.

			Blake cursed beneath his breath before his mouth was back on mine, his kiss even fiercer and more demanding.

			His hips pressed harder against mine, the thick ridge of his cock rubbing against my aching core through the thin layer of clothing that suddenly felt like a cruel barrier.

			My fingers dug into his shoulders, trying to drag him closer, to erase the last traces of space between us. My magic lashed out, wild and untamed, and Blake’s growl deepened, his power tightening around me like a steel vise.

			“Blake, please—”

			His mouth moved from mine, tracing a fiery path down my throat, teeth grazing sensitive skin as his hand slipped down between my thighs, the cool metal of his magic trailing after his touch like a brand. I arched into him, every nerve alight, every sense overwhelmed.

			I was soaked, undeniably ready for him. And I knew now that Blake Axefire had a penchant for making me wait, but I couldn’t wait a single moment longer.

			Even now, as his fingers circled my entrance, I gripped his hair in my hands and pulled.

			“Now, Blake,” I begged. “Please.”

			Blake’s groan vibrated through his chest, and he reared back just enough to look at me. His stormy eyes, darker than I’d ever seen, blazed with raw, primal desire.

			“Rubi,” he growled out.

			“I like the way you say my name.”

			His teeth glinted in the warm light. “I know.”

			Blake moved backward on his knees, shucking his pants off clumsily, making me light with laughter, magic crackling in the air as if it responded to me.

			My legs parted again, cradling his hips between my thighs as he notched himself at my entrance. I sucked in a breath, brow furrowed, and he laughed.

			“C’mon, Rubi,” he whispered. “You know you can take it. Breathe.”

			Having had him once before didn’t ease the stretch of my body as he pushed inside me, a long, rough moan pouring from my lips as I tried to relax. He cooed and whispered little words of praise in my ear as I opened for him. And once he was again fully seated inside me, hips flush to mine, he pressed his forehead against my own as we both tried to calm the storm raging between us.

			“You will be the death of me, Rubi,” he breathed, ragged.

			Then he began to move. The tempest arose so much faster than the other night. Unleashed and ragged as our hips synchronized, desperate to meet each other. His fingers wove together with mine and our palms pressed again—

			Then, without warning, the magic between us exploded.

			A surge of energy ripped through me, raw and uncontrollable, bursting from deep within. Magic, wild and untamed, flared around us, shooting from my hands, my chest, even the ground beneath us.

			Blake’s eyes went wide with shock, but he didn’t let go of the connection. I could feel him pulling at the magic now, not just drawing from me but controlling it, shaping the power that burned through me, tempering it with his own immense control.

			“You’re not supposed to have this kind of power,” Blake whispered, his voice strained, though there was something almost awed in his tone.

			I barely heard him.

			The magic inside me was raging, wild and destructive, but Blake was holding it in check, guiding it, as if the connection between us allowed him to control my magic as well. The bond between us pulsed, and for the first time, I realized just how dangerous this could be. If he drew too much, I’d be drained, burned out completely. But right now, in this moment, we were a single force, our energies mingling, his strength amplifying mine and my magic feeding his—we were the eye of the storm.

			Then everything faded to a vortex of black. Oblivion.

			When I blinked awake, I had the vague impression of Blake, his strong arms holding me securely.

			“You’re all right,” he whispered.

			“What— What was that?”

			He huffed a breath that made his messy strands of auburn flutter around him. “You’re just as powerful as I knew you’d be,” he said with a grin.

			I groaned and turned over. Blake took it as an invitation to slide in behind me and wrap me in his strong arms.

			“What’s that for?” he asked, kissing my temple and massaging my hands slowly.

			“Because I already know you’re going to use this to force me to train.”

			A laugh, bright and real, burst from him. It was so beautiful my breath caught, chin tilting over my shoulder to look up and see him smile wide. That happy, almost boyish look on him.

			“You’re right,” he said, before pressing teasing kisses to my neck until I was squirming and giggling, turned on and filled with joy, my previous anxiety gone. “But first I’m going to make you come again. And again.” He kissed me between each phrase. “And again. Until I’ve tired you out and you finally sleep.”

			He made good on his word.
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			Iwas overcome by water and flame, swirling together like a deadly dance, rising in waves around me.

			Above me, a white beast loomed, towering. Its form twisted in and out of the churning elements, growing larger with every breath I took. My heart pounded in my chest, panic rising like the tide.

			Was I seeing the past? The future? Or was this just a cruel illusion? The weight of it crushed me, the uncertainty. The feeling that time had folded in on itself, that there was no past or present or future.

			Now I was standing in a vast expanse of mist, the world around me blurred and shifting. But there was a figure in the distance: tall, broad-shouldered, his presence dominating even from afar.

			Though I couldn’t see his face, the outline of his body felt achingly familiar, as if I had known him my entire life. He was taut and muscled. My heart beat faster, drawn to him, pulled by something I couldn’t explain.

			His silhouette moved closer, the air around him crackling with energy, and the feeling of recognition only deepened. I could almost hear his breathing, steady and strong, his form radiating warmth. I couldn’t see his features, but I knew him. My heart clenched as I watched, the sight of him stirring something deep within me.

			Was this Blake in the future? Or someone else entirely?

			But as he stepped forward, something dark flickered in the air between us. A chill ran down my spine.

			“You can’t save them all, Rubi,” he whispered. “And in the end, you will be the one left to burn.”

			The warmth I had felt twisted into something cold and foreboding. My heart lurched as his figure loomed over me, the sense of familiarity now tainted by fear. I reached out, desperate to see his face, but the fog thickened, pulling him away, his last words echoing around me like a terrible promise.

			“We will lose everything. Save yourself.”

			

			—

			I woke with a jolt, my throat sore before I realized someone was screaming—

			“Rubi!”

			No…not someone. Me, screaming, terror choking me. Someone was shaking me; my eyes darted around until they settled on the ice blue I knew meant comfort. I relaxed, marginally, voice going quiet as I slumped into Blake’s arms.

			His heartbeat was a racing tune against my ear as he tucked my head beneath his chin, holding me like a child in his arms as I wept.

			“Gods, Rubi,” he breathed. “You scared me.”

			Another kiss, to the top of my head. A squeeze of his arms, like he couldn’t hold me tight enough.

			“I…I don’t know what happened, I—”

			“Shh,” he soothed, running his hands up and down my arms. “Just a nightmare. You’re all right. You’re fine—Flame is fine, Edith is safe at the palace with your friends. Everyone is okay.”

			The words helped more than I could admit.

			We sat like that for a long time, him rocking my body as I shook with sobs. This pain felt older—like something seared deep within me burned.

			“I…Can I have some water?” I asked once the tears had stopped.

			Blake nodded. “Of course,” he whispered, kissing my temple before he stood and walked toward the jug on the opposite table, filling a glass for me.

			I looked up.

			Blake’s room was different, I realized, as if the magic loosed within our Pairing had affected it. The mass of stars still floated, but it had evolved.

			It was no longer in a cage.

			The metal wasn’t twisted tight around the light anymore. The filigree had relaxed, the pattern looser, more open. It looked less like a prison now and more like a cradle, shaped to hold the starlight without crushing it. The glow inside had softened, too. The stars no longer flickered with images of battle or pain. They floated in slow circles, like they were drifting on water. I watched them in silence.

			A shape began to form. Two tygers side by side, one gold, one silver. Not fighting. Just walking together, step for step, before dissolving back into light.

			Blake returned, handing me a glass of water that I drank. He kissed my shoulder softly before taking it from my hand and placing it on the side table, then lying back down next to me.

			The air smelled faintly of iron and sweat and warmth. I breathed it in and let my head nestle against his chest. The sound of his heart, steady beneath me, was the only thing I could hear besides the quiet hum of the room.

			“We should tell everyone,” he murmured against my ear. “About us. The Pairing.”

			My fingers curled against his ribs. “No.”

			He kissed the side of my neck, slow and possessive. “Why not? I want them to know you’re mine. I want to stand with you through the Raveling.”

			“Pairing strengthens both of our magic, but I hardly have any.” I turned my head just enough to meet his eyes. “If they know, I become more of a threat. I can’t defend myself, Blake.”

			He touched my cheek, thumb brushing my jaw. “So let me give you my protection.”

			I swallowed. “It’s not just about the danger. You’re the Twin Blade. Practically the crown prince. I’m an Azure with nothing but a few tricks. And don’t forget about the Average. They’ll say you Paired beneath yourself.”

			He didn’t even blink. “I don’t give a damn what they say.”

			“You should.”

			“I don’t.” His voice deepened. “You think I care what some forgefools whisper about me? You’re stronger than most of the court. I can feel it in the bond. You just don’t see it yet.”

			I shifted, laying my palm over his heart. “I don’t know how to believe that.”

			He kissed me, slow and deep, then said against my lips, “Then I’ll believe it for both of us.”

			I closed my eyes. “We keep it quiet. Just for now.”

			He nodded, brushing my hair back. “All right. But the second they find out, I’ll be proud. You’re mine.”

			“You’re such a stubborn ironnecked Silver.”

			He grinned. “You like it.”

			I didn’t deny it.

		

	
		
			39

			
				[image: ]
			

			I fell asleep locked in the strong embrace of Blake’s arms, his heart slow and steady against my cheek, and slept deeply. When I woke, my burdens felt a bit lighter.

			He continued sleeping soundly as I slipped his grasp, dressing myself in new clothing laid out for me near the couch. As if the room itself had provided it, knowing I was not in my own chambers.

			The fabric gleamed silver in the morning light, the color of moonlit steel, woven with subtle patterns that shifted like liquid metal as I moved closer. A fitted tunic, reinforced yet supple, with intricate embroidery that scrolled toward the emblem at the chest: a coiled tyger encased within a diamond.

			The Silver Tyger Dominion’s mark.

			I ran my fingers over the tunic’s emblem, feeling the raised threads beneath my touch. I slipped the tunic over my head, the fabric gliding smoothly against my skin. It settled perfectly across my shoulders, neither too loose nor too tight, hugging me just enough to feel secure. The sleeves were long and snug.

			I stretched my arms, testing the give. The fabric moved with me, like a second skin.

			The trousers were just as finely crafted, designed for movement without sacrificing protection, and cut from a thin, breathable weave. A flowing cloak, clasped with a brooch, lay beside it, made of smooth, strong fabric.

			And at the foot of the bench, I found a pair of sturdy boots that were reinforced with steel at the toes and heels, yet supple enough to move with me.

			I quickly tied back my hair, before following my usual routine, wanting to settle my nerves. My ribbons were in my own rooms, but I practiced the movements. My mind, usually quiet as I danced, seemed to warm up as well. Thoughts of the day to come swirled.

			If the Silver Tyger Dominion was set on using the Raveling to take power, who was to say the other dominions did not plan to do the same? And did we know which ones were already here? The other dominions were no mystery in name, but in truth, we knew next to nothing about each other. The geographical barriers that separated our lands had kept us apart for centuries, along with a deep-rooted mistrust passed down through generations.

			A sense of unease wrapped around me like a shadow. The gods had brought us together, but the deep fractures between the dominions wouldn’t be so easily mended. If the gods were showing me pieces of my lost memories, what might they be taunting the others with?

			I returned to the bedside, where Blake was still asleep. I felt something tugging me toward him. Was it the Pairing or just that he was so utterly gorgeous?

			Part of me wished to wake him, but I knew he hadn’t slept well in some time. I also knew he wouldn’t be able to rest much longer, so I pressed a soft kiss to his cheek, inhaling the scent of his skin, before stepping back and heading out.

			The delicious smell of food led me right to the dining room.

			Great columns of carved stone lined the walls, each wrapped in silken banners, representing the four dominions: silver for the Tyger, red for the Phoenix, azure for the Dragon, and onyx for the Tortoise.

			The long banquet table in the center of the hall overflowed with plates of fragrant food.

			On the far walls, open arches revealed beautiful gardens; I wondered if winter was ever felt here. From one arch, the sound of trickling water could be heard, a soft melody that added to the peaceful atmosphere of the hall.

			Four circular tables stretched across the room, their surfaces polished to a deep shine. Each one seated five, a table for each dominion.

			Malissa, Ire, and Jace were already seated at a table. Malissa and Ire glittered with malice, while Jace lounged in his seat, giving me a warm smile.

			“Good morning, Morningtail.” He grinned as I approached. He pulled the chair out next to him in welcome.

			As I slid into it, five fire sirens from the Dominion of the Red Phoenix entered.

			My breath caught in my throat.

			There were four women and one man, their beauty more startling than even the stories had said. They were slender but strong. Their skin glowed with an ethereal radiance, their red hair cascading down their backs; their clothing shimmered in the light, made of red and gold silk so fine that it seemed to catch every flicker of movement.

			Phoenix silk. Like my ribbons.

			All phoenix silk was spun in their dominion and was said to be as impervious as iron. The way the fabric draped over their bodies made them seem as though they were wrapped in the very essence of fire itself. They seemed to glide across the floor rather than walk.

			It was the magnificent male firen who caught my attention, a flicker of recognition sparking at the edges of my mind. His gaze locked onto me, as if he were trying to place me, too.

			Then he turned to Malissa, who was watching them as intently as I was. He gave her a nod, which she returned, before he sat with the rest of his team. So they knew each other. Malissa’s gaze was sharp with her usual calculation, but beneath it was the flicker of something else. Something like yearning or respect.

			The Dominion of the Red Phoenix was a matriarchy, ruled by the legendary Red Queen. She was whispered to possess powers so potent she could bespell the unwilling and nullify even the strongest magic.

			Perhaps Malissa and I both looked longingly at their table.

			The five Azures entered the hall soon after, and I smiled at Quinn and Calla. Calla beamed back while Quinn winked at me, but the others ignored me. They moved with a taut, agile litheness that set them apart from the heavily muscled fighters of the Silver Tyger Dominion. When they settled at their table, the space between us felt wider than the distance that separated our seats.

			A pang of loss hit me. I was on another team, away from my people.

			Then I saw him.

			Blake.

			His broad shoulders and powerful frame were imposing as always. His bronzed hair, perfectly combed now, caught the light. Even among the hardened fighters and warriors, Blake stood out. The sheer strength of him, the way he held himself, the sharpness of his gaze, all made it clear that he was a force to be reckoned with.

			And his focus was entirely on me. His smoldering eyes tracked my every breath as he entered, stepping steadily toward me as if no one else existed.

			My chest tightened. I felt the unfamiliar pull of the Pairing, a thread of connection that seemed to grow stronger as he drew closer.

			My pulse quickened as I tried to make sense of the sensation, the way I felt like I was being drawn to him, before he settled himself into the last seat at the table, between me and Malissa.

			In front of everyone, he leaned over and pressed his lips nearly to my ear.

			“Wake me next time,” he whispered. “I don’t like finding you gone.”

			I blushed and nodded, highly aware of the eyes staring at us. Wondering who would be the first to figure out that we’d Paired.

			I took a sip of hot tea, letting the warmth settle in my stomach as the others around the table focused on their food like it was preparation for battle.

			It wasn’t just my table. The air in the entire room was thick with tension. Warriors from each dominion stared at each other, brimming with suspicion and animosity. Sizing each other up.

			I set my cup down and glanced at Jace. “Do you know who any of the others are?”

			Jace shook his head, his amiable smile tugging at the corner of his mouth as he looked at me. “I only recognize the other royalty from their portraits.”

			Royalty. Right. The most powerful warriors would mostly come from the ruling families. While I was only a peasant.

			“Who?”

			When I leaned closer, Jace shifted in my direction, his elbow brushing mine as he continued.

			“The male firen is their prince. His Highness Prince Auron of the House of Phae. He became regent after the crown princess was killed in the Annihilation. The reigning Red Queen went into seclusion afterward. I believe the woman beside him with the feathers braided into her hair is his cousin Lian.”

			“Why isn’t she veiled?” Ire asked. “I thought all those ashbrains thought they were too good to show us their faces.”

			“Only the ruling family’s women wear veils in public,” Malissa said, her gaze fixed on the firens’ table.

			I turned slightly in my seat to get a better view.

			The prince’s face was elegant and sculpted, every line sharpened by confidence and power. His crimson hair, tied loosely at the nape, caught the early light. Even sitting still, he radiated heat. He didn’t smile. His eyes scanned the room like he already owned it. And they kept returning to me.

			“He’s quite striking,” I said.

			Blake raised an eyebrow at me.

			“You should not speak about him, Azure yin,” Ire growled. His upper lip curled like he wanted to bare teeth. “He was meant to be Malissa’s intended.”

			So that’s how those two knew each other. I didn’t know Malissa had come so close to being in a society where women had power.

			My eyes glanced at her then; her face might as well have been forged from steel. Her voice came out cold and flat. “That was before the Wedding of Flame and Sky, and the Annihilation.”

			It had been an apparent love match between the Red crown princess and the Azure prince, which set off a panic in the other dominions. That kind of union would have shifted the balance of power overnight. With fire and wood aligned, they would have held the advantage in both military strength and magical reach.

			So, the royals and their loyal nobility had scrambled behind closed palace doors: rushed alliances, secret negotiations, new betrothals arranged before sunrise.

			It made sense. Malissa, princess of the Silver Tyger Dominion, and Auron, prince of the Red Phoenix. It would have given King Uzar leverage. Only then came the Annihilation, ushering in a new age of hatred, prejudice, and distrust.

			“What about the Azure crown princess?” I asked. “She must have been the biggest prize of all?”

			Ire let out a short, cruel laugh. “Our Twin Blade here was supposed to be engaged to the Azure Dragon crown princess, but he refused to even consider her, or anyone else. The king was not pleased. But now everyone is dead anyway.” He yanked on the heavy silver chain around his neck like a noose.

			My throat tightened.

			I had no memories of her, but she had been my princess. I knew I had no right, but a sharp pang struck low in my chest at the thought of Blake with someone else. Another Azure. I didn’t even know if she’d been kind or cruel, but the thought of her standing beside him, touching him, being his, made my stomach twist.

			It felt wrong to feel relief that she was gone. That Blake wasn’t married. Even though the king clearly had plans now for him and Malissa.

			“Axefire would never marry outside the Silver Dominion,” she said, eyes flickering to Blake, who gave her an inscrutable look back. “The Octagon wouldn’t allow it.”

			Jace shrugged. “Unless her power was off their precious charts. Which they said it was.”

			My body tensed. I wanted to reach for Blake, to claim him. But we’d never talked about the future. There might be none at all if we failed at the Raveling. Sealing the Anchors had to come first.

			Jace cleared his throat, breaking the tension. “Anyway, magic would have been united across the dominions, through the alliances that those marriages formed…. Now—” He gestured to the tense atmosphere between warriors who were once betrothed. “You can see how well that’s working.”

			“The Annihilation was more than just the deaths and terror of that one day,” Blake said. “It was the utter destruction of hope.”

			“What about the Onyx Tortoise royalty?” I asked. “No one wanted to make an alliance with them?”

			“They’re a rusted mess,” Ire said with a snort, waving the last strip of pork before sliding it into his mouth. “Even before their king died in the Annihilation, no one could figure out who was supposed to rule next. Too many sons. Too much water. Not enough daylight in winter—it makes them crazy.”

			Jace leaned toward me, ignoring Blake’s glare.

			“Their king never has a queen. Just the High Concubine, who rules over a very large harem. And his son with the High Concubine was raised in secrecy before he disappeared,” he said. “Now there are dozens of children, all vying for power.”

			“Their court is drowning in blood,” Blake said, his tone full of disgust. “Someone rises in power, only to be killed by another. It’s been that way for generations.”

			“Then who is their royal now?”

			“A regent rules now, to hold things together while the true heir is supposedly being decided,” Jace answered me, seeming to frustrate Blake.

			“Their yins hold no power at all,” Ire said, his eyes hard. “Perhaps Silver Tyger will eventually follow.”

			Malissa sneered, shoving her half-eaten plate away. “Choke on iron, Ire.”

			I snorted a laugh. Though I knew she didn’t like me, we at least had this in common.

			Ire leaned across toward me, voice low and cruel. “You don’t deserve to be here, Azure. The best you can do is spread your legs and warm one of our beds—”

			Ire’s words cut off as the metal chain he wore suddenly tightened around his throat like a noose, yanking him up into the air. All around the table, blades rose into the air, floating like silver fangs, each one pointing directly at Ire’s throat, chest, and heart.

			Blake hadn’t moved from his seat. His voice was cold. Deadly. “I won’t kill you yet. Our team still needs you. Say a word about her once more and I won’t hesitate, king’s nephew or not. Is that clear?”

			Ire nodded stiffly, the cocky smile gone from his face. Malissa sat frozen, her cup still raised, tea untouched. Her gaze flicked from Blake to me. For a moment, I felt sorry for her. Her ex-fiancé was at the Red table. Now Blake, her hopeful intended, clearly had feelings for an Azure yin, the kind of woman who shouldn’t have been sitting with royalty at all. But then she spoke.

			“Pairing is a funny thing, isn’t it? Men will Pair with anyone if it feels good enough when they’re inside you,” she said to no one in particular. “But that’s very different from a Soul Pairing. That only happens once in a lifetime.”

			Of course clever Malissa had figured out that we had Paired. I stared at my plate, a sick twist low in my gut.

			Men will Pair with anyone if it feels good enough when they’re inside you.

			Blake’s hand found mine under the table, fingers steady and warm. He said, almost lazily, “You always did confuse love with strategy, Malissa.”

			Her knuckles whitened.

			When I smiled at him, he released Ire without ceremony. Ire dropped back into his seat, flushed but mercifully silent. The knives hovered a moment longer, then dropped one by one back onto the table with a clatter.

			As if he hadn’t almost killed one of his own, Blake’s hand rose to my cheek, his bright blue eyes intense.

			“Get something to eat, Rubi.”

			I needed the space, and he knew it. I stood, taking my plate to the high banquet table in the center of the room.

			The buffet was an enticing blend of dishes, offering a tantalizing array of flavors. Steam rose from large bamboo baskets filled with delicate dumplings and egg custard tarts. There were crispy spring rolls alongside soft steamed buns, pan-fried turnip cakes, golden fried strips of dough, and a large bowl of silky congee sprinkled with scallions.

			In the center of the spread were trays of tropical fruits like juicy lychee and mangoes. A pot of oolong tea simmered nearby, its fragrant steam mixing with the smell of freshly brewed coffee, creating a heady aroma.

			As I scanned the room, I noticed that no one from the Dominion of the Red Phoenix had stood up to take food. Instead, they sat stiffly, as if insulted. I picked up one of the bamboo baskets filled with dumplings and brought it over to their table. The entire dining hall fell silent, watching me.

			Auron’s gaze burned through the air between us, his golden-brown eyes flaring like flames trapped behind molten amber. He watched me intently, his focus never wavering.

			At his side, Lian scrutinized me with hawklike focus. Her poise was unsettling, as though the slightest shift from me would unleash the fire she held back so tightly.

			I bowed to them both as I presented the basket. “May the ever-living flame nourish your spirit and ignite your strength.”

			In a disgusted tone, one of the other firens said, “The Azure is an untrustworthy deserter, fighting with the Silvers. It’s because of women like her that they think we’re all cowards.”

			I snapped back, “It’s because of women like you that they think we’re all ashbrains.”

			There was stunned silence then, although Auron had to hide a chuckle by coughing.

			Lian was staring at me, eyes bright with a mix of wonder and apprehension. In the Common Tongue, she asked, “How did you ever learn our language?”
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			“What?” I asked.

			“Our language is notoriously difficult, almost impossible for foreigners unless they were trained from infancy,” Auron explained, voice smooth as silk.

			“But I don’t speak it,” I said, brow furrowing.

			Lian said, “You just did. And your accent was perfect, I might add.”

			Amnesia was a complicated thing. I didn’t know what my loved ones looked like, where my home was, my own name. But I could ribbon dance, I knew some customs from other dominions, and it seemed I could speak and understand other languages. I thought of the bow to King Uzar in the Silver throne room.

			Why had I learned those things?

			Flame’s voice rumbled in my thoughts. Perhaps you were a studious know-it-all. Why weren’t they eating?

			I internally rolled my eyes at her playful chuff. Reds must be first served their food when they break their fast. They consider it the height of rudeness to be expected to serve themselves.

			“Please ignore my companion. We are weary from our travels.” Lian accepted the basket of dumplings I offered with both hands. “May your path always be bright.”

			I walked back to the buffet. I tried to refocus as I made myself a plate, not to ruminate on the firen’s accusation, or wonder over and over where my knowledge had come from.

			A warrior I didn’t know seated at the Azure table locked his gaze onto mine, his eyes filled with blinding hate.

			“Traitor.”

			My heart stopped as the weight of that word settled over me.

			Traitor.

			The tension that had been simmering in the hall suddenly sharpened, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise. Calla’s eyes shot to mine, filled with concern. Quinn growled at the man.

			But I didn’t argue. If anything, there was a piece of me that understood, that agreed. I was a betrayer, sitting at the table of the Silver Tyger Dominion, an enemy to my own people. My Azure family.

			Even if I’d never felt like I belonged.

			Everyone’s heads swiveled and I froze, terrified for a moment that it was me they were staring at, before I realized there were new arrivals.

			Two men, three women, unnaturally tall and rail-thin, draped in flowing white robes that made them seem even more ghostly. Their onyx hair hung loose, adding to the hollow stillness of their presence. They appeared almost like specters from another realm.

			But what truly shocked me were the manacles around the women’s ankles.

			Their robes were cut higher in the front to reveal iron chains restricting each woman’s movement. While the two men strode forward with long, confident strides, never glancing back, the women were forced to shuffle as they struggled to keep pace.

			The Dominion of the Onyx Tortoise had arrived.

			Lian spoke in the Common Tongue, her lilting accent turning sharp. “What is this barbarism?”

			The leader of the Onyx Tortoise team turned his head toward her. He stood at the front of the group, his lanky frame draped in flowing robes that rippled like funeral shrouds with every subtle movement.

			His hair was long and sleek, falling loosely past his shoulders, and his eyes were nearly colorless, a translucent gray that glowed with an unnatural, otherworldly light, like something ancient and unknowable resided within him.

			Those eyes scanned the dining hall with a dispassionate gaze, taking us in as if we were merely game pieces on a board, ready to be moved or discarded at his will.

			With a single flick of his hand, the air in the dining hall grew heavier, the water in the atmosphere bending to his will.

			“You wish to speak about something barbaric? Yins pretending at power.” His voice was a low, cold whisper, like the slow pull of death itself. “By the power of Yama, great god of the underworld, it is laughable you believe you stand a chance of surviving the Raveling.”

			In perfect unison, the fire sirens rose to their feet. Heat rolled off their table in a sudden wave, crackling with barely contained fury.

			Their combined magic hit the room like a wall, causing the air to shimmer. The end of the banquet table nearest the firens cracked, the wood splintering as the intense warmth warped it, and I moved quickly away. Plates of food began to steam, the delicate fruits wilting, and the carefully prepared food sizzled as if thrown onto a hot skillet. Even the stone floor beneath their feet glowed faintly, the temperature rising so swiftly that the air in the room became thick and suffocating.

			Lian stepped forward with her hands raised, flames pulsing between them, her gaze locked on the leader of the Onyx Tortoise. “We’ll see who is pretending when I fry you, worm.”

			Across the room, the Azure shapeshifters stood, eyes flashing. Quinn flexed his fingers, his nails already sharpening into claws. The others followed his lead, their bodies trembling with intensity as if they were moments from shifting into their animal forms.

			The Silver warriors tensed. Jace and the others exchanged sharp glances. Blake stood, his eyes finding mine across the room—the thread looping us together pulling taut.

			Like he was calling me to him.

			Slowly I moved toward the table, and slid in between Jace and Blake.

			“I loathe Onyxes,” Jace hissed, angry in a way I hadn’t seen before. “Their yangs are hoarding power when magic must belong to all.”

			The tygers outside roared in unison, reacting to their riders’ feelings. Their ferocious cries shook the ground.

			Rubi! Flame called to me in my mind. What is happening? Are we under attack?

			No, not yet. Tell the other tygers to calm.

			My heart pounded in my chest, fear and adrenaline warring inside me. The heat from the firens scorched the air, but it was the collective fury radiating throughout the room that made my skin prickle. I could feel the tension tightening like a rope around my throat, ready to snap. One wrong move, one more spark, and this breakfast would descend into an all-out brawl.

			Blake’s hand found mine, intertwining our fingers, our palms pressed together—as if he was prepared to lend me a surge of power via our Marks.

			The Onyx turned to the rest of the room then.

			“My name is Vidor. Remember it when you need to acknowledge our superiority,” he said coolly. He turned to one of their women. “Una, greet our companions.”

			The woman named Una raised her arms. Her hair was ink black and straight, falling to her waist with a glassy sheen that caught the light like polished obsidian. Her eyes were an intense blue, and they gleamed with a quiet, unsettling brilliance. A thin silver chain wound through her hair, weaving in and out like a living thread, and at her throat, a pendant shaped like a broken crescent moon rested against her skin, gleaming.

			She let out a cry, a sound so chilling it seemed to freeze the air in the room. It was the wail of the dead, the lament of countless lost souls, a sound dredged from the depths of the underworld itself. The air grew thin with an unnatural cold that clawed at my skin.

			Her voice reverberated like the mournful howling of forgotten spirits, echoing in the room as if it came from the very bones of the earth. It tugged at something primal inside me, filling me with an icy dread. My heart pounded in my chest as the shadows in the room seemed to deepen, curling like smoke around her figure.

			“Enough!” The Diviner’s voice sliced through the tension like a blade.
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			The warring magic dissipated by divine will.

			The Diviner floated before us, her crimson robes billowing. Her mask tilted ever so slightly toward the assembled competitors. Her form flickered like a candle caught in a gust of wind.

			Lian didn’t sit down. “We do not tolerate insults from lesser beings,” she spat at Vidor, her voice carrying the simmering wrath of her entire dominion.

			Vidor, unaffected by the firens’ display, simply smirked and lowered himself to one knee. His translucent eyes gleamed with amusement as he pressed his palm to the ground. To my shock, the stone floor blackened beneath his touch, cracks spreading outward in a widening ring of decay. “We eagerly anticipate teaching all of you a lesson when we repair the Anchor.”

			“I said enough,” the Diviner intoned, and the blackened stone was restored, whole beneath Vidor’s hand. “No one dominion will be able to repair the Anchors on their own. The essence of all four Celestial Guardians was needed to seal the Anchors millennia ago, and all four dominions’ magic will be needed to repair them now. If you hope to survive the Raveling, you must learn to work with one another.”

			I looked around the room, taking in the fighting stances of each person here, and thought it might take more than divine will to make that happen.

			We assembled hours later in the courtyard for our first day of training. And tension between the dominions had not dissipated.

			If anything, it had only grown worse.

			I watched as the leaders of each dominion’s team fought over who was in charge.

			The Onyx Vidor was the most outspoken, stating that it was beneath him to teach us, but that he should be in charge nonetheless. Auron had made his case, though the other dominions were reluctant to have him lead, as the Red Phoenix fighting style was significantly different from most of the others.

			Then Ire stepped forward, massive and gleaming in polished silver armor. “I’m the king’s nephew and heir to the Silver Dominion,” he said. “This team should answer to me.”

			Blake didn’t move. His arms stayed crossed, his voice quiet. “But I’m the most powerful.”

			Ire stepped up to Blake, looking prepared to fight. Malissa’s bitter words cut in: “You won’t be heir if you’re dead.”

			Ire turned on his heel, but I didn’t miss the resentment blazing from his face.

			Calla, who’d apparently beaten out Quinn as the elected leader of the Azures, stood with a small smirk on her lips. She looked like she was savoring how her presence irritated Vidor.

			“Nice work,” I whispered.

			She grinned, then glanced down at my wrist. “Great Nuwa, you’re still wearing my friendship bracelet.”

			“Obviously,” I said. “We’re basically sisters.”

			Her smile faded. “Hey—about that Azure pissprick who called you a traitor…”

			“I know.” My voice came out quieter. “Sometimes I wonder if he’s right.”

			“He’s not,” she said flatly.

			Before I could answer, two strong arms wrapped around our shoulders, pulling us together. “Group hug,” Quinn said cheerfully, resting his chin between our heads. “Azures don’t betray each other. We just emotionally blackmail one another into eternal friendship.”

			Calla elbowed him in the ribs. I smacked his arm. He didn’t let go.

			“All of you are so eager to lead,” Blake said at last, his voice quiet but cutting. “But none of us have the luxury of pride anymore. The Anchors must be fixed. Not only because of the demons but because the imbalance they cause is wreaking havoc. Our Silver lands are flooding, our crops failing as our people go hungry.”

			Auron gave a sharp nod. “The Red Phoenix Dominion is burning. We haven’t seen rain in months. Our volcanoes have awakened.”

			“We Onyxes not only lost our king, but we are being slowly poisoned by our own water. Our lands were already colder, harsher than any of yours. That’s why we are stronger. But since the Anchors started failing…” Vidor exhaled sharply. “Yama help us. Pestilence is upon our people.”

			“Perhaps it should be Calla then,” Blake said after a beat, speaking over Vidor and Auron’s continued bickering, which had grown in volume. “An Azure, to start us off.”

			Vidor’s lip curled. “You suggest the ones who lured our king to his death with this ridiculous fantasy of dominions uniting through that cursed Wedding of Flame and Sky.” His voice dripped with contempt.

			One of the Azure men—an eagle shifter, I thought—stalked to Calla’s side. His eyes flashed.

			“What exactly are you implying?” he bit out. “Our entire royal line was slaughtered: our queen and king, the crown princess and the prince. The Azure Dominion has been overrun with demons. It was lost. We are a people without a homeland now.”

			Vidor’s contemptuous gaze shifted to him. “Then why were their bodies never found?”

			Tension crackled between them, but Blake cut through it with a steady, commanding tone. “This argument serves no purpose.”

			I turned to him in surprise since he had expressed these exact suspicions of the Azure royal family when we first met.

			“The Azures have suffered greatly,” Blake added. “That is beyond question. And I, for one, trust them.” His gaze met mine.

			I almost smiled even as I could feel everyone watching me.

			It was Vidor’s eyes that I felt the most. They were two wells of hatred searing into me.

			“Sure. And what exactly are we to learn from these shapeshifters, then?” He smirked. “How to turn tail and run?” His gaze turned brighter as he lifted his chin toward me, then cut his eyes to Blake. “Seems like you got a firsthand lesson in Azure tail—”

			Vidor cut off as a dagger zoomed at his throat, stopping just shy of drawing blood. Blake’s eyes were smoldering with fury.

			The situation seemed hopeless.

			Even the deepest shadow awaits the dawn. There is light in every darkness because hope is eternal. I sought Edith’s voice.

			“All right.” I stood and cleared my throat, stepping to the center of everyone gathered. “I have an idea.”

			“Oh, wonderful,” Malissa grumbled. “The feeblest of us leading the training.”

			I took a calming breath. “I am not suggesting myself. Malissa is right, I’m the weakest. But I’m also an Azure who has trained as a Silver. I think, instead of one singular leader, we need you all.

			“The demons we will face are unknown to many of us. Each dominion has skills that we need, distinct weapons, distinct magic. Maybe we should be focused on training each other instead of showing off.”

			Jace slowly nodded.

			Calla grinned while Quinn winked at me. “I’m with Rubi.”

			Auron agreed as well. I didn’t need to worry about Ire and Malissa—I was Flame’s Bonded, and she was their tygers’ queen. They would do what she said.

			“I won’t play these stupid games,” Vidor snapped, and with a wave of his hand, the Onyxes left, his yins scurrying behind.

			But, except for the Onyx Dominion, my suggestion worked.

			Blake took the Azures, which made something in my heart happy, to work with them on weapon training and a few moves that would work with their up-close style of fighting. What not to do if shifted and close with a demon. Although Blake was in charge, I saw him nodding and taking notes as they taught him some quick evasive maneuvers as well.

			Calla took the firens, who all seemed pleased for a woman to instruct them. I could see they had trouble at first incorporating Calla’s wrestling fighting technique into their style, but it worked out to be an interesting match.

			The Silvers and I ended up with Auron, who looked every bit the firen prince with his crimson hair.

			Malissa said lightly, “Let’s hope things go better today than the last time we crossed paths, Prince Auron.”

			He gave a short nod. “Agreed, Princess. No rampaging demon horde would be a nice change.” He shot her a brief look. “And no more shouting matches.”

			Her cheeks colored. “Fair.”

			They must have last seen each other at the Annihilation, when their arranged engagement collapsed. Through the demons or each other? I wondered.

			Then, to my surprise, Auron turned to me and grasped my shoulder. “What is your name?”

			“Rubi Morningtail.”

			“By the goddess of compassion, I am happy to meet you,” he said, eyes intent on mine. “Are you well, Rubi Morningtail?”

			“Cursed blade!” Ire interjected. “Can we just get on with it?!”

			Malissa was glaring at me as well. Jace eyed us with speculation. In the distance, I caught a glimpse of ice blue eyes trained, razor-sharp, on Auron’s hand on my shoulder. Blake.

			At my shy nod, Auron gave me a quick smile before starting by showing us the highest level of his fire magic.

			“This is phoenix phire,” he said, his hands releasing something icy white and terrifying. Even Ire stepped backward, unsure, as he stared at it.

			“It’s our purest form of fire, and it is the only thing we’ve found that will kill demons.” His handsome face was serious. “Only our royal family has this ability.”

			“So we cannot wield it,” Jace said, sidling up beside me.

			Auron put out the phire in his hands and reached into one of his pockets, pulling out a small white glyph.

			He flicked it with his thumb toward us, Jace easily catching it. “Try it.”

			Jace circled it with his own thumb, before pocketing it and putting his hand out.

			Nothing happened.

			Auron shook his head. “You don’t have fire magic, Silver. Use a weapon.”

			Jace pulled the broadsword from his belt and tried it, furrowing his brow in concentration. The blade ignited.

			A disbelieving laugh spilled from his lips, and I smiled.

			“Easy, point that thing over there,” I said as he swung toward me in excitement.

			Ire rumbled something under his breath that made even Malissa laugh before Auron glared over at them.

			“Fun party trick, Red,” Ire said. “Maybe something like that against the demons at that Azure wedding could have stopped the slaughter. But let me guess—we weren’t worthy of your weapons.”

			Auron frowned, taking the sword from Jace’s hands as the flames went out. “Only those trusted by the royal family are allowed to use our glyphs. They are extremely rare.”

			I winced. It was definitely the wrong thing to say, and Ire’s metal skin appeared, clanking as it encased him.

			“Why did you bother showing us this phire, then?” Jace asked.

			“I might have a soft spot for your team,” Auron said, looking right at me.

			The sword in Auron’s hand warped and fell from his grip.

			Jace stalked toward Blake. “Damn it, Axefire! If you keep that possessive bullshit up, we won’t have a weapon left to our names.”

			I chuckled, raising an eyebrow at Blake. “He’s right. Please, fix the sword.” Blake looked slightly sheepish as the sword came back to shape, though he glared at Auron for good measure.

			I dropped my voice, addressing Auron quietly. “Everyone is sensitive about what happened at the Annihilation,” I said. “And Blake—he lost his twin brother there.”

			Auron stared into my eyes, his intensity growing, heat wafting off his palms in waves. “I lost my family, too. It was not just one dominion that suffered. It was us all.”
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			After dinner, I went back to the training grounds, quiet except for the soft rustle of wind. I lingered by the stables where the tygers roamed, stretching and running.

			When I heard footsteps approaching me from behind, I smiled to myself, sensing Blake.

			His powerful frame was relaxed, bronze hair catching the fading light. I could see the focus in his eyes.

			I turned back to Flame as Blake settled in at my side, though I was aware of his slightest movement.

			Flame paced, her golden eyes locked on Kingsolver. His silvery form moved with predatory grace as he circled her, his muscles rippling under his scarred hide.

			My tygress had been playful at first, flicking her tail at him, teasing him. But now the air between them felt as charged as the energy between Blake and me.

			He’s trying so hard, she purred in my mind, her eyes narrowing in a mock challenge as Kingsolver rumbled, his sapphire eyes watching her every move. He thinks because he’s bigger, I’ll roll over for him.

			I smirked. Sure seems like you want to.

			At that, she let out a low growl that was as much for me as it was for Kingsolver.

			The silver tyger was used to being in charge, and he expected Flame to fall in line. But she wasn’t having it.

			Let’s see how far he’ll push before he realizes I’m the one in control, she mused, amusement rippling through our Bond.

			I couldn’t help but smirk at them.

			“Your tygress is about to tease my Kingsolver into a frenzy,” Blake murmured.

			My smile didn’t falter. “And your tyger is riling up my tygress.”

			His bicep pressed into my side heavily as he crossed his arms.

			Flame’s sleek form darted around the massive, battle-scarred Kingsolver, her amber eyes flicking toward me. Just go mate with him again. You know you want to. You humans make everything so complicated.

			At that, I stumbled and almost fell on my butt.

			“Easy,” Blake said softly, his voice low and teasing. “Are you okay?”

			“Just fine,” I managed.

			Are you Mating with Kingsolver? I asked.

			Of course not. Flame snorted, but hesitated, pausing in her dance around him. Maybe if he manages to convince me. Someday.

			“Perhaps we should spar,” Blake offered, pulling me farther into the empty rings.

			I shook my head. “We don’t—”

			“Try it. Let’s test the strength of our Pairing.”

			Blake guided my hands, his touch light but firm, as we moved in slow, deliberate circles.

			Everything felt different now that we were Paired. I could sense how our bodies mirrored one another’s, each movement reflecting the balance of yin and yang, his unyielding aggression tempered by my supple strength.

			He stepped closer, his hands guiding mine through an upward arc as we shifted our weight from one foot to the other in perfect synchronization. Every step felt like a dance, a slow push and pull as our magic swirled between us, charged but controlled.

			We stepped into the movement, our bodies flowing like water in a fluid exchange of power and grace.

			Yin and yang, we were opposites in motion, each giving and taking from the other.

			Suddenly, Blake’s movements transitioned into something sharper, more intense strikes, where his forearms brushed against mine, blocking imaginary attacks in a fluid sequence.

			My reflexes took over as I parried, our arms weaving in and out of each other’s space with precision and speed, the energy between us escalating with every strike. His hand slid to my elbow, drawing me into a tight, defensive movement, but instead of stepping away, he held me there, the air between us thick with tension.

			My heart raced as I twisted out of his grip, the feel of the earth beneath me grounding me.

			His hand shot forward, aiming for my shoulder in a quick jab, but I twisted away, my body bending like a reed in the wind. As he pressed closer, I flowed with his movements, using his momentum to my advantage, slipping around him and landing lightly on my feet.

			We circled each other, our breathing in sync as the sparring intensified. Blake came at me again, this time with more force, a rapid combination of strikes and blocks that tested my agility. I ducked and dodged, twisting and spinning, a dance of deflection.

			Beside us, Flame and Kingsolver mirrored the intensity of our movements.

			Flame dropped into a low crouch, her muscles tensed as if ready to pounce, her eyes glittering with challenge. Kingsolver moved closer, his growl rumbling through the ground beneath us.

			“You’re holding back,” Blake murmured, his breath warm against my skin as he pushed in closer. “Let go, Rubi. Let the magic flow through you.”

			It wasn’t the magic I was afraid of. It was the pull between us, the charge that seemed to grow with every brush of his skin near mine. I could feel the yin-yang energy swirling between us, building, feeding off each other’s presence. But the closer we got, the harder it was to keep control.

			It felt like last night when we tried to Pair and I couldn’t hold on to it. Like it wasn’t mine.

			Kingsolver watched Flame with a slow, measured patience. His muscles rippled under his striped coat, his movements as sharp and controlled as his rider’s.

			Blake stepped in closer, his arms reaching out to trap mine, but I dipped low, using his own weight against him as I hooked his arm and spun us both.

			The sudden proximity sent a jolt of awareness through me, the heat of his body pressed against mine, his breath warm on my neck.

			“Nice move,” he murmured, his voice rough.

			I tried to keep my focus, but the more we sparred, the more the undercurrent between us simmered. Every time our bodies brushed, every glance exchanged in the heat of the fight, was like a magnet pulling us closer.

			Flame and Kingsolver continued their own sparring, Flame darting in, her claws extended just enough to graze his flank. Kingsolver bared his teeth, swiping a great paw that Flame dodged, her lithe body weaving through the strikes.

			He may be larger, but I’m faster, she purred. And he knows it.

			As if to prove her point, Flame darted forward, then feinted to the side, drawing a frustrated growl from Kingsolver. He lunged, but she was already gone, slipping past him and swiping playfully at his flank before darting away again, her tail flicking in triumph.

			Blake’s next move came faster, a feint to my left before sweeping low to trip me, but I leapt into the air, twisting at the last second to avoid his leg. I landed lightly behind him, but before I could react, he was already spinning to meet me. His hand locked around my wrist, pulling me close, our faces inches apart, our ragged breaths mingling.

			The world around us seemed to fade, leaving only the quiet pulse of energy between us, the thread of fate binding us together. My pulse thrummed in my veins, and I wondered if Blake could feel it, too.

			“Let go,” he whispered, his voice low. “You need to trust it. Trust me.”

			I could feel the magic swirling between us, pulling us closer, the tug in my chest.

			My stomach plummeted, a tidal wave of fear nearly knocking me down at the idea of fully releasing what I was sure I couldn’t control.

			“Blake…” My tone was pleading.

			Kingsolver growled low, his enormous form bristling as he lunged toward Flame again, but she dodged effortlessly. She was playing with him, and he knew it. She lunged, colliding with Kingsolver in a burst of energy. His growl rumbled as he grappled with her, but Flame held her own, before suddenly bounding off at full speed with him in hot pursuit.

			Blake stepped flush against my back, my every nerve ending on high alert at the press of his firm body, the evidence of his arousal, as he guided my hands through the next movement. The proximity made it hard to think, the energy between us crackling, ready to explode.

			“You’re still holding back,” he murmured, his breath teasing the nape of my neck.

			My heart pounded, and I could feel something building inside me, begging to be released.

			But it wasn’t just the magic. It was everything. The pull between us, the heat of his skin so close to mine, the way his hands hovered, never quite touching but always there, always close.

			“I’m not holding back,” I said, my voice coming out breathless. There was a burn behind my eyes.

			Blake’s words curved around me, knowing. “You are. And so am I.”

			Energy hung between us, heavy, charged, and I couldn’t ignore the double meaning. The tension in the air was palpable, and the line between magic and something even more dangerous was blurring by the second.

			“I can’t.”

			“Rubi—”

			“I said I can’t,” I snapped, turning and walking away—my fear even stronger than the pull between us.
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			After putting Flame in her stall for the night, calming us both with a grooming session, I went back to my rooms.

			Blake was leaning against my door, waiting.

			My heart skittered at the sight of him and my step faltered. The whirl of emotions and sensations and magic between us earlier had been so overpowering, I wasn’t ready to face him.

			“We need to push it further,” he said, his voice low and steady, though there was an edge to it.

			I swallowed hard, avoiding his eyes. “Push what?”

			“The bond,” Blake replied, stepping closer to me, pulling my eyes to his with the force of his will. “The Pairing. We’re supposed to be stronger together, but we need to understand how it works. Let me in, Rubi. Let me protect you. Please.”

			I breathed out. He was right, I knew he was, but the fear of losing control was so strong, as strong as my fear of failing—of reaching for magic and finding nothing. He was asking me to trust him completely.

			But he wasn’t just anyone. He was the Ambush Master and the Ravager in one. He was the man who’d held me as I broke down.

			I opened the door and let him in.

			Once inside, Blake raised his hand, the air around him crackling with magnetic energy. His control over metal was flawless, and as his fingers twitched, all the metal in my room rose, twisted, and swirled in the air. But this time, he wasn’t just using his own magic. I could feel him reaching for me.

			I felt a tug deep in my chest, the thread between us pulling taut, and a strange sensation began to spread through my body, like something was searching me. Blake was trying to draw magic from me, to amplify his own, but there was nothing.

			No fire, no spark.

			Blake frowned, his jaw tightening. “There should be power here. I can feel the connection, but…” His eyes locked on mine, frustration flashing behind them. “There’s nothing to draw from.”

			My stomach sank.

			I could feel it. The pull, the tension. But there was no magic flowing between us, no power for him to take. Just…emptiness. It was easy then for the doubt to creep in, a sinking feeling in my gut.

			“I don’t have much magic,” I said, my voice barely a whisper but with a bitter edge to it. Defensive. “You knew that before you Paired with me. Don’t—”

			“Rubi,” Blake cut me off. “Stop.”

			I crossed my arms.

			His eyes darkened, but he didn’t pull away from me. “There’s something here. I felt it. Last night. When you—”

			I held up my hand. “I’m aware. But…that was your power, not mine.”

			He shook his head. “No. It wasn’t.”

			He reached out, his hand hovering just above my arm, not quite touching but close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his skin. “I felt it then, and I can feel it now. But it’s buried.”

			The air between us thickened, charged with something unseen, and suddenly, the invisible thread that bound us seemed to tighten.

			“There are different ways of awakening the energy in a Pair,” he murmured, his eyes intent on mine. “Spiritual, emotional…carnal.”

			The air pulsed with energy, a charge so powerful it made my skin prickle, each beat syncing to the rhythm of Blake’s presence. “It worked before,” he said, gaze smoldering, eyes gleaming with a hunger that stole my breath. “It would be a more…pleasant way to test our bond.”

			Magic flared between us. His metal magic hummed like a storm on the horizon. I could taste it, feel it, the way his magic pressed against somewhere deep within me, and how something in me stirred in answer.

			Blake moved toward me, deliberate and slow, a predator closing in on his prey. I raised my chin, defiant. He leaned in, close enough that I caught his faint scent of cedar and woodsmoke.

			His hand closed around my wrist, sending a jolt through my body, before he slid up to press our Marked palms together. The burst of magic where there had been nothing moments earlier felt different, like that touch was enough to ignite it all over again.

			Blake’s other hand lifted, brushing the hair from my face with a gentleness that made my breath hitch. Then he bent his head. His lips hovered a whisper above mine, so close that the slightest movement would have sealed us together.

			My whole world narrowed to that single point between us.

			I tilted my chin up without meaning to, desperate, aching for him to close the distance.

			Blake’s mouth brushed mine, a featherlight almost-kiss that made my chest seize. His breath was hot when he whispered, low and savage, against my lips, “Do you want to try it this way, songbird?”

			His words were like a tyger’s purr, and I shivered.

			His foot dashed around my ankle, his body pushing mine so I toppled backward. We tumbled to the floor, his hand catching my fall, his body awakening mine. He nipped along my jaw, hands grasping mine and holding our intertwined hands over my head, stretching my body out beneath him.

			I grew hotter then, so hot my skin felt like it was burning, before a flare of magic pulsed between us, Blake’s eyes grew molten as he flung himself back, his hands out to stop the sudden shattering of metal all around us, to stop it from hitting me.

			His eyes met mine. I kept the tether between us tight. I could feel it as he pulled on my power again, his magic pulsing brighter as he made every piece falling from the shattered sculptures above shudder. I gasped as all of the parts reformed into one great, sharp sword, which floated down in front of him.

			His magic—our magic—still blazed with power.

			He smirked and said, “Now I know exactly how to get that magic from you.” He stood, plucking the blade from the air and holding it by the hilt, testing it. “But you’re going to need to get a better handle on it. I can’t fuck you in the middle of a battle, songbird.”

			I rolled my eyes at his playful joke but couldn’t deny the underlying truth. I needed to figure out where my magic was kept within me and how to pull from it safely. And fast.
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			It was the middle of training when it happened.

			Jace and I were trying to figure out a way to secure the thundervein claws we’d made to Calla and Quinn so they could use them when they shifted against the demons. So far, it had been trial and error—mostly error.

			Each dominion had offered up something—thundervein from the Silver Tyger, phoenix silk from the Red Phoenix that Auron was attempting to fashion into shields and barding for the tygers, and healing lifebark from Azure Dragon, which was rarer than ever now that its only source, the Soulbearing Tree, the Azure Anchor, had fallen.

			Even the Onyxes contributed after the Diviner stepped in. Once it was clear they couldn’t coexist with the Reds otherwise, they removed the manacles from their women’s ankles. They reluctantly offered up shadowsteel—a rare metal of solidified darkness that fed on life. Like thundervein, it could defeat demons. Una and an Azure were attempting to make different healing tonics and creams to store up before we’d be summoned.

			Meanwhile, Blake, Vidor, Lian, and most of the others were trying different fighting styles against each other, comparing what information they had on demons and how to fight them.

			Auron quietly disagreed with Blake, which irritated the Ambush Master.

			The prince of the Reds either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

			“It doesn’t really help that you lot fight like brutes,” Auron said, matter-of-factly. Blake’s face went cold, eyes trained on the fire siren.

			“Come try me, princeling.”

			“All right then,” Auron said, hands suddenly wreathed in fire. Blake held his arms out, and two large blades shot into his grip. Malissa’s knives flew from her belt and hovered over him in an arc identical to the one I’d seen when he killed in the Arena.

			“By the god of war, I hate when he does that,” Malissa complained, but only seated herself on one of the low platforms to observe.

			Everyone watched the two powers circle each other, interest sparking from every warrior.

			Only they didn’t get a chance to start.

			The earth shook, followed by a burst of light before the Diviner appeared, red robes streaming behind her.

			“Demons have started attacking the borders of the Red Phoenix Dominion,” she said, her voice urgent. “If they invade, the Red Anchor shall fail after the Silver one. There is little time. We must leave at once for the Silver Anchor. Stow your weapons, prepare yourselves. We leave at noon.”

			And then she was gone.

			Lian looked stricken, her body frozen even as the other firens clustered around her, panicked. It was Auron who halted their frenzy.

			“You heard her. We must prepare—”

			“What of our families?” one of them shouted.

			Auron shook his head. “We must focus. Our task is here, with the Silver Anchor first.”

			“Blazing hell! Why should we fix the Silver Tyger’s Anchor while our people are attacked? Who is to say the Silvers won’t abandon us the moment their Anchor is fixed?”

			“Silvers are as steadfast as the metal we command,” Blake declared, stepping toward the firens. “All the Anchors must be secured to keep the Demon Realm sealed. It would do us no good to have only one Anchor fixed. We shall travel together to the Red Anchor as soon as this is done. We joined the Raveling to secure them all before the twelfth—”

			“Our people could be wiped out by then,” Lian said, her voice heavy. I didn’t miss the quick look she shot toward the Azures, who stood quietly along the edges.

			The Azures, who had lost everything to the largest demon attack the world had yet seen.

			I wondered if this might be the moment when everyone finally understood that the Serpent Lord was behind the attacks, when any remaining belief that the Azures had led them to the slaughter at the Wedding of Flame and Sky would finally be laid to rest.

			“My heart hurts for your people. I know what it is to lose everything and I do not wish that on anyone,” I said, taking a step forward. “The way to save your people is to repair the Silver Anchor as quickly as possible. This is a divine quest. The gods have chosen us and set the order in which the Anchors must be restored. We can do this together.”
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			We traveled higher and higher on the lotus toward the Starborn Peak, which Ire bragged was on his clan’s land. Being back in the Silver Tyger Dominion felt ominous.

			The Red Phoenix firens looked distraught and tired, worried about their dominion.

			Everything about this journey felt grim, in stark contrast to the wonder of our first ride to the Haven of the Gods. Now we could be traveling to our deaths.

			Once we were dropped at the base of Starborn Peak, the lotus spiraled back into the ground and disappeared. Immediately each dominion began setting up tents. I worked with Jace to block off an area for the tygers to roam and sleep for the night close to each of their Bonded’s tents—which would make them more docile and less likely to start a fight.

			The Red Phoenix fire sirens huddled close to their blazing hearth, which they kept burning high, wrapped in layers and muttering about the chill. The Azures, by contrast, seemed to thrive, the fresh air and proximity to the wood revitalizing them.

			I finished the enclosure closest to Ire’s tent. “Careful, Azure.” He smirked, stepping close and eyeing me in a way that made Flame growl. “You’re in Frostbane territory now, and I don’t appreciate yins who think themselves powerful in my lands.”

			I rolled my eyes but stepped away.

			The Onyx warriors kept to the shadows, speaking low as they watched everyone, their camp quiet and cold as a grave. Preparations to repair the first Anchor continued, but the weight of what lay ahead had started to settle into the bones of the group like the last of the winter frost.

			I trained with the others, packed rations, and checked Flame’s gear, but the heavy mix of anxiety and anticipation never left me. Tomorrow we would begin our journey up the mountain, and I didn’t know what we would face. I didn’t know how we would fix the Anchor. Citizens of the Red Phoenix Dominion were dying, and we needed to complete this first repair as quickly as possible. I said a quick prayer to Kuan Yin, goddess of compassion, for the people of the Red Dominion, and for the firens.

			The snow had mostly melted. Water dripped from the branches, pooling in the mossy ground, and tiny blossoms—pale pink and white—had begun to open.

			Calla dropped beside me in a loose sprawl. Her green tunic clung to her lean frame, layered over snug sleeves, and her leather leggings were streaked with pine needles. Her war hammer rested on one shoulder.

			She nudged me with her knee. “So. How’s Mr. I’m So Gorgeous but Might Kill You?” She smirked. “He looks at you like he’s about to eat you alive. Bears are more polite after hibernation.”

			“Stop.”

			“Never. It’s all I have for fun. And honestly, I’d kill for that kind of heat. You could bottle that tension between you and set a city on fire. You know who else can’t stop staring?”

			I rolled my eyes. “Ire. That man really needs to get laid.”

			“No. His Fiery Hotness.”

			“Auron?” I blinked. “I thought he might be a good match for you.”

			She laughed. “Please. I asked him if he were a color, which one he’d be. He said”—she imitated Auron’s precise voice—“ ‘But I am not a color. I am a fire siren.’ ”

			We both collapsed in peals of laughter.

			Calla stretched out beside me with a sigh, then peeked at me sideways. “But really, if you ever want to talk, I’m here.”

			I didn’t see Blake after our dinner meal, and it worried me. We’d barely had time to speak, and it wasn’t that anything felt strained. But there was a sense of loss, that something was missing.

			I laid out my bedroll in my tent, still feeling overheated with anxiety or something else entirely—I wasn’t sure. Perhaps it was just the way Ire had been looming over me today; the ill effect of being on his land was stronger than I would have thought. My body felt hot even to my own touch, so I dressed in something light and airy for sleep.

			

			—

			A shadow slid across the flap of my tent, cutting through the faint firelight. Every muscle in my body went still.

			The fabric slipped back and a cloaked male figure appeared.

			I moved without thinking, driven by fear and instinct. I lunged forward, pushing him away from my tent, grabbing the edge of his cloak and yanking hard. I drove my knee toward the intruder’s side, caught only fabric, then twisted and struck again.

			He grunted, dodging, but I followed, swinging for his head.

			We crashed, my back slamming into the ground as we tumbled, all tangled limbs.

			I clawed for control, but he was already on top of me, pinning me down, his body pressing into mine in a way that sent the wrong kind of heat curling through my stomach.

			The hood slipped back, revealing a mane of bronze hair and those bright blue eyes.

			Blake.

			“By the gods,” he growled, his voice rough and low as he pinned my body to the cold ground. “When are you going to get some appropriate sleepwear?”

			“You’re here.” I sounded breathless, my blade still arched against his throat.

			“Easy, songbird.” He smirked, eyes glinting from the distant firelight. His gaze took in the weapon in my hand, and his smile expanded. “Always sleep in a handkerchief with a blade in your hand?”

			“I’m never unarmed,” I said, the corners of my mouth twitching.

			That devastating dimple in his cheek appeared as he gently took my hand in his and lowered the weapon. “Let’s get inside.”

			Putting the blade away, I stepped back into my tent and opened the flap for Blake to follow.

			The space was small, but enough for us to sit comfortably on my bedroll. In the quiet dark of the tent, my anxiety for what lay ahead returned. I wanted to hold tomorrow at bay just a little longer. It seemed Blake felt the same because he curled a hand around my hips and pushed me back against the cushion.

			We grappled with one another. We both needed to channel our pent-up energy.

			That energy crackled in the space between us. He looked almost feral.

			“Need you,” he rumbled, breathing the words into my neck.

			It was fast then. He took me with speed, only stopping in the middle to flip me on my stomach and take me from behind, one hand in my hair and the other over my mouth because I could not stay even slightly quiet.

			He made me come twice, my body pliant and open for his use, before he came hard, his chest sticking to mine with sweat and the heat pouring off my skin.

			Then he bit playfully at my shoulder, making me squeal before he turned me in his arms, caring for me slowly and gently, wiping my skin with his shirt when he realized we had no towel. Every movement was gentle and reverent, like I was something precious.

			“I’m sorry,” he breathed. “I couldn’t stand being away from you that long.”

			“You weren’t.” I laughed, pressing a hand to the center of my naked chest. “I could feel you, here.”

			His brow furrowed then. “I wish you took up every corner of my mind and body so I could feel you constantly.”

			That made me pause. My hand stayed against my heart. I watched him, the way the lines of worry stayed carved into his face even when he was holding me like this. Even when I was warm in his arms. He felt like…something I’d been missing. Not just passion, not just heat—but safety. Steadiness. Like my home with Edith, but stronger. Mine.

			I didn’t know where I came from. Not really. I didn’t know who I had been, or what the Annihilation had taken from me. But in this moment, none of that felt as heavy. I wasn’t lost. I was here. With him. And maybe I didn’t remember everything, but I could make new memories. I already was.

			I leaned into him, humming under my breath with a soft smile. “I love you.”

			He pulled back, his eyes searching mine, stunned. “What did you say?”

			The words had slipped out, almost unbidden, but they were true.

			“I love you, Blake.”

			Blake shook his head. Disbelief was written across his face. I considered for a moment what this might mean to him.

			Edith and I said I love you all the time, even if I was just stepping outside of the hut for a moment. We touched and hugged and comforted one another.

			Besides Yvonne and Poppy, had I ever seen anyone be affectionate to Blake Axefire? I imagined his parents, members of the rigid Octagon, were staunchly against such displays of emotion and vulnerability. And even with his sister and niece, how often could he manage to see them and bask in the warmth of their affection?

			I sat up higher on his chest, grasping his jaw with my hands and pressing my forehead to his.

			“I love you, Blake,” I said again. “Your gentleness. Your strength. I love you as the duty-bound Ambush Master and the ruthless Twin Blade just as much as I love you as the grieving brother, the messy soldier, the stripped-down warrior. I love you as my friend, above all else. My heart.”

			“Rubi,” he said, his voice thick. “I…Gods, you were made for me.”

			He laughed, boyish and smiling, his eyes roaming over me again as if he couldn’t believe I was here, in his arms. “Rubi, I love the way you are selfless and brave. I love your kindness. I love your laugh. I love you, too.”

			I felt lighter, too, carefree and young. For a moment, it wasn’t about demons or saving the world. It was only him and me, in love.

			“You have made me a better man, and I am forever grateful for it. I don’t know if I—” He cut himself off and shook his head, ducking his chin.

			I took it in my grip and pulled his eyes back to meet mine. “What?”

			“Being the Ravager, organizing the Ironstorm and betraying the crown.” He swallowed. “I’d made peace with my death, what would inevitably come for me. But now—now, for the first time in a long time, I want to live. Desperately, with you by my side.”

			My eyes filled then, overcome with relief that my love was returned, but with fear too, knowing the dangers and demons still ahead. I wrapped my arms around his neck, resting my forehead against his. We were here now. We were alive now.

			He gripped me just as tightly, arms around my waist, pulling me to straddle him.

			“We should Soul Pair,” I said, pressing a kiss to his jaw. “I want to be tied to you, permanently.”

			“Rubi—you…you don’t mean that.”

			“I do,” I said, pressing my hands to his bare chest. “I’ve never…I’ve never felt like I belonged. I was always out of step. My memories gone. Rejected by Silvers, and by so many Azures, too. It wasn’t until Flame chose me that I found my place. It wasn’t until…”

			My chin dipped down, the vulnerability of this moment pulling my throat tight so it was hard to speak. I looked directly at him. “Until you.”

			I took a deep breath, then pressed my forehead to his again, closing my eyes. “So, yes. I want to Soul Pair with you. I want to be at your side. As your tygress queen’s Bonded rider. As your lover. As your Pair. As your mate.”

			A breath huffed out of him like he’d taken a punch to the gut.

			I pulled back, and there was a moment I could see him considering it. Then his jaw clenched and he drew me even closer, though our bodies were already completely entwined.

			“No—Rubi,” he breathed. “I can’t tell you how much I want this. But if something were to happen to me—as the Ravager? I’d be a wanted man. Once we Soul Pair, if I die, you do too I can’t…I won’t risk it. I won’t risk you.”

			Disappointment unfurled in my gut, but I nodded with a forced smile.

			He cradled my face with his big hands. “Trust me. I want to. I will. Just let me make it safe for you.”

			“How?”

			He gave me a tender kiss. “Maybe we can go somewhere else, when all this is over. You and me, Yvonne, Poppy and Edith? Start somewhere else. With our family.”

			Our family.

			I nodded brightly, a tear escaping that he wiped away.

			“Yes,” I breathed. “Please.”

			He nodded with a grin and kissed me again, pulling at my bottom lip with his teeth. My body heated, but he lay back and settled me against his chest.

			I slept for a while, maybe an hour or two, before I woke again slowly. All was dark now, every fire burned out. Blake was still awake, his fingers tracing gentle patterns along my back.

			“You should be sleeping,” he said, realizing I was awake.

			“So should you,” I muttered, eyes blinking. He huffed a laugh, the breath fluttering my hair as he pressed a kiss to my forehead, then down to my lips as we slowly, sleepily pressed against one another.

			He took me then—or I took him, pushing his body into the mattress to ride him slow and steady, rocking myself over him until we both shattered together, his wrists in my grip.

			“Will that put you to sleep now, Ambush Master?”

			He smirked against me, nose rubbing at my skin. “I’m worn out, songbird.”

			Blake tucked me closer, his skin damp with sweat, his expression vulnerable in the pale moonlight. He tipped my face up to kiss my lips once more.

			“We should sleep. It’s going to be a difficult few days.”

			“I’m not worried,” I breathed, settling into his arms and closing my eyes. “I have a big strong Twin Blade to watch over me. What could possibly happen?”
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			Rubi.

			Rubi.

			My eyes jolted open, heart pounding.

			Rubi, I feel strange.

			Stomach dropping, I scooted out from under Blake’s arm, careful not to wake him.

			I’m here, beautiful one. What’s wrong?

			I…I don’t know—

			I quickly put a cloak on over my nightclothes, then slipped out to Flame.

			The air was heavy with fog as I searched for Flame by moonlight. She wasn’t in the area Jace and I had blocked out near my tent. I could only see ten feet before me and focused on following our Bond.

			Where are you, my love?

			Her response came back, sounding muddled: I thought someone was calling me. Beyond the fire.

			I silently slipped past where the Red Phoenix fire burned low and beyond, to the edge of the forest. Panic rose in my chest. Where was my tygress? Finally I spotted a glimmer of copper and gold at the base of a tree and ran to Flame. Kneeling by her side, I passed my hand over her fur, feeling the tension in her muscles as she lay down.

			Something felt off.

			“Easy, girl,” I whispered, but my own nerves were on edge. Her unease reached out through the Bond.

			A cool wind made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Flame let out a low growl, her golden eyes narrowing as they fixed on a shadow just beyond the trees.

			Blazing hell. Why hadn’t I put on my ribbon wands before coming out here? I’m never unarmed, I’d said to Blake. What an ashbrain I was.

			Flame flinched, shaking her head, and that’s when I saw a faint gleam on her jowls, something oily that hadn’t been there earlier.

			Open your mouth for me? I asked.

			My heart pounded in my chest, my breath coming faster as I examined her tongue. The substance was subtle, nearly invisible in the moonlight, but I could feel its dark magic.

			Drugs. But who, and why? I saw more of the substance across her fur.

			“Flame,” I whispered urgently, running my hands over her. She huffed, shaking her head again, her body tensing as if she could feel the drug working its way into her system. Was it poison?

			My mind raced. I needed to stop it, neutralize it somehow.

			I ripped off my cloak and quickly began rubbing her down, trying to wipe the vile stuff away. My hands shook as I worked, and Flame let out a soft, pained growl.

			I feel so dizzy. She sounded weak in my mind. I’m just going to close my eyes.

			I won’t let them hurt you, I vowed, though fear clawed at my chest. Stay with me.

			I felt my thought come up against a wall. The Bond was tethered to darkness. This had never happened before. Even when Flame was asleep, I could usually feel and speak to her.

			I shook her, shouting down the Bond. Flame! Fla—

			A blur of movement in the darkness and I froze.

			Three large masked figures silently appeared out of the night with their weapons drawn.

			I barely had time to react before they were upon me. One of them threw a net over Flame, binding her while the other two lunged for me. My body moved on instinct, ducking beneath the first strike and rolling to the side. Their blades gleamed in the moonlight, coated with the same oily drug that had been on Flame’s fur.

			I grabbed for the cloak to block and twist around one attacker’s wrist. I managed to disarm him, but the other figure slammed into me and I stumbled back, barely keeping on my feet.

			The man to my left lunged again, and I just managed to spin out of the way. His partner lunged at me in seconds, and I felt the cold sting of a blade slice across my forearm.

			I gasped, my vision blurring.

			The drug from the blade seeped into my bloodstream, its effects almost immediate. My head spun, my body growing weak, but I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t let them win.

			The magic inside me stirred, a flicker of music rising in my chest, but I already felt so groggy, my tongue heavy in my mouth.

			I lashed out, catching the second intruder in the leg, sending him sprawling to the ground. But the third man, the one who’d bound Flame, turned on me, his dagger flashing toward me.

			I ducked, but not fast enough. The knife caught me across the shoulder, sending a searing pain through my body. I stumbled back, my vision blurring further as the drug spread through my veins.

			As everything went dark, a quiet, low chuckle followed me down.

			

			—

			I woke up in a cage.

			The cold bite of metal pressed against my skin. The space was barely tall enough for me to sit up. A thick metal collar encircled my neck, fastened to the bars with a heavy chain that rattled ominously with my every movement. My wrists were manacled in front of me with heavy iron cuffs.

			I deeply regretted my scant sleepwear now I was on the cold, hard ground.

			The air smelled of hay, damp stone, and the lingering musk of tygers. After the last weeks, I knew that scent well. I was in a tyger stall, the walls of which were reinforced, but smaller than the royal tyger stables. Built not for a full ambush of tygers, but for a select few.

			And now, apparently, for me.

			“Get on all fours for me, won’t you?” I recognized the voice and turned, searching for its source. My chain rattled against my cage.

			Ire. He leaned against the wall, his eyes dark with hunger as they roamed over my breasts, my nipples peaked against the thin cotton of my nightdress from the cold. Then he moved to my legs, my barely covered sex, drinking in the sight like he had all the time in the world.

			I met his gaze with cold defiance, refusing to shrink beneath it. “Is kidnapping the only way you can get a woman?”

			“That smart mouth of yours”—he sneered, stepping closer—“has been a problem since day one. And since no one else is going to bring you to heel—”

			“Burn and die,” I snapped.

			He leaned over the stall door with a tsk. “Careful, Azure. We don’t want the tygress queen to wake.”

			My stomach dropped at the clear threat in his words, his tone. The stall beside the cage I was in wasn’t empty. Flame.

			Ripping myself up off the ground, I jolted toward the wall of the cage, fingers gripping the metal. She lay still, her powerful body shackled in chains thick enough to hold even her strength. Unconscious, her sleek fur glistened with sweat, her chest rising and falling in slow, steady breaths.

			We’d both been drugged.

			“This is your plan?” I laughed, desperate to hide the fear in my voice. “How long do you think you can possibly keep us here?”

			Ire sneered, his voice thick with satisfaction. “Long enough.”

			The blood in my veins turned to ice. Long enough for what? What did he have planned? My fingers curled into fists against the rough metal of my cage.

			Flame, wake up! I called in my mind, but again the thought felt like it dropped into darkness. She didn’t stir. How much of that drug had they put in her?

			I called and called, my mental voice desperate. Wake up, wake up. But she didn’t move. Her great form remained still, the rise and fall of her breathing steady but unnervingly slow. The chains around her glowed faintly with runes I didn’t recognize, and my stomach twisted. Something in addition to the drugs was keeping her under.

			Ire started a slow, deliberate walk around me, dragging his fingertips along the bars, each metallic clink sending a shudder of revulsion through me.

			“She’s going to stay unconscious. We’ve made sure of that.” His voice was full of smug satisfaction. “You know, someone different—a Tyger Warrior worthy of our tygress queen—wouldn’t have allowed this to happen. What shame you bring on her. Upon all of us.”

			He bent to unlock my cage, the sheer size of him filling the space, oppressive and inescapable.

			The leash at my neck jerked suddenly, yanking me out of the cage, pulling the metal against my skin in a way that made me gasp.

			This was no ordinary collar. I could feel it pulse with dark magic, like pinpricks against my skin where it touched. Ire crouched in front of me, so close I could see the smug curve of his lips.

			“Useless, weak yin,” he purred. His free hand skimmed over my bare shoulder, tracing my collarbone. “Blake’s whore, hmm? Is that why he’s kept you around?”

			I clenched my jaw, forcing myself not to flinch. I stayed still, breathing shallowly. The chain pulled again, and I staggered forward, catching myself on my palms. His fingers tangled in my hair and yanked my head back, forcing my eyes up to meet his.

			“That defiance in you?” He laughed, pulling me to stand by my hair. “We’ll burn it out. Slowly.”

			My restraint snapped and I spat in his face. He reared back, striking me across the cheek. My head snapped sideways, but I didn’t cry out, biting my lip until I tasted blood.

			“That all you’ve got?” I sneered. I deliberately flicked my eyes downward, a parody of the way his eyes roamed over my body. “I guess I should’ve known, considering your unimpressive performance.”

			“Try me again and see how your tygress likes my blade.”

			My eyes flickered to Flame’s shackled unconscious body.

			“Don’t touch her,” I snarled.

			“Then do as I say.”

			“Fuck you,” I screamed, trying to throw my voice as loud and cacophonous as I could, to access the magic that had managed to stop a Thirst demon draining me. But nothing happened. Ire sneered as he slammed me up against the stall wall. He held my wrists and pinned them above my head, leaning in and pressing himself against me. Then he locked my wrists over a hook above my head, leaving me balancing on my toes.

			He drew a long, thin knife from his belt and glanced at Flame.

			“No!” I screamed, kicking out at him uselessly.

			Ire crouched beside Flame, his hand sliding along her flank before he pressed the blade to her side and drew a deliberate, shallow line across her skin.

			“STOP!” I cried out, kicking and writhing against my chains. “Please, stop! Please!”

			Blood welled along the cut. Not deep. But the sight of it made me unravel.

			I screamed again, raw and furious, my voice filled with tears now. But he only stood, watching me with cool satisfaction.

			“You get it now?” he said, his voice calm, almost gentle. “You’re not the one in control. You do what I say.”

			I clenched my fists. I couldn’t protect her. Not like this.

			“I’ll do what you want,” I rasped. “Just don’t touch her again.”

			He took a step toward me, grinning. “That’s better.”

			I turned my face away, breathing hard, trembling with fury. I needed time. Time to figure out his endgame. Time to cast a message to Blake. Time to get Ire to let his guard down.

			I’d play along.

			For now.
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			Ire led me out of the stable and into a keep, a smaller, den-style group of rooms.

			Nearly everything was metal and fur, all objects and linens adorned with his family’s mark. He pulled me by my chain like a dog, and I stoked my roiling anger, saving it for when I could use it. I felt depleted after screaming, as if the metal collar around my throat and the runes carved into it diminished my voice and leeched power from me even now.

			The cold of the stone floor bit at my bare feet; my body now felt icy. I tried not to show relief at the roaring flames in the large fireplace.

			With a gleaming smirk, Ire placed a hand beneath my chin and forced my gaze up, to the chains hanging from the ceiling, each with a hook attached. He grinned as he selected one and hooked my wrists into it, then lowered it, bidding me to kneel before him with my hands pulled up over my head.

			With a scowl at the blade he kept close, I knelt.

			“You look good on your knees for me,” he said, smiling still as he pulled the large leather chair carved like a throne closer—close enough to pet at my hair and feel the warmth of the fire, though he was still in his leathers and warm cloak.

			I tried to relax and control what sensations I could, focusing on the feel of the warmth of the fire at my back, soaking into my bones.

			Ire brought over a glass of ruby red wine and one of water, lifting it to my mouth. “Thirsty?”

			Nostrils flaring, I jerked back.

			“C’mon, pet. I know you are.” My throat was parched, tongue dry. I hadn’t drunk anything since dinner, and the elevation was getting to me. “And you’ll only be drinking from my hand.”

			Cheeks flaming at the demeaning image, I opened my mouth and let him pour the water.

			He didn’t stop after my mouth closed, drenching my thin nightdress, and I gasped, pulling back as far as I could, closer to the fire.

			Ire took a long swallow of the wine and sat comfortably against his chair, eyes roaming over the way the wet fabric clung to my body.

			“This is your grand plan?” I snapped, irritated with his silence.

			He smiled lazily. “And if it is?”

			“You’re dead. The second Blake realizes I’m gone, he’ll be looking for me. And Flame can—”

			“Her Bond to the others is gone at the moment, just as is her Bond to you. Isn’t that right?” He looked at me knowingly. “I’m making sure to keep her that way.”

			I couldn’t stop myself declaring, “It won’t matter. Blake, Jace, Quinn, Calla—I know they’ll come. You’re a fool to think you can get away with this. Blake will kill you if the demons don’t kill us both first. Don’t you care about the Raveling? Your dominion needs us.”

			“Perhaps.” He shrugged, as if my words were inconsequential. “Perhaps not. There is another card to play.”

			He leaned in then, his hand gripping my chin and arching my body toward him. I struggled, but only managed to pull at my arms, the pain immediate and intense enough that I froze and went pliant in his grasp.

			Ire’s other hand activated something on that cursed collar I was wearing. The smell of smoke and rotting wood invaded my nostrils, a piercing headache sharpening against my skull as my vision blackened.

			Edith.

			It was Edith, bound in chains and bathed in a pulsating bright light, stone at her back—

			My breath locked in my throat, nausea curling in my gut, seeing what had Edith.

			It was a demon, but far, far worse than the Thirst demons. Something entirely different.

			It loomed in front of her, at least nine feet tall. Its body was a twisted husk of bone, an insectile nightmare. Its movements were jerky, too fast and unnatural. Its ribs jutted outward, overlapping like the plated armor of a starved locust, its spine exposed, vertebrae ridged and ending in hooked barbs that seemed to twitch even in stillness. Its head was dominated by one vast, yawning maw, an abyss of unhinging jaws lined with jagged, shifting fangs.

			An eerie, inhuman voice rang through the air: “Give us the woman of prophecy and our hunger shall be sated. Give us the woman of prophecy, and this creature shall go free, unharmed…”

			And then the vision disappeared. As my eyes cleared, that same smell of smoke and rotting wood made me cough as Ire released my chin.

			“Where is she?” I shouted, yanking at my chains in spite of the pain. “I swear if you don’t—”

			“Born of passion and the silencing queen,” Ire began. Not a song. Spoken, whispered like a dark promise.

			“A light shall rise where none have been.

			Through her, the dawn will banish night,

			If the dragon’s heart grants her might.”

			Something raw twisted in my gut, mouth parted as he spoke the words of the song I’d sung for Edith. The one that haunted my dreams.

			“Should the hollow one consume her power,

			Darkness will reign in the final hour.

			Let the serpent’s heir stand by her side

			And storms shall rage and kingdoms die.”

			“You’re reciting poetry now?” I spat.

			Ire smiled. “It’s not just a song. It’s a prophecy.” He relaxed back in his chair then. “What do you know about it, Rubi Morningtail?”

			“Nothing. And I don’t care,” I shouted. “Take me to Edith. Whatever you want, it’s yours, just let her go.” I felt my voice hit another register—longing and power, but nothing happened.

			His chuckle was dark and smooth.

			“I won’t take you to Edith. She and Flame are only to ensure your cooperation. But I will take you to the demon servant of the Serpent Lord,” he said.

			My stomach dropped. “What? Why?”

			“Isn’t it obvious? He has been seeking you.”

			“But I’m nobody.”

			“I agree you are nobody, and you will be nobody after I deliver you to him. But he wants you, so who am I to say no?”

			“You’re working for him?” I said, disgusted.

			“I’ve struck a deal.”

			“Whatever he’s offered you, he won’t give it. Blake and the others will mend the Anchor. And then it’s only a matter of time before your precious lord is sealed tight in the Demon Realm again and you are ended.”

			“Maybe. Or maybe I’ll be seated on the throne and Blake will be the one who is ended.”

			The throne. He’d…

			“You made a deal for the throne of the Silver Tyger Dominion?” I laughed. “Isn’t it already yours? When the king dies? He’d never make Malissa his heir.”

			He sneered at even the mention of his princess’s name. “She is a yin—of course he would never make her his heir. But he would name Blake after he married Malissa.”

			I couldn’t stop the ache of jealousy.

			“The king adored his Twin Blades, and especially Blake.” His voice dripped with disgust. “But I would be more than king of the Silvers. The Serpent Lord shall make me emperor over all of the dominions. And everyone shall kneel before me. Like you’re doing now.”

			As his voice rang out, filled with a cruel, hungry certainty, Ire stood, an unholy light in his eyes. He was all hulking mass as he crept over me and released my chains from the hook, jolting me down into his lap when he settled back down.

			I tried to shove off him, but one meaty hand wrapped around my throat above the collar like a vise. “Relax, little yin.”

			The smell of wine was pungent, his voice a dark caress.

			“Don’t touch me,” I snapped, fear making my voice shake.

			“The Serpent Lord may consume you.” He smirked, lowering his head and skimming his nose against my throat. “But I will have you first.”

			“You’re disgusting.” My body felt like fire, seething with anger, teeming now with power I could feel but couldn’t release.

			Ire drew his mouth closer and closer to mine before I slammed my head forward into his granitelike forehead. It hurt me far worse than it injured him, but it was something.

			He stood and dropped me unceremoniously on the floor. His large hand grabbed for my hair, yanking it hard as he dragged me across the room and up onto my toes, securing my chains somewhere behind me, so that I was nearly tied to the wall, my neck already aching from the immediate strain.

			“Listen here, you little Azure bitch,” he snapped, his face red and furious. “Axefire and his brother have taken everything that should have been mine, by right and by birth. Blake will join the other Twin Blade in a grave by my hand.”

			“Blake has taken nothing from you. You will never be able to hold the power he has.”

			“I will be your emperor!” he shouted, hands clenched.

			I glared at him. “You will never be anything to me or anyone else.”

			His hand smacked so hard across my face, my vision swam. And before I could get my bearings, he delivered another blow, and darkness clouded my mind.
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			It could have been hours or minutes when I woke next, groaning at the pain pulsing through my body. Ire was nowhere to be seen.

			My shoulders ached from the strain of being pulled back so severely behind me. My wrists were raw and bloody from where the cuffs had chafed. But it was the pain in my neck and face that had a whimper crawling up my throat.

			Flame. Flame.

			I tried it again. She was still drugged, but there was something there. I could feel the edges of her consciousness returning. And I needed it to, desperately. Flame could contact Kingsolver.

			Edith.

			Shaking the thought of her out of my head, I focused my energy on Flame.

			Even if I couldn’t yet speak to her, if she couldn’t speak with the tygers herself, perhaps she could be a conduit. I was her Bonded rider and Paired with Blake. There had to be a way. I needed Blake and his telepathic Bond with Kingsolver. I pictured a thread connecting us, through our tygers. Through our Paired magic. Through our love and passion.

			Blake. Kingsolver.

			Nothing.

			I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood and tried again, reaching.

			Blake. Kingsolver.

			A spark of something. A flicker of recognition, distant and faint, like a call across a vast, stormy sea. My magic thrummed.

			My heart slammed against my ribs.

			Blake was there. I could feel him. He was searching for me, too.

			I just had to reach him.

			I closed my eyes and started to sing.

			It was instinct, a call from somewhere deeper than thought, deeper than fear. My voice was choked, raw. Every note brought more pain, even as I tried to fight through it. And when it got to be too much, I stopped and reached out through my mind again.

			Blake, I called to him. I closed my eyes and saw a thread of light twisting and swirling into darkness.

			Then I felt a presence on the other end.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Ire’s voice was sharp with irritation as he came into the room.

			I kept humming, ignoring him.

			Blake. Kingsolver.

			The names rippled through me, through the space between us. And then—

			Suddenly, in my mind, a roar split the air.

			It wasn’t just sound. It was fury, power, a seismic wave of raw, undeniable force. Was it only my imagination, or was it real?

			But then—

			The collar sent a sharp jolt through me as the chains tightened and yanked me off the ground. I slipped, the metal biting into my neck before I caught my balance. It felt as if the collar were choking the magic out of me, turning my own power against me.

			Ire grinned, crossing his arms as he loomed in front of me with a wicked smile.

			“Nice try,” he said, linking a finger beneath my collar. “This is a gift from the Serpent Lord himself.” He released me with a shove. “I’ve just returned. The camp is in an uproar over you, little yin.”

			My throat was raw, every breath like knives. In my mind, I wrapped the cursed collar in an impenetrable shield, blocking off its power. With every breath, I made my defense thicker. Then I reached for Blake again.

			“Some wish to search for you and delay attempting to find the Anchor,” he continued, “while the Onyx Tortoise and half of the Azures want to leave you to your fate.”

			Blake. Blake.

			Even if I couldn’t hear him, I could feel him. I wasn’t alone. They were coming. I knew it.

			I relaxed my body as much as I could to relieve the tension on my wrists and shoulders.

			“Whatever shall we do to pass the time—” He cupped my breast through my nightdress and pinched my nipple painfully, while his other hand roughly cupped my sex.

			An audible roar echoed through the air then.

			Kingsolver. Blake.

			And then another. Not just one—an entire chorus. It shook the walls, rattled the chains, and sent a jolt of lightning down my spine.

			Ire’s hands dropped from me, his face ghostly white.

			I reached out, not just to Kingsolver, but to every single tyger in the dominion.

			I didn’t need to know them by name or face. Flame was connected to them, and through her, I was, too. It had worked. I sagged with relief.

			The roar swelled, their cries rising in a symphony of fury and power. A tremor ran through the ground beneath me, like the earth itself was waking up. The air thickened with energy.

			The tygers were coming.

			And this time, they were answering to me.

			In my mind, I sent Blake and Kingsolver everything. The image of Ire standing by my cage, his smug, leering face. His knife at Flame’s belly. Flame, trapped and unmoving, her great body shackled, helpless. Myself, feeling much the same. Ire’s hands on my skin, his mouth so close to mine. The threats, the prophecy, the dark magic around my throat.

			Their rage was incandescent.

			I felt it blazing through the Bond like molten steel, ready to be wielded. A snarl rippled through my mind, a promise of destruction.

			The roar that followed wasn’t just sound. It was a war cry.

			And the others answered.

			One tyger. Then two. Then dozens.

			From deep within the dominion, from the stables, from wherever they were caged or lurking in the shadows, every tyger under the sky heard me.

			The ground trembled.

			Ire spun toward the doors, panic flashing across his face. He rushed me and hit me hard across the face before grabbing my chin in a crushing hold.

			“What did you do?” he spat. “What the fuck did you do?”

			I smiled.

			Flame stirred. I could feel her as she woke.

			The telepathic call of the tygers cut through the last bit of whatever drug or magic had held her captive, unraveling its grip thread by thread.

			Flame’s roar split the air. We heard her crash against her stall, the creak of her chains as she fought against them. Ire ran to the door and bolted it just as we heard Flame’s restraints give way.

			He fell upon me, hand to my throat, squeezing.

			“You—dead—bitch—”

			I fought to breathe, to keep my toes on the ground. As my lungs began to burn, I screamed for Flame.

			In the keep. I’m here, Flame!

			I heard her furious roar just before she crashed through the bolted door. She leapt into the room like a comet, the heavy door lying broken in her wake. She swiped Ire with full force.

			He flew backward across the room and hit the stone wall with an audible crack.

			Flame stalked forward, shoulders rippling, teeth bared in growling fury. She planted herself between us, chest heaving, golden eyes fixed on him.

			He stood up and cracked his neck. “I’m going to kill you both.”

			Flashing, he pulled his metal skin around himself and slammed into Flame. She was still weakened but utterly determined. He crashed into her side again, trying to knock her away.

			Suddenly, the collar at my throat pulsed and my body went limp, as if I were dying. My shoulders and wrists screamed as they bore my full weight.

			Stay awake, Rubi, came Flame’s slow, drugged voice.

			I don’t know what’s happening to me, I moaned. I wasn’t sure where I was sending the message—to Flame or Blake or Kingsolver. Everything felt heavy as Ire released my chains from the hook and I collapsed with a loud cry.

			He drew a sharp blade against my throat, just above the collar.

			“If your bitch of a tyger makes one wrong move—”

			There was a thunder of paws, the splintering of wood, the roar of untamed fury, and Ire spun, still holding me, to look out the window.

			The stables exploded open as a stampede of tygers burst inside, a force of raw, magnificent power. Tygers of every shade were moving as one unstoppable tide, their eyes gleaming, their fangs bared. Tygers I’d never seen before, but also Xane. Venom.

			And at their head, like a warlord descending from legend, was Kingsolver, and riding atop him, Blake.
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			My Blake.

			I cried out in relief, but Ire cut it short with his hand on my jaw.

			Blake’s bronze hair caught the torchlight, his sharp eyes sweeping the chaos with deadly intent. The air around him shimmered with power, a magnetic storm barely held in check.

			She is here, in the keep, I heard Flame shout to the assembled tygers.

			Kingsolver shot like an arrow toward the entrance to the keep and moments later burst through the mangled doorway. When Blake spotted me—collared and chained, Ire’s knife at my throat and his other arm roughly around my waist—a raw, violent wrath crackled in the air around him, pulsing like a second heartbeat.

			Metal screamed. The chains rattling against my skin suddenly pulled taut, vibrating with an unseen force before the manacles on my wrists exploded off me as the knife Ire had held at my throat turned on him. I dropped to the ground with a quiet thud, unable to keep myself upright.

			Ire stood in front of me now, moving into a battle pose, though fear rolled off him in waves.

			He was terrified of the Twin Blade.

			Blake swung down from Kingsolver in one fluid motion, his boots hitting the ground with a heavy finality.

			His gaze burned through me, sweeping over my exposed skin, the bruises where Ire had struck me, the raw red marks on my wrists from the restraints. Ice blue eyes lingered for a moment on my face, where I’m sure the skin was red and rapidly swelling.

			“Rubi,” he said, his voice like a balm to my pain.

			“Blake. I’m—”

			Ire roared like a rabid animal and charged toward him. His skin shimmered, metallic and impenetrable, the magic already hardened over every inch of his body.

			Blake didn’t even raise a fist as Ire reached him. Just twisted at the last second so Ire hit nothing but air. Then Blake slammed into Ire with the full force of his body, both arms locking around his waist, and drove him backward like a battering ram.

			Ire staggered, surprised, but his heels caught, and the men crashed into a table nearby, the wood crumbling beneath their combined weight.

			Blake didn’t let go.

			He lifted Ire half off the ground, using everything: back, shoulders, hips. Ire slammed an elbow down into Blake’s back, but Blake simply adjusted his grip and pivoted, slamming Ire sideways into the dirt with a sickening thud.

			Ire tried to scramble up. Blake kicked him in the side of the knee with a steel-toed boot. Full force. The crack rang out clear. The joint dislocated, and Ire bellowed, but Blake was already moving.

			“You dared to take her?”

			His voice was deathly calm, more terrifying than if he’d yelled.

			Blake crouched low, eyes wild.

			This time, he didn’t use his body.

			The metal of Ire’s skin, his one weapon, suddenly pulled tight. Blake squeezed his skin and bones and body.

			“You touched her,” Blake rasped, voice barely human. “You caged her. Beat her. I warned you. You will die for touching what’s mine.”

			Ire’s lips parted, but there was no air to make a sound. He was bleeding from the mouth. He fell back and Blake followed, pushing his booted foot atop his chest, pressing—the metal was killing Ire slowly, agonizingly.

			Blake studied him. Then, with a slow, inexorable motion, he twisted the metal further. The wet grind of bone and iron meeting made my stomach turn, but I didn’t look away. I wouldn’t look away.

			“This is for Rubi,” Blake murmured, and the metal tightened, sinking deeper into muscle, making Ire sob silently.

			Blake settled atop Ire, knees astride him, as his blade—his brother’s thundervein blade—reappeared in his hand.

			“Now, tell me who—”

			A slice through the air echoed in the space, a blade lodging into Ire’s throat before he choked on red blood spilling from his neck and mouth.

			Blake, furious, tore his eyes over his left shoulder to where Malissa strutted through the wreckage of the room, her other knife still in her hand.

			“Damn it, Malissa,” Blake cursed. “We needed to question him.”

			“Please. He’s an oaf. We both know he knows nothing. Besides, you got your Pair back,” Malissa said. “Maybe worry about her, considering she looks a few seconds from death.” Blake spun toward me, eyeing where the collar still hung around my neck, the only metal restraint that hadn’t been broken by his magic.

			“Holy gods,” a low voice murmured, and my eyes shot to the doorway, where Quinn stood over the wreckage of Ire’s body.

			Jace’s face was hard and unreadable. Then his eyes lifted to me, taking in the collar, the marks on my skin. His breath caught, and his jaw tightened. He took a single step toward me before stopping, his fists clenching at his sides, fury radiating from him.

			I hadn’t seen Blake move, but he was there, wrapping his cloak around me with the utmost tenderness. His nostrils flared as he looked over the rune-engraved collar still around my throat.

			He concentrated upon it, and I felt a sharp snap of pain, crying out and pushing away from him suddenly.

			“Stop, please,” I begged, hating my own weakness, but too tired to pretend I wasn’t in agony. Whatever he’d tried to do to the metal at my neck hadn’t worked. It hurt me more. I tried to picture encasing the collar in a shield again, but it didn’t work, as if the collar had adapted to my defense.

			His eyes burned.

			“Can you help her?” another voice said, and I blinked my eyes at Calla—touched that she had come. She knelt by my side, lifting my head to her lap. “Merciful Nuwa—you have to do something, Blake.”

			“I know,” he snapped at her, something dark breaking loose in his voice, a deep well of pain that had ripped open. “Rubi, love. I’m sorry—”

			“Blake, please,” I begged, cutting off into a cry as the pain burrowed further. I jerked up and away from him again. “Don’t—”

			“I can’t,” he said, horror threading through every word. Another burst of pain from the collar around my neck had me screaming again.

			“What’s happening to her?” a familiar voice cried. I thought it was Quinn, but I didn’t have the strength to open my eyes and find out. “Ribbon girl?”

			“The collar,” Calla said, quiet. Heartbroken, the sound of tears in her words. “It’s dark magic. Blake can’t break it.”
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			My eyes fluttered as I slipped in and out of consciousness.

			“I won’t do it,” someone said, quiet.

			“Blake, we don’t have another choice. You have to—”

			“I won’t! Not when she can’t decide.”

			“She could die!” Calla shouted, her hands pulsing with energy on my skin. As if she was trying to heal me. “Nothing else is working. Not even lifebark. Please.”

			Silence, and then I was falling.

			No. Not falling—being carried, closer to something warm. The fireplace.

			“Rubi?”

			A glowing thread appeared. I followed it, pulling it like a tether between us until I blinked open my eyes to see Blake, holding me half in his lap, his hands combing through my hair gently.

			“Blake?”

			He smiled, but his eyes tragic. “Hey, songbird.”

			“Flame?” A choked cry burst from my lips. “I can’t f-feel her—”

			“Hey, it’s okay,” he cooed, gesturing with his head toward the stables. “She’s with the others. She’s still slow, coming off the drugs. Just give her a little time and you’ll be able to hear her again.”

			My hands rose to my neck. I whimpered slightly as I felt the cold metal there. Blake’s face flashed with unconcealed pain.

			“I know, Rubi. I’m so sorry.” He held me tighter, bending over to press a kiss to my temple. “I can’t get it off. But—but we think there might be a way.”

			I knew it before he said the words.

			“You want to Soul Pair.” In my head, the words sounded right. But my voice was weak enough that Blake shuddered.

			He nodded, leaning closer again, his forehead touching mine.

			“I think, if we were truly bound together, if I could access your magic as well as mine, I might be able to remove it. Right now, the Pairing makes us each separately stronger, but not strong enough.” He kissed me again. “I’m so sorry. This is not how I wanted our Soul Pairing to happen. I love you. I want to keep you safe.”

			I shook my head, reaching for his hand. “If we do this,” I whispered, my voice trembling, “there’s no going back. If it doesn’t work and I die, so will you.”

			Blake leaned in, his breath warm against my skin. “I know.” His lips grazed the edge of my jaw, a whisper of heat that sent a shiver through me.

			“I can’t allow you to do that.”

			His hands cupped my face, rough and shaking. “Please,” he said, voice breaking. “I’m begging you. I won’t do this without your consent, but please let me do this so we can save you. It’s the only way.”

			My breath caught. I had never heard the Ambush Master plead before. But what he was risking— “I can’t let you take that chance. The world needs you.”

			“I need you.”

			My heart pounded as I looked up at him, at the raw, unguarded truth in his eyes. “Say it, Blake.”

			“I love you,” he breathed, before pulling back to meet my eyes.

			“I love you,” I said, and a pulse of strength pulled the thread of our Pairing closer.

			His expression burned with something fierce, something unstoppable. “When you and Flame went missing—” His voice broke. “Kingsolver and I went feral. I don’t care about any of it. Not the rules, not the magic, not the demons. Nothing but you. I want to be Soul Paired to you, permanently. To save you, yes, but for more than that.”

			“But you might die.” My voice cracked.

			“Rubi, listen to me,” he said. He looked at me, strong and sure. “I am much too stubborn of a scorchhole to die. We are both going to live. Together. Do you trust me?”

			I gave a half laugh, then nodded.

			I heard his breath catch. His forehead pressed to mine, and when he spoke again, it was barely more than a whisper. “Thank you.”

			My hands moved of their own accord, sliding up his chest, feeling the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my fingers. His body was solid, real, grounding me in the moment even as my mind raced with the enormity of what we were about to do.

			He pulled me against him with desperation. I was weak still, but he was letting me draw on his strength.

			I was aware of the audience behind us—Calla, Jace, Malissa, Auron, and Quinn—but I couldn’t bring myself to care. They would witness this moment.

			His mouth brushed mine, tender, filled with leashed hunger, and I felt the spark of our magic merge with the heat of his kiss. Energy rippled between us, a heady, dangerous thing, threading through every touch.

			Blake’s fingers whispered down my arm. And then, he whispered, “I am yours. Soul to soul. Breath to breath.” His voice was steady, but his eyes burned with raw emotion.

			I felt the words sink into me, binding tighter than any spell. My throat ached as I whispered them back. “I am yours. Soul to soul. Breath to breath.”

			Our palms met, our Marks flaring with light as our magic began to wind together. When his lips found mine, I felt the vow begin to solidify between us, and for a moment, there was no fear, no world beyond him: only the two of us, one soul, one breath.

			I gasped, my back arching, my magic reacting as if it had a life of its own. The air between us charged. My magic flowed toward him, threading through the air like dark silk.

			Blake groaned against me, his lips falling away, forehead pressing to mine. I pulled at him, instinct driving me closer, but the magic was becoming unstable.

			The balance between us was tipping.

			“Blake.” My voice came out in a shaky gasp, but he didn’t stop. He gritted his teeth and pressed his magic closer, twining us together with something stronger than the thread.

			Metal, twisting sharp.

			I could feel him losing control, the grip of his power tightening around me like a vise. Our magic was becoming a storm, swirling too fast, too wild, as if it was pushing us to a point we couldn’t come back from.

			But—

			“Blake,” I whispered. In my mind or out loud, I didn’t know. Something was wrong. I could feel it.

			“Let me in,” Blake’s voice whispered. “Come to me.”

			I tried—again—but there was something off. Enough to have my magic pulling back, even as I forced it forward.

			And I felt him, there, inside me—but only for a moment before, like a roaring inferno, everything crashed.

			The heat between us grew unbearable, my power surging out of control. I could feel it burning hotter, wilder, overwhelming Blake’s magic. His metal magic was fighting it, pushing back against the flames, trying to shield itself. But it wasn’t working.

			Instead, it felt like we were tearing each other apart.

			As if from a great distance, I could hear our friends gasp and scream.

			I cried out as my body spasmed, my skin alight with flames that weren’t mine to control. Blake’s arms tightened around me, his magic flaring violently in response, but the more we tried to hold on to each other, the worse it became. His metal magic was shredding through me, and my power was burning him.

			“Rubi!” Blake’s voice was ragged, desperate. I could feel him trying to pull his magic back, trying to stop the backlash, but it was too late. We were caught in a storm of our own making.

			Pain shot through my chest, and I screamed as the power inside me exploded, searing through my veins like molten lava. Blake’s body jerked against mine, his own magic recoiling as it tried to shield him from the heat, but it only made the flames worse. The more we fought it, the more it tore us apart.

			“Stop!” I cried, my voice barely audible over the roar of the magic. “Blake, you have to stop!”

			But I could feel him. I could feel his mind, his thoughts, his fear. He was trying to shield me, trying to take the pain into himself, and it was killing him. His arms tightened around me, and I saw the way his skin reddened where my power touched him, heard the ragged, agonized sound of his breath.

			“No,” I gasped, my vision blurring. “Blake, please, listen to me—”

			With a final surge of strength, Blake pulled me closer, his lips brushing my ear as he whispered, “Take it from me.”

			I didn’t understand what he meant—until I felt it. He was giving me everything, pulling the backlash into himself, sacrificing himself to protect me.

			But I wouldn’t let him.

			I screamed, the power roaring inside me, threatening to tear me apart. I reached deep into myself, calling on my power.

			The world around me faded as our magic consumed everything.

			Metal around us crashed and splintered, some of it shattering into a million pieces. The fireplace roared out, flames nearly licking our skin as it caught the fabrics draped over the ledge and chairs. I could hear our allies behind us shouting, could feel their magic trying to stop whatever it was that Blake and I had created.

			And then the magical storm, so violent it was roaring, slammed into us from all sides and threw my body back.

			A near sonic boom. Then quiet. Silence so loud it almost rivaled the noise.

			As I rose up to sit, I looked down at my hands, where the Mark should have been glowing red. Soul Paired. But it wasn’t.

			It was black.

			But I could feel air on my neck where the collar had been.

			Something had gone horrifically wrong with our Soul Pairing, but our magical hurricane had broken the Serpent Lord’s collar. This pain was not for nothing.

			My eyes searched across the room for Blake, who was pushing up and inspecting his own palms, brow furrowed deeply before his gaze met mine.

			“Rubi?” Calla shouted, crashing into my side. “Gods, what happened? Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine,” I offered, still watching Blake as Jace and Malissa made their way to him. Malissa looked frightened, a look I had never seen on her. “Is everyone okay?”

			Quinn hovered behind her. “Yes—everyone is fine. But this place is about to blow.”

			The flames were roaring out of control in the fireplace, licking up the walls.

			“We need to go,” Quinn shouted, backing away slowly. “It’s growing too fast…”

			It wasn’t working.

			Arms swooped around my shoulders, Blake settling a warm cloak over me—though I didn’t feel cold. If anything, it still felt like my skin was burning.

			“Can you walk?” he asked, his voice strained. I nodded but toppled over on the first step I attempted to take. He scooped me up and carried me out to Kingsolver.

			The others mounted their tygers, Auron hopping on Venom with Malissa. Quinn and Calla shifted, sprinting into the night.

			Blake lifted me onto Kingsolver’s back, sitting up behind me and wrapping me in his warmth. I laid a hand on the colossal tyger’s back.

			Thank you.

			Kingsolver chuffed, a deep, rumbling sound that vibrated through my palm. I couldn’t hear his words the way I did with Flame, but the warmth that radiated from him was enough.

			You’re welcome, came the soft voice in my mind.

			Flame padded up beside us, her copper pelt glowing in the moonlight. Her body pressed close to Kingsolver’s, her flank brushing mine. She looked up at him with her deep firelit eyes. Then at me.

			Blake kept me steady as I pressed my hand to the star on her forehead.

			My fear was momentarily washed away by thankfulness. We didn’t speak, but I could feel her gentleness and care. Her love for me.

			It was enough to finally allow me to relax against Blake as we made our way back to camp. But the night wasn’t over yet. Not with all that lay between us.
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			My eyes flickered open to the sight of a warm fire and a bed in a tent under the stars.

			The last several hours flashed through my mind. Auron helping with the fire and checking my temperature. Quinn bringing tonics.

			Pushing up on my forearms, I started to stretch my sore, aching muscles. My shoulders were the worst, wrenched from hanging by my wrists. Some of the healing and pain-numbing substances had begun to work, so it wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. In fact, each moment I felt stronger.

			I could feel Blake’s presence behind me before I turned.

			“Blake?”

			“Shh,” he soothed, climbing into my bed alongside me, curling against my back. “How are you feeling?”

			The vision of Edith flashed in my mind, and I shook my head, swallowing hard. Tears sprang to my eyes, and he stroked my hair, shushing me gently.

			“Shhhhh, shhhhhh. It will be okay. I’m so sorry.” He pressed a kiss to my temple, his tenderness making my chest ache.

			“Blake, we need to—”

			“No, Rubi,” he cut me off. “Rest. Please, we can talk in the morning.”

			I looked down where his arms encased my body and saw him close his fist. Hiding the black Mark. I wondered if he’d been hiding it from the others, if they knew or had seen that our Soul Pairing had failed. Maybe someone from one of the other dominions had experience with the black Marks, would know what we’d done wrong.

			I knew we needed to deal with that failure, but something worse was pressing on my chest.

			“They have Edith,” I whispered, unable to stop the quiet sob from pulling free.

			“What?”

			Blake turned me gently to my back, careful not to wrench my already taxed muscles. He loomed over me, eyes shimmering in the low firelight. I felt small then beside him, and part of me wanted to burrow into his chest and close my eyes, pretend I could turn back time and somehow keep Edith away from all of this.

			I felt myself falling into the panic of the vision. My breaths came fast as I saw Edith, bound, and myself powerless to help her. Tears streamed down my face and I rolled away from Blake, into a ball as the sobs wracked me, my already raw throat throbbing.

			Hope is eternal.

			As though Blake, too, could hear Edith’s voice, he rubbed my back, commanding softly, “Breathe, Rubi. Just breathe.” He continued rubbing my back and repeating those words, like an incantation, until my sobs slowed. Eventually I could take a deep, shuddering breath. I lay there, drained, in his arms.

			Blake gently rolled me to face him and wiped the tears from my face with the pads of his thumbs. “Tell me what you mean. Who has Edith?”

			“A demon. Something worse than a Thirst demon.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because I saw it. She was bathed in this pulsating light,” I said, pushing myself up gingerly to a sitting position. “Ire showed me—”

			“Ire?” Blake gritted his teeth. “What do you mean?”

			I met Blake’s eyes meaningfully. “Ire wasn’t working alone, Blake. He had…more power. I could sense it. And he said the Serpent Lord had given it to him.”

			Blake hissed, his fists tightening over the sheets. “They were working together.”

			I nodded. “He said they had a deal.” Then I explained the vision he’d shown me, describing the demon as much as I could. “I’d never seen one like that. Or heard of it. Do you know what it is?”

			Blake exhaled sharply. His gaze dropped to the ground, shoulders tight.

			“It’s the Starved.” His voice was raw. “The demon from the Annihilation. The one that killed Zayden,” he said, barely above a whisper. “The one that—” His voice cracked. He swallowed hard and tried again. “The one that ate the Red princess’s soul in front of me. While she screamed as she was dying.”

			My heart stopped. The Starved had Edith—all I could see was her soul being ripped away while she writhed in agony, and me, too late to stop it.

			His whole face had gone pale. He looked haunted. “They say the Serpent Lord was experimenting. He wanted stronger demons. So he used a hungry ghost as the base.”

			He paused, chest rising and falling too fast. Then, quietly: “He succeeded.”

			My stomach roiled. “Hungry ghosts can never be sated.”

			His voice was grim. “At least they’re incorporeal. Somehow the Serpent Lord made it into flesh, a powerful demon that consumes and consumes, yet the more it eats, the hungrier it becomes. It is impossible for it to feel satisfied.”

			I shivered. “Unless it gets this woman of prophecy. Ire didn’t just show me Edith, Blake. He told me—”

			My words died off and I bit down on my lip as I considered the words Ire had spoken. The words from my dream.

			“What, Rubi? Tell me.” Blake sounded desperate, his usual cool composure shattered since I’d been taken.

			“He told me a prophecy. He recited it to me—but I’d heard it before. As a song, in my dreams. I sang it once, to Edith.” I swallowed hard and closed my eyes. “The Serpent Lord wants me, in exchange for her. I think they believe that I’m—”

			I stopped, breath tight.

			“They think you are the one from this prophecy?”

			Nodding, I parted my lips and sang the song I’d heard in my dreams.

			“Born of passion and the silencing queen,

			A light shall rise where none have been.

			Through her, the dawn will banish night,

			If the dragon’s heart grants her might.

			Should the hollow one consume her power,

			Darkness will reign in the final hour.

			Let the serpent’s heir stand by her side

			And storms shall rage and kingdoms die.”

			As I finished, I gazed up to where Blake now sat beside me with his arms crossed, his Mark still hidden within his fists.

			I studied him, the tightness around his mouth, the flicker of something troubled in his eyes. “Have you heard of this prophecy?”

			Blake shook his head, but his expression told me everything. He was thinking the same thing I was.

			They’d taken Edith. It didn’t matter if I was the woman of the prophecy. The Serpent Lord believed I was.

			“The demon would let her go,” I whispered, my thoughts tumbling over each other. “You could repair the Anchor and everyone would be safe.”

			Blake shook his head, his energy surging wildly through the Paired bond that still linked us, frantic. “Everyone except you! Rubi, whatever you’re thinking—”

			I blinked back tears as I looked up at him. I uttered the words he was silently begging me not to speak.

			“If my life is the price—”

			“You can’t.” It should have been a command. It sounded more like a plea.

			“Blake—”

			His voice cracked like a whip, sharp enough to steal the breath from my lungs. “Absolutely not, Rubi. I forbid it.”

			Metal screeched around us, our weapons rattled in their sheaths.

			He was beyond furious. He was rage incarnate.

			And he was terrified.

			“Rubi…” His voice broke. “Please.”

			I wanted to rage, too. I wanted to scream and break things, but my body was aching, my muscles drained, and I didn’t want to fight with him.

			“Please, Blake,” I whispered. “We can discuss it tomorrow. Just…come lie with me. Let me hold you.”

			He leaned toward me as if my voice were a siren’s call he couldn’t resist.

			“Please,” I whispered, opening my arms.

			“Always,” he said softly, pressing a kiss to my thigh, stomach, and up, until he pressed against my heart.

			The serums and healing tonics must have worked well because despite my exhaustion and my recent trials, my body responded to the weight of him. The strength of him. I tested, moving my hips beneath him, and felt no pain. He huffed a breath when he felt what I was doing.

			“Rubi, you’re hurt. You can’t…We can’t—”

			I cut him off with a kiss and another tilt of my hips. His body betrayed him.

			The bedding was soft and warm beneath us as he shucked his pants and undressed us both with gentle care. He pressed me into the furs, whispering soft words as he took me slowly, until I couldn’t tell where I ended and he began.

			Afterward, he wrapped me in his arms and we slept, him still inside me, desperate for the connection we’d failed to achieve with the Soul Pair.

			It didn’t matter. My soul was his. No Marks were needed to prove that.

		

	
		
			
				Part III

				
					[image: ]
				

				The Raveling

			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			52

			
				[image: ]
			

			The morning sun cast a cold, unforgiving light over the field.

			Blake had awoken first, leaving to inform the others about Edith. He came back with more healing supplies and took gentle care of me, though his mouth was drawn into a tight line. I dressed in battle leathers, Blake securing my weapons a second time—after I’d already done it.

			I grabbed his wrists to stop him, pressing our charred Marks to one another. I could already see the Marks beginning to heal, reverting back to their original colors.

			He finally paused.

			“We should talk,” I whispered, not brave enough to look up at him just yet. “About the Soul Pairing.”

			Blake’s voice was low, calm, but with that sharp edge of determination. “We don’t need to talk. We need to try again. What happened was—”

			“What happened,” I interrupted, “was fate deciding for us.”

			He stepped forward, closing the distance between us, his body looming in the soft light. He was still shirtless, only in his armored pants. His bare skin was marred with bruises and scratches from the magical backlash, the Marks a reminder of how volatile things had become.

			His jaw clenched as he stood in front of me, eyes intense. I would never forget how dangerous it had been for the both of us, but especially for him.

			“Fate is a wind, not something written in stone,” he said, his voice tight. “We can choose what we do with that wind. That was us pushing too hard, too fast. We can make the Soul Pairing work, Rubi. We just need time.”

			I nodded my head, but the ache in my chest grew with every word. “Yes. And right now, time isn’t on our side.”

			I could see he was going to argue again, so I pressed forward. “We can try again, but not until after. First, the Anchors. We were lucky to get the collar off.”

			Blake’s eyes were passionate. “I’ve spent my whole life thinking about my duty and my responsibility to others, and you know what? You are the only thing I’ve ever really wanted, just for myself. The Soul Pair could protect you—”

			“It could kill you, Blake,” I said, my frustration making me harsh. “It could hurt us both so badly we’d be no good in the fight to repair the Anchors. We aren’t playing this game with your magic and especially with your life. Not when so much else is at stake.”

			He was silent then, his jaw clenched, before these words tore from his throat: “And what if I don’t care about anything else as much as I care about you? Not even my duty.” His eyes burned into me before he turned and walked out of the tent, the vulnerability I had seen in him last night disappearing behind the walls he built so easily.

			I followed a few minutes later into the morning light.

			All four dominions’ teams stood in tense silence along with the tygers, the weight of what was coming pressing down like a storm about to break. No one spoke. No one moved.

			We awaited a signal from the Diviner.

			The air hummed, thick with magic, charged with anticipation. Some shifted on their feet, hands flexing over weapons, eyes sharp with barely contained nerves. Others stood still as statues, their expressions unreadable.

			Flame strutted up slowly, her presence a silent comfort by my side. Next to her stood Kingsolver, steady and strong. For a moment, I envied their bond, the way she stood next to him with unwavering trust.

			But then Blake took my hand in his, pressing our Marks together as he tilted his chin down toward me.

			“Stay close to me.”

			I squeezed his hand back in response. “Always.”

			Una approached, making Blake tense, before she stretched out her hand with a blackened vial.

			Blake took it before I could. “What is it?”

			“It will provide some relief, and temporary strength to Rubi and her tygress,” Una answered, with a small smile at me. Her eyes flickered down to her feet, now freed of manacles. Was this a token of her gratitude toward all of us? “It’s…it’s illegal in our fighting rings and magic competitions, but we keep it in case of emergencies.”

			I grabbed it from Blake’s hand, popping the lid and sniffing it for a moment, before downing half in one gulp, then offering it to Flame, who lapped at it. My Ambush Master raised an eyebrow but said nothing, only shaking his head and sending a pulse of worry down our bond.

			Jace stepped forward. “We need a plan. What do we know about this demon?”

			This demon? The demon that had Edith, I realized, with a quick glance at Blake.

			“We’re going to save her?”

			Blake nodded, his eyes locking with mine. “I spoke with the dominion leaders this morning about Edith. We agree that with your description of the pulsating light around her, she’s being kept at the Anchor.”

			“To distract us, possibly,” Quinn added. He came close and put an arm around me, ignoring Blake. “Rubi…I’m so sorry.” I turned into him, hugging him.

			“I know. You love her, too. I’m so glad you’re here.”

			He pulled away and looked at me. “I’m going to do everything I can to get her back.” As I released him, he took a step back and looked at the group. “We all will.”

			Auron stepped forward, surprising me. “We must be ready. Tell us what you know, Axefire.”

			Everyone looked to Blake then. Because he’d been there, escaped this demon before. Malissa and Auron hadn’t been present when it attacked.

			Blake’s expression darkened. “Normal blades can’t pierce its bone plating. Even thundervein barely hurt it—but we each faced it alone. If we’d coordinated during the Annihilation, we might have stood a chance.” He exhaled sharply. “It’s not mindless. Twisted, maybe, but not without some warped sense of morality. Even as it stood over the Red Phoenix crown princess’s body, it was moaning that it had done something wrong.”

			Jace absorbed the information with a nod. “So, it’s not mindless destruction. It feels remorse. That means it can be reasoned with…or manipulated.”

			Blake exhaled, shaking his head. “Maybe. But it still killed without hesitation. That remorse didn’t help us. Nothing seemed able to stop it.”

			Heavy silence settled over us. No one spoke. No one moved.

			Then Lian broke the stillness, her voice low and grim. “Its fangs are extremely toxic. Even if it is only a scratch, we have never been able to save anyone touched by its poison. We’ve tried every known antidote.”

			Auron’s fists tightened at his sides, flames flickering between his fingers like restless birds seeking flight.

			“We will kill it. We finish what should have been done that day.” His voice was raw with fury. “I lost my sister, my family. Drought has overtaken the Red Phoenix. And now we are under attack. Our people are dying. We end this today.”

			Vidor sneered. “It would be easier to just give the demons what they desire.” His eyes flickered to me. “We all know it wants the Azure woman. Her sacrifice could save millions.”

			Auron’s fire flared. “There is no discussion here. We protect Rubi. We save the hostage. We end this. There is no guarantee that the Serpent Lord would halt the demon attacks even if he was given her. It has been decided. We repair the Anchors.”

			Blake crossed his arms over his chest like a wall of iron. “The Silver Tyger Dominion agrees.”

			Jace placed his hand on my shoulder, his silver cuff glinting in the light. “I would rather die than give Rubi to that creature.” His voice rang with sincerity.

			A lump rose in my throat.

			Malissa folded her arms but stayed silent.

			“The Azures stand behind her.” Calla spoke, standing tall with her sky blue hair gleaming.

			Behind her, Quinn said, “She is one of our own, even if she’s a tygress rider now. She’s our ribbon girl.” I looked gratefully at my loyal friend.

			I took a deep breath, forcing down the storm of emotions threatening to consume me.

			“More important than my life—or even Edith’s—is repairing the Anchors before the solstice in the twelfth month, starting with this one. The Reds are battling the Serpent Lord’s demons as we speak, and they need our help. This is for all the dominions. We need a plan.” My voice didn’t waver. “And if the plan fails, I will trade my life gladly—for Edith’s, and for the Anchor.”

			Auron’s eyes burned. “There shall be no trading of lives.”

			“We cannot trust a word that demon says,” Blake gritted out. I heard what he didn’t say. That he would not allow me to sacrifice my life.

			The Diviner appeared, her mask as impassive as ever. “The time has come. To restore the balance. To mend the Anchor. And for you all, We bring gifts for the battle to come.”

			A shimmer swept over the field like heat rising off stone. I blinked as the light passed through me, then looked down.

			Every warrior was suddenly holding their weapon, only different. Better. Stronger. Blake stared at the sword in his hand, the same familiar shape, but now forged entirely of precious storm-green thundervein. Jace turned his wrist and his quiver flashed: His arrows gleamed with the same unmistakable glint, each one crackling faintly with contained energy. Auron ran a finger along the shaft of one of his fire arrows. The flames flickered as always, but now the arrowhead shimmered with the same mineral glow. Even Quinn held up his hands in amazement. The tips of his fingernails lengthened, then shimmered. Calla swung a giant war hammer proudly. Vidor stared at his weapons, the blades now edged in dark shadowsteel. Beside him, the other Onyx man summoned a whip of water, and the shards of ice swirling within it glistened with the same unnatural darkness, shadowsteel running through every jagged edge.

			I looked down at myself and stopped breathing. Gauntlets shimmered up to my elbows, sleek and seamless, fitted like they’d been made for me alone. Thundervein. They pulsed faintly with a quiet, living energy. I raised my hands, and the metal responded to my thoughts. It melted downward, flowing into my palms and reshaping itself into two slender ribbon wands, smooth and perfectly balanced. I recognized the intricate carvings. These were the same wands Blake had given me, only better.

			As I flicked my wrists, the ribbons unfurled in the air.

			I gasped.

			The phoenix silk blazed to life, lighting with a golden fire that surged down the length of each ribbon. Flames rippled through the air in vibrant waves. And at the edges, thundervein shimmered, as sharp as a blade.

			We were ready to fight.

			Whether it would be demons or each other, that was the question.

			Vidor looked at me again as we stepped toward the incline of the mountain peak.

			No one is giving you up, Flame’s voice whispered. The silver woman in the sky said to restore the balance. We shall do that—but you do not have my permission to die.

			My heart felt heavy and I leaned into her fur. I love you.

			Flame’s chest purred.

			I looked back up just as the crimson Diviner flickered back into nothing but light. Flame had said silver woman…

			My brow furrowed. She probably appeared differently to everyone. A small trick of perception, a subtle manipulation—just like everything else in this twisted reality we were in.

			The Silver Dominion—faster on our tygers—would be the lead and act as scouts, and the Azure Dominion would make up the rear vanguard. I waited to mount Flame. Stepping to Blake, I quietly offered, “Thank you, for all of this.”

			The planning, sharing my vision of Edith with the others and getting them all to agree—he’d done all of it for me. To protect me when he felt like he couldn’t, though I knew he would try.

			He wrapped a hand around my hip and pulled me closer, dropping a kiss to my temple before whispering, “You know I’d never let you go after Edith alone. And I won’t allow you to sacrifice yourself.”

			“Then we do this together.”

			“Always,” he agreed. He grinned as I mounted Flame, perching himself atop Kingsolver. “You’re not dead yet, Rubi.”
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			The ascent was beautiful but tough, my leg muscles straining. We’d ridden our tygers at first, but then had dismounted, putting any extra weight the various dominions were carrying upon our tygers and climbing beside them. Ire’s Wrath stayed at camp. Flame lent me her energy, like balm for my tired muscles, making them feel fresh, though I chided her to keep her strength. We’d all need it later.

			It took hours. We rested when we needed, aware of what we would face, but continued to move together as one group with one goal.

			And then the Starborn Peak loomed immediately above us.

			We stopped a moment to take it in, the visible veins of metal running through the mountaintop’s face like a delicate filigree, hinting at the power and magic held there. We caught our breath and took in the view, the Silver Dominion spread out around us. To the west stretched the glittering Fang Sea, and to the east lay the calm expanse of the Argent Gulf. Undulating hills rolled into the distance, showing signs of spring now that we were entering the fifth month. The beauty of the land and seas caught me by surprise. My heart filled, determination invigorating my tired body. We would protect this magnificence. We would destroy the Starved, save Edith, and repair this Anchor.

			“There.” Blake pointed at an opening just a bit farther up the mountain pass: a jagged opening carved into the stone. Shadows pooled at its entrance. “I can feel a great source of metal magic there. It’s…pulsing.”

			Malissa’s eyes gleamed, her fingers twitching as if the magic called to her. “I feel it, too.”

			A sharp whistle cut through the air. Quinn jerked his chin back down the path we had ascended, his voice tight. “What is that?”

			I turned. And my stomach dropped.

			A shifting white wave crested, maybe a half mile behind us, spilling toward us with unnatural speed.

			Demons.

			Blake swore, stepping closer to me instinctually.

			“So much for stealth.” Jace shook his head with a deep sigh.

			“Stay safe, ribbon girl,” Quinn said, looking at me, his slate blue hair falling in his eyes. “Get ready to party.”

			I gave him a shaky smile. “You, too, my friend.”

			“All riders on their tygers! Everyone, get to that cave as quickly as you can. Now!” Blake shouted the commands.

			Now, Rubi, Flame said, taut with urgency. Get on!

			With a fluid leap, I swung onto her back. Blake vaulted onto Kingsolver, who let out a thunderous snarl.

			Malissa climbed onto Venom, and Jace onto Xane, his brown eyes scanning the swarm.

			The ground rumbled beneath us when the tygers sprang into motion, their powerful strides devouring the distance between us and the cave. The firens were a blur of red and gold. They didn’t run. It was more like they glided over the ground, flames sparking at their heels. Every stride they took seemed to propel them forward like an arrow fired from a bow.

			Lian and Auron took off, flames bursting forth from their backs. Wings, they had wings of fire. I gaped, breathless. They shot upward and flew toward the crack. Streams of phoenix phire poured from their palms, scorching the earth in their wake.

			“Rubi,” Blake shouted. “Focus!”

			Flame took off beside Kingsolver.

			With a snarl, Quinn shifted mid-stride into his giant tan wolf, his body rippling. Calla exploded into an enormous bear, towering over the others, a behemoth of muscle and fury that tore up the ground as she ran. Another Azure became an eagle, one a leopard, all of us heading toward the cave. Vidor and the other male Onyx moved forward as if riding on water, Una and the other two women in tow.

			The wind howled, carrying the eerie susurration of the approaching swarm.

			We were running out of time.

			The tygers pounded across the ground side by side, their enormous paws hammering against the earth. The ground shook under their force, and for a moment, I believed they might outrun the wind itself.

			A blur of bone white launched itself at Xane, its clawed limbs latching onto the tyger’s powerful legs.

			Xane roared, staggering under the sudden weight. The Thirst demon was all dense bone and writhing tendrils, its face splitting into a gaping maw lined with needle-thin teeth. A horrible, wet rasping filled the air as it wrapped around Xane’s limbs, dragging him down.

			Jace cursed, still atop Xane, his bow snapping up, but there was no clean shot. The demon was too close.

			Malissa reacted first. With a sharp flick of her wrist, she threw one of her thundervein knives, hitting it square in the eyes.

			The demon screeched. With a spasmodic lurch, it uncoiled, shriveling back into itself. Blake’s magic returned the knife to Malissa.

			Jace gave Malissa a sharp nod before turning his attention back to the cave ahead.

			We streaked forward. The Thirst demons were too close. Their shrieks clawed at my ears, their teeth flashing in the dim light.

			I risked a glance over my shoulder. The creatures poured toward us like a tide, their skeletal hands reaching, their sunken eyes glowing with hunger.

			Faster, I urged, though Flame hardly needed encouragement.

			With a final surge, we shot through the cavern’s mouth. The others followed in a blur of fur and steel. The moment we were inside, the temperature dropped, the air thick with damp stone.

			Blake reined Kingsolver to a sharp halt beside me, his bronze hair damp with sweat. His gaze flicked back to the mouth of the cave, then to the others.

			“Calla, Auron, Vidor, you’re with me for the Anchor,” he ordered. “The rest of you, hold the entrance.”

			A void of infinite darkness unfurled within the ranks of the Onyx Tortoise Dominion, a swirling vortex of power laced with shards of glittering ice. The force of it washed over us.

			Vidor’s magic crackled in the air, and with a flick of his wrist, he corralled the three women into a tight circle. The women gasped, fear flashing in their eyes as they were pulled together, helpless within his grasp. The ground trembled beneath him, and from the floor, a cage of twisted bones emerged, glowing with an eerie black light. The bones twisted and coiled around the women, forming an impenetrable prison, trapping them in place. His yins secured, Vidor turned and followed Blake. I stared in horror at Una, trapped in place, though the demons wouldn’t be able to reach her through the magic of the bone cage. I realized the women’s yin magic would be used to feed the men’s yang powers.

			Malissa drew her sword. Jace nocked an arrow, his eyes lethal.

			The ravenous Thirst demons crashed toward us, but the line of warriors held them. The cave entrance became a battlefield of fire and blood as the Azures clashed with the swarm of demons. The eagle Azure flew at the creatures with his thundervein-tipped talons, while the leopard moved with powerful, fluid grace, every muscle rippling beneath his spotted hide. Quinn fought in a frenzy of fangs. Amid the carnage, the male Onyx wove his magic with deadly precision, his water whips filled with ice shards edged in shadowsteel. The Reds fought wreathed in a living inferno, carving a burning path through the horde, their fire licking up the walls.

			I cracked my burning ribbons through the air, lashing them in wide, searing arcs that lit the demons ablaze on contact. Flames spiraled from each strike, the thundervein edges glowing white-hot as I drove them back.

			Malissa and Venom moved like a single entity, a whirlwind of silver and darkness cutting through the chaos, her sword slicing at the Thirst demons with ruthless precision. Beside them, Jace fought, his bow a blur as he loosed arrow after arrow, each one tipped with thundervein.

			I paused mid-strike, heart lurching as a sudden pull from the Pair bond yanked through my chest, sharp and urgent, dragging my thoughts toward Blake.

			He says you’re needed, Flame relayed, her mental voice taut. Kingsolver says to come now, for Edith.

			Flame and I shot forward, plunging deeper into the cavern, catching up to Calla, still in her bear form, and Auron and Vidor.

			Blake’s eyes flared when he saw me, burning blue in the darkened light. We both dismounted, then moved forward with as much speed as caution would allow. The path twisted, jagged rocks jutting from the walls, moisture seeping from unseen crevices. The farther we went, the more the air pulsed. Not with heat but with power. Auron lit the way in the complete darkness, fire held between his palms.

			Then I saw it.

			Ahead, a glow pulsed like an off-kilter heartbeat, pale and crystalline, illuminating a farther cavern. Embedded in the stone was a gigantic diamond.

			The Silver Anchor to the Demon Realm.

			It must have been a thing of celestial beauty once: a diamond the size of a warhorse, its many facets cut with divine precision, refracting light in endless shimmering patterns that danced along the cavern walls.

			But now it was dying.

			Cracks spiderwebbed across its surface, jagged fissures leaking wisps of black smoke. The pulsing light within it was erratic, its glow flickering one moment like a failing heartbeat. The next, it surged with such force that the ground trembled beneath our feet. The color had soured to a sickly, yellow-tinged pallor, as though the corruption of the Demon Realm had seeped into its very core. With each throb of its unstable energy, the cave trembled, and the air thickened with the acrid scent of scorched stone and something older, something wrong. Magic bled from it in uneven bursts, warping the shadows and making them seem to lurch and twist. It was failing.

			And at its base—

			“Edith,” I breathed, running to her.

			She lay unconscious. She was crumpled on the ground, her hair matted, her wrists bound. Her skin was sickly, her lips parted as if she’d been trying to speak before her strength ran out.

			Blake strode toward us, but as his fingers brushed the ropes, the entire cavern shuddered.

			The air split with a shriek that curdled my blood. A hulking shadow scuttled from the depths of the cave into the flickering light of Auron’s flame.

			It was a colossal Thirst demon, ten times the size of the others, mouth filled with needle-thin fangs, and its tentacles tipped with claws that scraped against the cavern floor with an ear-piercing screech.

			It lunged.

			I didn’t think.

			With a snap of my wrists, my flaming thundervein ribbons unfurled in twin arcs of storm-laced metal and fire, the air crackling as they slashed toward the demon. The first strike caught it across the face, snapping its head sideways with a whipcrack of raw force. The second wrapped around its clawed wrist before it could reach Blake or Edith, the veins of storm energy searing against its decayed flesh.

			With a feral snarl, Flame launched herself at the demon’s legs, her fangs sinking deep into its sinew. It howled, trying to shake her off, but she only twisted deeper, her claws anchoring her against its thrashing.

			Don’t let it suck your blood! I cried. It’ll drain you.

			“Blake!” I shouted, dodging as the demon’s claws swung for me. “You need to fix the Anchor—now!”

			His gaze flicked between me and the failing diamond, his jaw tightening. “Kingsolver, help them!”

			The war-scarred tyger let out a guttural roar and charged, his powerful body colliding with the demon’s chest. The force sent the creature staggering back, dislodging Flame for only a second before she twisted midair and sank her claws in again, using Kingsolver’s impact as a second assault.

			“Now!” Blake shouted, sprinting for the Anchor. Vidor followed, releasing the water whips where they’d tied up one of the arms of the Thirst beast. Calla bounded after them both, shifting back to human form as they got closer to the Anchor, while Auron’s fire continued to burst toward the demon, unwilling to stop fighting even as he stepped back toward the others.

			I stayed in front of Edith.

			The fight blurred, whips lashing, claws rending, the tygers moving in lethal tandem with me between them. I needed to buy Blake and the others time.

			The demon screeched as my thundervein burned through it, its flesh sizzling where the ribbons struck. But it seemed different from the Thirst demons we had faced in the city attack. It was relentless, clawing and snapping, its body regenerating with unnatural speed.

			Behind me, the cave pulsed with an entirely different kind of power, the united dominions all pressing their magic into the Anchor.

			Blake’s magic surged into the Anchor with the force of ten thousand storms, buoyed by the others. Even though healing the Anchor required every dominion’s magic, this was the Silver Anchor, which meant it drained his magic most. Metal shuddered, bent, melted at his will, sinking into the diamond’s core. The cavern trembled, stones and dust falling as the cracks in the diamond were sealed perilously slowly.

			I just had to keep the demon at bay long enough for Blake and the others to finish.

			Easier said than done.

			I twisted, dodging, my whips coiling around its writhing body, slicing piece by piece off as Flame and Kingsolver dragged it down, their combined strength slamming the beast onto the cavern floor. But it regenerated too quickly.

			Behind me, magic poured from Blake in waves, the metal veins of the diamond drinking in his power as he reforged what was broken, his face drawn in fierce concentration. But I could feel it—he was burning through his strength too fast.

			I held the line and pushed whatever I could through our Pairing back to him. We could do this.

			Just a little longer.

			The entire cavern exploded with a rainbow of red, azure, silver, and onyx light.

			The combined magic of the dominions surged one last time, a tsunami of raw power sinking into the diamond’s core, forcing the fractured veins to fuse, the corrupted glow purged in a violent burst of molten silver and searing white. The cracks sealed over like veins knitting back together. It pulsed like a heart reborn, its light no longer sickly and erratic but pure and radiant, casting prismatic reflections along the jagged cavern walls.

			Then Blake collapsed.

			He crumpled to the ground, his body limp, breath ragged. His skin looked damp and pale in the light, his usually sharp gaze unfocused before his eyes fluttered shut. Kingsolver let out a low, fierce growl and ran to his rider, nudging him, but Blake didn’t stir. He had given everything. Calla, Auron, and Vidor didn’t look much better, swaying on their feet as they circled Blake, trying to revive him.

			But I had no time to reach him.

			The Thirst demon let out an ear-piercing shriek of fury, sensing its doom. It lunged, faster than it had any right to move, claws sweeping toward me in a final, desperate attempt to take me down.

			I snapped my wrists, and my thundervein ribbon whips coiled like living lightning, their storm-laced metal humming with energy.

			I would not fail.

			And I wasn’t alone.

			Calla joined me, her bear form plunging claws of thundervein into its stomach. Auron stayed close to Blake, guarding him, but fire burst from his hands across the cavern toward the head of the Thirst demon. Vidor’s shadowsteel ice whips appeared and lashed out at the demon.

			Sweat poured down my back, and I moved completely on instinct.

			“Again, Rubi,” Auron shouted. “Its weak point is not the head, but the heart!”

			I raised my arms with a fiery determination—one flaming ribbon whip wrapped around the demon’s neck while the other arched downward, slicing straight through its chest.

			The impact sent a deafening boom through the cavern, thunder cracking. It let out one last, rasping wail before it finally died.

			Calla nearly collapsed, shifting back to her human form, nodding at me in silent acknowledgment. The others started to pour in.

			Malissa, blood-smeared but unbroken. Jace, his bow still drawn, Venom snarling underneath him. Lian and the other firens, flames flickering in their hands, the Azures battle-worn but standing. The other Onyx male. They all halted, their eyes locking onto me and the twin storm-laced whips still crackling with fire in my hands.

			Malissa exhaled sharply as she spotted Blake and moved toward him, wiping her blade against her sleeve. Jace lowered his bow, looking at me with something like awe before the body of the giant dead demon withered to ash.

			I rolled my shoulders, extinguishing the fire and letting the thundervein ribbons flick back into their coiled state, my breath coming hard and fast. “Blake—”

			I didn’t get a chance to run toward him before a figure began to emerge from the ground.
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			“Holy gods,” someone muttered.

			It was a slithering shift in the blackness, a suggestion of something awakening as it unfolded. The first to emerge were its limbs, spindly and wrong, bending at unnatural angles as it dragged itself upward. The bone white surface, slick and ridged, gleamed faintly as it pulled free from the dark. Its claws curled and twitched, clicking against the ground.

			Then came the torso, stretched and emaciated, its rib cage grotesquely expanded as if its very structure had been warped by its endless hunger. Bone interlocked like a cage around something that should not be breathing, yet I heard it give a shallow, rasping inhalation, as if it could taste us already.

			It unfolded further, rising, rising, until its full form stood silhouetted against the flickering firelight cast by the firens, grotesquely tall, impossibly thin. Its spine protruded in jagged ridges, flexing with every shift, its vertebrae clicking into place as if it had been curled up in the void for eons and was only now remembering what it meant to move.

			Its face was mostly a gaping maw, an abyss of shifting, jagged fangs that retracted and extended, ever moving, ever hungry. The edges of its gullet quivered, pulsing as though it could already feel the weight of flesh it had yet to devour.

			A sound slithered from its throat. It was a low, guttural vibration.

			It wasn’t just hungry.

			“The Starved,” Vidor said, nostrils flaring.

			He moved first, pale face twisted with determination. With a flick of his wrist, he unleashed a torrent of dark energy, his withering touch spreading like a deadly miasma toward the Starved. Shadows gathered around his hands, coiling like snakes, their venomous bite ready to consume whatever they touched. We heard the Onyx women cry out in the distance as Vidor drew on their magic to strengthen his own. The darkness expanded as it spread, shimmering with an unnatural black sheen.

			The Starved responded with terrifying speed. One moment, the writhing black fog surged toward it, a tide of death meant to consume. The next, the creature’s grotesque maw split open in something that was not quite a scream.

			And then it devoured.

			The shadows, the tendrils of dark withering magic, the very air between them all collapsed inward, sucked into the yawning abyss of its mouth. The dark energy flickered, unraveled, and then vanished, as if it had never existed at all.

			The Starved shuddered in monstrous pleasure, its elongated fingers twitching, its rib cage expanding, stretching as though it had just tasted something intoxicating. And then it lunged, hungry again.

			It was a nightmare given motion, rushing at Vidor with the sick, jerking movements of something that had never been meant to walk in the light.

			Vidor turned to face the monster, his eyes blazing with hatred, but even he couldn’t hide the fear that flickered in them.

			Jace joined the fray, his arrows cutting through the air like streaks of light. When the arrows bounced off the bone, he started firing them into the demon’s many joints. The Starved only shook them off, still barreling forward with unstoppable momentum. But then I saw the bone around the arrowheads beginning to corrode, a dark, sickly green spreading outward from the impact points.

			For a heartbeat, hope flared. It could be hurt.

			But then the Starved shuddered.

			The decay did not spread like it should have. Instead, the rotted sections sloughed off, peeling away like dead skin, revealing fresh, unblemished bone beneath. The arrows fell away.

			Jace swore, already loosing another shot, his golden hair slick with sweat. “It’s regenerating too fast!”

			“You cannot win.” The Starved’s voice was a chittering nightmare, a grotesque chorus of scraping mandibles and hissing decay. Its abyssal maw quivered, as if tasting our fear. Its words were not spoken but exhaled, slithering through the marrow of my bones.

			“Give me the woman of prophecy.”

			Auron unleashed a volley of flaming phoenix phire arrows, each one bursting into firebirds mid-flight. The birds screamed as they dove toward the Starved, their fiery talons searing into its bones. The eagle-shifted Azure dove in and out at the Starved with his thundervein-tipped talons, as the other firens shot flames. The combination of corrosion and fire began to take its toll, forcing the creature to stagger back, its focus split between the relentless attacks.

			“Jace!” Auron shouted, but Jace didn’t need the reminder, already reloading his corroding arrows.

			Auron’s flame veil surged as he leapt forward, firing another arrow that exploded into a blazing firebird, while the veil deflected attacks on him.

			Lian’s hands crackled with power as she summoned a scorched earth, the ground beneath the Starved bubbling with heat, firestorm winds whipping around her. Her flames surged.

			Flame’s presence swelled in the back of my mind, a steady, determined force cutting through the chaos.

			Flame. There was an urgency and desperation in my thoughts.

			Without hesitation, her response echoed through me: I’m here.

			I watched as Flame bounded forward, her lithe form weaving through the battlefield, her golden eyes gleaming with purpose. In the distance, Kingsolver, Venom, and Xane growled low, circling the Starved. Flame roared, the sound reverberating through the cave like a call to arms.

			The tygers responded. Kingsolver surged forward, claws raking through stone and earth. Venom followed, his brute strength colliding with the Starved as Xane darted in and out, using speed to attack the Starved. Even through the chaos, I could feel Flame coordinating them, pushing the tygers to fight together as a unit.

			Don’t let them fall apart, I urged her, feeling her determination swell in response.

			We won’t lose, she growled back.

			But still, the Starved regenerated.

			I ran to where Edith and Blake lay unconscious by the Anchor.

			“Quinn!” I shouted, already scrambling to lift Edith. My arms slid under her back, but I couldn’t carry them both. “Help me!”

			He appeared a moment later, his slate blue hair soaked to the roots, blood streaking his temple. His eyes went straight to Edith, then to Blake. “Great Nuwa,” he breathed. “Axefire is still down?”

			I nodded once. “We have to get them somewhere less exposed.”

			He didn’t hesitate. He crouched beside Blake, slung his arm over his shoulder, and hoisted him up with one brutal motion. I dragged Edith, her limbs trailing in the dirt, but we only needed to make it to the rocks near the inner wall. Enough cover to shield them from the worst of it.

			We laid Edith against the wall, Blake next to her. Edith’s hand was still warm in mine. I couldn’t even feel a whisper of Blake in our Pair bond now and tried to suppress my panic. I quickly patted him down for anything I could use. Not a single thundervein weapon, only one plain dagger remained. He must have given everything in the fight.

			Quinn crouched low, staring down at them. “They’ll be safest here. You stay with them.”

			I gripped his arm. “Quinn, wait—”

			He didn’t look away from Edith. “Tell her I’ll keep it at bay. Tell her I’m with her until the end.”

			Then he stood. His body shimmered. For a second, the air bent around him, and he shifted into his massive wolf. He didn’t wait for me to answer. He ran. Back toward the Starved.

			As I stood in front of Edith’s and Blake’s unconscious forms, Quinn attacked. Auron moved, his flame blade glowing brightly as he swung it in perfect arcs, slicing through the Starved again and again. His flame veil shimmered around him, that second skin of fire that protected him from the Starved’s ravenous touch.

			Malissa’s eyes narrowed, her hands raised as she began throwing her thundervein knives.

			The Starved kept coming. Vidor backed away from it but fell, causing a landslide of rocks. Calla, in her huge bear form, was caught up under the avalanche with him.

			“Calla!” Quinn yelled, moving toward her. A moment later, the Starved surged toward him.

			“Quinn!” I shouted.

			He heard me and turned, leaping at the demon. I could see he snarled, but it was drowned out by the sickening chitter of the Starved as it struck. The Starved moved like a collapsing shadow, its limbs folding and unfolding in jerking, unnatural angles as it caught Quinn mid-motion.

			I sprinted toward the demon, ribbons unfurling, desperate to stop the Starved.

			Flame, Kingsolver, watch over Edith and Blake for me!

			Flame slid in front of Edith, as Kingsolver bounded back to his rider.

			But I didn’t make it in time.

			Even as Quinn’s thundervein-tipped claws raked across the creature’s hide, the wounds vanished before they could deepen. It had Quinn in its grip.

			He tried to tear himself free, but it was already too late.

			The maw gaped open, wider than seemed possible, an abyss of writhing, jagged fangs.

			Quinn yelped, the sound startlingly human, as the claws of the Starved pierced through fur and flesh, dragging him inward. His body buckled, his back legs kicking wildly, scrabbling against the ground, but the Starved’s hunger was an inescapable void. Quinn’s wolf form shrank as he shifted back, as if clinging to his last, desperate chance at survival—

			And then Quinn’s human hand reached out, trembling, fingers curling toward us—

			Before the darkness took him whole.

			Not only him. His soul, too.

			The Starved shuddered, its rib cage expanding, its jagged maw twisting in pleasure.

			Quinn was gone.

			I staggered, screaming—so loud it felt silent somehow. Arms wrapped around my waist, someone pulling me back, away from where the Starved still was, watching, waiting.

			“Rubi, snap out of it,” Auron urged, before releasing me. “We need you. Blake, Edith—they need you.”

			Calla roared, exploding out from the pile of rocks, her bear form crashing into the Starved with enough force to send it staggering back. Her giant claws tore at its limbs, but it reared back.

			Blake and Edith were still unconscious. Quinn was gone. Flame stood over Edith, Kingsolver with Blake.

			Flame’s mental link pressed reassuringly. You can do this, Rubi. You have always had the power to do it. End it.

			Determination locked the pain and grief away behind an impenetrable wall. I ran toward the Starved.

			“Now! Together!” I called to Jace.

			He looked at me, eyes blazing with the same determination.

			And then I started to sing, my voice rising, carrying the weight of my power and my emotions. The Starved hesitated, drawn in by the compulsion of my song.

			It hungered for me.

			I could feel an ancient, insatiable void, a hunger that went deeper than flesh, deeper than soul. It wanted everything I was. But I could feel, too, some ancient power to match its hunger rising in me, in my voice.

			It lunged at me, a blur of motion, but Jace threw himself in front of me.

			No! I screamed, the note high and piercing, my voice raw with terror.

			Before the creature could consume him, a wave of fire and water crashed into its decayed form. Auron’s inferno and Vidor’s raging tide collided in a violent explosion of steam, the cavern shuddering with the force of their combined elements.

			The Starved reeled back. Then Flame and Kingsolver were there, knocking it over before it rose again, tossing them off.

			No, you were supposed to protect Blake and Edith!

			You are the woman of prophecy, Rubi! The one I was waiting for. You come first!

			Malissa’s eyes were wide, her knuckles white around the hilts of her knives. Auron was helping Lian up. Calla, still in her bear form, loomed. Everyone froze, only for a moment, before the demon turned.

			Its twisted body creaked unnaturally as it shifted, then locked tiny eyes with me. I felt its gaze pierce through me like rot soaking into bone. It didn’t blink.

			Then its neck jerked toward Blake’s body like it had detected blood.

			He lay still, helpless.

			I started to run back toward Blake. I felt the air shudder as the demon lunged, claws flashing, maw yawning wide.

			Rubi, don’t! Flame begged. Your life is precious.

			I can’t live if I let him die.

			No—

			Flame tried to call for me, but I couldn’t allow it to take Blake.

			Sprinting, I threw myself over him. The demon’s jagged fangs sank into me.

			Pain. A white-hot searing agony that shot through my veins like liquid lightning. My body convulsed as something pulled at me, something deeper than flesh. It hurt so sharply I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t even breathe.

			I felt a sickening pull, as if my very essence were unraveling.

			It was taking my soul.

			My vision darkened at the edges, my heartbeat slowing under the unbearable drain.

			Somewhere—far away, yet inside me—I heard a voice awaken.

			“Rubi!” A desperate shout echoed through the cavern, Blake’s voice hoarse with panic. I barely grasped the words, but I knew he had woken up.

			Was it because of our Pair bond? Were the final threads untethering?

			“Yesss…” The Starved’s voice was a slithering, chittering nightmare, wrapping around my mind. It sounded like it was in ecstasy. “You are the Feast. The End of the Hunger.”

			Then Calla was there. She roared and swung her war hammer. The impact struck the back of the demon’s skull, a crack splitting through the air as its grotesque form whipped forward, its maw twisting in a shriek of rage and shock.

			It dropped me.

			I hit the ground hard, gasping, the poison from its bite curling through my veins like a living thing.

			The Starved reeled, its limbs spasming.

			I gritted my teeth, fingers tightening around the thundervein ribbon wands, my magic thrumming at my fingertips.

			I snapped my wrist, and the ribbons unraveled into a crackling whip of silk and steel as a note began to rise from my throat. It was high and pure, and the Starved seemed to shudder in response to its sound.

			It lunged at me again, its jaws widening in an unhinged grin.

			I struck, my song climbing higher, a melody swirling to life inside me even as the poison burned through my veins, slowing me.

			The flaming thundervein whip lashed across its body, and it screamed.

			The moment the crackling metal met its hide, it split the flesh apart, unlike the corroding arrows, unlike every other attack that had melted away into nothing. My voice strengthened the weapon, and the wound stayed, deep and gaping, though writhing as if something inside it was trying to pull the pieces back together.

			Blake staggered in front of me, armed with nothing but a dagger.

			My song shifted to a scream: “Blake, no! You don’t have any magic or thundervein left. This is suicide!”

			But he was already moving, slipping past the Starved’s claws. He wove through its attacks, slashing, dodging.

			I won’t lose you. Please, Blake, stop— I tried to reach through our connection, but it was gone.

			Then, with one devastating thrust, Blake drove the dagger deep into the demon’s chest just as I sang a single sharp note, my voice raw with desperation and grief and tears.

			Somehow it penetrated.

			The creature shrieked again. The moment the dagger pierced its chest, the Starved convulsed, its body twisting in agony as the blade drank deep. A sickening, hollow wail escaped its mouth as its essence unraveled, siphoned into the hungry metal until nothing remained but a shriveled husk, crumbling to dust at Blake’s feet.

			The Starved was dead.

			My breath came fast, uneven. Then my gaze fell on the blade in Blake’s hand. Black as the abyss, gleaming with an unnatural sheen.

			Shadowsteel.

			Relief rushed through me even as my vision darkened.

			Blake swayed on his feet, barely upright, his face pale with exhaustion, his body trembling, but he still managed to smirk at me. “I’m never unarmed, remember?”

			I laughed, the sound weak, wet and full of tears.

			The poison burned in my blood, curling through my veins like wildfire. I collapsed, unable to stand any longer.

			Blake was there suddenly, hands on my face. “Rubi, stay with me—”

			Voices.

			Flame desperately licking at my hand. Get up, get up!

			“Blake, I lov—”

			“Don’t. You will be okay,” he commanded, violence and grief boiling in his tone.

			“But nothing can heal a wound created by the Starved.”

			The world went dark.
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			I was burning alive.

			A flood of images crashed over me. Faces swirled in my mind; people I had once known and memories—all crashing over me like a never-ending wave.

			Someone was screaming, the sound raw and desperate, filling the air.

			Is that me?

			The world tilted, and I was falling into an endless void, unable to stop.

			

			—

			A vibrant world of bright petals and lush greenery came to life before me. I pressed my fingers to the petals, watching as they gave way and bloomed brighter, smiling as I sprinted a little farther into the palace gardens, the emblem of the Red Phoenix hanging between the pillars, swaying lightly in the warm tropical breeze, the sun casting everything in a golden haze.

			A tiny azure hummingbird caught my attention. It had joined me each day this week and was particularly friendly, darting around me in playful circles, as if it were trying to speak.

			I smirked, shaking my head and shooing it playfully, before letting it settle next to me by the pond. Its shimmering feathers glinted in the sunlight, a jewel against the bright green of the leaves.

			Suddenly, the birds in the trees went silent, and even the wind seemed to hold its breath. A sound shattered the eerie quiet.

			A low, guttural growl.

			Emerging from the underbrush, its scales glinting with an oily sheen, was a massive creature with a body that looked like a cross between a lion and a reptile, its scales slick and black, its serpentine tail thrashing violently behind it. Its head was crowned with jagged horns, and its glowing, molten red eyes locked onto me with predatory hunger. Long, sharp teeth protruded from its jaws, and as it snarled, smoke curled from its nostrils.

			A Nian. I had only heard of them in myths.

			Fear tightened my chest as the Nian crept closer. Its growl vibrated through the air, low and menacing.

			I stepped back instinctively, my heart racing, but I knew there was no outrunning it.

			Before I could make a move, a shimmer of light flickered beside me. The tiny hummingbird transformed. Before I could comprehend what was happening, the hummingbird that had flitted around me had morphed into a half-grown puma.

			It landed protectively between me and the advancing beast, baring its fangs with a snarl that echoed through the garden.

			But even as it stood its ground, I wasn’t defenseless. My wings, fiery and powerful, unfurled from my back. I’d just grown them last year when I turned twelve, my first zodiac year.

			Without a second thought, I leapt into the air, beating them hard, rising above the threat below. The air was filled with heat and magic, and I hovered, my heart pounding as I watched the standoff unfold.

			The Nian growled in frustration, its crimson eyes darting between me and the puma.

			The puma looked up toward me, its gaze wide with disbelief.

			We stared at each other for a breathless moment when the Nian let out a deafening roar, lunging forward with its serpentine tail lashing through the air. My secret protector leapt forward to meet it, its growl just as fierce.

			The Nian bolted into the shadows, its heavy paws crashing through the underbrush. I gently touched down on the ground, my wings folding away against my back and disappearing.

			The puma shimmered again, shifting.

			The most beautiful boy I had ever seen stood before me, his eyes a soft brown that seemed to hold all the warmth of the sun.

			His hair was pure azure blue. He was an Azure.

			I was startled, frozen in place, but he smiled gently, as if he had been waiting for this moment.

			I didn’t return his smile. As the crown princess of my dominion, I’d been taught from a young age about the dangers of treachery. I was heavily veiled at any public function, and often a body double took my place.

			“Who are you?” Suspicion laced my words. “Why are you here? Are you a spy?” I asked, my gaze narrowing. I crossed my arms.

			He blinked in surprise, his eyes widening at the accusation. For a moment, there was silence. Then a playful smile tugged at the corners of his lips, breaking the tension.

			“No,” he said, his voice disarming. “I’m no spy.”

			I wanted to believe him. Part of me already did. But the part of me that had been trained in the art of suspicion wasn’t so easily convinced.

			“Your mother invited me,” he said.

			“Sure she did,” I said disbelievingly. “What do you know of my mother?”

			“The Red Queen. She’s famous and beautiful.” He grinned, sauntering closer, hands clasped behind his back. His eyes looked mischievous closer up, and my cheeks heated under his attention. “One of the most powerful nulls ever born. A little eccentric.”

			My brow furrowed. “Okay, that’s her. Why would she ask you?”

			He shrugged. “I’m here because my parents made me come, technically. But then I found you.” His words sent a strange warmth through me.

			“I didn’t know shapeshifters could change into different types of animals,” I said, still trying to process what I’d seen. “I thought Azures only had one form.”

			He shrugged, a bit uncomfortable under my scrutiny, his warm brown eyes flicking away for a moment. “I’m special,” he said, almost as if he didn’t want to admit it.

			There was a pause, his words hanging in the air between us. I studied him more closely.

			My mind raced, piecing together fragments of memories and half-forgotten conversations.

			“You’re Prince Draven,” I said softly.

			I stepped back and gave him a deep curtsy, as I’d been trained. I had learned the etiquette and languages of every dominion from infancy, even though it had seemed unlikely we would ever meet face-to-face.

			Mistrust ran deep between the dominions, and alliances were rare, if not impossible.

			Draven blinked, surprise flickering in his eyes at my formal acknowledgment. He responded with an equally courtly bow.

			“Can you make yourself into any animal?”

			He smiled, stepping closer—

			

			—

			The memory melded into another, a cool dark hallway, my magic causing the lanterns to light up and lead the way as I giggled and squealed, running from something, though I wasn’t afraid.

			I heard the growl of a lion behind me, eyes darting to see how close he was getting. He was intentionally slow, I could tell—but he continued forward.

			My feet carried me faster, for the slit in my skirt and bare feet making it easier to sprint.

			A warm, muscular arm—a human arm—wrapped around my waist and picked me up as I shouted.

			“Draven—”

			He pressed my back into the cool stone, his lips silencing my breathless protest.

			“That was fun, Princess.” He smirked against my mouth, eyes vibrant as he nipped at my lips and pulled back. “I like hunting you. Let’s do it again.”

			I shook my head, lips tingling. “I’m not fast enough. Besides, we’re supposed to be training—”

			

			—

			Another memory, swirling faster. Rooms in red and gold. A breeze drifted in through the open window. Skin against mine—Draven’s warm eyes on mine as we explored each other for the first time.

			“Harder, please,” I whispered, my heart thundering. Draven leaned in and kissed my temple, his skin sweat-damp and overheated.

			“Take a breath, Rubiana.” My full name dropped from his mouth was serious, different from his usual smirking, playful tone. “You’re going to set the entire room on fire—relax for me, Princess.”

			I tried, breathing slow as he pushed into me, again and again. Slowly, gently. It felt like I was exploding from the inside, flames licking my skin.

			I reached for his hand and he hesitated.

			“Please,” I whispered to him. “Draven, it’s just Pairing.”

			A frown marred his handsome face then. “Yeah, well, maybe I take it more seriously.”

			I reached up to kiss his jaw, before turning his head toward me, blinking at the worry and vulnerability in his gaze.

			With another gentle exhale, I breathed. “You know I want you.”

			“I know. But…are you sure—”

			“Absolutely,” I whispered. “Draven, tell me if you want this. If you want me.”

			“I do,” he said, “You have no idea what I’d do for you, Princess. You have my heart.”

			“And you have mine. Always.”

			

			—

			The mirror tree shimmered above me. It was exactly what I’d pictured, how I’d seen it in my head, perfectly carved as I’d asked for. My eyes took it all in slowly—since I wouldn’t be allowed to the next day, during our Wedding of Flame and Sky.

			I tapped my foot. Though it was light outside, the curtains were kept closed so no one could see the mirror tree before the ceremony. My hand flared out to light the lanterns around the room. He was late.

			Finally, the doors opened, and a large puma slipped through, stealthily.

			I laughed and shook my head at his dramatics, waiting as he rubbed up and around my legs, purring softly at me.

			“Feeling untamed?” I asked, teasingly.

			Draven turned then, shifting into the handsome prince I loved.

			“One night without me in your bed and you’re singing messages to find me?” he said, laughing as he looped his arms around my waist. “So needy, my princess.”

			I flushed at the double meaning but didn’t deny him. Love glowed between us, our Pair bond strong.

			“Tonight, Draven,” I whispered, terrified someone would discover us. “I want to marry you tonight. I can’t wait.”

			His brow furrowed. “But tomorrow—”

			“Tomorrow is for them. For our kingdoms and dominions. For our parents.” I pressed a kiss to the center of his chest. “Tonight let it be for just us.”
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			Consciousness pulled me back, slow and heavy. My body was aching and overly warm. My dreams had been so vivid.

			The air was cool, touched with something sweet. A soft breeze stirred around me as I opened my eyes.

			Above me, the mirror tree was back. Its branches curved like flowing silver, arching high overhead, the delicate leaves shimmering with a light that wasn’t quite from this world. The leaves swayed gently, their mirrored surfaces catching and scattering the glow, turning the ceiling into a kaleidoscope of shifting brilliance. It was like lying beneath a sky filled with stars.

			A quiet rustle drew my attention. The world swam around me. Edith’s face wavered in and out of focus.

			“Edith—”

			She was alive. Alive. But something about her was…different.

			“Edith?” My voice came out thin, uncertain. I reached out to touch her, fingers extending toward her sleek dark red hair.

			Red.

			“Oh, thank Kuan Yin—you’re awake.” Relief cracked through her weary expression as she grasped my hand.

			Flame? Are you okay? My panic rushed forward.

			Rubi! Flame’s voice burst into my mind. We’re all fine. We thought we’d lost you.

			I’m all right. I’ll come to you soon.

			“Quinn,” I whimpered, my lips cracked. Edith handed me a flask of water, her eyes tragic as she shook her head.

			“I’m so sorry, Rubi,” she whispered. A fresh wave of grief spilled over me.

			The wolf loved you dearly, Flame said.

			“He stayed with you until the end, Edith,” I said, voice breaking.

			We just held each other for a breath, tears streaming down both of our faces.

			“We thought there was no way to save you,” Edith said, pulling back to look at me.

			“How did you?”

			“I removed all the spells on you.” Edith spoke quietly. “And on myself.”

			I stared at her. Not an Azure, then.

			A Red Phoenix. And despite her recent ordeal, she somehow appeared younger and stronger than the Edith I’d known.

			The memories—

			“The poison of the Starved isn’t a physical one,” she said, her voice rough. “It’s magical. So, the only way to get rid of it is to take all of the magic away, at least temporarily. Fortunately, that is something I can do, even from someone as magically powerful as you, although that task did take me to my limits.”

			I struggled to sit up. “What do you mean? What’s happened? I thought I saw…”

			“Activate your magic.” Edith turned over my palms.

			My breath caught as I obeyed and looked down. My Mark had changed. My crescent-shaped yin Mark was so bright it was blinding.

			“I’m afraid I’ve lied to you, my dearest heart,” she whispered, her hand coming up to tuck my hair back. “About a great many things. But one thing I’ve always told you is true: Never forget that I love you because of who you are, not for what you can do. I love you no matter what. I think you always believed that meant I cared for you despite your lack of power, but the opposite is true. I was trying to say that I would have loved you just as much even if you hadn’t been so extremely magical. You are not only a Zenith, but one of the most powerful Zeniths ever born.”

			What?

			She reached for something beside her. It was a hand mirror, its silver frame delicate, etched with swirling patterns. Without a word, she lifted it and held it up to me.

			I stared.

			My face looked the same but different.

			Framing my features was a cascade of long, beautiful red hair, the strands impossibly vibrant, streaked through with gold like molten fire woven into silk. It caught the soft light, shifting between deep crimson and liquid flame as I moved, as if embers smoldered within every strand. I reached up, fingers trembling slightly, and pulled a lock forward. The colors shimmered, shifting under my touch. Not just red. Not just gold.

			Fire.

			Edith watched me carefully. “When we used a body double for you, your hair was the hardest to replicate.”

			I tore my gaze from the mirror to look at her. “I can’t believe this.”

			She smiled sadly as she said, “No one else has hair like yours. The people called you the Celestial Flame.”

			You look like me, Flame said in my mind with great satisfaction. We were meant to be.

			I was not dreaming. This was real. Edith was serious.

			My throat felt tight, but I finally found my voice. “Why did I have a body double?”

			Her expression darkened. “Because you were not only the crown princess of the Dominion of the Red Phoenix,” she said slowly and deliberately, “but you were also the child of prophecy.”

			Her mouth parted and she sang, the same song that haunted me ever since I could remember:

			“Born of passion and the silencing queen,

			A light shall rise where none have been.

			Through her, the dawn will banish night,

			If the dragon’s heart grants her might.

			Should the hollow one consume her power,

			Darkness will reign in the final hour.

			Let the serpent’s heir stand by her side

			And storms shall rage and kingdoms die.”

			I swallowed hard, my mind racing, trying to stitch it all together. “So, we’re not Azures. We’re Reds.”

			Edith nodded once.

			The truth settled over me. This was why we worshipped Kuan Yin, the goddess of compassion, when the Azures prayed to Nuwa, the goddess of creation, and Silvers bowed to Guan Yu, the god of war. This was the reason I saw the Diviner in crimson, because red was the color of my dominion. This was why Edith and I always served each other food first.

			I took a slow breath.

			My voice was tight as I asked, “Then why did we pretend to be Azures for so long?”

			She bit her lip. “Because you have been in danger from the day you were born. And when the Annihilation occurred, I realized that even I could not keep you safe until you came into your full powers with your second zodiac year.”

			I shook my head, pulling away from her and back against the headboard. “Start from the beginning.”

			“All right,” she said, her voice measured, deliberate. “The Red Queen gave birth to her crown princess. The baby was so powerful that even the Lunar Forest, long dormant, awoke. This sacred grove, known for its silvery bark and moonlit leaves, had been lifeless for generations. Soon afterward, the Azure Queen gave birth to a boy. On the princess’s twelfth birthday, her first zodiac year, a jade bracelet manifested on her wrist. The boy grew greatly in power, far exceeding his peers. Both royal families believed this prince of the Dominion of the Azure Dragon was the dragon of prophecy, the dragon’s heart. They introduced the two children.”

			My chest tightened. Draven.

			I could almost feel him, the warmth of his skin beside me, the light of his smile when it shone on me.

			“This prince and the crown princess grew up as friends.” Her gaze softened. “And they fell deeply in love.”

			My fingers curled into the silk beneath me, desperate to block out the memories.

			“They were betrothed. And the world rejoiced.”

			“The Wedding of Flame and Sky,” I whispered.

			Edith nodded. “It was heralded as the beginning of peace, a union meant to heal centuries of division between the dominions. But instead,” Edith said, her voice turning somber, “the opposite occurred. The hollow one, the Starved, came seeking the woman of prophecy during the wedding ceremony.”

			The mirror tree’s shimmering light cast shadows across her face, making her words feel like a story ripped from legend.

			“Many were killed,” she went on. “Including the body double of the crown princess.”

			Something inside me went cold. The body double. The girl who had died in my place. The girl who had pretended to be me, while I…what? Disappeared? Was hidden away?

			I sat up too fast, my head spinning.

			“Are you telling me,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper, “that the Annihilation happened because of me? That the Starved came because it wanted me?”

			Edith nodded. “We believe it is acting on behalf of the Serpent Lord. That if it consumes you, its lord will become strong enough to manifest in the other realms once the Anchors fall.”

			All those people had died because of me, while I had survived. I hadn’t even been standing up there with Draven during my own wedding.

			Her voice was steady, but I could hear the regret in it. “I decided it was too dangerous to return you to our own dominion, so I hid you in plain sight as a powerless Azure with amnesia in the Dominion of the Silver Tyger.”

			My hands curled into the fabric beneath me. “But the Starved is dead. So I’m safe now, right?”

			She shook her head sadly. “There is more than one Starved. The Serpent Lord will never give up.”

			“Why did you take my memories?” My voice broke.

			Edith exhaled slowly, as if she had been dreading this moment. “If I hadn’t, nothing would have stopped you from going back to Draven.”

			I couldn’t get enough air. Draven. The name was a door half opened in my mind, shadows pooling just beyond the threshold. Something warm and inviting pulling me where I refused to go.

			“The Azure royal family have a secret power. They can shift in ways that others cannot even imagine.” Edith’s eyes were firm. “You cannot shift at all. The Azure King and Queen were both killed along with the crown princess, Draven’s sister, but I believe Draven escaped and hid. He is now king of his dominion.”

			“Why do you think that?”

			She pressed her lips together. “Because of you. Before you were knocked unconscious during the Annihilation, you were absolutely certain he had survived the attack. You could feel it through your Pair bond.”

			I swallowed hard.

			“I decided to wait,” she continued, “until you came into your full powers with your second zodiac year.”

			My pulse pounded in my ears. “I agreed to this?”

			Her expression tightened. “No. But, Rubi—”

			I stood, shucking off the covers. I swayed slightly for a moment. “You took my memories, my power, my very identity—against my will.”

			“It was the only way to protect you,” she said, her tone growing more desperate.

			I shook my head, hands trembling. “How?”

			“I put the spells on you before you awoke,” Edith said, voice raw now, her hands twisting together in her lap. “To change your appearance. To take your memories.” She closed her eyes briefly, then whispered, “I am so sorry.”

			I couldn’t keep the anger from my voice. “Were you going to hide who I was from me forever?”

			“Only until your second zodiac year. But by then, you had already Bonded Flame. You were being targeted by demons again.” She shook her head, her expression grim. “You were in the Culling and being watched. I couldn’t take the risk of telling you then.”

			I let out a sharp breath, the pieces clicking into place. “The attack in Steel Haven.”

			She nodded. “That was no coincidence.”

			“No. This—this doesn’t make sense. My magic didn’t change when I turned twenty-four, when my second zodiac year came.”

			She sighed. “Yes, it did. I am one of the most powerful nulls ever born, and it took everything I had to contain it.”

			A memory surfaced: Edith, pale, drawn, weaker than I had ever seen her.

			I whispered, “You were so tired…all this time because of me?”

			“Your fate is too strong. It is a storm. It was only a matter of time before he found you. The Starved. The Serpent Lord. And his heir, the one of prophecy.”

			A cold weight settled in my chest. “Who is that?”

			“No one knows. We’ve been trying to find him for years now, to keep him away from you.”

			Memories continued to press against the darkened corners of my mind, demanding to be let in. Fragments of something long buried flickered at the edges of my consciousness. A boy with crimson hair teasing me, irritated with Draven, as we all played in the gardens.

			“This is why Auron seemed so familiar.” I could hardly believe the words I was saying. “He’s my brother.”

			“Yes.” Her voice was gentle and filled with love.

			“What happened to my mother, the Red Queen? The rest of my family?”

			“My love,” she breathed, a sob caught in her throat, “I am your mother.”

			The words landed like a lightning strike, searing through me, too impossible to comprehend.

			I wanted to reach for her. I wanted to push her away. My hands trembled between the two instincts, torn, unmoored, until I felt hers close around mine, warm and steady.

			My life had been built on the absence of this. On the aching, empty space where a mother should have been. And now Edith stood before me, not just someone I loved but mine.

			She was my mother—she always had been. But I was also furious with her, for everything she’d done.

			“I’m not…I can’t—I need time.”

			My breath came in ragged gasps, too many emotions colliding at once: grief for what I had lost, fury for the years stolen from me, and something fragile. Hope.

			“I’m here, Rubi,” she whispered. “When you’re ready, I’ll be here.”

			I nodded, stepping away from her and crossing my arms. It was meant to be something defensive, but it was more like keeping myself together, holding in all the pieces threatening to spill across the floor.

			“There’s someone waiting to see you,” she said, stepping back, resigned. She gave me a sorrowful look. “You need to talk to him.”
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			The anxiety I felt at the light knocking on my door was nothing compared to the relief of actually seeing him once more.

			Blake. My Pair. My equal.

			Gods, he was beautiful.

			Blake’s face, tight with tension, softened the moment he stepped into my room. Relief flickered across his features, unguarded, like he’d been holding his breath and could finally exhale. He sat down on my bed and pulled me into his arms with the utmost tenderness.

			“I thought you were dead,” he rasped, his voice rough with emotion. I could see the torment in his eyes, the fear he’d been holding on to until this moment.

			“Not dead yet, Axefire,” I breathed, tucking into him tightly. His lips pressed to my temple. His hand combing through my now-red hair.

			I pulled back, suddenly self-conscious as I looked up at him. I tucked my hair back, pulling the strands from his fingers.

			“It’s…I guess you know now?”

			Blake smirked and nodded. “Guess I can’t call you Azure anymore, huh?” He huffed a laugh and reached for my hair again. “It’s beautiful.”

			“Oh,” I breathed.

			“Not that it wasn’t beautiful before. You’re still my songbird. I just—” He shook his head, stumbling slightly over his words. “It looks right on you. So that’s why your favorite insult is that Red expression scorchhole.” He grinned at me.

			I bit my lip, looking away as heartbreak rose sharp and sudden, pressing at the edges of my control. “Did Edith tell you…”

			Blake shook his head, brow furrowed. “No. She said it was best you explain. But, Rubi—”

			“I’m not Rubi,” I interrupted. I took his hands away from my hair and face and folded them between my palms. “I mean—I mean, I am. But not as you know me.”

			“You’re a Red,” he says. “I know, but—”

			“Not just a Red, Blake.” I took a long, shuddering breath. “I’m royalty.”

			Surprisingly, Blake’s dimple flashed as he smiled. “That’s why you always seemed so regal, hmm?” He pressed another kiss to my hand.

			My heart cracked further. “No, Blake, you don’t understand. I’m the heir to the Red Phoenix throne, their crown princess.”

			He stared at me in shock. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

			I steeled my spine. “I’m also the queen of the Dominion of the Azure Dragon.”

			Blake blinked, confusion turning to hurt, then fear, in his icy gaze. “What are you talking about? The Azure prince—”

			“Blake, I am his wife…. I’m married.”

			Blake froze, his hand dropping to his side as the words sank in. “Married?” His voice was low, stunned. “How?”

			I swallowed hard, tears stinging my eyes as I met his gaze. “You were there. At the Wedding of Flame and Sky. Only we had done the real ceremony in private earlier.”

			Blake’s face paled, the muscles in his jaw tightening as he processed what I had just told him. “To Prince Draven? No. No, that’s not possible. You…you—no.” He leaned forward, gripping my biceps. “You can’t be Rubiana Phae, of the House of Phae. I saw the Red princess die with my own eyes.”

			I was already shaking my head.

			“She wasn’t you.” He nearly shouted the pain-filled words as he stood, pacing beside the bed.

			“That was my body double,” I whispered, my voice trembling. “She was heavily veiled, in keeping with our royal tradition.”

			I raised a hand to my chest at the pain there as Blake sank down, like his knees had suddenly gone weak. He slipped backward, sitting on the end of my bed. His hand shoved through his bronze hair, moving the strands into a mess atop his head.

			“That’s what it was saying,” he mumbled, scraping his palms down his face. “The Starved—it wasn’t moaning that it had done wrong. It had eaten the wrong soul.”

			The hairs on the back of my neck rose. “Edith is the Red Queen, Blake. She’s my mother, and she’s one of the most powerful nulls ever born. That’s why I had no power, no memories—she was doing it all. Keeping it from me.”

			“To protect you.”

			I nodded. “It doesn’t make it right.”

			A deep sigh pressed from his lips. “No, but it’s understandable. I would have done the same.”

			There was a moment then, a second when I considered my lies. Could I pretend I didn’t feel the tug of someone else?

			“There’s more,” I said, closing my eyes and hugging myself around the middle. “There’s a reason we couldn’t Soul Pair. Because I am already Paired to Draven.”

			“Soul Paired?” His voice was strained.

			I shook my head. “We were waiting until our wedding night. We never got there.”

			Grief tore through his expression as he watched me. He looked exhausted, like he’d lived a thousand lives before this morning and lost me in all of them.

			“And Draven is…”

			“He’s still alive. I can feel it, here, now that Edith’s magic is gone.” My hand rose to my heart, pressing there, and Blake looked as if I’d stabbed him with his own blade.

			“So, that’s it then?” Blake’s voice was soft, broken. “Just like that?”

			I shook my head. “I love you, Blake,” I said, trying to hold back the sob building in my chest. “You know that.”

			“Then what does this all mean, Rubi?” he said. A bitter laugh escaped as he shook his head. “Gods, I feel like I’m fucking drowning.”

			Tears spilled from my eyes.

			“My duty is to my dominion, to my people. And…” Gods, this hurt. Saying this, admitting it, might have been harder than fighting that demon. “And I can feel it now—I love you, but I did love Draven, as Rubiana, as who I was before. Everything is all messed up in my head. I’m trying to—”

			The sob burst free and I wiped at my eyes, desperate to steel myself against the pain.

			“I thought I wanted to win the boon to recover my memories. I spent so much time chasing my past, convinced I couldn’t really live until I knew where I came from. But I never considered that finding it might cost me my happiness in the present.” My chest ached as I met his gaze. “And I never thought it would cost me you.”

			Blake flinched like I’d struck him, but he didn’t step back. His gaze locked onto mine, searching, as if he could see straight through me. “Why? Why does it have to cost us our present? You can choose me. I won’t let your past steal you from me.”

			My throat was tight. “Hasn’t it already?”

			In an instant, he was in front of me, close enough that I could feel the heat rolling off him. “A few nights ago, we were going to be Soul Paired. Now—what? A ghost from your past means more?”

			“Blake, it’s not that simple—”

			“It is! I am here. Now. And I will fight for you—” His voice cracked. “I will be what you need.”

			Closing my eyes, I shook my head. “Blake. It’s in the prophecy.”

			I recited it for him now, no longer a lullaby but a warning.

			“Born of passion and the silencing queen,

			A light shall rise where none have been.

			Through her, the dawn will banish night,

			If the dragon’s heart grants her might.

			Should the hollow one consume her power,

			Darkness will reign in the final hour.

			Let the serpent’s heir stand by her side

			And storms shall rage and kingdoms die.

			“We must finish the Raveling. We still need to fix the Anchors in the other three dominions. And if I am the woman of the prophecy, then Draven is the dragon’s heart that will grant me might.” The flash of pain in his eyes was like a dagger to my own soul.

			“What about us?” The pain in his voice was tearing me apart.

			Guilt and anguish ripped through me. “I don’t know,” I admitted, my voice barely a whisper. “All I know is that we must go to the Dominion of the Red Phoenix to stop the warring and repair the second Anchor. After that, I think we need to go to the Azure Dragon Dominion. In any case, as soon as possible…” I squared my jaw. “I need to find him.”

			Blake stiffened, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He stepped closer, his voice broken.

			“Please don’t do this. We don’t know if this prophecy is real. We can’t—” he whispered, his hand reaching out to cup my face. His touch was so gentle, filled with everything we could have been. “Rubi…”

			Tears blurred my vision as I leaned into his touch, my heart shattering. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice trembling. “I have a duty. I’m no longer free to simply follow my heart. And I don’t even know what my heart wants anymore.”

			I watched as this final blow landed. Blake released my face from his hands, stepping back slowly. For a moment, I thought he was going to turn away, to walk out of my life forever. But instead, he changed.

			Every piece of him buttoned back up, his spine straightening. The beauty of his vulnerability, his open emotions, suddenly disappeared. He returned to the man I’d met outside the tavern. The ruthless Ambush Master. The brutal Twin Blade.

			Blake lifted his head, the pain still etched into his features, but beneath it now was a resolve that hadn’t been there before. His voice was quiet, but every word rang with certainty. “I’m not letting you do this alone.”

			Emotion swelled in my throat, but before I could speak, he pressed on.

			A muscle in his jaw twitched. “I’ll protect you until you get to him safely. If you cannot be mine, then I will be yours. Whichever way I can.” His voice dropped. “And when it’s done…when he’s back…”

			He swallowed. “I’ll leave you with him.”
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				Jace

			
			Jace stared out into the distance, his hand fisted around the pendant at his neck. The chill of the evening air clung to his skin. The sun had dipped below the mountains, casting long shadows across the ground, and the sky bled into twilight.

			He shook his head, allowing his hair to change back to its real color, as onyx as the darkest night. Being the son of the Serpent Lord and the White Bone Demon had its advantages. From his mother, who had murdered and then taken the Onyx Tortoise High Concubine’s body, he had inherited the ability to change his appearance at will.

			During the chaos of the Annihilation, it had been simple to kill the real Silver soldier meant to become the next captain. Taking his place was even easier. The Onyx King died then, too. Pity. But the man had only been a stand-in for Jace’s true father.

			Jace hated the Onyxes, even though he was technically royalty. One day, he would reclaim his throne.

			And then he’d give it up.

			Despite the Serpent Lord’s wishes, Jace didn’t want to rule. He hated any form of control. He wanted complete freedom for all, to erase the artificial barriers set in place by arrogant pricks like his own father.

			Jace would return the world to what it was supposed to be.

			No more realms.

			No more gods.

			No thrones.

			No rulers.

			No limits.

			Only Rubi.

			Jace was water. And Rubi was fire.

			Jace only wanted her to be his equal, his counterweight. She was his destiny. Even before he had heard the prophecy, he had known his match was out there.

			He looked at the jade bracelet on his wrist, the perfect match to Rubi’s. He disguised it as a silver cuff. But that bracelet had manifested on his wrist on his twelfth birthday, his first zodiac year, just like it had done for her. She probably didn’t even know what it meant, though he knew she felt how their magic resonated when they were together. Rubi and Jace were bound together.

			Everyone wanted her for their own reasons. His father wanted his demon servant to consume her so that he could be released and manifest fully in the Mortal Realm. Jace had been ordered to organize the demon and false-rebel attack. He’d known Rubi would survive, though. She was too powerful not to.

			But it wasn’t just him. Blake and Draven wanted her to be theirs, to possess her.

			She didn’t belong with Blake, and certainly not with Draven.

			When the next stage of the Raveling took place, Jace would accompany Rubi as her loyal friend to the firens in the Dominion of the Red Phoenix. He would protect her from demons and his father.

			At the right moment, he would kill Draven. Because Jace knew exactly where Draven was.

			And then he would kill Blake.

			He would set Rubi free to be with him, heir to the Serpent Lord.

			After all, it was prophesied.
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				The Mortal Realm

				The map is a decorative fantasy map showing a large central sea dotted with islands and surrounded by several named dominions and oceans. It is drawn in an old-style engraved look with a patterned border, stylized waves, mountains, forests, and small pictorial icons such as castles, trees, and a dragon. A smaller inset map in the lower left shows a vertical stack of realms called “The Three Kingdoms,” depicting layers of sky, earth, and underworld.

				Major Labeled Regions and Dominions on the Main Map

				
						
						
							A circular crest with a rearing tiger-like beast inside, labeled “SILVER TYGER DOMINION.” A large landmass on the left side of the main map. It has a rugged coastline with several bays and peninsulas. Within this dominion are stylized mountain ranges and a few labeled locations:

						
								
								Steel Haven: A coastal settlement icon on the lower left edge of the dominion, shown as a small walled city or fortress beside the sea.

								

								
								Iron Sea: The body of water directly offshore from Steel Haven, labeled along the coast.

								

								
								Argent Gulf: A wide inlet or bay cutting into the lower right  edge of the dominion

								

								
								Fang Sea: A narrow inlet or bay cutting into the north of the dominion

								

								
								Starborn Peak: A mountain labeled near the center of the dominion, part of a jagged mountain range.

								

								
								
									The dominion’s northern coast faces a labeled ocean trench called Abyssal Deep.

									

								
								
									The dominion’s southern coast faces a labeled ocean called North Eternal Ocean.

									

						


						
						
							A circular crest with a tortoise-like creature, labeled “ONYX TORTOISE DOMINION.” A large, irregular landmass in the upper right portion of the main map. It is topped with scattered trees and mountains and has a rough, indented coastline.

						
								
								
									Near its interior is a label Shadowspire, shown as a small walled city or fortress, placed among mountainous terrain.

									

								
								
									To the right of Shadowspire is Blackwater Sea, an inland or partially enclosed sea.

									

								
								
									Along the upper coast is Phantom Falls, a labeled waterfall indicated near mountains.

									

								
								
									The southern and southeastern coasts border the Gulf of Souls and Midnight Sound, both labeled along the water.

									

								
								
									Offshore to the right is the Celestine Ocean, labeled along the outer sea.

									

								
								
									Offshore to the south is the Karmic Ocean, labeled along the outer sea.

									

						


						
						
							A circular crest with a coiled dragon, labeled “AZURE DRAGON DOMINION.” A dominion on the right side of the map, below Onyx Tortoise Dominion. It consists of a cluster of islands and coastal land.

						
								
								Arbor Hold: A settlement icon resembling a castle or fortress on one of the larger landmasses.

								

								
								Soulbearing Tree: A large, distinctive tree icon on an island or coastal area, with the label beside it.

								

								
								
									The dominion’s surrounding waters are part of the Celestine Ocean to the north and the Jade Ocean to the south and southeast, along with a dragon figure in the water.

									

						


						
						
							A circular crest with a bird resembling a phoenix, labeled “RED PHOENIX DOMINION.” A dominion in the lower central portion of the main map. It is a substantial landmass with interior mountains and coastal plains.

						
								
								Fireheart: A labeled location shown as a small walled city or fortress near the center of the dominion, shown near mountainous terrain.

								

								
								Shattered Mountain: A labeled volcanic mountain within the dominion.

								

								
								
									The southern and southeastern coasts border the Dawn Sea, labeled along the water.

									

								
								
									The eastern offshore waters connect to the Jade Ocean.

									

						


						
						“GODLESS LANDS.” A separate landmass roughly in the center of the main map, between the larger dominions. It is irregularly shaped with scattered trees and hills.

						
								
								Merchant’s Keep: A labeled location on this landmass, marked by a small walled city or fortress.

								

						


				

				Compass Rose and Orientation

				Near the center of the main map, slightly below the midpoint, is a large ornate compass rose. It has four main directional points labeled “N,” “E,” “S,” and “W” for north, east, south, and west. Radiating lines extend from the compass rose across the map, connecting visually to various regions. The compass rose is a prominent design element and indicates that the top of the map is north.

				Inset Map: The Three Kingdoms

				
					In the lower left corner of the main map is a rectangular inset titled “THE THREE KINGDOMS.” This inset shows a vertical arrangement of realms stacked from top to bottom, with stylized clouds and terrain separating them. It is visually distinct from the main map but framed within the same decorative border style.

				Within the inset, three main horizontal bands are labeled as kingdoms, each containing two named realms:

				
						
						Sky Kingdom (upper band):

						
								
								Heavenly Realm: Labeled on the left side of the upper band, depicted with cloudlike shapes.

								

								
								Immortal Realm: Labeled on the right side of the upper band, also among clouds.

								

						


						
						Earth Kingdom (middle band):

						
								
								Mortal Realm: Labeled on the left side of the middle band, with land and hills.

								

								
								Spirit Realm: Labeled on the right side of the middle band, also with landforms.

								

						


						
						Netherworld Kingdom (lower band):

						
								
								Demon Realm: Labeled on the left side of the lower band, with darker, more jagged terrain.

								

								
								Underworld Realm: Labeled on the right side of the lower band, similarly rugged.

								

						


				

				Back to image in Map of the Mortal Realm.
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