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So do the dark in soul expire,

Or live like scorpion girt by fire;

—Lord Byron
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Thank you for picking up the second installment of The Eating Woods Trilogy. When I wrote Anathema, I never dreamed that so many would embrace this story and these characters. This sequel exists, in large part, because of your love and encouragement and I’m so grateful for the opportunity to write in this world a bit longer.

That said, before you dive in, I want to point out a few important elements.

For the second book, I decided to explore Zevander’s backstory, to show how integral it is to his character and the events in Anathema. As a result, this is a more character driven story than book one. A shift in pace. There will be revelations throughout, but this book turns inward, peeling back character layers.

The unsettling quiet before the storm.

Keep an eye out for links back to book one--some that might be subtle. I’m also very intentional with the past and early chapters. What might seem irrelevant has meaning, so please be patient, as it will eventually come together.

If you’re looking for spice after having read Anathema, know that I took great care to handle Zevander’s past and trauma delicately. The scenes in this book are open door and explicit but were approached with consideration and acknowledgment of the abuse he suffered. Please be patient regarding the romance, as both characters have a lot to work through.

A word of caution …

This book contains a number of potentially triggering situations. You can find the full list of trigger warnings-with spoilers-on my website:

FULL TRIGGER LIST
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A printable glossary is available on my website

CLICK HERE


PROLOGUE
[image: ]



Nineteen years ago…

Screams echoed down the abyssal passageway.

The damp and frigid air of the stony undercroft nearly stole the young acolyte’s breath on her hurried flight toward the guttural cries. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

“Slow your pace, infernal child,” Sacton Crain grumbled from behind, as he hobbled to keep up with her.

Each cell she passed housed no less than a half-dozen women and children—most of them Lyverians seized by the Red Men. While the putrid odor of death, defecation, and decay surely must have nauseated Sacton Crain, the girl had grown used to it, having spent most of her days in the temple’s rotting bowels.

The cries led her to a cell in which a Lyverian woman, not much older than herself, lay writhing, kicking and screaming on the gritty floor. Her limbs and forehead bore the carvings of the cross, cut by a crude knife, all of them trickling fresh blood. Arms pinned at either side of her body by three other Red Veils, she lay drowning beneath a cluster of red robes.

“Give her to me!” Her Lyverian accent clung heavily to her hoarse words, as fresh blood leaked from her nose where she must’ve been struck. “Give me my child!”

Sacton Crain slipped past the acolyte into the room. “What was so pressing that you dragged me out of bed as if the dead were afoot?”

“A birth, Your Grace.” Mother Vona, the only Red Veil who’d been permitted to keep her tongue, loomed over the fussing woman, her stern eyes dulled with apathy. “See for yourself.”

Beside Mother Vona stood another prisoner—a Vonkovyan, given the filthy golden tone of her hair—in threadbare clothes that barely clung to her body. She held a small bundle in her trembling arms.

Sacton Crain hobbled over to her, and the moment he peered down at the child, his brows lowered. “Was it you who assisted?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the Vonkovyan prisoner answered. “I heard her whisper to someone in tongues.” She glanced at the woman on the floor, betrayal twisting the Vonkovyan’s expression. “There were nothing but shadows there.”

“Lies!” the woman screamed, wriggling against the willful hands pinning her wrists to the ground. “I prayed to the gods. My gods!”

Mother Vona swung her gaze toward the Lyverian mother. “Silver eyes are an abomination. You’ve birthed a demon. Your gods have forsaken you. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

The restrained woman screamed, fighting against the Red Veils as they scrambled to hold her down. “Give me my child! Give her to me now!”

Sacton Crain knelt beside the woman and stroked his hand across her cheek. “There, there. Evil brought into the world must be extinguished, for we are merciless shepherds of the sacred tenet.”

The older Red Veil set her eyes upon the acolyte and nodded toward the prisoner holding the baby. “Take her to The Eating Woods. Offer her as a sacrifice, so that we may be blessed with a mild winter.”

A cruel and brutal fate for a child no more than a couple of days old. If whatever lived in those woods didn’t strip the flesh from her small body, the animals that lurked for scraps of food in the night surely would. Without question, the acolyte gave a curt nod and stalked toward the woman, who held the baby outstretched.

No sooner had she accepted the child than the acolyte watched in horror as Sacton Crain sliced a blade across the Lyverian mother’s neck.

A stuttering breath caught in the woman’s throat, and she choked, gurgling and gasping, while the blood poured out of her onto the gritty floor. Managing to free one of her hands, she seized Sacton Crain’s, her blood dripping from the blade still caught in his grasp.

Raspy words, spoken in her native tongue, were interrupted by errant spurts of blood from her mouth, and Sacton Crain’s eyes widened, his body still, seemingly paralyzed by her touch. His gaze remained rooted on the woman, mouth open as if he might scream, but his voice seemed strangled by something unseen.

“An ancient power…loosed…from thrall. Two worlds smothered…by a pestilent…pall.” The Lyverian mother’s words were broken by her dying breaths. “From the tree of rot…the insects…crawl. Decay and blight…unslain by steel…will bring…the strongest men…to kneel.”

The final words spoken by the young mother lingered like a heavy blanket of doom, and when she finally collapsed, releasing Sacton Crain, he scrambled backward, clearly shaken by what she’d whispered to him.

His jaw trembled when he said, “No one must know of this. No one must ever know of this!”

The Vonkovyan prisoner screamed as the three Red Veils surrounded her, the sound quickly silenced when they stabbed their small blades into her body.

Panic curled in the acolyte’s belly, her breaths uneven, heart pounding as she took in the gore.

“It is fortunate that you do not have a tongue to speak a word of this, or you’d meet the same fate.” Mother Vona tore her gaze from the bloody visual and turned toward her. “Dispose of the child with haste.”

Lowering her head, the acolyte nodded again and slipped from the cell with the too-quiet babe in her arms. She scurried through the tunnels of the undercroft—ones she knew well, as her mother had also been imprisoned by the Red Men. It was only by the mercy of Sacton Crain that she ascended to the position of acolyte, instead of rotting away in the same cell that had ultimately seen her mother’s death.

Her mother would’ve hung her head in shame to see her daughter carrying a freshly born infant to her death, yet even though such a thought troubled her, the acolyte refused to falter in her duties. Doing so would mean punishment—possibly getting sent to those infernal woods herself.

En route to the heavy wooden door at the end of the corridor, she swiped one of the baskets used to gather herbs in the garden and paused to lay the child within. She lifted one of the small oil lanterns that had been left beside a wooden chair and turned up the lit flame.

Lifting the hood of her cloak to conceal her face, the acolyte pushed against the wooden door, fighting against gusts of wind, and stepped out into wintry air. Frosted vapors of breath dissipated into the moonless night, and the icy snow crunched beneath her boots. God weeping, the child needn’t have feared an animal’s vicious teeth, as that unforgiving bite of cold would surely be her demise before anything else.

While the lamp’s flame remained housed in glass and brass, it flickered as it dangled from her outstretched arm, and with the basket clutched in the crook of her elbow, she held her cloak and took swift steps through the slumbering village, past the small shops and the stony fountain. A few burning hearths offered a small bit of light as she kept on toward the narrow footpath beyond the village, where the darkness swallowed her. Eyes scanning her surroundings, she watched for any sign of wolves that were said to attack a lone passerby on occasion. Needles of cold air sliced at her face on a strong gust, and the quiet wailing from inside the basket sent a fearful shiver down her spine.

She groaned when her hood flew back, exposing her ears to that punishing chill. Damn the cursed child for refusing to quiet! The louder she cried, the stronger the acolyte’s urge grew to smother her, until, by some grace of God, the child finally stilled. Unsure if she preferred the sound or silence, she scurried faster, contemplating leaving the baby along the footpath instead. Except, if Mother Vona found out she’d not offered it up to The Eating Woods? Oh, what punishment that would bring.

When she finally reached the stretch of woods, she scampered along its edge, keeping her distance from those trees that might’ve been inclined to reach out and snatch her up. The wind settled to an eerie stillness, the child finally calm, until only the sound of the acolyte’s panicked breaths could be heard beneath the crunching of snow.

Giggling echoed through the adjacent woods, and she snapped her attention there, her eyes scanning through the dense fog and thick tree trunks that she could see by the light of the lantern.

Nothing but the stench of rot and decaying vegetation.

Even so, she slowed her steps, not daring to keep her eyes off those trees, until something struck the tip of her boot. Angling the lantern toward the ground, she frowned at a small, bloody mass lying in the snow. An animal, given its bent form and cloven feet, but the lack of skin and only stringing bits of flesh clinging to its bones made it impossible to identify.

A creeping terror crawled up her spine. Swallowing back a gulp, she stepped around the poor beast, and a glance at the child’s glowing, silvery eyes reminded her that she’d soon suffer the same fate.

She looked away, shaking her head.

The will of The Red God.

Even if she thought The Red God was merciless and cruel at times, who was she to question his will?

At last, the acolyte reached the archway to the forest, where vining branches, twisted around weathered bones, served as the entryway to the forlorn-looking trees beyond. Teeth chattering, the acolyte lay the basket on the stones, not daring to share so much as a hand across the threshold.

A sharp skitter of claws against snow had her whirling around with her heart pounding in her chest. A half-dozen ravens had gathered at her back, the sight of them unnerving. Still, better the ravens than whatever lived amongst those trees.

“Eleanor.”

The acolyte gasped and jumped back from the archway.

“Mine sweet Eleanor.” The voice that reached her ears sounded too much like her mother's. “What dost thou hold there, my daughter?”

The acolyte frowned at her mother’s archaic tongue. Such formality of words had not been spoken since her great grandmother’s youth.

A spectral shadow slipped through the trees, a flash of white reminiscent of the stark, white shift her mother had worn the night they were captured and taken to the temple’s undercroft. The acolyte had been no more than a child then, terrified when both she and her mother were forced into the padded carriage that collected those accused of suffering lunacy. In the months that followed, she’d watched her mother endure cruel interrogations, poked and prodded by witch prickers, and made to undergo treatment for bad humors. In time, that stark white shift had collected dirt, grime, and blood—a motley collection of her mother’s suffering.

“Come, Eleanor. Escape with me to the woods.” Another flash of white, followed by the telling red of her mother’s long hair, as if she were trifling about through the trees. A distant echo of her mother’s laugh, one she’d not heard in years, brought a tearful smile to her face. “Let us make merry until night giveth way to dawn!”

The ghostly figure twirled and slipped behind the trees, and the acolyte stepped closer.

“Come, Daughter. Cast off thine shackles and live as thou wilt.”

The ancient tongue still troubled her, even if her mother had slipped from time to time herself and spoke as her own grandmother had before her, but the whimsy in her mother’s voice compelled Eleanor closer. Closer.

A wailing cry from the child in the basket failed to break her focus, as she watched the figure mince through the trunks of the trees, stoking the fallen brush.

Mother! She reached out her hand, her fingertips stretching just past the archway. Wait for me, Mother!

The child screamed in the basket, her cries so filled with terror, the acolyte broke from her trance to see those tiny glowing eyes staring up at her amid a face as red as a beet. The ravens had flocked closer, cawing as if to chastise. One flew at the young acolyte, and she threw up her hands, swatting at it. Another joined the first, their sharp claws scratching against the exposed bits of her skin.

Get away! Get away!

She swatted at them with the frantic thrashing of her hands, unknowingly inching backward to avoid their attack.

Something cold gripped her wrist, and she turned to find a tall, beastly creature with bark-like skin and antlers staring back at her.

The wrathavore.

A scream tore through her chest at the same time as a hard yank sent her flying through the archway.

Into The Eating Woods.

[image: ]


Shrill wails of agony rang out in the distance, and The Crone Witch straightened from where she bent over a patch of frosted moonberry. She twisted toward The Eating Woods, pausing to listen. Wasn’t unusual to hear the occasional scream of some poor, unwitting soul who’d gotten a bit too close.

Fools.

She turned back to her toil, but another sound rose above the first. A long, nasally cry of a child, higher pitched and more frantic. Like that of a newborn.

Frowning, she lifted her lantern and hobbled around the corner of the cottage, toward the center of her yard, where she could see something at the foot of the distant archway surrounded by a cluster of ravens.

A small babe in a basket?

Scanning the surroundings showed no one, but those cries went on, until The Crone Witch could no longer ignore it. Keeping to the edge of the trees, she limped closer. Closer still—until she came upon the basket in which a baby lay trembling, its tiny hands having come loose from its swaddling. A raven sat beside the child, roosting close, which seemed to fascinate the babe, as it no longer screamed. Those eyes, silver eyes, remained riveted on the bird.

Eyes of silver and deathly pale skin.

The child her priestess had prophesied would arrive with a new moon.

The Crone Witch glanced up at the black sky and trailed her gaze downward, to where a flitting piece of red fabric had caught on a sharp tine of the archway’s bone. She lifted it from the pointed tip, noting a wet saturation, and released it, watching it vanish into the trees. What she surmised to be blood coated her fingertips.

Perhaps the child’s mother, eaten by the woods.

Masculine voices emerged from the distant tree line ahead of her and the old woman dimmed her lantern, scurrying to hide amongst a copse of shrubs. She watched as an older man approached—a hunter, judging by the bow strapped to his back, the earthy tone of his clothing, and the snares he carried at his hip. A boy, no more than twelve, walked alongside him, garbed in the same clothing. Both of them headed toward the baby, and as they seemed to catch sight of her, the older hunter frowned.

“By God, is that a baby?” The boy lowered himself alongside the basket, and the older hunter knocked him backward with a swift shove of his shoulder.

“Keep your distance.”

“But it’s just a babe, Pa. So tiny, like Margaret.”

The boy’s father nodded toward the child. “Look at its eyes. An aberration.” He looked around, his palm resting on the hilt of a dagger at his hip. “Ravens flock to evil. Whoever left it here, did so with intention. And we will do the same.”

“But the animals will get it, won’t they, Pa? Won’t the ravens eat the eyes out of it?”

“I should think something far worse. It is the will of The Red God, boy. Leave the child.”

“It’ll freeze,” the boy argued.

“Leave it! Go now, finish these snares.” The older hunter handed them to the boy, casting an uneasy glance toward the ominous trees at his back. “Keep them hidden in the shrubs.”

Setting traps anywhere near The Eating Woods was against the law and the parish doctrines, as the animals that dwelled in proximity were considered to be infested with evil. Unfortunately, as winter raged on, food had become increasingly scarce, forcing hunters to venture beyond their usual grounds. Punishment, if one were caught committing such a crime, was banishment to The Eating Woods, as anyone who consumed the meat was thought to carry evil in their bellies. “I’ll set a few a ways down, and we’ll retire for the night. Come find me when you’ve finished.”

“Yes, Pa,” the boy answered solemnly.

“Stay away from that archway, and do not touch that child. Understand?”

The boy lowered his head and nodded.

With that, his father strode off, farther down the tree line, and the boy set to work laying his snare in the shrubs, as his father had instructed. When finished, he stood over the babe and shooed off the bird, which cawed and flapped its wings at the boy.

“Be gone, you wicked beast!” With a long walking stick, he batted the creature away and stared down at the child. “Father says to leave you be. But perhaps it’s more merciful…” He drew his dagger from his hip, its tip sharp and glistening. “You are an ugly monster with those eyes. Perhaps I should pluck them out of your skull.”

The Crone Witch pushed up from her hiding spot and crept toward the boy with light steps, so as not to make a sound, until she stood at his back. So close, she could feel the tickle of his stray hairs upon her nose. He drew back his dagger, as if to strike the baby, and the old witch caught his wrist from behind.

Gasping, he spun around and let out a small cry that died in his throat.

Still gripping his limb, she slapped her hand over his mouth, eyes stern. “You would pluck the eyes out of an innocent babe, would you?” Brows raised, she lowered her hand from his face.

“I … It was not my intention, I swear it.”

“But it is your intention to let The Eating Woods devour this child.”

“Pa … He says it is the will of The Red God.”

The Crone tightened her grip on his hand, her long, pointed nails digging into his flesh. “The will of your god will be your demise. For, one day, it is you who will become The Banished. Maledicio tej’per nomed vetusza deosium.” I curse you by the name of the ancient gods.

The crackling sound of sizzling skin brought a smile to her face, as she watched the sign of the gods burn into his hand—five stars and a moon. His eyes turned a milky white, as the curse she’d cast hooked itself into the boy’s heart.

“Goddess Death,” she rasped. “You will perish in the name of the goddess. For that is your fate.”

“God … is … death.”

The Crone Witch sighed. “Close enough.” The moment she released him, the boy’s eyes returned to normal.

Trembling, he let out a shaky breath as he lifted his cursed hand, and a whimper escaped him. “What does it mean?”

“In time, you will know. Now, run along. Your father waits for you.”

The boy’s shallow breathing sent puffs of white steam from his lips as he backed away. He spun on his heel, tripping over his feet, and darted off in the direction of his father.

The Crone Witch snorted, watching him disappear into the darkness, then turned toward the infant, where the ravens had gathered around the basket once again. “You are a bit of trouble already.” She reached into her cloak for a small wooden box that she’d kept close to her heart for nearly a millennium and she opened it for a tiny black rosehip inside. When the largest raven flew toward her, she held out her arm, allowing the creature to land there. She placed the rosehip in its beak, and it flew back to the ground, setting it on the baby’s chest.

A soft orange glow indicated the heat it released across the child’s skin, warming the little one down to its little bones. The skin of the rosehip split, and out grew a thorn and stem as it elongated into a perfect, silver-tipped black rose atop the child’s chest.

Not even as the infant’s tiny fingers clung to the petals did the rose falter in shape.

“You belong to her now. May the gods be merciful.” Her eyes fell on the raven that remained beside the basket, while the others kept guard around it. “I look forward to seeing your Corvugon return one day. Goddess bless.” When she nodded, the raven cocked its head to the side, as if absorbing her words.

She turned to head back toward her hovel but paused as one of the ravens cawed at her back. Ignoring it, she kept on, grumbling to herself. “Cursed bird.”

The blasted thing flew into her path, flapping its wings at her.

“Be gone! I’ve fulfilled my promise! It is done!” As she tried to sidestep the creature, it flew toward her head, pecking its beak in her silvery hair. “Enough! Leave me be!” She swatted and flailed her hands, but it refused to fly off. “Alright! Alright! I will find it shelter!”

The bird once again settled to the ground beside the basket.

The old Crone snarled at it. “You are a wretched thing.” With a huff, she hobbled back toward the child. “I will ensure the babe has a place to stay, but it won’t be with me. I want nothing to do with an abandoned child.” Groaning, she snatched the basket into her arms. “May the gods grant me eternal sleep after, so that I should never have to see your loathsome, beaked face again.” Carrying the basket, she headed toward a house in the distance that belonged to the old winemaker of the village, Godfrey Bronwick. A kind, old man with a granddaughter not much older than the infant. One who might serve as a playmate to her.

The old wood creaked as she climbed the stairs of the cottage porch and placed the basket on the doorstep. Soft cooing drew her attention to the baby inside, whose eyes glowed like an animal’s—frightening, in a way. The old woman sighed and ran her sharp fingernail over her thumb, drawing a small sliver of blood. “Argenticulos tej cinere, sole fractir’per mortiz.” Eyes of silver to ash, a curse only broken by death. She smeared the blood over the baby’s lips, feeling the slight suckling at the pad of her finger. The infant’s eyelids lowered and when they reopened, the stark silver from before had dulled to a winter gray. “Much better.” The old woman cocked her head to the side and stroked a finger over the baby’s warm cheek. “May you fulfill your destiny, little one.”

With that, she knocked on the door and hobbled off into the night.


CHAPTER ONE
MAEVYTH
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I’d never felt the inclination to resurrect someone from the dead, just to throttle the life out of them, but had that Crone Witch been standing near, remorse be damned, I’d have surely killed her twice.

“Zevander, please!” I lurched toward the hole in the floor that housed my sister, fighting against the thick arm banded around my midsection. “Let me go!” I screamed, clawing at the floorboards for her. “I need to see if she’s alive!”

With little effort, Zevander hauled me away, my back pressed against his chest, and I squirmed in his grasp to get loose.

“If you don’t let me go at once, I will gnaw your arm clean off!” His grip tightening around me elicited another shiver of rage, and I set my teeth to his arm and bit down, feeling his muscles tense as he let out a grunt.

“Godsblood, will you wait, woman! She could be infected.”

Infected. Yes. The rational side of my brain awakened with his comment, and I stilled, releasing his arm on a string of saliva. Breaths shallow from the struggle of fighting him, I gave in to his logic. As devastating as the thought may have been, he was right. I had no idea what condition she was in. She might’ve very well been dead.

Deep breaths calmed the relentless pounding of my heart, and his grip loosened.

“Allow me.”

I gave a reluctant nod, but when he stepped in front of me, I gripped his arm. “Zevander…please…if she’s infected—” The words caught in my throat.

“I’ll be gentle,” he promised, clearly sensing my distress.

Another nod, and I let go of his arm, lowering to my knees as he climbed down into the small space beneath the floorboards. The few shelves and jars of food I could see stacked about told me it must’ve been used as a pantry. Despite the height of the floor sitting just below the height of his shoulders, the space seemed tall enough for me to walk upright in there.

A radiant cold stiffened my muscles, and I trembled at the thought of Aleysia being trapped there. Far too cold for anyone to survive for long.

If there was truly a god, I prayed that he wouldn’t be so cruel as to lead me to my sister’s corpse.

With slow and careful movements, Zevander lifted my sister into his arms, and the listless way she lay draped over his massive limbs, so small and frail next to his hulking form, had my heart pounding. The anticipation shook through me, as I rubbed my hands together.

Please be alive. Please, let her be alive.

He laid her gently onto the floorboards, and with a held breath, I scrambled closer. Hands trembling, I hesitated to touch her. For weeks, I’d hoped I’d see her again, yet suddenly, the fear of her demise crashed over me, and tears welled in my eyes as I visually inhaled her frail form.

She didn’t appear to be infected. No strange deformities of her face, nor spider legs protruding from any part of her. She looked like the sleeping Aleysia I’d always known. Thinner and paler, yes, but human, at least.

Lurching closer, I rested my ear to her chest. The sound of her slow and steady heartbeat roused more tears, but to be sure, I reached to press my fingers to the vein in her neck, pausing upon catching sight of my blackened fingertips—the same fingers that had taken Elowen’s life. “I… Could you please…” I scarcely managed to speak my intentions, the way my voice choked with emotion, and Zevander pressed his fingers to her throat.

“She has a pulse.”

I exhaled a shaky breath of relief and shook my head. “I don’t believe she’s infected. She can’t be. The carvings on the door kept them out. Surely, they’d have the same effect on her.”

“So it would seem. Unless she managed to find another way in.”

The cold of her skin seeped into the flat of my hand as I turned her toward me, careful not to touch her with my fingers, and the sight of her pale face tugged at my heart. “Aleysia. Aleysia, wake up. Please, you must wake up.” A gentle kiss against her forehead failed to elicit so much as a twitch from her. “Please wake, Sister.” Cool puffs of breath brushed over my face, and I ran my palm over her arms, startled by the unnatural chill that met my skin. “She’s too cold. We have to get her warm right away.”

Zevander knelt beside me and held up his palm, the glyph on his hand faintly glowing. “Gods be damned.” He clenched his fist and opened it again, holding it over her. Grumbling to himself, he rubbed his hands together.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“I can’t seem to summon the warmth of the flame.”

“At all?”

“I’d rather not test whether, or not, the flame itself can be summoned.” Again, he flexed his fist and held out his palm, shaking his head.

Curious as I was to know why he struggled to call forth his power, my focus remained on Aleysia. “We need to get her warm some other way.”

Carefully sliding his hands beneath her body, Zevander lifted her flaccid form and carried her to The Crone Witch’s bed at the opposite side of the cabin. As soon as he’d laid her down on the thinning mattress, I gathered up the blankets, piling them on top of her, but when I slid onto the bed beside her, Zevander grabbed my arm.

“That isn’t wise.”

Frowning, I twisted out of his grasp. “Wise, or not, mortals die when our bodies get too cold.”

As if realizing he’d already lost the argument before it’d even begun, he let out a low growl. “She may still be dangerous,” he said. “Know that, if she so much as attempts to harm you, I won’t hesitate⁠—”

“If she attempts to harm me, then I will deal with her myself,” I snipped, more curtly than intended. “I have taken life with my own hands, too.”

Another grumbling sound of disapproval.

“I understand your concern, I’m not a fool,” I said in a calmer voice. “But she’s my sister, Zevander. Just…please don’t speak of killing her quite yet.”

I didn’t have to crawl inside his mind to know his thoughts had shifted to Rykaia right then, the look of conflict in his eyes spoke for him. Still, he kept his hand closed in a tight fist, reminding me there’d be little I could do to stop him if Aleysia were to attack me.

Snuggling in as close as I could, I also curled my hands into fists to keep my life-stealing fingertips from touching her and draped my arm across her stomach, waiting for any sign of movement.

Had I not heard her heart myself, I’d have surely believed she was dead.

Seconds turned to minutes, and the state of her remained unchanged. Not a single sign of life, aside from the faint rise and fall of her chest. My thoughts rampaged inside my head, my mind trying to piece together a possibility, but nothing made sense. I thought back to the vision I’d had, when Dolion had used the scrying mirror, and I saw Aleysia lying warm and safe.

Had there been any truth to it? Had she been a prisoner of The Crone Witch the whole time? Why? I couldn’t fathom what the old woman would’ve wanted from her.

Zevander stood leaning against the frame. Watching. Waiting. His gaze never wavering from the two of us.

“I can’t make sense of this. How could that old crone be so cruel?”

“She may have had her reasons.” His voice was softer than before, yet I still caught a faint thread of tension. “Or maybe she didn’t. I’ve known many to be cruel without reason.”

I thought back to the scars I’d seen on his body, and while I wanted to delve deeper into his comment, I was too emotionally distracted right then for such a serious conversation. “Earlier, when you couldn’t summon your magic…”

“I think you have much bigger concerns at the moment.”

“I simply want to assure they’re bigger, seeing as men have a tendency to make light of serious concerns.”

His lips formed a reluctant smile. “You have my assurance. I’ve not had much vivicantem since I arrived here. It’s taking a small toll on my body.”

“You don’t have any with you?”

“A very waning supply, laced with stimulants that I stole from your friend at The Becoming Ceremony.”

Anatolis. The scribe I’d recognized, who Zevander had questioned and ultimately killed.

“Under the circumstances, it wouldn’t be wise to indulge in stimulants,” he said.

“What happens if you’re entirely deprived?”

A grave expression darkened his eyes. “Let’s not worry about that now. As I said, greater concerns.”

“Except that it may become greater over time. Promise me that you will tell me if it gets worse.”

“Of course.”

“And, by gods, if you keep it hidden for my sake, I’ll—” A faint tapping against my arm, deliberate in its cadence, stirred a cold ripple of goosebumps across my skin. I shot my attention to where Aleysia continued to sleep, the tapping no longer present, as if she hadn’t twitched a muscle.

“What is it?”

“She moved. I felt it against my arm. Her finger tapped me.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes…I’m…fairly certain.” Wasn’t I?

“Perhaps it was a reflex.”

“Perhaps. It felt intentional, though.”

A hard thump struck the wall, knocking dust onto my face, and with a hand at the hilt of his dagger, Zevander strode from the room. Moments later, he returned, his face a mask of concern. “Quite a few of the infected are gathered just outside. I’m going to keep watch from the window in the other room.” The torn look in his eyes told me the thought of that troubled him, though. “If she should wake …”

“I’ll be fine.”

He gave a sharp nod. “I’m right here if you need me.” When he turned to exit, the light hit his face in such a way that the skinny veins protruding from his scar seemed darker, if that were possible. The scar almost seemed longer, too, unless I was mistaken.

Perhaps a trick of the light.

I turned back to Aleysia and nuzzled my face in the crook of her neck. “Please wake up. I promise to take you away from this place if you do.”
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Veiled in a gray twilight, the trees stood silent, their skeletal forms twisted and gnarled, mantled in a slinking white mist. The scent of death and decay, like freshly turned graves, clogged my throat, as I stepped cautiously through the brush, unfamiliar with my surroundings. Small, black, insectile critters scampered over the ground, the unnerving tick of their skittering legs prickling my skin. The sense of someone stalking me tickled the back of my neck, though I didn’t know who or what it was.

I kept on the pathless trek, which took me deeper into the trees until, at last, a vast tree stood in the distance—one so imposing, I imagined it served some ominous purpose for the forest. On approach, I took note of the tree’s limbs, frowning on realizing they resembled human legs and arms. As I passed a cluster of upturned roots, I saw a child’s face carved in the bark, her small hands reaching upward for whatever it was that couldn’t save her. The details were so vivid, I recalled her from a distant dream. One of a man in armor tossing her over the edge of a cliff.

And this must’ve been her fate.

I glanced around to see more faces and hands reaching out, their expressions anguished and in pain, like something had swallowed them from below.

Closer, I went toward the ominous tree and etched into the bark was the face of a woman, her expression also twisted in pain. I reached out to touch her, and her eyes shot open to black orbs.

“Sole mortiz facje salvirun,” she rasped. Only death can save us.

Terror curled up my spine, my heart pounding in my chest so hard, it ached. I placed my hand there, feeling the beat against my palm.

“Sole mortiz facje salvirun.”

A few steps back, I could see a red glow across the trunk. A pulsing across the surface that thumped in time to my own heartbeat.

“Sole mortiz facje salvirun.”

My foot caught on a thick tree root that had wrapped itself around my ankle, and I tumbled backward, landing hard on my backside. The root wrapped around my other ankle, then crawled up my legs to my shin, and a wave of panic washed over me. Scratching at the thick, clasping appendage did nothing to loosen it. “Get off me! Get off me!” The root climbed higher, up both thighs and around my belly, snaking its way up my back. I clawed to tear it away, but my nails only scratched at the rough surface. “No! Let me go!”

Tendrils of the root wrapped around my neck, and hysterics seized my breath as it tightened at my throat.

Tighter.

Tighter.

I opened my mouth to scream but could summon nothing more than a hoarse rasp.

Please!

My eyes shot open to two black orbs staring down at me. Soulless, black eyes framed by long, dirty locks of blond hair that belonged to my sister.

Her lips moved quickly as words I didn’t recognize spilled out of her at a frantic speed. Pressure at my throat had my eyes watering, and I let out a small cough. My lungs beat inside my chest for one sip of air, and tears filled my eyes as I raised my hands for the blackened fingertips that would turn her to dust at my command.

Please don’t make me do this. Please, Aleysia. Don’t make me do this!

“Kill her, Maevyth,” the voice I recognized as Morsana’s urged. “Kill her now!”

The world faded to a pinprick.

Then blackness.


CHAPTER TWO
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Zevander’s father quickly staggered a few steps ahead of him, weaving through the crowd of the busy market. For an older codger with a splintered shank, the senior Rydainn managed just fine on that one crutch of his. The mask concealing the lower part of young Zevander’s face scratched at his skin, but his father insisted that he wear it in public spaces, to avoid suspicion from those who might stare at the boy.

It wasn’t long before they reached Black Salt Tavern, a quiet pub on the outskirts of Costelwick. The elder Lord Rydainn pushed through the heavy wooden door, and it groaned as it opened into the dimly lit tavern, where a little more than a dozen men sat around tables. Having accompanied his mother and sister on visits to Costelwick, it had become natural for the boy to scan his surroundings.

Once inside, his father paused only a moment before setting his sights on an obscure figure sat toward the back and cloaked in shadows. His father hobbled toward them, with Zevander trailing behind, and came to a stop alongside the table.

The stranger, their face concealed by a ragged, oversized hood, didn’t bother to lift their gaze.

“You lied to me,” Lord Rydainn rasped, anger tight in his throat. “A fortnight, I’ve traveled in search of him, only to be met with more of his victims. What kind of chase have you put me on?”

The stranger didn’t bother to respond, didn’t look up from the tankard in front of them, or acknowledge Father at all.

Lord Rydainn slammed his fist against the table, sloshing the stranger’s drink, and still, they didn’t so much as twitch. “I want an answer! My boy gets worse with each passing day!”

With a sharp yank of Zevander’s scruff, the elder Rydainn pulled him into the booth after him, as he took a seat across from the stranger. Even with Zevander sitting head on, the face opposite was hidden in the depths of that hood.

“You’re toying with me. And I want my coin returned,” the boy’s father kept on beside him.

“No.” A raspy voice like that could only belong to a woman much older than Zevander’s father.

“Then, you will tell me where to find Cadavros. I must find him before the king’s men. They will put him to death for his crimes. Tell me, or I will drag you to my home and feed you to my boy and his spiders.”

The stranger chuckled. “I gave you a vision. You failed to follow through.”

“Do you know who I am? My wife? One word to the king, and you’ll be⁠—”

“If you possessed so much power, we wouldn’t be talking now. Would we, Lord Rydainn? Your king has forsaken you. Otherwise, I suspect you’d be at home, enjoying solstice eve with your beloved wife.” The tankard disappeared into the depths of her hood, as she lifted it and slurped a sip. “You can’t go to your king. Not when you’ve betrayed him.”

“I am begging you. Help me. Give me another vision.”

“And if you find him? What then? What would you have him do?”

“Look at him!” Lord Rydainn yanked away the mask on Zevander’s face. “Look how it’s begun to spread!”

The hood angled just high enough that Zevander could make out a single, pale green eye that almost glowed from the dark depths within.

“His curse worsens,” his father said past clenched teeth.

“It isn’t the sablefyre that has robbed your son’s handsome face.”

“What, then? If you know, tell me!”

In Zevander’s periphery, he caught two men approaching the table. Kingsguard, given their polished armor and weaponry. He tugged at his father’s tunic, but the elder Rydainn only swatted him off.

“Are you aware he tried to consume my son as a baby? He attempted to swallow him whole!”

The elder Rydainn’s words would’ve sent a rippling shock through Zevander, if not for the guards who were quickly closing in on them—he’d heard the story of having been thrown into the flames a number of times, but never that part. The boy’s muscles tensed when his father didn’t seem to pay attention to the new arrivals, until they were standing alongside them, and again, Zevander tugged at his father’s tunic.

“Lord Rydainn of Eidolon,” one of the guards announced, and the voices in the tavern quieted, all eyes shifting toward their table.

His father looked the soldier up and down. “What is the meaning of this?”

One hard yank on Zevander’s shoulder threw him from the booth out onto the floor, where his knees smacked against the rotted wood. Rough hands hauled him to his feet, and Zevander wriggled in their grasp, as one of the men held him captive.

“Enough! What is this outrage! I am a former captain of the Hexmen, and I demand an explanation!” His father struggled to scoot himself out of the booth, before shooting to his feet, where he was seized by the other guard.

“You are under arrest by order of the king.” The guard turned his attention toward the strange, cowled woman. “Is this the boy?”

“It is.”

“He is under arrest, as well.”

“Not the boy.” Her wrinkled and mutilated hands flattened on the table. “The boy stays with me.”

“The king has placed the boy under arrest.”

“No!” The cloaked woman growled and shot to her feet, the hood she wore slipping back to reveal the most grotesque deformities Zevander had ever seen, as if plucked from the most terrifying nightmares. Deep scars, far worse than his own, crossed her face over ruined lips. The other eye he hadn’t been able to see in the depths of her hood stared back as an obsidian orb, as if it’d been stained by ink. “He is mine! You swore that he would remain with me!”

“Take it up with the king.” On those parting words, the men dragged both Zevander and his father away from her.


CHAPTER THREE
MAEVYTH
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Present day …

Hand to my throat, I jolted upright with a gasp and turned to see Aleysia, still asleep, as if she hadn’t moved a muscle.

A dream? Nothing more than a terrible dream?

Breaths sawed in and out of me, my mind sifting through flashbacks.

“Kill her.” The words wrapped around me like slithering snakes, taking the form of a willowy silhouette in my thoughts. Morsana.

I shook my head, squeezing my eyes shut.

“Kill her while she sleeps. It’ll be easier that way.”

I glanced around the room in search of her, trailing my gaze over the same cob walls, with the same damp, earthen stench in my nose. Beside me, Aleysia continued to lay in oblivious slumber. So peaceful. Innocent. “No. I won’t.”

“There is rot inside of her. The only cure is death.”

“You will not touch her. Do you hear me?” I couldn’t tell if I was commanding her, or myself.

The voice didn’t answer.

I waited, watching the shadows, wondering if the Goddess of Death had somehow found herself in this world, outside of Caligorya. The voice remained silent, and still breathing hard, I ran a trembling hand across my brow, before throwing back the blankets and scampering for the door. I needed to physically distance myself from that damned nightmare.

In the other room, Zevander sat at a chair in front of the window, his boots kicked up on the sill. When he turned, catching sight of me, his brows lowered. “Everything all right?”

“Nightmare.” I glanced to Aleysia’s room and back. “She hasn’t stirred in her sleep, at all?”

“Not that I’ve heard.” His gaze lingered on my hands crossed over the front of me, as if he could sense the vibrations of my trembling, and he sat forward, studying me. “You’re certain everything is okay?”

Despite my heart hammering in my chest, I nodded.

He stared a moment longer, then turned back toward the window, beyond which the moon shone high. “Must’ve been some nightmare.”

“It was terrible.” Throat still throbbing, I made my way to the small table, where the pitcher of water sat alongside a tin cup, and poured myself a drink. The hearth’s blazing heat warmed the incessant chill still clinging to my bones. “Have you…” I paused, wanting to ask him—a man trained to kill—if he’d ever heard a small voice compelling him to take someone’s life. If his conscience ever stepped out of character for a moment and demanded he do something atrocious. Putting that question out in the universe felt too much like a confession, though. “Have you seen many of them?” I asked instead. “The creatures outside.”

“They come and go. They seem smart enough to know we’re in here, but they haven’t tried to breach the door. I get a sense they’re nocturnal when it comes to hunting for food.”

His words cast a shiver down my spine. The thought of those things consuming flesh was a vision born from my darkest nightmares. “I’m praying she wakes by morning, so we can leave this place.”

“Maevyth …” He turned in his chair, his expression tight and, unless I was mistaken, grim.

“What is it?”

The moment he shook his head, I knew whatever followed would be a lie. “It’s nothing.”

“No, I absolutely do not believe that, so tell me.” I managed to catch a curse and idiot in all his grumbling. “Tell me.”

“Aleysia won’t make it through the Umbravale. Mortals can’t cross into Aethyria.” The razor-sharp tone of his voice sliced through any misunderstandings I may have had as I silently absorbed his words. Even through the glimmer of regret burning in his eyes, his words spilled like cold poison, chilling my blood.

“What?” I asked in disbelief, not expecting an answer. Zevander didn’t mince his words, after all. “I knew she couldn’t cross herself, but not even with me? Or you?”

“She cannot cross into Aethyria, at all. The Umbravale won’t allow it.” Still, his voice remained steady, somehow disconnected from the remorse he clearly felt as he ran his hand down his face.

“This can’t be.” I stumbled backward and fell into the seat behind me. “But…I’m mortal.”

“With Aethyrian blood.”

I opened my mouth to argue but failed to find the words. No argument would change the grave reality. “How will we …. We can’t stay here. Our home, the village, everything is destroyed.” My voice cracked at the reminder of Grandfather Bronwick’s cottage burning to the ground.

“I’ve been mulling it over for most of the night.” He turned back toward the window.

“Is there no other solution?”

“If she were bonded? Perhaps. There’s an exchange of blood in that case.” Sighing, he shot me a somber glance. “I don’t imagine we’ll run into many Aethyrians on this side, but still, the risk is too great. She would fall to her death in the great chasm if it failed. Only Aethyrians true of blood and purpose are permitted to cross that boundary.”

True of blood and purpose? “What does that even mean?”

“An exchange of blood wouldn’t make her a true Aethyrian. And if her blood happens to be infected, she’d be rejected. Anything perceived as a threat is not permitted to cross over.”

I exhaled an exasperated breath and covered my face with my hands, a pounding ache battering my head. “I can’t leave her here alone.” Jaw tight, I blinked away the first prickle of tears. “Not with those things. At the same time, the thought of having to stay here terrifies me.” In the relief of having found her, I hadn’t even considered that she might not be able to cross back with us—didn’t imagine that there was a chance she’d be forced to remain in the mortal lands.

“Don’t think about this right now.” He pushed to his feet, swiping up a blanket draped over Elowen’s rocking chair, and strode across the room. After wrapping the blanket around my shoulders, he lowered to his knee, tipping his head as if to catch my gaze. “I’ll chop some wood, and we have enough food to last a few more days. I can hunt for more, if we run out.”

I turned toward the fire in hopes he wouldn’t see the unspoken thoughts trapped behind my eyes. The overwhelming relief I felt by him offering to stay so I wouldn’t be alone with Aleysia and those horrible monsters. “I’m not asking you to do this, Zevander. I’m not asking you to stay when you have family⁠—”

A strong hand gripped my chin in a startling gesture, and I looked up to see him looming over me, one eyebrow cocked. “You’re not asking me to do anything. Now, get some rest. I’ll not allow you to dwell on this tonight. In fact, I curse myself for telling you, at all, but I feared you finding out later might be worse.”

“Assuming she ever wakes.” The dismal words caught in my throat.

“She’ll wake. Enough worrying.”

I’d have asked what he proposed if she didn’t, but I feared his brutal honesty as much as I craved it.

Another glance toward the bedroom brought to mind the visual of Aleysia sitting atop of me, with those terrifying black eyes and speaking in tongues. “I think I might sleep out here, if that’s alright.”

“Of course.” He strode over to the hearth and stoked the flames to a blazing heat that failed to warm the new chill slithering beneath my skin.

Pulling the blanket tighter, I settled myself on the floor, not noticing that Zevander had strode from the room, until he returned with a pillow that he set below my head.

“Thank you.”

Jaw tight, he gave a small nod and pushed to his feet, but I reached out for his arm.

“Will you lie with me? Just until I fall asleep?”

A slight smile curved his lips as his bulky body sank down beside me like a shadowy mountain at my back. “If only the things you asked of me weren’t such a chore,” he said, his palm against my stomach.

While I couldn’t see Aleysia over his broad shoulders, I remained well aware that her bedroom door stood open. I twisted to face him, burying my face in his solid chest and inhaling the faint scent of Elowen’s liquor from earlier. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that his presence was a balm to the chaos in my head. It wasn’t fair of me to expect him to stay, but damn it, I was relieved. “What of your vivicantem?”

“I’ll be fine. Might be a little grumpy. Certainly won’t be able to woo you with my tricks, but…I’ll survive a few more days without it.”

My smile faded. “And if it’s more than a few more days?”

He ran his thumb across my forehead. “Look at you, worrying about what hasn’t yet happened.”

“I like to think ahead.”

“You’re taking on too many worries at once. Sleep, or I’ll be forced to cast a spell over you again.”

I stilled at his comment. “You cast a sleeping spell over me before?”

“The night I dragged you out of Bonesguard and you wouldn’t stop with your incessant questions.”

A vague recollection of feeling overwhelmingly cozy while straddling his horse came to mind. Of course, I couldn’t summon a single event after that. Not until the next morning. “Is it possible then that Elowen may have cast a spell on Aleysia?”

“I’ve never known a spell to last for days, but I suppose, yes.”

“Is there no way to break it?”

“Spells break themselves at some point. They’re a weaker form of magic, mostly used by spindlings. Perhaps mortals, as well.” He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, the gesture a minor distraction to the thoughts he’d stoked.

“But Elowen changed the color of my eyes. That lasted most of my life, up until she passed,” I said, forcing myself to ignore the gentle toying of my hair.

“That was blood-binding, I’m sure. I doubt she’d have resorted to that for a slumbering spell.”

“Why?”

“Too much risk, binding your blood to someone. Besides, it seems her death would’ve broken it. Unless …”

“Unless?”

He sighed and rolled onto his back, tucking an arm beneath his head. “Wasn’t her blood.”

His change in position allowed a clear view of Aleysia’s room, and the darkness of it sent another shiver through me. “And if it wasn’t, then Aleysia remains in slumber until we find out who, or what, she’s bound to.”

“Essentially, yes.”

“Would it require killing the other to break it?”

He shrugged. “Not necessarily. So long as it could speak the spell that would break her slumber. But this is all hypothetical at this point. If a blood-binding was used, searching for whatever she’s bound to would be like looking for a particular single leaf in the woods. Could be anyone, or anything. We don’t even know if she’s under a spell. She could simply be comatose, given how cold it was.”

“So, you are aware of what happens when mortals get cold.” I propped myself on my elbow and sighed, catching the smirk on his lips. “Then, we’ve no choice but to wait.”

As if he couldn’t resist, he turned toward me and ran his hand over the dip above my hip, fingers curled in a proprietary squeeze that slid me closer to him.

I pressed my cheek to his chest, but something felt different from the night before. In spite of my heart’s anguished scream, the unbearable yearning for him that clawed at my ribs, my head had already begun to distance itself. I squeezed my eyes shut and held him tighter, desperate to stay in this moment. To keep my mind from slipping into hopeless thoughts of the future.

It's going to be okay. Everything will work out in the end. It always does.

“Are you alright?” Zevander’s question broke my thoughts. “Your nails are on a mission to pierce through my ribs.” Amusement colored his voice and I loosened my grip.

“I should be thrilled that I found her, but everything feels so heavy right now.”

“The world doesn’t always play fair. It may give something back, but it’ll take from you in exchange.”

“I feel like it’s taken far more than it has given.” Jaw hardened, I shook my head. “I won’t let it take from me again. I want to resume our trainings. However long we’re here. I need to learn to defend myself and my sister against those things.”

“Yes, you should. But you sound as if you’re making plans to face them alone.” He ran his thumb across my cheek, eyes burning with a steely resolve. “I’m not leaving you.” Curling his fingers around the nape of my neck, he pressed a kiss to my forehead. “We can begin training in the morning, if you’re up to it.”

I nodded, tracing the ridges of his chest, and when my fingertip caught on a protrusion, I frowned, leaning forward for a better look. A strange symbol looked to have been seared into his skin that, on closer examination, held even smaller symbols that reminded me of endless tiny glyphs.

I hadn’t noticed it before. Likely because it wasn’t entirely obvious, the way it blended into his scarred skin. “What is this?” I asked, gently running a finger over it. A strange heat burned beneath my fingertip.

“A scar, courtesy of sablefyre.”

“It burned you?”

“It marked me. What you’re prodding is said to be the root of my curse,” he said, and when I retracted my hand, he captured it and chuckled. “So many times, I’ve tried to cut it out of my flesh.”

I palpated the jagged scars on the outside of it, ones that must’ve been carved with a knife. “This is what binds you to the flame?”

He brushed his palm over my knuckles, then raised my hand and kissed my fingertips, before flattening them to his chest again. “According to my father, Cadavros threw me into a vein when I was only an infant. He believed the marking was the only reason I survived it. Most can’t even get within a couple of meters of the flame without dissolving.”

The horror of what he’d just said washed over me, snaking itself beneath my skin. “And he threw you into a vein, as an infant? Why would he do that to a baby?”

“Seemed he was angry about this marking.”

“Who retrieved you?”

“Cadavros.”

“You said most dissolve with the flame. Are there some, besides you, who can withstand it?” It brought to mind when I’d been taken by the mage with the ring, the one who’d wanted to sacrifice me. He’d held the fire in his hand, before shoving it down my throat.

“Yes. There are a few skilled mages who can manipulate it, but even they have their limits. As I understand, Cadavros suffered a burn just before yanking me out from those flames. My mother believed the gods punished him for the ritual.” The hint of amusement in his tone suggested Zevander didn’t believe it.

“You think otherwise.”

“The gods don’t give a damn about us. They find amusement in our suffering. Joy in our pain.” He flattened his palm against mine and curled his fingers over my knuckles, kissing them again. “They’d sooner watch an infant burn in flames than make any attempt to spare it.”

“Why else would he have pulled you out of the vein?”

“I believe he had other intentions. He wants me to join him somehow.”

“That makes no sense. Why would he attempt to kill you as a baby if he wanted you to join him?”

Zevander shrugged. “My father once said Cadavros tried to consume me.”

His comment drew memories of the creature consuming Moros and taking his form.

“Would he acquire your power by having consumed you?” The words stuck in my throat like an oily mucus I didn’t want to swallow. The very thought of him consuming a baby left a haunting stain on my thoughts.

“I would imagine so. I possess the most ancient and dangerous element in the world.” He skimmed the back of his fingers over my shoulders and kissed the curve of my bone. “It makes sense why he’d seek to recruit me to his cause.”

“And what is his cause, exactly?”

“As the prophesied Black Pestilence spreads, his power grows. I’ve never known a mage, aside from Dolion, who didn’t long to be the most powerful, most revered.”

“And he wants you to help him acquire more power,” I said, the conversation failing to distract me from his soft caresses and calm voice that I so desperately wanted to lose myself in. Instead, his words pulled me backward again, reminding me of the worry I’d pushed to the back of my mind. “You’re not building a solid argument for staying in Mortasia.”

Zevander chuckled at that. “We’ve already established that I’m not leaving you here alone.”

“We have.” And still, my overthinking head resisted. “Can he be killed?”

“He shares a blood bond with Prince Dorjan. An amulet ties the two together. Should he die, Dorjan would also die, and a plague would be unleashed in Aethyria.”

“Like here.”

“Yes, but far worse.”

“How could it possibly be worse?”

“Imagine those creatures had blood magic to fight back.”

The very thought sent a tremble through my muscles. In Mortasia, they behaved like nothing more than overgrown spiders, and while quickly elusive, they could be killed. “We wouldn’t stand a chance.” I didn’t notice I was gnawing my own fingers until Zevander gently pulled them from my mouth. “And hypothetically, what would it mean if you were to join him?”

He tipped my head back with a palm to my crown. “I’d sooner take a blade to my own throat,” he said against the curve of my neck and left a kiss there.

Eyes shuttered, I exhaled through my nose, my body weak with a longing for more, but I remained still, forcing myself to seem unaffected by it. Not because I wanted to reject him. On the contrary, I needed his affection now more than ever. Craved him in a way that felt necessary and indulgent—like the times when Agatha, my wretched step-grandmother was feeling particularly cruel, and Aleysia and I would sneak away to grandfather’s cellar, losing ourselves in the merriment of wine and laughter.

A temporary bliss.

As much as his touch held the power to pull me out of my head, it didn’t change the landscape of our dilemma. We still faced an equation with no solution where Aleysia was concerned.

I felt him smile against my skin.

“You’re trying to ignore me, but I can feel your pulse hastening across my lips.”

Clearing my throat, I lowered my chin. “I know you wouldn’t willingly join Cadavros,” I said, changing the subject. “I’m only curious what the implications would be, if you did, somehow.”

Clearly sensing my resistance, he rolled onto his back again. “At a minimum? Total destruction. As I said, the black flame is an ancient power. It was designed to cleanse. To burn away and begin anew. At least that’s what the annals teach us.”

“And at its worst?”

Brows lowering, he stared off toward the window. “I don’t know. I’ve not explored the full expanse of my magic. It is a door I’ve always kept closed.”

“You fear its power?”

“Any sane man would. It is the most destructive element there is. And unfortunately, I don’t believe Cadavros fears it as much as he should.”

“Which may leave you in the position of leaving, after all. If he’s willing to possess that power at any cost, it would be dangerous for you to stay.” Fresh panic burrowed into my chest as the consequences of such a thing rooted themselves in my head.

He turned toward me, his gaze sharp and unyielding. “In the event it was not clear the first time I said it, or the second, allow me to reiterate. I’m not leaving you here alone. End of story.”

If he only knew the relief I felt each time he assured me. How badly I wanted to crawl into his arms and stay there.

But how could I ask him to stay for me, if doing so placed two worlds at risk?

I couldn’t. I wouldn’t do that to him.

Besides that, did I even have the option to return to Aethyria?

“The mages who tried to kill me, do you imagine they’ll give up hunting me?”

“No. They believe in the prophecy that the Umbravale will fall and you’re their only chance of strengthening its wards. They’ll never give up so long as the threat remains.” He ran the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. “As I said, it’s better if we both stay for now. I won’t be forced to fight the most powerful mages in existence. Just a few monstrous, infected spiders, is all.

“You are the most stubborn man I know.”

“Coming from the most stubborn woman I know, I’d say we’re a fine match.” He slanted his head toward my lips, and I pressed my palm against his chest.

“Zevander, wait…” My body ached with the effort it took to push him away. How badly I wanted to drown in his kiss. “If you choose to stay, what happens when you’re completely deprived of vivicantem?”

Just as the first time I’d asked, his expression darkened, his eyes lost to thought. “Like I said before, you’re taking on too many worries at once.”

“And you’re still trying to protect me.” I lowered my gaze to his chest, picking at a loose string on his tunic. “We don’t know what’s going to happen yet and I think we should wait. At least until Aleysia wakes. If she wakes.” It was futile arguing with him on the matter, but one, or both of us, would undoubtedly have a hard decision to make. Whether it was him having no choice but to return—regardless of his insistence on staying—or me having to decide what to do if Aleysia wouldn’t wake.

“Clearly, you have no idea how irresistible you are if you imagine I can lie next to you even one night without the longing to touch you.” He rolled onto his back and tucked his bent arm beneath his head again. “How can I convince you that the only thing that could possibly force me away from you is death? And even then, I’d find a way to get back to you.”

“I don’t need you to convince me of that. The fact that you’re here speaks to the kind of man you are. But we can’t control fate. And my heart will not allow me to watch you die to protect me, so perhaps I will be the one forced to make the difficult decision. For now, I’m only asking that we pause a moment. Gain some clarity.”

His lips pulled into a solemn smile. “I can’t decide if I’m more impressed by your beauty or your logic.” The smile faded as he turned to look at me, and gods, if he only knew that behind the “logic,” as he’d called it, behind the resignation, was a girl who longed to get swept away in the safety of his embrace. Who longed to savor the sweetness of her first experiences with him, without all the chaos and confusion. “It isn’t staying to protect you that’s going to kill me. It’s staying away from you.”

My heart gnawed at my chest. “It’s temporary, I promise.” I gave a quick glance toward Aleysia’s room where the door stood open. “Besides, are you not put off by an audience?”

His brow flickered, his gaze snapping from mine. A shadow of unease darkened his eyes, and it was in that moment that a very grim suspicion twisted my stomach with remorse. As I recalled the scars—the marks of abuse he’d suffered—I couldn’t think of a single reason a man as apathetic and cold as Zevander would’ve reacted otherwise. Part of me wanted to be so bold and cruel as to ask him outright. Instead, I swallowed back the question that lingered like chalk on my tongue. “I’m sorry⁠—”

“You’ve nothing to be sorry about. You’re right. It was wrong of me to suggest touching you that way.”

Wrong?

In one split second, his whole demeanor had changed. He pushed up from the floor, but I reached out to grab his arm.

“It wasn’t wrong of you to suggest anything. Please don’t get up. Lie with me.”

His brows creased, as if he was torn, but instead, he twisted away from me, stoking the flame again.

My words had troubled him. Perhaps triggered a memory of his past. Rather than press him and risk saying something ignorant, I changed the subject. “I’m just going to wash up a bit. I’ve not yet had the chance since earlier.”

He winced and set the heel of his palm to his temple, his eyes screwed tight. Hostility burned in them when they reopened. “What did you say just now?”

Confused, I thought back to what I’d said. “I just said I haven’t had the chance to wash.”

“After that.” He shoved the iron back into the rack beside the hearth.

“Nothing. What did you hear?” I glanced down to see his hand trembling at his side as he flexed his fingers, tightening them to a fist and opening them again. Over and over, tightening and opening.

“It no longer matters.”

I kept my eyes on his fist. “But you’re clearly upset at something you believe I said. What was it?”

Perhaps sensing my staring, he ran a hand over his jaw, the malice in his eyes never waning.

“Please tell me.”

His jaw ticced, and he looked away, lips twisted in disgust. “Sordesz vet signe da’servio,” he said through clenched teeth. “Filth is the mark of the slave.”

I frowned at the words. “And you believe I said this?” When he didn’t answer, I kept on, “Shouldn’t I be the one to find insult in those words, seeing as I’m the one who’s filthy?”

His angry gaze dipped to my stomach and back.

For the second time that evening, I paused, realization dawning on me. I placed my hand against my stomach, where, beneath the shirt, his release from when we had last been together had dried onto my skin. “You believe I’m calling you filthy? Because of what you⁠—”

He strode toward the window. “I’ll keep watch while you wash.”

I couldn’t stand the thought of him believing I’d spoken those words to him, though. I refused to let them linger between us. I stepped toward him, a bitter heat warming my cheeks. “Could you fathom such cruel words passing my lips?”

Conflict burned in his eyes, his brows pulled tight.

“Someone else spoke those words to you once, though.”

He didn’t bother to look at me. “I’m finished with this conversation. Carry on with your washing.”

“No. I will not. Not while my character is in question.”

Without a word, he twisted away from me.

“Zevander!”

“Enough!” He winced, clearly regretting having raised his voice but the tension in his neck and jaw remained rigid as before. “I imagined it.”

“And still, you can’t even bring yourself to look at me, which means you still question whether or not I said it.”

Silence.

I stepped closer, hands fidgeting. “Zevander, what happened between us was the most rapturous experience of my life.”

“I sullied you the moment I touched you.” He stared down at his palms. “The filthy hands of chattel,” he muttered so quietly, I almost didn’t hear it.

Chattel?

I stood dumbfounded by his words, so erratically different from his usual confident and even slightly arrogant tone. As if I were speaking to someone else entirely. “You didn’t sully me. And if that is what you are so determined to believe, then know that I quite enjoyed it. I would happily allow you to sully me again, were it not so awkwardly timed.” I stepped closer. “I’ve no idea what’s stirring in your head right now, but please do not imagine that I harbor any regret for earlier. I may lack experience, but I don’t lack the capacity to choose for myself. And I don’t appreciate the implication that I am some helpless damsel so easily lured by the wolf.”

He sighed and glanced back at me. “I meant no insult.”

“Neither did I.”

“Then we agree to end this discussion.”

“Agreed.” For now.


CHAPTER FOUR
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Zevander had never seen King Sagaerin’s throne room before that day. While he’d spent time at the palace as a younger child, the throne room had always been reserved for business that had never concerned him, up until that moment.

Hands bound in shackles, he stepped cautiously along the long stretch of black tiles. Veined in silver, they held carvings of a cosmic map in which the moon cycles and various stars gleamed a ghostly white. Blackened moonstone pillars reached toward the domed ceiling, carved with faces he’d been taught to recognize—the Lunadei—that appeared as though they were crawling right out of the stone. Lunar glyphs that represented the various royal families whose bloodlines were said to have descended from the gods had been carved above and below the eerie faces. Tall lancet windows at either side of him held paintings of the moon cycles, while others depicted each member of the Lunadei, with their pale, white skin and elaborate, blue and silver robes.

It must’ve taken centuries for the artisans to complete.

Lord Belthane, King Sagaerin’s advisor, stood alongside a throne that was absent of the king. Flanked by a half-dozen guards, his expression twisted to an unwelcome scowl, as Zevander and his father came to a halt alongside Lady Rydainn, who’d undoubtedly arrived to plead for the king’s mercy.

The pursed-lipped frown she wore, directed at Zevander’s father, assured there’d be an argument later. When her eyes fell on Zevander, they softened with kindness, as usual, and she lurched toward her son, but stopped when a guard grabbed her arm.

Zevander’s muscles tensed.

“Do not approach the prisoners,” the guard barked in a gruff voice.

“That prisoner is my son.” She turned to Lord Belthane, eyes blazing with indignity. “I requested an audience with the king. For a longtime friend of the royal family, surely you could make accommodations.”

Lord Belthane adjusted the sleeve of his long, velvet robe and plucked off a bit of lint, casually tossing it away. “The king is exhausted and resting. He’s sent me to preside over these matters.”

Lady Rydainn rolled her shoulders back. “Very well. I am asking His Grace to pardon both my husband and son.”

“It is my understanding your family consorted with Cadavros prior to his execution. What was the nature of this bargain?”

“He offered protection from the Solassions in exchange for a sampling of my son’s magic, which he explained was meant for academic purposes.”

“And were you aware of the dark nature of his studies?”

“I was⁠—”

Belthane raised his hand, cutting off her words. “I’ll caution you, Lady Rydainn. Friend or not, lies will not be tolerated, particularly when spoken to my face.”

She gave a slight bow of her head. “I had heard rumors.”

“And you proceeded to strike a bargain with him, knowing that demutomancy was outlawed by the very king whose throne you stand before, pleading for mercy?”

“We were desperate⁠—”

Belthane’s face twisted with sudden scorn. “You broke the law! The king’s law! A protection he instituted, to avoid whatever it is that now grows on your son’s face!”

“I’m begging your forgiveness.” Lifting the hems of her skirts, she knelt to the floor before him. “Spare them, and I vow I shall never ask for any favor, or pardon, from this court again.”

“Perhaps you’re unaware of the infamy of your husband’s crimes.” The accusation had both Lady Rydainn and Zevander turning to see a look of worry twisting the elder Lord Rydainn’s brows. “The dragoniron mined in Draconysia, the very element used to forge our weapons for defense, must be transported through the Australius Channel, unless we’re willing to contend with the ever-hostile dragons that nest there. That channel belongs to the Solassions, who have vowed to deny us passage if your husband and son are not turned over to them at once.”

“What?” Lady Rydainn exchanged a worrying look with her son. “They …. They would do such a thing for mere thievery?”

“Thievery?” Lord Belthane’s lips curled in contempt and his eyes narrowed on her. “No. Your beloved husband committed treachery when he⁠—”

“Please, My Lord …” Zevander’s father bowed his head and let out a quiet whimper. “I committed no treachery, and you know it.”

“Interrupt me again, and I’ll have your tongue removed where you stand.” He turned his attention back to Zevander’s mother. “As I was saying, he murdered an innocent Solassion woman. The wife of a shipping magnate by the name of Lord Vanhelm, who happens to have very close ties to the Solassion king.”

Color drained from his mother’s face, the betrayal in her eyes mirroring what Zevander felt right then, as he took in Lord Belthane’s words. “Is this true?”

“Lynara, you don’t understand⁠—”

Her jaw hardened. “Did you take the life of an innocent woman!”

“I did take her life, yes, but I did not⁠—”

“Do not speak another word to me!” she snapped, and as much as it hurt Zevander to see his parents quarreling, he couldn’t blame his mother for her anger. “If not for our children, I’d watch you suffer. I always thought it strange that I could never read your thoughts. That you remained behind this impenetrable shield. I imagined that you were sparing me your grief and guilt over our sons, in some selfless act of mercy. It turns out, you were hiding your betrayal. How foolish was I to imagine you capable of anything else?”

“I beg your forgiveness.” The elder Rydainn fell to his knees. “Please, Lynara.”

Ignoring his pleas, she turned away from him. “Lord Belthane, I ask that you consider a pardon for my son. He has nothing to do with this.”

“Lord Vanhelm has asked that you be turned over, as well, Lady Rydainn. In fact, he insisted on it. A wife for a wife, as I understand. As I could not bring myself to imagine what they would inflict upon you in retaliation, I offered your son in your stead.”

“Please. I insist on joining my husband in his imprisonment. I will take my son’s place and suffer whatever consequences the gods determine.”

“It is already decided. They will depart for Solassios on the morrow. In exchange, our ships may sail freely, and any conflict will be averted.”

“So soon …” Hand to her chest, she let out a sharp exhale. “I cannot sit idle while my son is executed.”

“There will be no execution. For an unreasonable amount of vivicantem and our best wine, King Jeret has agreed to send them to the Cinderbone Mines in lieu of execution.”

Tears sprang to her eyes, her lips quivering as she glanced at Zevander, before quickly looking away, perhaps not wanting him to see the glimmer of fear he’d caught in that single glance. “I thank you for your generosity, My Lord.”

“It is only through the king’s affection for you that your husband and son will live. But make no mistake, they will still suffer.”


CHAPTER FIVE
ZEVANDER
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Present …

Zevander sat at the window, watching the pale creatures slink around the cabin outside. The quiet ticking of chitinous legs scampered over the roof and down the walls, their grotesque forms casting monstrous shadows across the snow. Nothing more than a small distraction to the maelstrom of thoughts pounding through his head. He mindlessly stroked his hand over his skull, as if the act might offer some small measure of clarity in the haze of confusion.

He was certain he’d heard those words pass her lips. Even then, the clarity in them struck his nerves. But how could she have possibly known their meaning? Not only with regard to the language, but the revulsion behind them?

She couldn’t. Which meant he must’ve imagined it.

He ran a hand down his face, screwing his eyes shut as a frustrating realization settled over him. He knew all too well a lack of vivicantem was known to cause delirium, violence, and depending on the length of deprivation—death. He’d seen images in books of those who’d suffered from absolute malvicantem. The pain. Hunger. An unsettling craving for flesh. He’d minimized his concerns to Maevyth, but his difficulty calling forth the flame when he’d tried to warm Aleysia was a clear indication.

His descent had already begun.

Unfortunately, whatever glimmer of hope there may have been for returning to Aethyria with Maevyth was quickly snuffed the moment they’d opened that pantry door and found Aleysia. He couldn’t summon a single reason why Maevyth would leave the mortal lands knowing her sister was forbidden to cross. While part of him could sympathize, the cold and selfish bastard inside of him wished they hadn’t made the discovery.

Call it centuries of instinct, but something didn’t sit right with him. Through a plague of thoughts, one nagging certainty scratched at his mind—that the old woman had put her down there for a reason. She’d lied to Maevyth’s face. And even through all of that deception, Zevander couldn’t shake the suspicion that she’d done it for Maevyth’s sake.

Of course, he’d keep those suspicions to himself, for now.

The last thing he wanted was to create more division between himself and Maevyth. He could already sense the rift—her hesitation to be intimate. Pushing him away as her mind cemented itself. It didn’t matter, though. His words to her had been true regardless—he had no intention of returning to Aethyria, if she chose to stay in Mortasia.

She was his mate. His destiny. The more time he spent with her, the stronger the pull in his blood, like gravity shifting the tides. An unbreakable thread tied to his chest.

And the fiercer his need to protect her.

Leaving her to fend for herself against this world would be no less painful than cracking open his own ribs and tossing half his heart away.

He longed to tell her the truth of their bond, but he was selfish enough not to risk her rejecting it out of resentment.

Swiping up the lantern from the table beside him, he pushed up from his chair and strode back toward the door in the floor. A long creak of the old wood had him clenching his teeth, and he glanced back to make sure the sound hadn’t awakened Maevyth where she lay beside the hearth. Aside from some minor stirring, she appeared to remain sleeping, and he stepped down into the crawl space that stood about two meters in height, ducking low to avoid the ceiling of it.

The air below was significantly colder, far too cold for a human. While Aleysia didn’t appear to be infected, at least not in the same sense as the creatures outside the window, that cold should’ve killed her, for as long as she’d been down there.

He positioned the lantern over something he’d noticed earlier in the afternoon. Long, deep grooves scored in the wood, as if something had tried to claw its way out. He placed his fingers against them, trying to imagine how hard he’d have to dig his nails into the wood to leave such a mark.

Twisting around brought into view a weathered wooden chest without a lock. He crouched and opened it on a quiet creak, but found nothing but clothes and worn boots inside. Beyond the chest stood a rickety old shelf that reached the top of the crawl space and held a few scattered jars of canned food, some broken and empty on the floor. He strode closer, the crunch of glass under his boots bringing him to a halt, and he knelt beside a strange black substance that’d dried into the wood. When Zevander angled the light closer, the stain left behind absorbed into the flooring.

Disappeared before his eyes.

Frowning, he stared down at it, wondering if he’d imagined it there. Maybe a shadow?

“Everything okay?” Maevyth asked from behind, and Zevander swung around to find her peering down on him.

“Found a treasure chest of clothes and a small trove of food. Might get us through the next few days.”

“Well, that’s a relief.” She lowered herself to the floor and dangled her legs over the edge of the crawlspace. “I couldn’t bear the thought of her leftover stew for days on end.”

Abandoning his examination of the markings on the floor for now, he eyed an interesting discovery on the second shelf and grabbed two bottles of wine from there. He handed one of the bottles to her, smirking as her brows lifted in surprise.

“That sneaky old witch…she swiped these from grandfather’s cellar.”

Zevander noticed the dark circles forming beneath her eyes, exhaustion weighing on her. “Why are you awake?”

“I’m finding it difficult to sleep. Are you still angry with me?” She kicked her feet and lowered her gaze.

“I was never angry with you.” Zevander pushed out of the crawlspace and sat on the floor beside her. Even if he had been angry in the moment, she made it impossible to stay that way. “You’re going to be exhausted by the time she wakes. Then it’ll be you sleeping for the days that follow.”

“So, you do think she’ll wake.”

“Eventually.”

“And if she’s bound by a blood spell?”

“These are the mortal lands. If she’s tied to another life, the chances of that person surviving are slim. I suspect she’ll wake soon enough.”

Maevyth sighed, and he couldn’t help but stare at her profile. Even weighed down by little sleep and worry, she was unbearably beautiful. “I don’t wish death on anything, but I certainly wish things would hurry along.”

Zevander chuckled. “I see my selfish apathy toward others is rubbing off on you.”

“I only wish that it would hurry along to its demise. I never said I’d burn down an entire world for one person.” She gave a shy glance toward him, a coy smile playing on her lips. “That would mean you’d perish, as well.” The smile faded and she lowered her gaze.

“What is it?”

“The thought of such a thing terrifies me.”

He reached out and pushed a tendril of hair behind her ear. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

“To be fair, your chivalry, however dark and morbid and brimming with lunacy it may have been, warmed my heart. No one has ever offered to destroy the world for me.”

“I’m nothing if not fiendishly and soullessly chivalrous.”

She chuckled, and Zevander’s own heart gnawed at his ribs to kiss her. To let her scratch and push and try to resist him. Gods, he could practically taste her lips.

Brows lowered, she glanced back at the pile of blankets beside the hearth. “I can sleep on the floor, if you’d prefer the bed.”

The words bit into his heart with sharp fangs. The idea of them sleeping apart left him fighting the urge to sweep her up into his arms. Part of him wanted to tell her she was sleeping with him whether she wanted to, or not, but he knew she was too damned stubborn to simply follow his demands. Forcing her close would only push her away. “I insist that you have the bed. I’ll likely sleep out here, where I have a better watch of things.”

“You are forever the vigilant guard, always keeping watch. When do you manage to rest?”

“When I’m not being stalked like I’m a mischievous hare in the woods.”

A burst of laughter flew past her lips, and as if it’d startled her, she slapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, I must be deliriously exhausted, but…a hare is hardly the proper depiction of you.” She laughed again, the sight of her making Zevander chuckle. Still wearing a grin, she turned to look at him. “What is it?”

“Your laughter. It’s pleasing to hear.”

“There’s no reason to be grim. I found her. She’s alive and doesn’t appear to have been swallowed by the wrathavore.”

“What makes you certain of that?”

Her brows came together in a more serious expression. “When I watched it consume Moros, he didn’t quite look the same. He was…somewhat grotesque. Put back together wrong.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, I don’t know what will happen with Aleysia, but at the moment, I feel relieved. I feel whole.”

“As you should.”

She yawned and covered her mouth with her hand again. “I’m sorry, seems I’m tired, after all. I’ll let you get back to your vigilant watch.” A glance toward the bedroom and her brows tightened. “Although … perhaps it might be best if we sleep in the same room, at least. Just for tonight.”

“Is something else troubling you?”

Lips pressed together, she shook her head. “A bad dream is all.”

Zevander nodded toward the piled blankets. “It’ll be warm by the hearth. I won’t sleep much tonight, anyway.”

“Is something troubling you?”

He shook his head, not bothering to mention his gnawing compulsion to kidnap her and return to Aethyria without Aleysia. “Not tired.”

“Well, thank you. For being here. For everything.” She leaned toward him, hesitating, then pressed her lips to his.

Fire burned in his muscles. Everything inside of him compelled him to wrap his arms around her and kiss her until she was fucking breathless and clawing at his chest. When she broke away, his hands twitched to act on his desires, but against his own instincts, his own urges, he released her.

“Goodnight,” she said.

“Goodnight.” Lunamiszka.

An ache stabbed his chest, and a cold hollow expanded behind his ribs, as he watched her settle back into his makeshift bed of blankets on the floor. A creeping pain burned his chest, not like the sharp lance of a blade, but a slow, viscous poison crawling over his rib bones. Zevander pressed his hand to his heart, silently searching for the source of whatever writhed inside of him. An acidic taste lingered at the back of his throat, the acrid scent of rot and decay filling his nose.

What in seven hells is this?

He strode into the other room, so as not to arouse concern from Maevyth, and once there, he gripped the back of the chair near the window, knuckles white. Jaw clenched, he let out a grunt, panting as the ache deepened, squeezing that wretched, beating organ he swore could never be touched. It pounded furiously inside of him, a fist against a cage, warning him that it might just hammer through his chest.

Through unfocused eyes, he stared down at the scorpion necklace laid across the table, the one Maevyth had worn the night of The Becoming Ceremony. Zevander narrowed his vision on that single object, inhaling deep breaths, while the memory of Maevyth that night distracted him from the tension of his muscles bracing for the next wave of agony.

His chest tightened. The blackness hanging on the fringes of his vision closed in. Like molten steel in his veins, it burned, pulsing through him in sharp swells of misery.

Gods, what is this?

A sensation so foreign and unsettling, he damned near called out for Maevyth.

Yes, Maevyth. Think of her. Moon witch.

With a trembling hand, he reached out for the jewelry, clutching it in his palm.

As the image of her beautiful face came to mind, the agony dissolved, little by little. The fist around his chest loosened just enough that he could take a deep breath, and the peripheral blackness slinked back to the fringes.

Zevander breathed hard through his nose, squeezing that damned necklace as if it were a talisman. He opened his eyes to it, while the last of whatever had attacked him withered away, and bending forward, he ran his thumb over the scorpion, remembering how it’d lain against her silky skin.

He tucked the necklace into his pocket.


CHAPTER SIX
ZEVANDER
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Past …

With legs as heavy as logs, Zevander trudged through the soft sand, the intense Solassion sun beating down on the back of his neck where his sigil practically sizzled in the heat. The chain at his throat extended to the cuff at his father’s ahead of him, and to that of the fellow prisoner’s to his rear.

The line of prisoners marched toward the gated entrance of a massive structure that looked as if it’d been birthed from the jagged mountains into which it’d been carved. As they passed through the iron gate, Zevander could make out an intricately etched relief, which depicted the Soladei and their inferior gods, Heliorchs—or sunwardens, as they were known—who were whipping what he guessed were mancers, as small and weak as they appeared by comparison.

He knew from countless history lessons that many of the slaves said to have been captured by the Soladei were Lunasier.

Above them, the sun flickered like a hungry pyre against an ominous gray sky as if anxious to devour him. How the world could be so dark with such an intense source of light was a mystery of the gods.

“Do you see it?” the older man behind him rasped. “In the sky? The dragon has come to save us! He’s a friend of mine, you know?” He’d been ranting and raving for most of the trek, his mind clearly deteriorating as the endless day wore on. He’d seemed fine days before, when they’d sat in the tumbril bound for Solassios, talking about his ailing wife left to fend for herself. “You hear me, boy? Are you listening to me?”

Zevander didn’t dare answer, as he’d already suffered the whip once for entertaining the man’s incessant inquiries. The wounds were still fresh and stinging.

“My dragon friend will burn them all to the ground with the black flame. Sablefyre. Did you know sablefyre is the only element that can hatch a dragon’s egg? Used to be dragons in the mortal lands. But veins dried up, so the dragons left. Ever heard of dragon riders?”

The old man must’ve lost his senses, talking about dragon riders. Only a damned fool would dare to mount one of the unpredictable beasts. Zevander had once heard of a king’s mage who’d thought he was powerful enough to overcome a dragon. Ended up a pile of cinder.

“Know why mancers can’t control them?”

Zevander screwed his eyes shut and groaned, wishing the old codger would shut it already. Only a matter of time before the guards would hear his ramblings, and he’d be forced to endure yet another whipping.

“They’re gods. Dragons are gods, and only the dragon riders can⁠—”

A hard yank of his throat threw Zevander backward, and letting out a grunt, he grabbed the cuff that bit into his neck. Behind him, the older prisoner lay convulsing, the blue in his eyes clouded by a milky white. His pale skin, common for Lunasier, had begun to turn pink with patchy red blisters.

“Sun poisoning,” his father said at his back, and when Zevander shifted his gaze that way, he noticed his father’s skin had begun to turn pink, as well. “Poor bastard.”

“Poisoning?” He knew too much sun was hard on the Lunasier, which was why most kept covered in daylight, but he’d never heard of poisoning. How could the farmers back home avoid it, as much as they worked the fields?

As if his father could read his mind, he said, “Sun is different here. In the south, the moons protect us. They balance the humors. Here, the moons are farther away. Our blood isn’t made to endure it.”

Arms held out, Zevander noticed his own skin held a slight pink tone, but nowhere near as prominent as the older man’s. Or his father’s, for that matter.

The sound of a cracking whip snapped Zevander’s attention toward three approaching guards, and his father nudged him back.

“Get up, you lazy cunt!” Another snap of a whip struck the old man’s leg, slicing open one of the many blisters there. “Get your ass up before I whip it bloody!”

Zevander’s wounds flared at the thought of it. Get up, man, he urged.

The guard cracked his whip again, that time splitting open the old man’s forearm.

Nausea gurgled in Zevander’s throat, and he turned away.

“He’s succumbed to poisoning. Leave ‘im here,” one of the other guards urged. “Daylight’s waning.”

Hard to believe they called this daylight. Zevander had always imagined Solassios to be painfully luminous. Perhaps some parts were.

“Remove his cuff,” the whip-bearer guard ordered, and the third guard scrambled to unlock it.

As he attempted to yank the thick metal from the old man’s neck, it wouldn’t budge. “Think it seared to him.”

Frowning, Zevander stuffed his fingers into his own cuff, and though it fit snug against his throat, a small gap remained.

“Well rip the bloody thing off, if you have to! Time is wasting!”

“I can’t, Sir. It’s like hardened clay.”

The guard groaned and turned to a monstrous figure linked to the other side of the old man.

Zevander had only seen an orgoth once in his life, but he’d heard stories of their ferocity. Excessively muscled and tall, with sharp ivory tusks that protruded from their bottom lip, they looked more beast than man. Stubby, white horns and pale skin with blue undertones, like a wintry corpse, hinted that he might’ve been Vespyri.

“You there,” the guard said, pointing toward the orgoth. “Remove this man’s cuff, and I’ll grant you an extra ration of water.”

The orgoth gave a hearty snort and stepped forward, hauling the prisoners behind him to the ground. The beastly man bent forward, lifting the much smaller, trembling Lunasier by his head, and placed his thick hands at either side of his face. In one grunt, he squeezed, and the man’s head exploded on a splattering of blood, meat and bone.

Zevander spun and expelled the last meager meal he’d eaten that day, a spray of mostly bile that splashed onto the black sand below him.

The rest of the man’s body slumped to the sand, his stumpy neck slipping right through the cuff, leaving behind a string of skin that dangled from the chain.

“Well, not quite what I had in mind, but off we go.” The guard turned his attention toward the front of the line. “Ahead!”

As the orgoth stepped back, the chain stretched out with the empty cuff between them, and that dangling bit of flesh taunted the back of the boy’s throat again. He turned away and the pink of his father’s skin caught his attention. Again, Zevander found himself staring down at his flesh, which only seemed to have darkened in the blazing sun. As if noticing himself, his father frowned, lips tight. Without saying a word, he turned away from Zevander and followed after the chain of prisoners.

Jags of mountain spires clawed at the stormy gray sky overhead, while gaping black archways swallowed the line of prisoners entering the mines. Only a few scattered torches illuminated the surrounding darkness as Zevander entered, and once inside, a guard approached him from behind and unshackled the cuff at his throat. Zevander rubbed his hand across his neck, the burn of the absent metal lingering there. When the guard moved onto his father’s, the boy watched as he struggled with the cuff, which had burned into the older man’s skin.

“Gods be damned!” the guard growled over his father’s cries of pain. In a wet, tearing sound, he loosened it, and Lord Rydainn fell to his good knee.

The older Rydainn pushed to his feet, and Zevander caught sight of the glistening, raw patches where his skin had been torn away.

A shove from behind sent Zevander tripping forward, but he caught himself and looked up to see an arched stone tunnel ahead, where other prisoners—mostly of his age—had been herded. His father was directed toward an adjacent tunnel with older men, and for a brief moment, he wanted to run to him, just as he had as a child whenever he was uncertain or afraid. He didn’t, though. After having learned that his father had murdered a woman, Zevander wanted nothing to do with him.

Instead, he followed after his peers, not sparing his father another glance.

“Move along!” The guard who’d shouted stood on a small wooden platform and smiled as he drove the boys forward like cattle, cracking his whip against their sunburned flesh as they passed.

Fire streaked across Zevander’s exposed arms with the strike of the guard’s whip, and he clenched his teeth, cradling the lash mark as he swallowed back the pain.

All of the boys his age were arranged in a single line and marched toward the arched wooden door at the end of the tunnel. At the front of the line, the first boy was led through, the rest of them made to wait. Only minutes later, screams bled through the door, and a wintry frost crawled through Zevander’s veins as he imagined what could possibly be happening in that room.

When the door swung open again, the boy didn’t emerge, but the next in line was shoved inside and the door slammed shut behind him.

More screams.

Terrible screams that prickled his skin.

Minutes later, the door swung open again, and a third boy was pushed inside by the guard standing at his back. The moment the young prisoner seemed to catch sight of the room, he spun on his heel and shot back toward the door, a look of terror carved into his expression. “No! No! Please!” His fingers clung to the frame, as guards inside the room yanked at his arms and shirt.

The guard outside the room lifted his boot, kicking the boy in the chest, which dislodged his hands, and the door slammed shut behind him. A blood-curdling scream sent a chill down Zevander’s spine, and he glanced around, noticing the only escape was the way they’d entered through the tunnel.

Blocked by a half-dozen guards.

Only two other boys remained ahead of him. The next had to be dragged into the room. Through the narrow gap, Zevander spied the profile of a short, squatty man standing alongside a tray of what looked to be strange tools. The man snapped his head toward Zevander whose heart jolted when the other half of his face was revealed. Covered in silver that must’ve been poured over his head and hardened the way it seemed to drip down his face, his eyes hidden behind dark purple spectacles.

The door slammed shut.

Tension tightened Zevander’s muscles as his mind begged him to run. Even if there was the slightest chance that they’d catch him.

The door opened again.

Go. Now.

He turned to step out of line and caught sight of four figures entering the tunnel, garbed in golden armor with elegant filigree across the breastplates, and pauldrons that looked like sun motifs. Wings with engraved feathers swept either side of their golden, riveted helms, and the long, golden tresses that draped over their shoulders nearly reached their elbows. While tall and intimidating, thanks to their bulky figures, they walked with poise and grace, before coming to a stop alongside him. The figure closest to him removed their helmet, revealing themselves to be a woman—the most impressive woman he had ever seen in his life, with her square, muscular jaw, and sharp, sculpted bones.

“Rather scrawny crop, isn’t it?” Her gaze lingered on Zevander, eyes scanning him up and down, before she made her way back down the line in the other direction.

The boy behind him whispered, “The Bellatryx.”

“Who are they?”

“Solassion warriors. Said to be half orgoth. I heard they’re cannibals and sadists.”

A grip on Zevander’s shoulder startled him, and on instinct, he spun around, fist swinging. His knuckles smashed into the guard’s jaw, and the older man stumbled backward.

Zevander had simply wanted to escape. He hadn’t intended to attack the guard. No choice but to run at that point. Spinning on his heel, he darted in the opposite direction, toward the Bellatryx. One of the guards barreled toward him, and Zevander ducked as the guard swung out, slipping past him on all fours like a rampant rodent. He pushed to his feet and pivoted to the right, dodging another approaching guard, the tip of the guard’s blade just grazing his arm. He’d learned to be fast, to catch prey, or avoid competing predators, the many times his father had taken him hunting.

Ahead of him stood the Bellatryx. Once past them, he’d find himself in the main tunnel. Perhaps confronted by more guards. And what about Father?

He didn’t have time to think about Father right then. Zevander was certain, at that point, if the guards caught him, they’d undoubtedly kill him.

One of the boys toward the end of the line, as if inspired by his act of defiance, darted forward and dropped to all fours, crawling through the legs of the bulky Bellatryx across from him.

Zevander expected them to be slow and sluggish beneath their pauldrons and breast plates, but before the boy could slip by, a long, golden blade impaled his back with the smooth glide of liquid silk.

Zevander ground to a halt, watching the Bellatryx soldier lift the skewered boy into the air by the sword.

Horror swelled in his chest on hearing the boy scream, crying out for his father as he slid down the length of the blade. His trembling hands gripped its beautifully beveled edges that slid through his finger bones, lopping them off with ease.

Air caught in Zevander’s throat, his lungs thick with fear.

The other Bellatryx laughed as their fellow soldier lowered the boy to his feet and drove the blade upward, splitting him in two halves that fell to the ground in a thunk of bloody meat. Once free of the boy’s carcass, the Bellatryx ran her tongue over the broad side of the blade, licking the blood from the steel.

“He even tastes weak,” she said, and more laughs erupted as she wiped the remains with a kerchief, before sheathing her sword.

A firm hand gripped Zevander’s shoulder, and he spun in time to see a fist rushing toward his face. It connected with a splitting crack across his cheek, rattling his teeth, and his vision blurred.

Blackness followed.
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Searing pain tore through Zevander’s mind, and he opened his eyes to blackness. At least, he imagined his eyes were open, could feel the flutter of his eyelids while he attempted to blink. He gasped a breath, his hands flitting through the dark to ensure he could move, searching for evidence of injury.

He felt nothing but the thin clothing he’d worn, absent of any wet patches of blood or gaping wounds. A hard wall pressed beneath his haunches, where he sat slumped against it.

A blinding light filtered in, one far too bright, and he raised his arm to shield his eyes, just making out a dark figure in the center of his view.

The distinct shape of a hooded cloak left him guessing who the stranger might be.

The hood lowered, casting light across a face he didn’t recognize. Pale skin. Light colored eyes. A few scattered wrinkles and slightly weathered skin put him at about his father’s age.

Pushing to his feet, Zevander looked around, searching for some familiarity in the shadows, but he couldn’t see past that ray of light.

“Where am I?” he asked.

“Beyond the confines of consciousness and sleep,” the stranger answered in a deep, raspy voice. “Caligorya.”

He’d heard of Caligorya before—a place in the deepest part of the mind where healers sometimes sent those who’d been gravely injured. The Shadow Realm. A place of quiet without pain, but also darkness. A lawless hellscape for some.

Zevander frowned. “Am I dying?”

“No. But were you awake, you’d wish for death, I’m certain.”

“Who are you?”

“An old friend.”

“If you are a friend, why don’t I recognize you?”

“I knew your parents. The Lord and Lady Rydainn.”

Strange that he knew his parents. Stranger still that he’d managed to slip into Zevander’s mind. “If this is Caligorya, as you say, how are you here?”

“I have…abilities that allow me to reach your thoughts.”

The light shifted toward where Zevander’s arms rested at his sides. He lifted them to find skinny lines of symbols burned into his wrists—symbols that hadn’t been there moments before. “What is this?”

Agony scorched the back of his neck like a white-hot iron pressed to his skin. The flame licked his spine and down the back of his legs. Zevander cried out, falling to his knees.

The stranger let out a growl, also falling to his knees, his outstretched arms showing the same symbols etched into his wrists. “You mustn’t…focus on…the pain! Close your eyes! Close them now!”

Zevander shuttered his eyes, as commanded, and in that darkness, the pain dissolved, slinking away like a vaporous nightmare. He let out long, easy breaths, calming himself, and when he opened his eyes again, the light moved over the stranger. “How is this possible?”

“Darkness is easier on the mind,” the stranger said, placing a palm to his knee and pushing to his feet. “The light is harsh and punishing.”

“The markings on my arms. What are they?”

“A spell. To keep you from using your magic.”

“I have no magic. I was born a spindling.”

The stranger let out a dark chuckle. “Is that what they told you? Your good and loving parents have denied you the power that slumbers inside of you, have they?”

“I have no power.”

“If that were true, you’d have perished to your brother’s spiders that day when he attacked you.”

An unsettling curiosity palmed the back of Zevander’s neck. How could he have known about that?

Still, it was true. Prodozja was a protective form of magic. He couldn’t have summoned his scorpions had he been born a spindling. Spindlings possessed no magic, but if truth be told, Zevander had always questioned what he’d been taught. “How do you know so much about me?”

“I know many things. I know that you possess the most ancient and destructive power there is. An extraordinary gift of the gods.”

Zevander frowned. His father’s bloodline magic was forging metal. A long line of blacksmiths and farriers. His mother was an empath, a grief eater who also possessed the gift of reading minds. “There is nothing ancient, nor extraordinary, about my bloodline.”

“Yours is not derived from the sun or moon. It lives in the heart of Aethyria. It is the molten blackness that pumps through the veins of our world. Few gods take physical form, but this one lives within you.”

Zevander puzzled his words. “Who?”

“Deimos. The god of sablefyre and destruction.”

Zevander’s laugh began as a slow and dissonant chuckle, but the more he thought about the old man’s words, the more ridiculous it sounded in his head.

“You don’t have to believe what is truth. It does not change your fate,” the stranger snarled.

Harder, the boy laughed, his skin prickling. He howled and wheezed, until his throat was raw and his eyes wavered with tears.

The surrounding darkness flickered in his periphery, with images slipping in and out of focus.

Ropes. Blood. Tools precariously hanging on the wall. Trembling limbs and sharp breaths.

“You must stop! You mustn’t leave this place!”

The stranger lurched forward, and Zevander closed his eyes over the watery shield that shimmered in them. When he opened them again, a scorching heat tore across his back on a crackling sound. Zevander peered down at a gritty floor only a meter or so below him. Hard to tell with the slight blur in his eyes. Trembling, he managed to turn his head just enough to see that he was suspended by ropes, attached to iron posts, which held him up off the ground. Same must’ve been true for his legs, though he couldn’t move to confirm.

“Let’s see you run now, boy!” A loud crack rang in his ear, and pain slashed across his spine.

Zevander shook, his limbs stretched so tight, even the small trembles sent pulses of agony through him. The pain lulled him into a strange delirium, the objects before his eyes becoming echoes of themselves. The laughter and mocking grew distant, while his mind wound back to moments before—what must’ve been a dream. The stranger’s words reverberated through his thoughts. “He lives in you.” A god. How ridiculous!

A string of bloody saliva spilled from his swollen lip, and he let out a strained burst of laughter. His laughter turned hysterical as he imagined how fucking sorry a god must’ve felt, trapping itself inside the body of a helpless spindling.

The thought made him laugh harder.

“Laughing at me, are you?” Another thunderous crack sent a streak of flames across his skin. Flames. Like sablefyre.

Zevander let out another hoarse wheeze of laughter that ached in his battered ribs where he must’ve been kicked at some point. The clank of metal was only a minor distraction from the maddening hilarity that had taken over him, and he turned when a flash of gold struck his periphery.

The figure at his side knelt to eye level, and through a mist of tears, he could make out the face of the Bellatryx who’d skewered the boy earlier.

“Aren’t you a fascinating creature,” she said, her voice tinged with intrigue. With gentle fingers, she pushed a strand of hair from his face, her touch reminding him of his mother’s.

Zevander ground his teeth, holding back tears as thoughts of his mother arrived with another punishing blow.

“Enough of this. I long to see how this one fares in the mines.” She ran her calloused fingers across his arms, giving a small squeeze when she reached his biceps. “A bit of muscle ought to make him delicious. And once he’s strong enough, you will send him to me.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
MAEVYTH
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After a quick breakfast of canned apples, I checked on Aleysia, who remained sleeping, and followed Zevander out into the snowy morning. Reluctant as I was to leave her alone, I couldn’t stomach the hours that would waste away waiting for her to wake. Having found her, it was imperative that I learned to defend her.

Between the trousers I’d borrowed from Elowen, along with a tattered tunic she’d had stored in the dresser, and Zevander’s cloak, I hardly felt clothed enough to take on the cold that rippled across the yard.

Zevander came to a stop in an open expanse of snow and, rubbing his hands together, scanned the surroundings as he turned to face me. “Seems a good place.”

“You’re certain the creatures are mostly nocturnal?” I’d seen an occasional few during the day, but I hadn’t observed them anywhere near as closely as Zevander, to know their behaviors.

Nodding, he swept his gaze over the surroundings once again. “Like hunting spiders. Most try to avoid being prey during the day.”

“What could those things possibly consider to be predators?”

He shrugged and rolled up the sleeves of his tunic, exposing a map of veins across his forearms. “Maybe it’s you they fear.”

“I very much doubt that.” I bit back a smile and glanced away, doing my best to ignore the way his untied tunic offered a peek of his broad chest beneath. Or that his casual stance made training appear absolutely effortless, a mere pastime for a man so skilled in fighting and killing. Powerful, like the world bent to him. In an effort to avoid staring at that damned tunic, I looked back to the cottage we’d left behind. “Can we make this a fairly quick lesson? I don’t like the thought of leaving Aleysia too long.”

“Where are you struggling?”

“The whip.”

“You’re grasping at a more advanced glyph.”

“I saw what it can do.” I traced the scar on my palm. “Unfortunately, it wasn’t me controlling it.”

“Who controlled it?”

I hesitated to say at first, for fear he’d think I was losing my senses. “Morsana. The one who’s come to me each time I’ve fallen into Caligorya.”

“While you were conscious?” A troubled expression crawled across his face when I nodded. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

“What does this mean?”

“That your whip is connected to a darker form of magic. One I suspect you’re hesitant to tap into. And rightly so, because it’s proven to be powerful, but it’s the only way to effectively defend yourself against these creatures.”

“I would not be standing out here in the cold, if I were hesitant.”

Hands braced at his hips, he sighed. “Dolion made the mistake of telling you what the whip is capable of doing. You fear hurting others. That is your hesitation. You have to want to hurt. To kill. You have to want to inflict death, but you grapple with your conscience.”

“So, I have to become a heartless killing machine in order to effectively utilize the glyphs specific to me?”

“Death is in your blood. But you have a tendency to overthink. You search for the good in your opponent. And that is your weakness.”

“A weakness? Compassion is a weakness now?”

“Where utilizing your most deadly weapons to survive is concerned? Yes.”

What irritated me was that I couldn’t deny his argument. Even after Uncle Felix had attempted to violate me, there was still the split-second of hesitation on my part, for reasons I couldn’t explain. Remorse, even. That I could possibly feel anything, given what he’d tried to do, left me questioning the state of my mind. “And how do you tackle this…weakness.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, and once again, I found myself annoyed by the distraction of his exquisitely carved form. “I don’t think. I rely on instinct. Everything that moves toward me with purpose and intention is a threat. I react accordingly.”

My face tightened with a frown. “That’s terrifying. Imagine if I were angry at you.”

“Imagine if you were. In fact, I insist you try.”

“And risk getting burned to cinder? No thank you.”

“With instinct comes intuition. Your body language tells me everything I need to know. Whether you’re a true threat, or simply seeking my attention.” The arrogant smirk on his face left me wanting to taunt his instincts by smacking it right off him. He lifted his chin, and his nose twitched. “Are you wearing perfume?”

“Lavender oil. It’s good for the skin, and the scent calms me.”

“Do I make you nervous?”

I wanted to tell him yes. That I didn’t trust myself around him. That, from the moment I’d proposed it, I’d wanted to abandon the suggestion to keep our distance and revisit that smoldering ember of desire he’d stoked when we’d last shared a bed. Or that the only thing standing in the way of me acting on those desires was the uncertainty of everything—my sister and whether, or not, we’d get back to Aethyria. Looking at him, deliciously lethal and ironclad, stirred an unbearable ache low in my stomach. Had me feeling warm and cold at the same time, as if my body couldn’t decide between frustrated and aroused. And yes, I wore the damned lavender oil hoping he’d notice.

I hardened my jaw. “I suppose it might be the oversized spider humanoids that like to eat people making me nervous.”

Hands still resting on his hips, he shook his head and whistled. “The sarcasm is thick this morning, isn’t it?”

“Or perhaps you woke up in a mood to torment.”

“I woke up in a mood for something, but it surely wasn’t to torment,” he said casually, the insinuation sending a twitch to my thighs. “So, you wore perfume for the spiders?”

“It isn’t perfume!” The words snapped out of me like a whip, and I quickly slammed my mouth shut, exhaling a long breath through my nose to settle my nerves. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little tense with everything.”

He quirked a brow. “Perhaps you need something to relax.” He jerked his head. “Come.”

I narrowed my gaze. “Why? What do you intend to do?”

“Loosen you a bit.” The wolfish grin he wore set me on edge when he sauntered toward me, coming to a stand at my back. Hands gripped my shoulder, firm and warm, the heat sinking into my bones. “You are tense, aren’t you?” Strong fingers pressed into the knot at the base of my neck and my eyes nearly rolled back as he worked it loose, as if he knew the exact spot. He added more pressure, and I clamped my mouth over a quiet moan that nearly escaped.

He gathered my wrists at my back. “Bend forward,” he commanded, and I whipped my head to the side.

“What for?”

“A stretch?”

Reluctantly, I leaned forward as he held my arms, sliding a gentle hand down my spine to adjust my form.

“Stop when it hurts,” he said, but it didn’t hurt. It pulled my muscles in the most exquisite way. He lifted my arms just enough that I could feel the stretch across my chest, my breasts straining against the threadbare tunic.

It’s just a stretch, I told myself, but gods, it felt good.

I lowered into it and a stiff bulge pressed against my bottom. My back snapped ramrod against his chest.

Still holding my wrists captive, he slid his palm across my stomach, just skimming the waistband of my trousers. “This one is my favorite,” he said at my ear, his voice like warm velvet.

“This doesn’t feel like a stretch at all.”

“Never said it was.”

Clearing my throat, I wriggled out of his grasp, for fear of what his hands might easily compel me to do, and took a step forward, the echo of his firm grip still burning across my skin. “Going back to our previous conversation…in a nutshell, you’re telling me I need to ignore my empathy. The very emotions that have given me pause.”

A lingering smile played on his lips. “Yes. You struggled to kill your uncle because you couldn’t perceive him as an enemy. Remember, I told you, magic is the will of the wielder. You gave your power over to the dark side of you. There’s a danger in that. You have to learn to embrace it yourself.”

I sighed and crossed my arms, catching the prolonged dip of his gaze where my nipples had undoubtedly made themselves known, as cold as it was. Not even tipping my head managed to pull his attention away from my chest.

“Let go of the empathy. It can be incredibly distracting.” His brow lifted, eyes still riveted on my thin tunic.

“Is it me you’re talking to?” I glanced down at my breasts. “Or them?”

The dimple in his cheek bloomed with a smirk. “Was it your intention to look irresistible for a training session?”

“Did you intentionally untie your tunic in the middle of winter for a training session?” I countered. “At least I wore a cloak.” I wrapped the thicker fabric around me, shutting out the view of my breasts.

“Yes,” he said, unabashedly. “It was intentional. It’s been rather hot and constricting the last few days.” He ran his finger over the collar of his shirt, widening it for more of the muscle beneath. “I’d take it off entirely, but I wouldn’t want to suggest anything.”

I had to physically turn away to keep from visualizing his sweat-slicked muscles, hard and gleaming. “Nor would I want to give you the impression that seeing you without a shirt had any effect on my ability to focus on training.”

“Glad to hear it.” He crisscrossed his arms, hooking the hem of his tunic as if to pull it off.

“But …” I lurched forward, holding my hand up to stop him. “I think it’s a bit cold. I wouldn’t want you to get frostbite.”

A grin crept across his face as he lowered his arms.

Annoying. “You are insufferable. Must you always smile at me that way?” In truth, he smiled so rarely, his face usually tight with a scowl, it was a welcomed sight.

But still annoying.

He lifted a shoulder, that infuriating grin never fading. “You’re always welcome to avert your gaze.”

“And give you the upper hand? Is that how you defeat your opponents? Charm them with smiles?”

“Depends on the opponent.” His gaze trailed over me again. “And how badly I want to see what’s beneath her cloak.”

His words cast a flicker of heat between my thighs, drawing to mind the night he’d put his mouth on my breasts, suckling and flicking his tongue over them.

Stop it right now!

Squinting, I shook my head of the mental image. “Good to know. I’ll be sure to keep my eyes on you, then.” I waved my hand toward him. “Might we return to the lesson now? How do you suggest I learn to cast aside my empathy, seeing as I’ve had it since birth?”

A clicking, hissing sound echoed through the treetops of the adjacent forest, and as I whirled that way, a flock of birds darted toward the sky. Breath shot out of me, and I snapped my attention back to Zevander. “The spiders?”

He rolled his shoulders back and groaned. “And so the lesson begins. I’ll be right back.” Drawing the sword from his back, he strode toward the archway of The Eating Woods in the distance.

Frowning, I stepped forward, watching him cross the field with determined steps. “You’re walking toward them? Shouldn’t we be going in the other direction? Back to the cabin?” I called, but he ignored me, keeping on toward the woods until he breached the archway.

Minutes passed. Cold slithered over my skin, and I wrapped my arms around myself, glancing around at the empty, open field. I took small steps in the cabin’s direction, but paused, conflicted and frustrated. “Why would you go into the woods?” I muttered angrily and trudged three more steps, pausing again.

Icy fingers palmed the back of my neck, drawing focus to the vulnerability I felt right then and casting a shiver through me.

Another minute passed.

Another.

Finally, he emerged from the forest.

On a dead run toward me.

It didn’t occur to me what had him running so fast, at first. Not until, moments later, two pale creatures emerged after him, their bodies suspended between the sixteen long legs that carried them quickly in my direction.

Fear gripped my throat.

“Zevander!” I rasped.

“Ready yourself!” He rounded my body until standing at my back, as the spider humanoids scampered toward us. “Call on your whip.”

My whip. The glyph. What was the damned glyph?

“I don’t remember it!”

“Yes, you do. You’re letting fear control your thoughts. Slow your mind and think.”

“If I slow any part of me, those things are going to devour me!”

With quick hands, he held my hip and steadied my elbow, raising my arm a notch. “You’re tensing too much. Relax your muscles, you’re too stiff.”

If my heart hadn’t been pounding in my throat, I’d have told him that was a compliment, coming from him. “I can’t relax when they’re bounding toward us!”

They were closer than before.

Closer.

One ambitious leap away from pouncing on us.

My instincts told me to run. My whole body shook with the urge to spin on my heel, training be damned! “I can’t do this!”

They pounced.

Zevander threw out his hand, and the creatures shot up into the air, their legs still scrambling as if closing the last few inches between us.

“Call on your glyph! Now!”

I closed my eyes and took deep breaths. In the quiet of my thoughts, an image slipped through my head. The spine. “I see it.”

“Strike them.”

Nodding, I threw my hand out. Nothing but bones flew from my palm, clattering to a pile on the snow.

“Focus! I can’t hold them suspended for eternity!”

I threw my hand out again and felt a thump of pressure against my palm, as the whip snapped outward then retracted back. “Ha! I did it!”

“Shall I release them, then?”

“No!” Fear lashed through me at the thought of him setting those things loose.

“Then, try again.” The strain in his voice set my nerves trembling.

I stared back at them, the vague recognition of Mr. Primsley and his wife, Diana, peering through that grotesque form. They’d owned the bakery in town, and while they’d never gone out of their way to be kind to me, they’d certainly never been cruel.

Again, I raised my hand, trembling harder than before, and focused on the glyph in my head. The whip flew from my palm, snapping just short of the creatures.

“Stop looking at them as human. Imagine what they’ll do to you if I set them free right now. Imagine what they’d do to Aleysia.”

Aleysia.

A spark of anger lit my blood at the thought of Mr. Primsley’s teeth tearing into her flesh. Snarling, I threw out my hand again on a growl.

The whip struck one of his legs, and it burst into a plume of broken chitin.

A thrill of victory washed over me, and I hopped on a squeal. “I did it!”

“Do it again,” Zevander ordered, clearly unimpressed.

Muttering a quiet complaint, I thrust my palm forward again, and that time, it struck the broad side of the creature’s torso.

A crackling sound had me searching for the site of impact. Seconds later, it exploded into a mess of flesh and blood that spattered onto my face and clothes.

Hands held out to the side, I stared down at myself and sighed. “Revolting.”

“Head toward the cabin,” Zevander demanded, ignoring my disgust. “I want you to have a better head start. I’m not going to use my power. No matter what happens. You will need to rely on yours.”

“I don’t like this.”

“Well, we don’t have a choice now. Go!”

I awkwardly darted through the snow back toward the cabin.

“Maevyth!”

I swung around in time to see the spider barreling toward me faster than before, and Zevander hobbling after it. Wounded?

My heart shivered behind my ribs. With the vision of Aleysia still fresh in my mind, I threw out my hand, the bone whip spilling out of my palm onto the ground.

A whimper of panic gurgled in my throat, and I retracted my hand, the beast only a few feet away. One hard thrust of Aeryz widened the space and knocked the creature onto its hind legs. It recovered quickly, but instead of heading toward me, to my horror, it turned toward Zevander.

No.

“Fuck,” I heard him mutter, and he backed up a step. “I’m not going use my power, Maevyth. If anyone is going to stop this, it’s you.”

Rings of hot panic coiled in my chest. “That’s too much pressure! Call on your flame! Please!”

“Absolutely not,” he said, backing himself in the other direction, as the creature slowly stalked toward him, as if biding its time.

It pounced on top of him, and a wild scream shot out of me. “Zevander!” I ran toward them, swallowing back the acids rising in my throat as the creature snapped its jaws at his face.

I thrust out my hand, and the whip floundered through the air, landing ungraciously in the snow. “Damn it!”

“Focus!” Zevander barked in a strained voice. “Her teeth are awfully sharp, in case you hadn’t noticed!”

Closing my eyes, I imagined the glyph clear in my head. When I opened them, I threw my hand out on a violent burst of energy. Power surged in my veins as I hurled the tapered end of the whip toward the unwitting beast, satisfied when it snapped against the creature’s body. In the next breath, it exploded over Zevander, the chunks of flesh falling on top of him. He snapped his head to the side, lips tight, as a large clot of blood splashed across his throat.

All was calm again.

“Had I known that today’s lesson was going to involve risking my life, I would have told you to go to hell.”

He sat up, tossing off steaming bits of Mrs. Primsley’s entrails from his chest and legs, then spat blood into the snow. “How else do you learn instincts?”

“Know that if you ever try to kiss me again, I will only ever see Mrs. Primsley’s bloody bits on your lips.”

He let out a chuckle, scooping up a handful of mostly clean snow and ran it over his mouth. “Then, you do intend to let me kiss you.”

“At this point, you would have to scour your lips in lyme. And, even then, I don’t know if I could imagine anything else.”

He pushed to his feet. “Perhaps that’s your next lesson. How to avoid my kiss without killing me with your whip.”

“You wouldn’t.”

His brow kicked up, lips pulling to a half-smile. “Only one way to learn instincts.”

I bit back the urge to laugh and spun around on my heel, racing across the snow toward the cabin. While my head chided me not to indulge in his flirtations, my body moved on its own, reveling in the fun of it. A quick glance over my shoulder showed him chasing after me, gaining speed despite his bulky body, and a squeal of a laugh escaped me. When I snapped my attention forward again, a figure ahead of me brought me to a grinding halt.

My boots slid across the snow, and I tumbled to the ground. There, only a few feet away from me, stood Uncle Riftyn, half his face torn away, the raw flesh glistening at me like a nightmare.

“Maevyth!” Zevander called out to me from behind before crashing into the snow at my side. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

With a trembling hand, I pointed.

Zevander’s gaze followed the path of my finger. “What?”

“Do you not see him?”

“See who?”

Uncle Riftyn stood silent, tipping his head as he watched me.

Frowning, I glanced at Zevander, and when I looked back, Uncle Riftyn was no longer there.

“Who do you see?”

Screwing my eyes shut, I shook my head. “No one. It was no one.”

“You were certain only a moment ago.”

“I…saw my uncle.”

“You said he burned in the fire.”

“Not that one, though both are dead. I suspect it’s only a matter of time before I’m terrorized by his burnt form.”

“You see the dead.”

I nodded. “I thought it was from having been ill. I didn’t see much of the dead when I was in Aethyria.” I released a shuddering breath, recalling the last time I’d seen Uncle Riftyn alive. “I watched the beast in the woods tear the skin from his bones.” I stared off, lost in that horror all over again. “I’ve seen awful things in my life, but that is a memory I won’t soon forget.”

Zevander’s warm palm met my skin as a soothing balm, while he rubbed his hand down the length of my arm, chasing away the chill. “C’mon. Let’s get you inside where it’s warm.”
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After having checked on Aleysia, who appeared to have not moved a muscle, I entered the main room of the hovel in time to see Zevander peel off his tunic, leaving his body coated in blood and stringing bits of gore. He poured a warm kettle of water I’d heated into the washbasin and dunked his head in the water.

Pangs of yearning needled me and I quietly sighed, watching the way his back muscles contracted with his abrupt movements. How magnificently his broad shoulders tapered down to a fit and trim waist—one I’d had pressed against me not long ago.

Bigger concerns, Maevyth, I chided myself and cleared my throat.

He fished out a rag from a nearby drawer and stood upright, slicking his hair back with the palm of his hand. The sight of him fluttered my stomach, regardless of the stubborn gore that still clung to his face and chest.

He wrinkled his nose, staring down at himself. “What I wouldn’t give for a proper warm bath.”

Smiling, I stalked toward him and snatched the cloth. After dipping it in the basin, I dragged it over the slick red coating across his collarbone. An angry patch of red at the base of his neck caught my eye, and when I ran the cloth over it, he let out a grunt. “What is this?”

“Seems their saliva is a bit acidic.”

I exhaled a remorseful breath. “I’m sorry. I should’ve reacted sooner. I hesitated.”

“You’ll learn.”

“I don’t want to learn at your expense.”

“A small scratch isn’t going to kill me.”

“No, but those teeth came awfully close to your face.”

“Worried about marring this handsomeness?”

When he sneered alongside his comment, I wanted to tell him that not even the wretched black scar across his cheek, nor the blood of Mrs. Primsley, could make him less attractive. I wanted to tell him he was the most devastating man I’d ever laid eyes on, and that I would have, in fact, kissed him, in spite of the bits of gore clinging to his cheek.

Instead, I gave a small smile. “Is it possible that we might train again without a rush of adrenaline?”

“That depends on you. Have you learned to accept that warding off an attack doesn’t require apologies over tea afterward?”

“Are you telling me that you’ve no intention of making me a cup of tea?”

Snorting, he swiped the cloth out of my hands and dragged the freshly-dipped rag across his tight abdomen, where faint scars begged to be kissed. “I’ll spare you the grief of drinking whatever awful concoction I might’ve scrounged.”

“To answer your question. Yes. I think I’ve found a way of casting aside my empathy.”

“How so.”

“Recalling that spider atop of you. How scared I was in that moment. How powerful the urge to kill it.”

He stared down at me, the smirk on his lips enticing enough to kiss, if I were so bold right then. “I know that feeling well.”

“Then, we’ll resume tomorrow. Early morning.”

“Early morning.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
KAZHIMYR
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Four days ago …

Afiery thirst scorched Kazhimyr’s throat, the chains around his wrists biting into his flesh. Suppression of his blood magic always made him thirsty, and the agony of fresh wounds reminded him that his body was slow to heal without his power. The stench of old piss and rot clogged his nose, while a copper flavor burned across his tongue. For hours, he and Ravezio had been beaten, fed ungodly amounts of Nilmirth, and endured hours of interrogations into the whereabouts of both Zevander and Dolion.

Captain Zivant of King Sagaerin’s guard paced in front of Kazhimyr, who hung limp from his shackles, each clap of the haughty bone-licker’s shiny boots counting down the seconds to his impatience. “Dolion was seen by a number of my men after Princess Calisza’s Becoming Ceremony.”

“I have told you…countless times. I never…saw Dolion.”

“But you have seen him alive since the time Zevander claimed to have killed him.”

The fucking Nilmirth he’d been forced to consume had caused him to spill that bit of information, otherwise he’d have denied it to his face.

“As we speak, I have a half-dozen of my men on their way to Eidolon now, but it is my gut instinct that they won’t find either one of them there.”

Kazhimyr snorted. “Then, why waste the trip?”

A splintering pain cracked against his cheekbone, when the captain’s fist plowed into his cheek, kicking Kazhimyr’s head to the side on a spray of blood. “I knew I should’ve urged the king to let you rot in that Solassion prison. Every one of you.”

“And miss the bitter resentment you’ve worn on your face every day since? Not a chance.”

The captain drew back his arm for another punch.

“Captain Zivant!” a voice called out, and he lowered his fist. The king’s scrawny cupbearer, perhaps no more than nineteen years old, stood bent over, hands to his knees, as if he’d just galloped from the far reaches of Draconysia. “The king requests your presence with haste,” he wheezed.

“Tell him I’m interrogating our traitorous assassins.”

“Sir, he insists you come right away!”

The captain bared his teeth. “I’m busy at the moment. Let the king know!”

“King Jeret and his men have left the castle. Prince Dorjan is missing, Sir!”

Zivant’s brows lowered, and he turned slowly toward the cupbearer. “Stay with them. I will send a guard.”

The boy’s eyes damned near flew from their sockets. “Me? I’m happy to fetch a guard for you.”

“They cannot be left alone.” The captain swiped up the fire iron propped against the wall that he’d used to burn Ravezio earlier, and the memory of his fellow Letalisz’s suffering stirred a lethal rage in Kazhimyr. “Do not go near them. And if they should try anything, stab them.” He shoved the iron at the boy’s chest. “I’ll send for a guard quickly.”

On those parting words, Captain Zivant hurried out of the inquisition chamber—nothing more than a vast brick alcove with various torture devices—leaving the trembling cupbearer alone with Kazhimyr and Ravezio.

“Can I get some water?” Kazhimyr said in a hoarse voice, and the boy peered to the left of him, likely praying a guard would arrive soon. “Please. I don’t mean you any harm.”

The boy’s throat bobbed with a swallow, and he glanced around, fingers fidgeting when he stared toward a bucket just a few paces away. Perhaps gauging whether, or not, that heavy iron ladle could’ve been used as a weapon. Another second more of contemplation, and he scampered toward it. After scooping the water, he took slow and measured steps toward Kazhimyr, his arm trembling just enough to splash the fluids onto the floor.

Kazhimyr tipped his head back, allowing the boy to pour the water into his mouth. The fluid damned near sizzled as it traveled down his throat. But he was grateful for it. “Perhaps you might fetch some for my friend, as well.”

The boy, undoubtedly more confident with that request, seeing as Ravezio was in far worse shape, gave a nod and dipped the ladle into the bucket for more water. He crossed the room to where the other Letalisz also hung limp against the brick wall, wrists shackled and skin glistening raw where he’d been burned and cut earlier.

“Sir?” the boy said as he lifted the ladle to Ravezio’s face. “Would you like a sip of water?”

Ravezio tipped his head back, and just as the boy was about to pour the water into his mouth, the Letalisz spat blood in his face.

An agonized sound echoed through the ancient brick walls as the boy fell to his knees, dropping the ladle to the floor.

Ravezio acted quickly, toeing the ladle close, its heavy iron surface scraping over the stone floor, then he balanced it on the tip of his bare foot before kicking it up into the air, just high enough that he caught it in his shackled hand.

Kazhimyr snorted. “I see you’ve been practicing your Circ Lunae moves?”

A smile slipped across Ravezio’s face, making him seem far less bothered by his injuries than he first appeared. “Women love a flexible lover. Ask your mother.” Using the handle’s sharp end that ordinarily hooked onto the bucket, he drew his arms together and wedged the pointed end into the lock of his shackles. His muscles shook as he held tight to the bowl of the ladle, until it finally snapped, breaking the locking mechanism.

“I might be insulted by that, if my mother wasn’t a vile sootwench who threw me to a hungry pack of dogs when I was only ten years old. So, if you’re trying to make me retch, you’re doing a damned fine job of it.”

Ravezio chuckled, and both men looked down when the boy let out a quiet whimper. Blood leaked out of his eyes and nose, his body twitching as the venom finished him off.

Kazhimyr clicked his tongue. “Poor bastard. Likely never got his dick wet before you snuffed him. With a ladle, no less. Embarrassing.”

“Better than the candlestick I used to kill the last one.” The sound of heavy footfalls echoed down the corridor, and Ravezio hurried over to Kazhimyr, shoving the ladle into the lock of his shackles, breaking it as easily as he had his own. Once free, both men hustled toward where their clothes had been discarded just before their torture and dressed quickly. They slipped past the boy’s lifeless body toward the corridor.

Kazhimyr peered around the corner, catching flickers of shadows on the wall from guards marching down the adjacent hallway. The two of them exited the bloodstained chamber room into the shadowy corridor. Without so much as a glance back, they kept on through the winding maze of cell-lined passages that made up the castle’s undercroft.

Shouts erupted from behind—likely from the guards becoming aware of their escape. As they approached the curve in the passageway, the two slinked into the shadows of a small alcove beside an unlit brazier, pressing themselves against the stone wall.

Hushed conversation reached Kazhimyr’s ears, and he listened to what he was certain was Captain Zivant’s voice. The mere sound of it ground his nerves.

“The king has demanded that we send half of our men after King Jeret.”

“Our men are doing their best to tame an angry crowd of spindlings and Nilivir, who could very well breach the castle grounds!” That voice sounded like Zivant’s second in command—one of Kazhimyr’s tormentors.

“As I understand, a number of Solassions were left behind. I want them rounded up and thrown into Bonesguard. As for the mob, you have my authority to employ brute force, if necessary.” There was no mistaking the implication in Zivant’s words—kill anyone who resisted. “I’ll only be taking a few hundred men after King Jeret and the prince. The Solassions are traveling through unfamiliar landscape, which will give us the advantage, until they reach the Primmian Sea.”

“We could call on our vassals in Veneficarys to accompany you.” That voice bore the distinct articulation of King Sagaerin’s closest advisor, Lord Belthane.

“No,” Zivant answered, as if insulted by the suggestion. “I’ll find the prince myself. Jeret doesn’t intend to kill him.”

“What makes you so certain of that?” Lord Belthane asked. “King Jeret is facing a significant threat by mercenaries whose numbers are growing, and Sagaerin has repeatedly refused to send aid.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of Kael Vexmoor and his band of mercenaries. We lost nearly ten thousand men to him, if you’ll recall.” Bitterness colored Zivant’s tone. “King Sagaerin isn’t interested in sending his men into a bloodbath.”

“Yet, Kael Vexmoor’s army grows and grows through our lack of action. Who’s to say he won’t become a threat to Nyxteros!”

“You know as well as I do what Kael Vexmoor wants.” Zivant lowered his voice, but Kazhimyr could still make out what he was saying. “Revenge. For his mother. His sister. His wrath lies with Jeret. Jeret would be a damned fool to kill Prince Dorjan. He’s merely playing on Sagaerin’s fears as a father. I’ll negotiate with Jeret to keep the peace between Solassios and Nyxteros and ensure the prince’s safe return.”

“You think they’re headed toward Lunamarys Falls, Sir?” his second asked.

“They’d be fools to head north. Between the Carnificans and dragons, they’d have little chance of making it to the Australius Channel.”

“Captain Zivant!” A guard rushed along the same corridor where Kazhimyr and Ravezio remained hidden, slipping right past them. “The Letalisz have escaped. The cupbearer is dead.”

Zivant let out a furious roar. “Find them! Scour the castle. And when you do happen upon them, they’re to be crucified.”

“Crucified?” Strange to hear even the slightest hesitation in the guard’s voice, given their hatred for the Letalisz. “On what grounds?”

“Conspiring to kidnap the prince. Now, go. I’m leaving for Lunamarys Falls at once. Get the crowd under control. Ensure the king remains protected, and find those scurvy assassins. They’ve proven useless, and I want them put to death by day’s end.”


CHAPTER NINE
MAEVYTH
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The sound of grunts and heavy breathing lured my gaze toward where Zevander stood in the main room of the hovel on a makeshift ladder he’d erected from Uncle Riftyn’s coffin wood. Heavy snowfall the night before had collapsed rotted tree branches woven throughout the thatch roof, letting in a cold breeze that failed to chill me, as warm as I felt right then. Not while his unclothed torso gleamed with sweat, his muscles flexing with his toil.

Ruining my focus.

“Eyes on the task, Maevyth. Eyes on the task,” I muttered, chopping the spikeroot I’d gathered from the cupboard into bowls of stewed tomatoes we’d retrieved from the pantry. Couldn’t possibly wear a proper shirt to fix the roof, could you?

Surely, it was purposeful on his part, as if he was going out of his way to tempt me the last few days.

A groan of exertion drew me for another glance, and I found myself staring at his exquisitely carved physique that rippled under the strain of literally holding the roof up by himself. The sheer strength and tension in his body stirred my pulse, as I imagined my fingers drifting over the deep ridges and steel planes. I shouldn’t have been so enthralled watching him—a powerful and skilled assassin—performing menial tasks around the hovel, but gods, every glance stoked the burning inside of me.

Irritating, my head argued.

Three full and fruitless days had managed to slip past since I suggested we remain apart from each other. Three days of endless reading at Aleysia’s side. Three days of pacing and praying to a god in whom I’d stopped believing long ago.

Three days of skirting Zevander and the lingering glances we exchanged in passing. The occasional brush of his fingers. The frustrating reminders of what we both longed for.

I was losing my wits in the humdrum of waiting.

Waiting.

Waiting.

We’d trained the last two mornings, simple glyph summoning, which remained an ever-sketchy outcome where my bone whip was concerned. In the evenings, we sat by the fire, talking about our day while sipping hot tea. It seemed we’d only distanced ourselves sexually, but as our friendship continued to bloom, the more time I spent with him, the harder it was to ignore all the things that made him so magnetically attractive. Desirable.

Another glimpse and my gaze caught on one of his many scars, faint but visible. Perhaps it’d passed my vision a dozen times before, but it was in that particular moment, I noticed its odd shape. Not like a battle or fighting wound or even one inflicted by the strike of a whip—I’d seen plenty of those on his flesh. This one was far too sinister, as if a sharp tool had been used on him. It spoke of torture. The kind of agony that sent a prickling sensation across my own skin. He’d suffered greatly at some point in his life. Abuses I couldn’t bear to think about and instead, turned my mind to something else.

“I’ve been reading Elowen’s notes on healing… I might fetch some shadowroot and foxfell from the forest where I’ve seen her gathering it.”

“I’ll fetch it for you.”

Pangs of disappointment twisted in my stomach. The air felt as if it’d grown thinner, the longer I remained trapped in this place, and while I appreciated the sanctuary from whatever roamed outside the walls, it held a suffocating stagnancy.

“Perhaps I can go with—” I turned to see him leaning slightly toward me, his arms resting over his head against the rafters, stretching long cords of muscle and sinew that had my fingers tingling. However brutal his body’s landscape might’ve been, he was beautiful. Every scar, a mark of strength that I wanted to map with my fingertips. To honor his resilience and survival with the softest kisses.

“That should hold,” he said, his gaze scanning over his work. When his eyes fell on me, I quickly looked away, turning my attention back to my chopping. “Is my lack of attire distracting you?”

The amusement in his voice sharpened my embarrassment to frustration, and I chopped harder. Faster. “Not at all.”

He chuckled, frustrating me even more. “If you put half the effort into fighting off the infected as you’re inflicting on that poor spikeroot right now, they’d all be destroyed.”

“If you put half the effort into wearing clothes, you might not inspire such violent thoughts.” I glanced up only long enough to see him grinning at me. Again.

“Then, you admit. You are distracted.”

“I’m not—” As I brought the knife down for another chop, it struck my finger. “Ouch! Damn it!” Dropping the blade, I lifted my hand, examining the bead of blood forming where I’d cut it. A queasy sensation stirred in my stomach.

“Let me see.” Gentle hands lowered my wrist, and he tilted his head, examining the cut.

I hadn’t even heard the creak of him descending the ladder.

He shook his head with a sharp click of his tongue. “That’s a nasty one.” Swiping up a rag from beside us, he dabbed the blood away.

“It’ll heal. They always do. If you weren’t so insistent on tormenting me all the time, I might’ve avoided the injury.”

“Apologies.” With his eyes on mine, he pressed a kiss to the wound, and my mind drifted to thoughts of him slipping it into his mouth, the way he’d sucked my arousal off his own fingers the night we were last intimate.

How badly I wanted to return to that moment, to feel those lips across my throat and between my thighs. A wave of dizziness swept over me, and I shook it off, drawing back my hand.

“Where in your past did you learn to repair a roof? Or craft a ladder?” I tossed the rest of the root into the bowl, ignoring the unsteady thump of my heart and lingering burn across my finger. Denying him wasn’t entirely by choice, after all, but borne of a need to protect my heart. And him.

“I’ve always been good with my hands,” the hint of amusement in his voice withered when he asked, “What was it you were saying?”

“Hmm?”

“A moment ago. You said perhaps you can go …”

“Oh! Yes. Perhaps I can go with you? Just…a short walk.”

“You long for some fresh air.”

“Desperately. I feel…confined. Every minute I’m not at her side, I wonder if she’s moved. Or spoken. I was reading yesterday, and I couldn’t discern if it was her voice or my own narrating the words inside my head.”

“A walk might be just the relief you need. We can pick up the training that we missed this morning, as well.” He popped open the cork on a bottle of wine he’d found in the pantry and poured some into two cups.

Again, I found myself glancing at his rough, brawny form. Clearing my throat, I lifted both bowls and crossed the room, setting them down onto the table. “I’d like that. I could certainly stand to learn more self-control.” I took my seat, and Zevander sank into the chair across from me, his body a wall of hardened flesh I couldn’t see past.

Stop staring.

Not even the vapid flavor of the food could distract my mind from him.

Or perhaps it did a little. Goodness, was it ever bland.

I lifted the tin cup of wine and smiled as I brought it to my lips.

With his attention on me, he tipped his head, brow flickering in a way that seemed to ask what had me amused.

“Grandfather would roll over in his grave from seeing me drinking wine out of a tin cup.” I tipped back a small sip of it, closing my eyes to the distant memories of Aleysia and I sneaking tastes in the cellar. I let the warm, bitter flavor of morumberries dance across my tongue, lulling me back to those days that seemed so much simpler.

When I opened my eyes again, Zevander stared back at me over the top of his cup, his gaze as unyielding as a firm hand closing around my neck. And while he remained silent, a strange tension filled the space between us, warmth moving through my veins.

Clearing my throat, I broke eye contact and set the cup aside for the bowl. Spooning a bite of it, I wrinkled my nose at the awful taste, like dirt on my tongue. My throat bobbed hard as I swallowed past it.

The quiet that lingered between us only heightened the anxiety coursing through me. “I’ll need to force feed Aleysia if she doesn’t wake soon. Knowing her, though, she’d probably regurgitate it all over me and make me regret the effort.” My chuckle died with the clang of a spoon hitting the floor, a startling sound, and I looked up to see Zevander’s hand curled to a fist.

At first, I didn’t think anything of it, until he bent forward for the fallen utensil, and I caught a tremble in his fingers when he lifted it. Wordlessly, he set the spoon beside the bowl, before resting his palms flat on either side of it.

“My apologies…if my comment was a bit unseemly.”

He exhaled a forced breath and settled back in his chair. “Your apology is unnecessary. I took no offense to it.”

Offense?

I spooned another mouthful, teasing out the meaning of his words. The remark was certainly coarse, but it shouldn’t have offended him. “You’re not hungry?”

Both hands returned to fists at either side of his bowl, and he cleared his throat. “I mean no offense to you when I say the food here is…rather bland.”

I smiled at that, stirring the root into the juices of the tomato. “Not even the king’s finest spices could liven the flavor.” When I looked up, the smile on my face faded on noticing the pallor of his skin, as if drained of all blood. “Are you all right?”

“Will you excuse me?”

“Of course.”

He pushed up from the table, his hands flexing at his sides as he strode toward the bedroom. Again, I sat pondering if his reaction was the result of what I’d said.

As much as I loathed the taste, I ate the remaining tomatoes in my bowl, determined to keep my strength up. With a sigh, I stared at his untouched plate and glanced toward the bedroom, where he’d disappeared. The door remained cracked, and while every fiber of my being longed to peek in on him, I grabbed Elowen’s book of spells and settled on the rocking chair by the hearth.

Not a single word of that damned book breached the worry that stirred in my head, though.

Through the crackle of burning wood, whispers reached my ear. A sound of agony that had me setting down the book and tiptoeing toward that door. Though the crack was narrow, I could see Zevander seated on the chair facing the window, his trousers shrugged down to his knees. Scattered over the table beside him lay the collection of daggers that he unstrapped each night.

His bent elbow shook as his naked form hunched over himself. “Think of Maevyth,” he whispered. “My moon witch.”

Heat bloomed beneath my skin, a slow, tingling sensation palming the back of my neck. My pulse hastened as I watched him, a restless ache twisting in my chest. Hearing him speak of me had me wanting to go to him.

Don’t, my head warned. It was bad enough that I was spying on him.

Checking on him, my head argued back.

The large scorpion stirred to life, its insectile claws tapping against the tight bow of his back as it shifted about. Curls of smoke danced around the room, circling Zevander, before igniting into black flames. He grunted and groaned, the cords of muscle in his arm tense and stretched.

The scorpion’s sharp, metallic stinger rose upward, the pale moonbeams glinting off its silvery tip, before it sank into his tautened flesh.

My hands flew to my mouth, thinking him hurt, but instead, Zevander let out a sound of absolute ecstasy as the scorpion stung him over and over, frantically scampering across his back.

Frowning, I backed away from the door, the violent thud of my heart nearly audible as I hurried back to the rocking chair and swiped up the book. Words blurred on the page beneath the echoes of what I’d seen flashing through my mind.

His heavy breathing.

The grunts and moans.

The tension of his muscles.

The shock of having watched him pleasure himself that way dissolved into the horrific visuals of the scorpion attacking him.

Minutes passed before heavy footfalls interrupted my thoughts, and I forced myself to focus on the words scrawled across the page of my book. Zevander slumped into the chair beside mine, the bowl of food in his lap. Fresh sweat glistened over his bare chest that had regained its natural color.

“Feeling better?” I asked.

“Pardon?”

“You looked unwell while you were eating. I just wondered if you’re feeling better.”

“Yes. Much better.” He spooned some of the food into his mouth, paused a moment, then spooned another bite, more fervently than the last.

“You’ve worked up an appetite.”

“I’m famished.”

Go on. Ask him.

“I have a question. Did you… Were you relieving yourself just now?”

He held the spoon midway to his mouth and frowned, then lowered it back to his bowl. “Were you spying on me?”

“It’s hardly spying when the door is ajar.”

“It was hardly an invitation, either,” he countered in a sharp tone.

“I heard something and simply wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“What did you see?”

Nibbling on my lip was all I could do to calm my nerves. “You were…undressed. On the chair.” I had to look away when the visuals of the scorpion sprang to mind again for fear he’d see the distress in my eyes. “And I’m perfectly okay with whatever it is men need to do, but is it necessary to make a spectacle out of it? What with the flames and your scorpion. If Aleysia does wake up, a sight like that will frighten her out of her wits and still her heart. And then all of this will have been for nothing.”

His brows lowered, and he tapped his spoon on the edge of the bowl. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have done that in such proximity. My apologies.” The way he spoke the words, his voice thick with remorse, left me questioning if I’d been too harsh.

“Why the scorpion? That’s your prod…prodo …”

“Prodozja.” He shrugged and spooned another bite into his mouth. “I’ve always had a connection with them.”

“How so?” I asked, intrigued.

“My mother was stung by a scorpion while pregnant with me. Thought she was going to lose the pregnancy, as ill as she got.”

“So, you have scorpion venom in your blood?”

“I suppose I do.”

I didn’t know why that fascinated me all the more. My gaze fell on one of the veins sticking out from his neck, and a strange exhilaration moved through me. Catching myself, I turned my attention toward the hearth fire. “It is difficult, you know. Keeping distance from you.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the bulge of his bicep, as he sat stroking a hand across his jaw. “With you being an exceptionally built man walking around without shirts and trousers.”

The sudden turn of his gaze sent a flush of warmth to my cheeks. “Are you telling me the sight of my flesh is, in fact, stirring your desires?”

Brows raised, I huffed and flipped through pages of my book. “Clearly, it’s intentional, the way you find it so amusing.”

“I’ve not had intentions since you insisted that we remain apart. But now that I’m aware of the effect, it’ll be difficult to remain clothed.”

The comment yanked my attention to him. “You are not walking about without proper clothes with my sister no more than a room away.”

The corner of his lips curved into a fiendishly handsome smirk that irritated me. “Then, answer the question. I want to hear you say it.”

A surge of heat prickled my cheeks. “I’m sure it’s obvious.”

“No, I want to see those words pass your lips.”

A smile pulled at my lips, but I bit back the urge. “And if I refuse?”

He leaned back in the chair, his face smug. “Then, I refuse to train you.”

I narrowed my eyes on him. “You’d endanger me for your silly games.”

“You’re not presently in danger.”

Gods, the man was relentless.

His brow lifted with an expectant expression.

“Fine. Fine! Yes, you’re stirring my desires. Happy now?”

“Very.” He spooned another bite, taking a moment to lick the utensil clean, the sight of it sending a twitch to my thighs. “You’re blushing again.”

“It’s the hearth,” I said coldly. “And my frustration. I’m warm.”

“You must be incredibly warm on the inside for such rosy cheeks.”

The amusement in his voice sharpened my annoyance. “If you insist on trying to draw me in with your teasing, then I’m going to busy myself with a book.” I lifted the book and feigned a smile before setting it back in my lap.

“And I’m afraid watching you read will only leave me with a longing to slip away again.”

“Are you so desperate for gratification that the banality of a woman reading stirs your loins?”

“I find you irresistible with a book in your hands. I’d venture to say it’s a rare woman who’d make the effort to learn spells and …” He lifted a second book from the small table beside the rocking chair. “Unusual mortal rituals.” He frowned, lowering it back down.

“Not many women are permitted to read. In fact, it was against the laws of the parish.”

“And yet, you learned anyway.”

“My grandfather insisted on it. He always said a well-read woman is a beautifully fearsome creature.”

“He sounds like a good man.”

“He was.” I smiled at the memory of him sneaking books into the house for me. “I was fortunate to be raised by him. For the time that I was given.”

“Well, how is this for a bargain …. I’ll wear proper attire, if you agree to read in private.”

“You’re truly affected by that?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Like your grandfather, I was raised to admire the beauty of an intelligent woman.”

“Rykaia reads, as well?”

“Rykaia reads, but she prefers fairytales of princes and maidens falling in love.”

“And you find that silly,” I said flatly.

“I find it impractical.”

“You don’t believe in love,” I countered.

“I’m skeptical of enduring love. It seems fleeting and fickle, which makes me question the point.”

I crossed my arms. “Please elaborate.”

He huffed and slowly nodded. “Imagine a storm on the sea. An unparalleled force, both powerful and…consuming. So utterly enthralling, it sweeps you out into the depths without your awareness. And at first, all is bliss. The waves, the exhilaration,” he drawled in a lazy cadence. “You’re so blindly smitten, you hardly notice the black abyss creeping toward your feet.”

“And what is this black abyss?”

“Disappointment.” He stared off toward the hearth. “The realization that what you thought was ecstasy was actually love’s demise.”

“You don’t trust love. Which must also mean you shun the Aethyrian idea of fated mates.”

His eyes sharpened in a way that left me questioning the truth of that. “Is that what you’ve gleaned from my cynicism?”

“I think you’ve read the wrong fairytales.”

“And how do your storybook maidens fare?”

“Well, first of all, they’re not fools who swim in a storm. And secondly, they don’t fear the abyss, however vast it may be. That bliss you described is what matters, even if love itself is fleeting. Its worth isn’t diminished by impermanence. Sometimes it’s best not knowing what lies below.”

His lips twitched, eyes narrowed on mine. “I fear you’re challenging my cynical nature, moon witch. Perhaps one of your spells.”

“Or maybe somewhere deep in the pitch blackness of your jaded heart, you actually believe in fairytales, after all. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to find a quiet, private, place to read.”


CHAPTER TEN
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Zevander brought the sledgehammer down hard, shattering the glittery black rock into small shards—the ore of a dead vein that would be melted down and used for weapons. On rare occasions, they managed to chip away small chunks of vivicantem, which they were forced to turn over to the wardens, or risk unimaginable punishment.

Sometimes even death, depending on the size of the rock.

The unforgiving heat blazed across his back, his muscles glistening with sweat. Not long ago, he could barely stand the Solassion sun so long, nor lift the hammer in his hands that he now wielded with ease. His once scrawny frame had doubled in size, his muscles far more accustomed to the grueling labor. He stood on the edge of boy- and manhood—old enough to possess the steel lines of a man’s face and the wisdom of nearly two decades, but still too young to have lived through the kind of atrocities he’d seen during his time in the mines.

“Slow down, you exuberant cunt. You’re making us look bad.” Ravezio, his cellmate, hiked his hammer onto his shoulder, his chest rising and falling with exertion.

Zevander smiled and dragged the back of his hand across his damp brow. “Isn’t any fault of mine that you work like a drunken tome rotter after a bucket of ale.”

Ravezio snorted and brought his hammer down on the rock, splitting it in half. “I’d prefer a lifetime of analyzing tomes over this shit. Bucket of ale included.”

“Don’t talk about ale. Last I had a sip, I was damn near young enough to sit on my granddad’s lap.” Kazhimyr, his other cellmate and a fellow Lunasier, added.

“Didn’t you share a drink with the warden last week? Does he make you call him granddad?” Ravezio shot a sneering grin back at Kazhimyr and winked.

Entirely unamused, Kazhimyr glared back at his friend and lifted his hammer between them. “Keep flapping your jaw, and I’ll shove the pointed tip up your ass.”

“Fucking hell, at this point, even that sounds exciting.”

Shaking his head, Zevander snorted and hammered away again.

Jagron, a hulking orgoth prisoner who’d been promoted to sector guard, passed them, giving a small nod to Zevander. Due to their size and strength, a number of orgoth prisoners got promoted to guards. After all, a contented and well-fed orgoth was far more obedient and less violent than one subjected to abuse and labor.

While he had no love for the guards, or warden, Zevander had learned over the years that working hard and minding his business meant more food rations and fewer punishments.

He nodded back.

Ravezio leaned in and lowered his voice. “Heard he killed Morthok in the grist.”

The grist, or Bone Grist, as prisoners sometimes called it, was a favorite pastime for the guards—a means of entertainment in their otherwise vapid existence. Prisoners were often pitted against each other in a fight to the death. With new prisoners arriving daily, the guards felt it was a necessary means of thinning the population.

Sometimes, guards even fought each other as a means of eliminating their enemies.

Another perk of working hard—Zevander was rarely forced to fight these days.

“Morthok had a mouth the size of these caverns,” Zevander argued. “Bastard’s lucky he lasted this long.”

“Still, shit way to go, having your throat ripped out.”

The creaking sound from behind alerted him to the water cart, and the mere thought of cold fluids had his mouth watering. When he turned, a gaunt, but familiar face greeted him.

At first, Zevander could only stare. His heart slammed against his ribs, the thud in his ears so loud, he could hardly hear the hammering around him. A twitch of his muscles begged him to approach, but he couldn’t move.

“Father?” Zevander frowned, uncertain.

He hadn’t seen his father since they’d first arrived, and the man who stood before him right then looked to have wasted away in that time, his bones sharp and peeking through his mottled skin. Yet, he offered a pained smile, his dark, sunken eyes appraising him.

As angry as he may have been at one time, Zevander’s heart ached at the sight of him. How small and frail.

“You look in good health. Strong.” As his eyes appraised Zevander, they seemed to land on the many scars he’d earned over the last few years. A rheumy shield in his gaze wavered as if he would cry right then. Strange, seeing as he was the very man who’d taught him to hide his tears as a child.

“Get your drink and stop wasting the day!” Warden Vicarek barked through clenched teeth.

It didn’t matter how hard Zevander worked, or what respect he showed the guards, it seemed he’d never find favor in that surly old bastard. Zevander almost wondered if he had it in for him, as much as he singled him out in punishments.

Eyes wide, his father ladled water into a tin cup, offering him twice his usual ration.

Zevander took in his state, as he stared back at him over the rim. “You’ve not eaten much.”

“Food is scarce amongst the elder crowd. Hard fought for and not easily won some days. Particularly when you’ve got a bad leg and the orgoths are scavenging.” His father ladled water for Kazhimyr and Ravezio, as well.

“Come tomorrow, and I’ll have bread.”

“I’d sooner starve than take from my own son.”

“I can get extra rations.”

“You’ve earned your place.” What little pride there was to be had in the prison, it gleamed in his father’s eyes right then. “That’s good.”

“Tomorrow, then.” Zevander handed back the cup, and his father gave a nod.

“Tomorrow.”
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The cells that housed the prisoners were nothing more than small caverns with three walls, one of which was a stretch of iron bars. Opposite the bars, yawned a completely open view, no wall obstructing the vast expanse of the Solassion mountains. A breathtaking sight, if not for the nauseating drop, the bottom of which wasn’t even visible from their height. They were known as the Cliff Tombs, seeing as it wasn’t uncommon for a prisoner to edge too close and fall over, their gut-wrenching screams a nightmarish echo. Those first nights in the prison, years ago, Zevander had worried that he might fall with his restlessness, and even tethered himself to the cell bars for a while.

He’d since learned to sleep quietly and still.

With one arm tucked under his head, Zevander stared out at the stars. He’d always remembered them being so much brighter back home. Or perhaps that was just a dream. He wondered if his mother and sister were staring up at them right then.

“Almost the Eventide Somnial,” Kazhimyr said beside him, where he lay on his own bamboo mat. Also known as Winter Somnial or the long slumber, it was a celebration of the longest stretch of night, when both moons crossed paths and all of Aethyria would be shrouded in darkness for seven nights. A celebration of the Lunadei.

A spark of hope when the world was too dark.

Zevander had always looked forward to the Somnial in the past. All the lights. The food. The gifts. The laughter.

Gods, he missed the laughter.

Here, the winter celebration was nothing more than seven nights of misery and heat, not a single flake of snow to know the season had even arrived. Only the extra ration of water declared the holiday in the mines. At home, those who worked laborious trades were permitted to stay home, and some generous masters even offered extra coin. As the days would grow darker in the upcoming months, they’d work just as hard by firelight, with only the blessing of that unbearable sunlight disappearing behind the moons.

“Do you ever make a wish on the stars?” Kazhimyr asked.

“No. Stars are too far out of reach to give a fuck.”

His cellmate chuckled. “What cynical thoughts you carry during this joyous time of year.”

The sound of rustling reached their ears, and both of them lifted their heads to where Ravezio, lying on the other side of Kazhimyr, was undoubtedly stripping himself beneath his threadbare blanket.

Zevander let out a sound of disapproval and lowered his head. “Godsteeth, tell me you’re not sleeping unclad again.”

“It happens to be good for you. I sweat when I sleep.”

“You sweat because you stroke your cock while you’re dreaming,” Zevander argued back.

“That is quite good for you, as well. Keeps the blood pumping.”

“Pump your blood somewhere else, yeah? The rest of us don’t want to hear it.”

Zevander snorted at Kazhimyr’s comment, staring up at one particularly bright star in the sky, wondering how much it’d stand out in the upcoming Somnial.

Kazhimyr sighed. “What I wouldn’t give for one night with a woman. My father had fucked half our village by the time he was my age. It isn’t right that we should be denied during our prime.”

Zevander couldn’t deny the urges he’d begun to feel from the time he’d first slipped into adolescence. Thankfully, he hadn’t yet reached the age of moon cycles, which typically began at the first quarter-century. A time when young Lunasier men grew exceptionally aroused.

And cranky.

The rut, some called it, but Zevander had never personally been exposed to understand those primal urges. He’d only heard the cries of pain and quiet grunts from cellmates who sometimes offered relief. “You’ve still got centuries of opportunity ahead of you.”

“You speak as if you believe we’ll make it out of here. We’d be the first, if we did.”

Zevander had heard the stories, had seen the older prisoners, including his father, wasting away. Yet, from the moment he’d set foot inside the mines, he’d had the unfounded belief that he’d, one day, see his mother and sister again. “Who’s cynical now?”

“Might the two of you shut your fucking flappers? You’re ruining the fantasy in my head.”

“What fantasy?” Kazhimyr asked, the curiosity in his voice a telling symptom of his first approaching moon cycle.

“Oh, she’s a beauty,” Ravezio mused. “Bright blue eyes, golden hair, and fair skin. Curves that tickle my palm, just thinking about her.”

“Fair skin? Then it isn’t any Solassion I’ve ever seen.” Not that Zevander had seen many Solassion women at all, aside from the Bellatryx who walked through the prisons on occasion. Solassions were simply known to have a light bronze complexion.

“She’s different. I don’t know who, or what, she is, but I dream of her most nights. Makes sleeping next to this snoring piss dribbler almost tolerable.”

Kazhimyr let out a grunt of irritation. “Be grateful I’ve been cursed a fucking spindling in this shithole, or I’d freeze your tongue and rip it out of your mouth.”

“Since your hands are useless, perhaps you might help me out.”

“Surely, you’re not going to let a scrawny Eremician speak to you that way,” Zevander jibed, chuckling at the two of them.

“Scrawny …? I’d knock him ass over applecart without missing a stroke of my cock. Be grateful my basilisk is tethered by these bands, or you’d make a fine stone statue.”

“Is that so?” The voice, like blades across his spine, had Zevander turning toward the entrance of their cell, where the prison warden approached.

In all the banter, he’d failed to hear them until they’d nearly reached the cell. Two guards accompanied the warden and headed straight for Ravezio. Muscles tense, Zevander sat upright, knowing all too well what would follow. The same harassment Ravezio had suffered on countless nights before.

“Not you cunts again,” Ravezio groaned, but he knew his Eremician friend. Knew he feared the punishment of the guards and worried for the day they’d decide to toss him over the edge of that cliff.

Both guards took hold of him, as the warden strode up, picking at his teeth with a long fingernail.

Eremicians had long been treated as nothing more than lowly animals. While their scaled skin, more effeminate features, and ancient markings were seen as favorable traits in the desertlands, the Solassion guards found them aberrant and revolting.

The ragged trousers he must’ve slid back on hung low at his hips, as Ravezio stood between the two guards, his arms stretched in their gauntlet-clad grasps. When threatened, spikes protruded from Ravezio’s scales, and one prick would render them dead in minutes. Not a blood magic trait that could be suppressed by the bands, but a physical characteristic of some Eremicians.

“Tell me something, Mician …” The stunted form of the word served as an insult, and Ravezio’s jaw tensed. “When you stroke your cock…don’t those scales fall off?” The warden scrunched his face, pretending to demonstrate, as he pounded the side of his fist against his other palm, and both guards holding Revezio laughed.

“Leave him,” Zevander warned, his voice like a low growl as he bit back the anger stirring in his gut. A bold request, given the warden loathed him as much as the Eremician.

Swinging his attention toward him, the warden sneered. “You remember what I told you, boy. All I have to do is say the word, and your father’s head will be crushed like a fucking melon.”

“It’s all right,” Ravezio chimed in. “These pot-bellied clods never take much, anyway.”

“Look at you, accommodating us with such grace. Like a woman.” The warden chuckled and glanced around. “Surprised none of you ugly bastards have tried fucking him. Bet he’s all warm inside, like a woman’s cunt.”

Ravezio wore his usual smirk. “Sounds like you’ve thought about it an awful lot.”

The warden snarled and donned a steel gauntlet, wriggling his fingers with a smile. He pinched one of the scales on Ravezio’s outstretched arm, tearing it away from his body.

“Ahhhh, fucking bastards!” Ravezio gritted his teeth, writhing in their grip as blood spilled out of the wound onto the ground. “Go on, then, have a taste of my blood.” Ravezio chuckled and licked the blood away. “I promise it’s delicious.”

Zevander ground his teeth so hard, it sent jagged flashes of light to the back of his eyes. He balled his hands to tight fists, imagining them crushing the warden’s skull, as the man had threatened to do to his father’s.

“Look at him laugh,” the warden taunted. “He loves it.” Taking hold of another scale, he tore it away like the first, and Ravezio shook, his eyes screwed so tightly, there was no doubt he was in agony.

“I have no family in this shithole.” Kazhimyr snarled beside him. “You want to crush my skull? Have at it. The sooner I leave this place, the fucking better, but by the gods …” He seemed to bite his tongue, all too aware that if he finished that sentence, there’d be consequences. There were always consequences.

“I will break every fragile bone in your body, if you rip one more scale off his.” Zevander finished the threat on his friend’s behalf.

The warden reared back, his eyes wide. “Did you just threaten me, boy?”

“Fuck,” Kazhimyr muttered beside him.

He might’ve just sealed his father’s fate, but Zevander never once broke his stare.

“It troubles you to see your friends suffer, does it? Well, how’s this, then? Tomorrow night,” the warden said, pointing at Kazhimyr. “He’ll fight at the pit. He wins? I won’t lay another hand on your little Mician cunt.”

“I’ll fight my own fight.” Nostrils flared, Zevander clenched his teeth to calm the fury rising into his throat.

The warden chuckled. “Well, aren’t you full of piss and flames tonight.” He wore a malicious grin as he slid the gauntlet off his hand. “Okay. Then, you will fight. I have the perfect opponent in mind for you.”

An orgoth, no doubt. Without blood magic, damned near everyone in the prison, aside from the vicious beasts, were weak by comparison.

Something about it felt off, though, and when the warden strode toward Zevander and knelt alongside him, the hair on Zevander’s neck prickled at the realization that things were amiss.

The warden leaned in, smelling of rotted teeth and stale mead. “You win, and your father dies,” he whispered. “Painfully.”

Not an idle threat, given the many horrific ways Zevander had watched men die in the prison.

“You boys have a good night’s sleep,” he said, pushing to his feet. “You’re going to need it, what with fewer rations.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN
MAEVYTH
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Idabbed a cloth over Aleysia’s forehead, sighing when she didn’t so much as twitch from the sensation. Just as she hadn’t the day before, and the day before that.

Nearly five days had passed since we’d pulled her out of that pantry, and she lay as motionless as ever, leaving me to ponder at what point I should accept that she might never wake. At what point would it be considered too long to remain hopeful?

We only had another two days worth of food, if we rationed appropriately. After that, we’d be forced to search for more.

A simmering frustration warmed my blood as I ran the cloth down her temples, twinges of resentment making themselves known in the involuntary snarl of my lip. “Wake up, Aleysia. Quit being so damn stubborn.” Slumping back on the chair I’d drawn to her bedside, I ground my jaw watching her sleep so soundly. “The world has gone to absolute hell, and we’re stuck here because you refuse to wake!”

I snapped my jaw shut and turned away from her, the anger boiling, rippling through me. I clenched my fist around the cloth and closed my eyes, imagining myself smacking her across the face in a desperate attempt to wake her.

In the thick of those vicious thoughts, a heavy guilt pressed down on me.

“I’m sorry. This cottage is suffocating.” At least if she was awake, we could leave the place. Perhaps take in the state of things in town, maybe even beyond Foxglove, and decide where to go from there. Everything felt so stagnant. “I just…really want to get out of this place.” I soaked the cloth in the basin of warmed water and lifted her arm to wash her armpit.

A strange marking caught my eye. Through her worn chemise, a black splotch marred her ribcage beside her breast. Frowning, I tugged at the sleeve just enough to reveal a large bulbous mass, the size of an apple and black as pitch. From it, protruded black veins, like those on Zevander’s face, but thicker and covered in a strange, rough texture.

Could it have been caused by sablefyre?

Staring at it brought to mind the story Zevander had told me, of when he was a baby thrown into a fire.

Frantic, I tugged harder at the fabric, noticing the way the veins stretched toward her back. When I traced my finger over one of them, the disturbing sensation of a thousand bees humming beneath her skin had me yanking back my hand.

“Kill her now.” Morsana’s voice slid through my head like liquid velvet. “It will be easier. You can return through the Umbravale without her.”

No. Eyes clenched, I shook my head. Get out of my thoughts. Get out! I opened them to find my hand was at Aleysia’s throat, my blackened fingertips tingling against her skin.

A quick, jagged breath flew out of me, and I recoiled my hand just as a flash of light glowed across my palm. Every muscle in my body shook at the near-miss.

What are you doing!

Staring down at my trembling hands, I remembered the words Zevander had said only days ago. Will of the wielder.

Had it been my will to kill my own sister?

I inhaled a shuddering breath, still shaken by it.

I’m not killing her. I will not kill her. It is not my will!

“Do you hear me?” I whispered aloud, to myself and whatever was inside of me, perceiving her as my enemy. “I will not kill my own sister!”

“Maevyth.” The sound of my name, barely whispered, broke my attention, and gasping, I leaned in closer, careful not to touch her.

“Aleysia?”

Another soft murmur accompanied the movement of her lips.

My heart leapt to my throat on a surge of excitement. “Aleysia?” Keeping my fingertips off her, I gave her a soft shake. “Aleysia, can you hear me? I’m here.”

Smiling, I watched with guarded hope for any other small movement.

“C’mon. Say something,” I whispered. “I’m here. Please just open your eyes and look at me.” Seconds turned to minutes, and I began to question whether I’d actually heard her speak, or if it was merely the voice inside my head again.

More minutes slipped past, until I’d watched her a half-hour, staring at her face for so much as a twitch.

Had her lips actually moved, or was it an illusion?

The groaning of wood on the other side of the door cast a chill down my spine.

It’s just the wind, I reminded myself, as I’d heard it before, rustling the thick thatching.

Even so, I turned toward the bedroom door. “Zevander?” It must’ve been two hours since he’d left the hovel to chop more wood, given the waning brightness of the sky. I’d gotten so wrapped up in my thoughts, I hadn’t even paid attention to the time.

Palming the back of my neck, where an incessant tingling persisted, I crept toward the door. It croaked as I opened it and peered in on the stillness of the other side.

“Zevander!” I called out, and when he failed to answer, another chill slithered beneath my skin.

Relax, I chided myself.

I searched each of the small rooms with the prickling of my senses goading my every step.

Zevander’s cloak lay draped over a chair, and I swiped it up, startling at the light clang of something tumbling out of the pocket onto the floor. Frowning, I crept toward it and lifted a deformed object resembling the whistle I’d used to summon Raivox. Hardly the shape it’d once been, the metal looked as if it’d melted and cooled into an entirely new shape. It was only the intricate carvings on the surface of it that I managed to recognize.

How had Zevander come into possession of it?

Peeling out of those thoughts, I tucked it into the pocket of my trousers, and after wrapping a blanket around me and slipping on my boots, I headed out into the snow.

“Zevander!” I called out, rounding the dwelling. I kept on, toward the small clearing where he’d chopped wood a few days before. Split planks lay about, but neither he, nor his axe, were anywhere in sight.

“Zevander?” I scanned the edge of the forest, and on spotting what looked to be his discarded shirt at the archway of The Eating Woods, I hurried that way, over the hard snow that crunched beneath my boots. Lifting the tunic, I caught sight of boot prints on the other side of the archway and frowned. Going after him would be foolish, but I couldn’t just walk away, either. He could’ve been hurt.

The image of the spider atop him flashed through my head again, and determination urged me past the archway, trudging through the forest in search of him.

The deeper I pressed, what little light had beamed through the overcast sky was dimmed by the looming, gnarled skeletal branches that hung thick with frost. Only a small bit of snow breached the canopy overhead, making the search for footprints a bit more challenging in the rotting patchwork of decayed vegetation and mud.

Mist rose up from the ground, the scent of decomposition even stronger than the last time I’d ventured beyond that unsettling boundary. A buzzing sound reached my ear, and I looked up to see two wickens hovering before my face, their humanoid faces carved in malice.

Infernal creatures.

I held up my hand, my black-tipped fingers one swipe away from grabbing the little beast. “If you so much as attempt to bite me, I will turn your little stick bodies to ash.” The wickens tipped their heads and exchanged a glance between them. The moment I lurched forward, the two buzzed off, and with a relieved breath, I lowered my hand, watching them flit through the trees.

I pressed on, the crunch of frost and dead vegetation crackling under my boots. A dark object lying on the forest bed caught my eye, and as I passed, I paused to see the grotesque remains of a half-devoured raven. From its ribcage, emerged a strange black centipede, whose face reminded me of a skull with deep sunken eye sockets. Sharp teeth bit down into the macerated flesh clinging to the bird’s rib bone. The sucking sound that followed cast a shiver down my neck, and I hurried away from the bird, resuming the task of finding Zevander.

Ahead of me, more prints across the muddy forest ground indicated I was on the right path.

“Maevyth!” The voice that called out from the opposite direction sounded too much like Zevander’s. I spun around, gaze sweeping through the trees for any sign of movement.

Nothing.

“Do not answer to your own name,” I reminded myself, though I wasn’t certain what deceived me right then—my eyes, or my ears. I turned back to the footprints.

The voice called out for me again, and screwing my eyes shut, I ignored it, following the prints. Every step took me farther away from the cabin, until I was standing at the trampled thorn bushes that served as a barrier around the archway into Aethyria.

On the other side of them, I found Zevander with his back to me, staring up at the shimmering portal.

I stepped over the prickly brambles, ignoring how they caught on my trousers. “Zevander?”

He didn’t move. Didn’t turn to acknowledge my clumsy approach, as if he couldn’t hear me, at all.

I moved to close the space between us, approaching cautiously when whispers reached my ear.

“Te’igniret abysira. Te’igniret abysira. Te’igniret abysira. Te’igniret abysira.” He repeated the phrase in short, frantic bursts of breath, white mist pouring from his mouth.

Quiet, tentative steps brought me even closer. Close enough to see the black flame flickering in his palm. He raised it toward the shimmering barrier in front of him, which flickered and wavered, but failed to burn away.

“Zevander? What are you doing?”

Still, he didn’t answer.

I reached out to grab his arm, but before I could so much as breathe a word, he snapped toward me, an axe I hadn’t noticed drawn back in his other hand. “Zevander!” I lifted my arm to shield my face, as if that would offer any protection against the sharp, gleaming edge of that blade.

Dark and deranged eyes bore into me with a feral intensity.

“Zevander, it’s me. Maevyth.” I held my voice far steadier than I’d have thought possible, considering the tremble in my throat.

His brows lowered, the dark pupils shrinking as his gaze seemed to sharpen. He winced and stared at the axe in his hand. Snarling, he tossed it away and dove forward, grabbing my arms and pulling me toward him. “Gods be damned.” He wrapped his arms around me, his skin warm in spite of the cold, but his muscles shook around me. Palms gripping my shoulders, he backed away, keeping himself at arm’s length as his eyes frantically scanned over me. “Did I hurt you? I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No. I’m fine.” Aside from the cold that lingered in my chest.

“Thank gods.” His muscles sagged with relief, and he released me, running his hand down his face before he braced it on his hip.

“What are you doing out here?”

“I was chopping wood. I thought I heard something.” He turned back toward the forest, brows furrowed. “Standing at the forest’s entrance is the last thing I remember.”

The muscles in my face tensed under the effort to school the worry creeping over me. “You kept saying te’igniret abysira. What does it mean?”

The already disturbed look in his eyes darkened. “It’s Primyrian. It means burn it down.”

I glanced at the archway. “Burn the barrier down? Is that possible?”

“Apparently not. Good thing, too.” He stared off, eyes unfocused. “Strange, I don’t even recall what I was doing a moment ago.” Another minute of staring, and his gaze swung back to me, eyes appraising me where I stood wrapped in the blanket. “What are you doing out here?”

“Besides noticing that you’re absent of clothes, I was elated to inform you that there’s been progress with Aleysia.”

“Did she wake?”

“No. But I think I heard her speak my name.” Which sounded far less impressive when spoken aloud, confirmed when he lowered his brows.

“You think. You’re not sure?”

“It happened very quickly. It sounded like she said my name…but then she remained still afterward. So, I began to question it.”

He looked thoughtful for a moment, his hand rubbing the back of his neck as if he still carried the tension from earlier. “It’s possible the spell is fading.”

“Yes.” The look on my face must’ve reflected the conflict still burning through my mind.

“That’s good. Progress.”

“It is.”

He tilted his head, capturing my attention. “So, which of us has you looking troubled? Me, or her?”

“Both, to some degree, but …” Again, I found myself hesitating to say, based on the possibility that he might dismiss me, or accuse me of having lost my senses. “Something is…compelling me.”

“In what way?”

“Remember the voice I told you about. Morsana’s?” When he nodded, I kept on. “I remember what you said about the will of the wielder, and it makes sense. But I nearly killed her, Zevander. I nearly turned her to dust, just like Elowen.”

“I told you before. Your magic is tied to darkness. But it’s still your will.”

It was the fear of that which pressed against my ribs. “What if my will is to kill her?”

“I wouldn’t be questioning you in that case, but your sister. What about her is pulling at your instincts?”

“I don’t know. I suppose I won’t know until she wakes. But I noticed something today.” I gestured to an approximate location on my own body. “A strange mass on her flank, surrounded by veins that were black, like yours, but worse. That’s a symptom of your curse, isn’t it?”

“As far as I know, yes.”

“Is it possible she could be cursed, as well?”

“Mine was said to be a curse of sablefyre. A mortal would never withstand such a thing.”

A quiet sigh escaped me, and I couldn’t tell if I was relieved, or disappointed. “Then, perhaps it’s not the same. I just found it strange, how similar it looks. Which reminds me, is yours getting worse?”

Brows furrowed, he placed his hand over his scar, as if self-conscious of it. “It’s spreading. Happens when I’m deprived of vivicantem.”

“So, that’s a physical indicator of your deprivation?”

“I suppose it is.” He held out his hand. “May I have my cloak? It’s rather cold.”

“Of course.” I stepped forward, passing off both the shirt and cloak, and gave a gentle tug of the hand still covering his scar, lowering it from his face. “You are no less handsome.”

His lips twitched. “This scar has done a fine job of repelling.”

“It isn’t the scar, Zevander. It’s the way you carry it, like anyone who looks might turn to stone.”

“It’s a visible weakness.”

“It isn’t though. It’s a mark of your survival. Resiliency.” I flattened my palm against his chest, feeling his muscle flinch. “The baby who was thrown into sablefyre and lived to become a fierce assassin for the king.”

His gaze dipped to my lips, and I didn’t have to read his thoughts to know what he wanted.

I rose up to my toes and kissed him on his scar, then his lips. When I pulled away, his smoldering gaze stirred an unbearable ache in my chest. “Now that we’ve cleared that up, why was my whistle in your pocket?”

That rapacious gleam in his eyes simmered a moment longer. “It was in the castle’s undercroft when I searched for you.” He yanked the tunic over his head, relieving me of his bare chest. “Lying beside Akmyrios. I remembered you wearing it at The Becoming Ceremony.”

“It looks to be melted. I suspect it’s useless at this point.”

He flicked his fingers, and when I dropped it into his palm, he frowned down at it—just before a roar of black flame shot up from his palm. He clenched his hand to a tight fist, shaking it away. “Fucking hells!”

“What happened?”

“I didn’t summon the sablefyre. I don’t know what just happened.” When he opened his palm, what was left of the whistle had formed into a perfectly spherical silver ball in his hand. “What in the gods,” he muttered.

“What is it?”

“A bloodstone.” The edge of intrigue in his voice stirred my own, as he held it up and studied the small sphere. “Sablefyre doesn’t turn metal into stones that way. It melts it down. What was the purpose of this whistle?”

“It called upon my…bird.”

“A bird whistle.”

“I suspect it doesn’t call upon anything now.”

“Apologies.” He handed it back to me

The surface was still hot to the touch when I tucked it away in my trousers. “Are you saying this was made of blood? Silver blood?”

“I’ve never turned anything else into stone that way.” He jerked his head. “Let’s get back,” he said, swiping up the axe he’d tossed aside.

As we started toward the cabin, a vision of him standing over me with that axe slipped across my thoughts. “You’re still with me, right?”

“How do you mean?”

“When you held the axe…your eyes appeared black. I was certain it was not you staring back at me.” A quick glance showed his brows tight, the shame clear on his face. “Perhaps we should devise a way to be sure.”

“What do you suggest?”

“A phrase, or hand gesture, maybe? I often linked my finger in Aleysia’s when I felt frightened.”

“Are you frightened of me?”

Our surroundings certainly didn’t bother to stave off the chill winding through me, as we tracked our steps back, our boots crunching over the decayed vegetation and bones that littered the forest floor. “I’m frightened when you’re not with me. That’s why I need to know you’ve not slipped too deeply into your thoughts.”

He groaned and gave one hard kick of his boot that sent what looked to be a human skull hurtling toward a tree trunk ahead of us. It shattered the bone on impact, the noise breaking through the otherwise quiet. “It would help to know where to find the vein that Anatolis mentioned.”

“How would that help?”

“The white stones you saw are pure vivicantem.”

“The stones?” I ground to a halt, clutching his arm as a thought sprang to mind. “Moros…he might have some. His house is in town.”

“How far?”

“Just over twenty furlongs.”

“Over an hour there and back if I were to run. Could take half the day to search for it, though.” He made a gruff sound of disapproval. “That’s a long time to leave you here alone.”

“But if it would help.”

He stared off a moment, as if considering the idea, then shook his head. “You said Aleysia spoke your name. She may wake soon. I won’t leave you until I know for certain she won’t try to harm you.”

I didn’t have to say the words burning through my mind right then, not with the way he lowered his gaze and his brows pinched to a tight frown.

“I would never harm you.”

“No. I don’t think you ever would. But there was someone else staring back at me when you slipped just now. And I don’t know his intentions.” I sighed. “We’ll give it another day, to see if she wakes. If she doesn’t, I’m urging you to find the vivicantem you need.”


CHAPTER TWELVE
KAZHIMYR
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Under the cover of night, Kazhimyr’s horse galloped toward Castle Eidolon, with Ravezio following only a short distance behind and spurring his own mount faster. In the melee of the uprising, coupled with the prince having gone missing, sneaking out of the castle had been a much easier feat than Kazhimyr had expected. With soldiers running amok, fires having to be tamed, and the king’s mages nowhere to be found, he and Ravezio had made their way to the stables, where they’d secured two horses and practically waltzed right past the guards without incident.

As he rode, his eyes remained fixated on obscure figures in the distance, entering the dark gorge. The occasional flicker of gold and silver steel highlighted them as Solassion and Nyxterosi soldiers, ones who likely hadn’t gotten word that the prince had been kidnapped.

Possibly the half-dozen Captain Zivant had sent after Dolion.

They hadn’t gotten much of a head start if Kazhimyr had nearly gained on them already. It seemed they hadn’t caught sight of them yet, either, otherwise they’d have likely put up an attack.

Kazhimyr flexed his hand and held it out as steadily as he could while atop the erratic bounce of the horse beneath him. Praying that he wasn’t too far outside of his magic’s reach, he shot a blast of icy mist over the bog’s surface. It was only when he heard the echo of their curses carry through the gorge that he knew his aim had been true. And was further confirmed when the soldiers no longer advanced through the bog, due to the icy water having frozen around their horses’ legs.

Kazhimyr gave a kick to his mount’s flank and gripped the reins, as he and Ravezio shot across the open field toward them. He could make out all six riders, hiding behind their horses, which let out a high-pitched neigh and thrashed in a failed effort to get loose from the ice.

An arrow whistled past Kazhimyr’s ear, and he ducked low toward his horse’s neck. “Seems they’ve spotted us!” he shouted back toward Ravezio.

“Bastards couldn’t guide a proper shaft, if their lives depended on it!” Ravezio yelled back, the comment bringing a smile to Kazhimyr’s face.

“All that practice for nothing,” Kazhimyr called.

A bolt of lightning struck a tree as they passed it, splintering the wood, and the horses reared up, forcing Kazhimyr to grip the reins tighter as he guided the horse back on its path. He let out a growl, spurring the beast faster. More arrows rained down, and Kazhimyr twisted on his saddle, just as a sharp point grazed past his arm.

One of the soldiers nocked the next arrow and drew back, but before he released it, Kazhimyr sent another blast of white mist. The soldier’s limbs fell away from his torso, the arrow falling to the ground, while every cell in his body lysed and split open.

The air vibrated on a strange blast of heat, and Kazhimyr gave a sharp pull of the reins, hauling the horse to the side, just before a bolt of lightning struck the ground ahead of him. He slowed the beast enough to hop off and held up his palm, summoning three sharp-bladed snow crystals. Eyes on his target, the one whose arrow had grazed his shoulder, he thrust his hand forward, sending all three crystals spinning through the air between them. Before the soldier could so much as turn away, one of the crystals lodged in his forehead. His body jolted, his head thrown slightly back, blood trickling down his nose, and he fell to his knees. Another crystal lopped off his ear as it sliced past him. The third struck his throat. The soldier fell face first to the ground, the surrounding pool of blood expanding further.

Ravezio, also having dismounted his horse, darted ahead, his hardened scales deflecting the arrows that bounced off him. Kazhimyr started after him, quickening his pace to catch up.

The other four soldiers dashed toward the dark mountains on either side, slipping over the surface of the ice that’d begun to thaw.

Kazhimyr unsheathed one of his daggers and paused only briefly to hurl it across the distance. The blade struck his mark in the right arm, just below the pauldron, and the soldier let out a yelp, sliding to the ice. The other three soldiers didn’t so much as spare a glance for their fallen, keeping on up the steep mountainside.

Ravezio caught up to the fallen soldier first and turned him over onto his back. Within seconds, their eyes locked, and the soldier came under the Letalisz’s spell. The Nyxterosi, clad in silver armor, slowly hardened to stone, mottled gray crawling from his boots to his face where a look of sheer agony remained carved into his expression.

“Fucking hell,” Ravezio said. “Should’ve pulled the knife out first.” He gave the hilt a small tug, but it wouldn’t budge from the soldier’s stony flesh.

Kazhimyr snorted and kept on after the other three, panting from his injuries inflicted by Captain Zivant during his abuses.

One of the soldiers turned, hand raised, power crackling through the air. Feeling the familiar heat, a hum across his cold skin that warned of a strike, Kazhimyr leapt to the side, flattening himself against the wall as the bolt of lightning struck where he’d stood only seconds before. The ground vibrated, and rocks tumbled down the edge of the mountain, smacking into the ice.

Kazhimyr threw out his hand, calling upon the more arcane powers he’d been trained to use, and drew the lightning’s energy to his palm. Molten heat seared his blood, and he let out a grunt as it mingled with his own magic. He stepped back onto the path and thrust his hand forward, sending a bolt of ice flying toward the soldier.

The Solassion’s golden armor scarcely slowed the sharp bolt that pierced his chest, sending him hurling backward to where it pinned him into the rock. Small bits of rock and dust crumbled around the trapped soldier.

Ravezio zipped past him, up the mountain toward the last two soldiers, and Kazhimyr casually strode up to the one dangling from the spike of ice lodged in his chest. Blood dribbled down his enemy’s chin, and he coughed, sending more rivulets pouring from the corners of his mouth.

Kazhimyr stared up at him, head tipped. In spite of all the blood smeared across the soldier’s face, he recognized him, and fragmented memories scattered through his thoughts.

The cold surface of a cement block pressed into his spine. Hands bound above his head. The sour flavor of leather across his tongue, and drool leaking from the corner of his mouth with the bit clutched between his teeth. The orange glow of a firebrand. His heart beating wildly in his chest.

“Where is she?” the soldier standing over him demanded. “Where is the woman who hired you!”

“I don’t know,” he mumbled past the bit. “I only know her first name. I swear it.”

The crackle of sizzling flesh.

Screams. His own screams, beating through his chest in a desperate cry of pain.

“Do you remember me?” Kazhimyr tipped his head lower in an effort to catch the guard’s attention. “Do you remember who I am?”

The guard shook his head, wheezing a breath.

“Of course you don’t. I was probably one of many boys you punished.” Kazhimyr ran his finger over the thicker end of the icicle speared through what he estimated to be the soldier’s heart. “I was powerless back then.”

Breath sawed in and out of the man.

“I could offer you a merciful death,” Kazhimyr said coldly. “One cold blast, and you’d easily split like a ruptured blister. Wouldn’t even feel it. Or I can leave you to suffer for however long it takes for you to die.”

“P-P-Pl-Please,” he rasped between shallow breaths. “Make it…quick!”

Kazhimyr drew in a deep breath and sighed. “No.” He chuckled and, sensing the approach of something from behind, turned to see two milky white eyes staring back at him just a few yards away. Squatty build. Flat nose. Boggyr. “Balls of Castero…look what the wind blew in. He looks hungry. Probably hasn’t eaten a decent meal in a while.”

The soldier grunted and coughed, spewing blood onto Kazhimyr’s leathers.

“Where is Prince Dorjan?”

“I don’t…know.”

“I don’t believe that.” A roar echoed through the bog, and Kazhimyr turned to see the Boggyr stalking toward them on all fours.

“Pl-ease!” The soldier’s voice cracked. “Kill…me!”

“Where is Prince Dorjan?”

“I’m…telling…the…tru—!” His words were cut short by a cough that sent a glob of blood spilling down his chin.

“Are you?” Kazhimyr glanced over his shoulder at the Boggyr that drew in closer.

“I…do not…know!”

“That’s a shame. I imagine Boggyrs like to start with the exposed flesh, and he’ll just sort of squeeze his way into the armor, eating you from the inside.”

The soldier let out a whimper. “I swear…no one…told me…about the prince.”

“Then, I’m wasting my time entirely.” Without another word, Kazhimyr strode up the path after Ravezio.

“No…wait! Please!”

Screams echoed through the gorge behind him.
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Kazhimyr pushed through the heavy doors, which groaned as they opened in on Eidolon’s dark foyer. A stagnant chill lingered in the air, the thud of his boots bouncing off the cold stones when he entered. While the castle had never been warm and inviting, at least the ordinarily lit candles and chandeliers had always given it some life. Everywhere he looked held nothing but shadows and an eerie silence.

The light from outside illuminated lanterns left out on a console table, and Kazhimyr strode toward them. Using matches contained inside a small glass vase, he lit them, their soft flicker casting more shadows on the wall.

The ward surrounding the castle that typically sent a soft hum through his muscles could no longer be sensed. And while ordinarily docile toward the two Letalisz, the firedrakes that prowled the outside of the castle had damned near tried to consume them as a result, and might have, if not for Ravezio leading them back to the stables where the food was kept. Clearly, they hadn’t been fed in a few days.

Kazhimyr swept through the first level of the castle, eyes peeled for Magdah, Vendryck or Rykaia, who might’ve been stirring about.

Each room he scoured was empty.

He headed down into the castle’s dungeon in search of Dolion, but found no sign of the mage there. By the time he’d pored through each of the cells, Ravezio had caught up to him, his own lantern in hand.

“No one on the upper levels,” he said. “Checked Zevander’s office—no sign of him there.”

“Where the hell did everyone go?”

A hard thump to the left of them had both Letalisz turning to see the chained door on the floor.

“Rock, paper, scissors?” Ravezio chuckled, tapping his fingers together.

Kazhimyr groaned. “I’ll do it.” He strode toward the small alcove and swiped up the key from the wall. Kneeling beside the door, he unlocked and flipped it open, quickly stepping back for anything that might’ve jumped out at him.

“Hey, what’s that!” Ravezio pointed at his shoulder, and Kazhimyr frantically brushed his hand over the pauldron there, frowning when his fellow Letalisz broke into laughter.

“Cuntmonger,” Kazhimyr growled, stretching to yank the mirror from the wall. Kneeling beside the hole once more, he lowered the mirror and angled it around inside, finding nothing but numerous, enormous spider webs stretched from one wall to the next. “You down there, Branimir?”

No response.

Kazhimyr shifted the mirror, scanning it over the shadows, and found hundreds of eyes staring back. While he’d never shuddered at a spider before, he knew the damage those ones could wreak if they were ambitious enough. “Soldiers were on their way here. I suspect they were coming for Dolion and your sister.”

At first, there was no movement, then one of the spiders stepped into the path of the mirror. A monstrous beast that Kazhimyr estimated would’ve only needed two bites to consume him entirely.

“Any idea where they went?” Kazhimyr asked, watching the creature stalk toward him.

“Why would I bother to tell you?” a deep, raspy voice asked from a dark corner of the room.

“They’ll be hunted. Your brother, too. In fact, I’d urge you to leave, as well. It’ll take a few days for the captain to realize his men are dead, but when he does, he’ll send more.”

Closer, the spider inched toward him.

“I’m not leaving my home.”

“They will not spare you.”

“They had no intention of sparing me last time, either,” he said in an eerily amused voice.

“Ravezio and I can keep hunters off Dolion and Rykaia’s trail.” Before Kazhimyr’s usually sharp senses even registered the movement, the spider pounced out of the hole and knocked him onto his back. The Letalisz yanked his blade loose, just before the spider scuttled over top of him, its eyes peering down and fangs hovering over his face.

“Can you now?” Branimir asked, letting out a dark chuckle.

As Ravezio lurched forward, Kazhimyr threw out a hand, stopping him. “Kill me, then,” he urged Branimir. “I swore an oath to your brother that I would give my life for your family. I’m willing to honor that oath, no matter who, or what, poses a threat.”

A pause followed, and Kazhimyr held steady, as a bead of clear liquid slid from the end of the spider’s fangs onto the floor beside him, where it sizzled.

Acidic venom.

Without warning, the spider scampered backward and slipped back down into the hole.

“Calyxar.” Branimir’s voice arrived as a deep growl.

Kazhimyr sat up and let out a shuddering breath as he ran his hand down his face. “Fucking arachnids.”

“Don’t bother to lock the door this time,” Branimir warned. “I’ll await the arrival of our unwelcome guests.”

Ravezio booted the door closed and held out a hand, pulling Kazhimyr to his feet. “Calyxar. Any idea how impossible it’ll be to get passage there?”

“I know a man in Susurria. Retired sea merchant. He can get us papers.” Entry into Calyxar was said to be more rigorous than any other country in Aethyria. The Elvynirans weren’t a welcoming group, after all, particularly to cutthroats like Kazhimyr and Ravezio. Visiting the island required strict identification and a royal signature. Neither of which they could’ve secured by legal means at that point. “They’ve got two days on us. I suspect they ventured to Wyntertide, seeing as Lady Rydainn had family there.”

“It’ll take six days to reach the coast by horseback.” Kazhimyr hung the key and mirror back on the wall. “We could sail out of Qu’brysian Bay and arrive around the same time. The main port will be bustling, but we should find them there.”

“Should.”

“If not, we come back here and watch the spiders feed on a pack of unwitting soldiers, I guess.”

Ravezio shrugged. “Sounds like fun.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
MAEVYTH
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Back at the cabin, I hurried to Aleysia’s room to check on her, noting that her position hadn’t changed.

Damn it.

“Nothing?” Zevander asked from the doorway, and all I could summon was a solemn shake of my head. Perhaps I really had just imagined her speaking my name.

“Where is this mass you spoke of? The one with black veins.”

Any other occasion, and I’d have concerned myself with Aleysia’s dignity. Instead, I lifted her tattered gown just high enough to reveal the branching veins and tumorous lump across her torso.

“It does look somewhat similar, doesn’t it? Bit more coarse, though.” He knelt at the edge of the bed, examining it closer without touching. “It isn’t possible that she could’ve been exposed to sablefyre and survived.”

“And you’re certain the scar on your face was the result of sablefyre?”

“Of course not. I was an infant when it appeared. I only know what I was told. My father sought out every mage across all of Aethyria, in an attempt to determine its cause.”

“And did he confirm a link to sablefyre?”

Sighing, he twisted toward me. “Confessing that I’d been subjected to the Emberforge ritual would’ve been cause for execution. Including my own. No, he never confirmed.”

“Then, it is possible that they are the same cause.”

“I suppose anything is possible.” He nodded toward Aleysia’s wound as he stood. “Though, hers seems to be far more advanced.”

I lowered Aleysia’s shirt and tucked her back beneath the blankets. “It’s a curious observation. She doesn’t appear to be infected like the other creatures we’ve seen. This has to be the root of her unconsciousness. You said vivicantem keeps yours from growing. Would it work on Aleysia, as well?”

“You’re asking questions I don’t have the answer to. You’re the first mortal I’ve ever known, and even you happen to have Aethyrian roots.”

A thought sprang to mind. “These fits you’ve suffered. Do you slip into Caligorya? I just wondered, if you do share the same affliction, perhaps Aleysia might be …” My words trailed off as he shook his head.

“Caligorya requires blood magic. It’s a subconscious use of magic that also requires vivicantem. I suppose the only upside to being low on vivicantem…I can’t easily slip into Caligorya.”

I looked back to Aleysia. “Days, we’ve been here without attack from those creatures. Perhaps both of us should venture to Moros’s. I don’t like the idea of leaving her, but two of us searching for those stones would be faster than one. And if the vivicantem helps her wake, gets rid of the infection, it would be worth the risk.”

“I’d certainly feel better having you at my side, rather than leaving you here alone.”

“So long as you don’t bring an axe with you.” The moment I’d said the words, even as light-hearted as intended, his brows lowered, making me regret them. “You didn’t hurt me,” I offered, before he could say the thoughts churning in his head.

“What concerns me is that I failed to recognize you immediately.”

“That concerns me, as well.” The torment in his eyes lured me to my feet, and I reached for his hand, drawing his attention back to me. “Which is why it’s imperative that we find the vivicantem you need. We’ll give Aleysia one more day to wake. If she doesn’t, we’ll leave at the next first light.” Half-smiling, I placed a hand to his cheek. “These fits are temporary. We’ll find the vivicantem you need, and you’ll be better.”

Zevander’s brow twitched. “I’ll see what I can hunt in the meantime.” When he pulled away, I gripped his arm tighter.

“I’m not leaving you, either, Zevander. Whatever this is that you’re suffering, I’m with you.”

Lips tight, he nodded again and lifted my hand to kiss it. The usual furrow of his brow deepened, and he slowly lowered my hand away from his face.

I followed the path of his gaze to the floor, where a strange marking just slightly beneath the bed had me frowning, too. Carved into the wood were deep black grooves, like claw marks from an animal.

Lowering to his knees, he ghosted his finger across one of the jagged grooves. “I saw marks like those the night before last, in the crawlspace. Thought it might’ve been some strange, mortal variety of animal.” A black substance clung to his skin, and as he wiped it onto the bed covers, I caught sight of something dark on Aleysia’s fingers too.

Brows pulled even tighter, I lifted her hand to see the black substance beneath her fingernails. A chill whispered across the back of my neck, and I tossed her hand onto the bed. “It’s under her fingernails. She did this?”

He lifted Aleysia’s hand, examining her fingertips. “It would seem, except…imagine what your own fingers would look like, had you left those scratches in the wood.” He was right. Her fingertips should’ve been bloodied and skinned, her nails broken from the pressure. “I’ve locked the door each night, but I suggest we bind her to the bed, as well.” The turmoil churning in my head must’ve been clear on my face, because he added, “A safety precaution.”

“I understand. If it’s her, I would hate to imagine what she might do to herself.”

“And if it’s not her, we may need to consider finding shelter somewhere else. Perhaps in town.”

Given that we didn’t know the state of things in town, the thought of that sent a ripple of distress through me. Even so, I nodded.
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After binding her to the bed with some rope he’d managed to scrounge from the empty stable behind the hovel, Zevander searched every corner of the small dwelling for any sign of whatever may have left those markings. Including the small crawl space, but he found nothing more than some beetles and a few house spiders that were content to crawl on his hand before he returned them to their webs.

It was nearly dusk when I settled by the fire to gather my thoughts, while Zevander performed his usual perimeter check outside. As a startling warmth spread across my thigh, I patted my leg and noticed a small bump in my trousers. I fished into my pocket and pulled out the silvery stone that was once my whistle and held it up to examine its surface. Pinched between my blackened fingertips, the stone grew hotter, until the surface of it collapsed into molten silver.

“Oh!” I shook my hand, watching in horror as it stuck to my skin. The seething liquid seeped across my palm, as if it had a will of its own. A gasp escaped me, and I shook my hand harder, as the hot silver traveled down my wrist, to the scar on my forearm where I’d cut myself on the archway all those weeks ago. It seeped into the tiny grooves there, creating perfect lines like the barbules of a bird feather.

Panic washed over me, and with frantic hands, I attempted to rub it away. “Oh no,” I whispered. “Get off me. Get off me.” I rubbed harder, turning the surrounding skin a screaming red with my abrasive scratching. Still, the silver wouldn’t wipe away.

A burn streaked across my palm, and I lifted it to see a new glyph glowing there. A complex network of tiny symbols etched into what appeared to look like a bird with its wings spread. My hand trembled as I studied it, wondering if its purpose was now tied to that whistle, or merely coincidence. An itch scratched at my throat, and I rested my palm across my neck. I attempted to clear it, and a whistle squealed out of me.

I slapped a hand across my mouth, every muscle shaking. Lowering my hand, I attempted to speak. Again, nothing but that high-pitched squeal came forth. I covered my mouth with my hand once more.

What have I done?

The door swung open to Zevander who stepped inside, and I pressed my lips together, swiping up my book to hide what must’ve been sheer panic on my face.

“Reading again, I see,” he said with amusement, but I didn’t bother to answer him.

Not that any of it was my fault, since I’d only retrieved the damned thing from my pocket, but somehow I felt as if I’d done something ignorant.

“Feels like the temperature is dropping a bit. You may want to dress warm tonight, and be sure to wear extra stockings when we head to the village.”

Wearing a forced smile, I nodded, watching his brows slowly lower.

Of course, he’d notice something was wrong. Did the man always have to be so damned perceptive?

“Are you all right?”

I gave another nod, but worry got the best of me and I shook my head.

He closed the space between us quickly. “What is it? Did Aleysia do something?”

I shook my head.

“Are you hurt?”

I shrugged and shook my head again.

The furrow in his brow deepened. “Can you not speak?”

Lips pressed to a hard line, I shook my head.

“What happened?”

I lifted my arm to show the scar there and the silver lines that glistened in the flickering firelight.

Gentle hands gripped my elbow and wrist as he examined it closer. As he ran his hand over the scar, it bubbled, the sight of it twisting my stomach. “Silver…from the whistle?”

I nodded, surprised how easily he’d caught on, and grateful when he pulled his hand away and the bubbling stopped.

“Show me. Open your mouth and try to speak.”

Still feeling silly, I turned away, not wanting him to hear the strange sound that’d come out of me twice before.

“C’mon. Say something.”

Eyes closed, I took a deep breath. “Something.” My lids shot open, and I touched a finger to my mouth. “I…before, I couldn’t…it was a strange whistling sound.”

Zevander raised my arm again, staring down the length of the scar. “How did the silver get into your skin?”

“I was holding it. Suddenly it melted. It burned, and I couldn’t rub it away. Then a strange…symbol appeared.” The shape of it came to mind again. “I opened—” My words were cut short by the whistling again, and just as before, I slapped a hand over the sound.

Zevander ran his palm over his mouth and looked away, the squint of his eyes telling me he’d found it amusing.

I tried to tell him there was nothing funny about it, but all that flew out of me was a sharp squeal.

He snorted, still keeping his hand to his mouth. Eyes clamped, he shook his head and cleared his throat. “Get the glyph out of your mind,” he said, his words broken by a chuckle. “Think of something else.”

For some reason, I couldn’t. The shape of it was so incredibly unusual, I couldn’t stop mentally marveling at the memory of it.

Again, I tried to speak for only a faint whistle to escape.

“You need to think of something else. It’s the only way it’ll stop.”

I can’t! my head screamed, the frustration burning in my cheeks.

He leaned forward, gripping either side of my face with both hands, and pressed his lips to mine.

My stomach fluttered with the frantic whisper of butterfly wings tickling my ribs. I’d forgotten how exquisite his kisses felt. How much I’d longed for just one, in the time we’d kept ourselves apart. Yes, we’d kissed each other since, but nothing like this. I felt him pull away to break the kiss, but my heart yearned for more. I clutched his tunic for just a moment longer, then forced myself to break away.

Still holding my face, he stared into me. “Better?”

“Yes,” I whispered and cleared my throat, as he lowered his hands. “Thank you.”

“Seems you don’t need the whistle anymore. You’ve acquired a new glyph, albeit a strange and slightly unsettling one.” He strode toward the table, casually and completely oblivious to the heat he’d just stirred in me. A small bit of Elowen’s liquor remained in the bottle, and he tipped back a sip.

“How does this keep happening? I keep stumbling upon these macabre powers. They can’t just be normal? Like Rykaia’s ability to feel the emotions of others. Or Allura’s ability to read bones. No, not me!” I threw my arms up in the air, the anger spiraling through me. “I end up with black fingertips, a spine that flies out of my palm, and a damned whistle in my throat!”

Zevander snapped his head to the side, his lips pressed tight as if trying to suppress a laugh.

“Go ahead. Laugh—” My voice faltered on the word, as a fleeting breath of laughter escaped me. I pressed my lips together to hold it in, shaking my head as if it would stave off the urge.

Zevander chuckled, and I let loose another laugh. Together, the two of us laughed so hard, tears formed in my eyes.

He tipped back a swill of the liquor, rubbing his mouth on the back of his hand. “If it makes you feel better, I’ve got a scorpion that tries to stab me on occasion.”

Again, I let out another laugh, feeling giddy and weak, my sides aching from the intensity of it. “We are probably the sorriest two in all of Aethyria.”

“We’re not in Aethyria. We’re rotting away in the mortal lands.”

Both of us wheezed with laughter, my body teetering just enough that I nearly fell out of the rocking chair. The last time I laughed so hard, I’d been intoxicated.

The laughter finally died down again, and I sighed, staring off at the fire. “You know what I miss? Magdah’s stew.”

“How did we arrive at that thought, exactly?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve grown bored of canned apples and pickled eggs, I suppose. Have you ever eaten a horrible meal in Aethyria in your life? It seems like everything is delicious.”

“It’s the vivicantem in the food. Gives it a vibrant flavor. But I’ve had my share of slop.”

“I can’t imagine it. I’ll be so glad to return.”

Bottle halfway to his mouth, he turned toward me, staring for a moment before polishing off the rest of the liquor. “As will I.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Both moons had moved across the sky, and while it hadn’t yet darkened enough to light fires during the day, the agony of the sun’s rays had begun to wane.

A relief for Zevander, who hadn’t slept much the night before. He held out his bowl to the squatty Elvyniran ladling out the gray-colored slop Zevander had eaten twice a day for the last five years. While the Elvyniran added a bit more to his bowl, he handed over only one piece of bread, instead of the usual two.

Remorse swirled in the Elvyniran’s eyes. “Sorry. Warden’s orders,” he said in a low voice.

Lips pressed together, Zevander nodded, tucking the bread into the pocket of his ragged trousers for his father and took a seat at the far end of a long, wooden table, where he usually sat with Kazhimyr and Ravezio.

“He’s essentially ordering you to die.” Ravezio tore a bite of bread away with his teeth. “What orgoth lets his opponent walk away from the pit?” he asked around a mouthful of food.

Jaw set, Kazhimyr shook his head. “I don’t like this.”

“What choice do I have?” Zevander crinkled his nose at the off-putting odor of rotted meat scraps, ground into a soggy mix of grains and fat. It was the only source of vivicantem they received in the place. Just enough to keep their energy up and their muscles formed for laborious work.

“Jagron undoubtedly has coin on you,” Ravezio cut in, and as he spooned some of the slop into his mouth, his throat bobbed with a restrained gag. “He’s not going to let his best labor horse, the one who single-handedly supplies his extra rations and the occasional woman, get crushed by an orgoth.”

The guards overseeing the younger prisoners were awarded privileges for the amount of ore mined each day. In some cases, Zevander had toiled hard enough to earn Jagron favor from the warden.

“Precisely,” Kazhimyr agreed. “Tell him about the threat against your father. At worst, you might have to suffer a few knocks and bruises. But you might live. Your father might live.”

“What is this shit!” A newer prisoner two seats down shot up from the table and hurled his bowl onto the floor, sending slop splashing across a guard’s boots. “Rotted meat? You expect us to work in this heat on rotted meat? It smells like a pig’s ass!”

The guard glanced down to the slop and back to the prisoner, his face eerily stoic. “Eat it.”

Snorting, the prisoner glanced around, not one of the nearby prisoners offering a lick of support. The smug grin on his face sobered and hardened into anger. “I’m not eating that shit.”

“I’ll not ask you again.”

“And I’ll not tell you—” A loud screech of agony bled past the prisoner’s lips, and he scratched at his throat, as if an invisible force were throttling him.

Zevander didn’t need to see the glyph glowing on the palm of the guard’s hand. He knew what magic he wielded, having felt it himself long ago. Like molten steel dragged across the flesh.

Paingiver.

The prisoner fell to his knees. “Please! Stop! Stop!” He let out a sharp outcry, as if the guard had issued one more strike of pain, before he went silent.

“Now. Eat.”

Through shaky breaths, the prisoner fell onto all fours and lowered himself to the guard’s boots. After a quiet whimper, he dragged his tongue and lips across the floor, slurping up the liquid meat, the sight of him twisting Zevander’s lips.

Without warning, the guard drew back his boot and hammered it into the prisoner’s face, knocking him backward onto the stony floor.

Kazhimyr let out a snort and shook his head again. “Stupid bastard,” he muttered, shoveling another spoonful into his mouth.

Zevander stirred the slop with his spoon, recalling the days he’d once challenged the guards. The foolish days when he’d suffered at the hands of damned near every guard in the mines. He’d grown weary of the constant beatings, but he’d often wondered what it said about him that he hadn’t suffered a beating in well over a year. “Are we not dogs yielding to our masters? All of us?”

In his periphery, Kazhimyr frowned. “We’re alive. Which is more than we can say for half of the cunts who arrived with us.”

“And, more importantly, it’s why you’re going to have a little chat with Jagron,” Ravezio added, pointing his spoon at Zevander. “See to it that you’re not turned into slop dust seasoning for tomorrow’s breakfast.”

“And if he can’t?”

Eyes sharp with worry, Kazhimyr turned to Zevander. “Don’t lose. No matter the consequence.”

[image: ]


The creak of the water cart alerted Zevander to his father’s approach, and he turned to find the old man hobbling along, water splashing as he seemed to hurry toward him.

With a furtive glance around, checking the guards paid him no attention, Zevander reached into his pocket and retrieved the bread he’d smuggled. Not an extra ration, unfortunately, but his own.

His father gripped his arm before Zevander had the chance to reveal what was inside. “I’ve received word of the fight and the consequences of your victory.”

Zevander wrenched himself from the old man’s grip and stepped back. The expression on his father’s face sobered, as if he were wounded by the gesture.

He ladled water into the tin cup. “Do not sacrifice yourself in order to spare me, Son,” the elder Lord Rydainn said, handing the cup to Zevander.

Zevander smirked and tipped back the contents, which sizzled down his parched throat, before tossing the cup back onto the cart with a clang. “I’ve gone years without your counsel, old man. I surely don’t require it now.”

“Please. I’m begging you.”

Zevander twisted back to his work, but stopped at a firm grip of his arm.

“My son…I have wronged you and your brother since your very birth. Let my death serve as atonement. Reparation for all the pain I’ve caused you.”

The sadness that twisted in Zevander’s gut dissolved into the rage he’d kept bottled for too long. Part of him wanted to turn around and throttle the old man with both hands.

“With all this uncertainty, I must tell you something…about the marking on your chest.” He leaned in, his body trembling with urgency. “It is the mark of your curse, but the source of great power.”

Zevander frowned. “You said it was the scar of sablefyre. Evil burrowed in my skin. Now it’s great power?”

“Sablefyre is great power, however dark it may be. The mark of an ancient god that lives within you.”

His words brought to mind a hazy memory—perhaps a dream, of a stranger in a hooded cloak, but the details blurred into his thoughts. He sneered back at the old man. “Starvation has muddled your mind, old man.” He fished the bread from his pocket and pushed it against his father’s chest. “Should I survive the evening, I’ll have more bread to share tomorrow.”

“Listen to me, boy. I speak the truth!”

“And what of it? If it’s truth, what am I to do with this knowledge?” He lifted his arm to show the tiny words and glyphs seared into his flesh that prevented all prisoners from using magic. “I’ll die like every other. Powerless.”

“Your power could destroy this prison, if you were not shackled by the confines of flesh and blood. But a god is not bound by the laws of man. Find a way. Free yourself.”

“Hey! Get a move on, now!” One of the guards barked.

“You once rose from the flames. You are forged by the ancients. You will not die, my son. It is not your fate.”

“And what was your fate, Father? To kill an innocent woman?”

Sadness wavered in his eyes. “Tell the guard that you need to relieve yourself, and I will find you there.” He hobbled away, and Zevander exhaled, shaking his head.

He waved back at Jagron, signaling his need to piss, to which the guard gave a nod, then he rounded the edge of a rock to the designated spot, where the stench of excrement damned near gagged him.

After relieving himself quickly, he felt the presence of another, and turned to find his father standing behind him.

“I will tell you this quickly, as I cannot have this die here in this place with me. And if there’s a chance you might see your mother again, it’s important that she know the truth.”

“What truth?”

“I did murder a woman. A mother. A wife. And I will spend the rest of my days seeking forgiveness from the gods. But I swear to you, had I known the truth, I would not have repeated my grave error.”

“Get to the point, old man. The guards only allow so much time to piss.”

“Well before you were born, I worked as a Hexman. And while I wasn’t always honest in my dealings, I was good at hunting demutomancers. I was tasked with turning them over to the king, where they would find themselves at his mercy.” He glanced over his shoulder and scanned their surroundings. “What I am about to tell you…I’ve not told a soul. Not even your mother. Had I known this would be our fate, I would’ve⁠—”

“Get on with it, then,” Zevander said impatiently, aware that Jagron would surely take notice of his absence.

His father gave a sharp nod. “The general of the Solassion army at the time sought me out to track down the wife of a shipping magnate. Lord Vanhelm, as you’ve been made aware by Lord Belthane.” At Zevander’s irritated nod, he kept on. “Vanhelm claimed his estranged wife, who’d fled their home, was a heretic that practiced dark magic and child sacrifice. I’d certainly accepted far worse tasks for the kind of coin Lord Belthane offered, so when they asked me to track her down, I didn’t hesitate to agree.”

“Lord Belthane called her an innocent woman. Which of you is lying?” Zevander was inclined to walk away, no longer interested, but his father rested his hand against his arm, and it was only then that he noticed not an inch of his skin hadn’t been mutilated, a distraction that nearly peeled his attention from what followed.

“Allow me to finish the story. I tracked the woman to a cabin deep in the woods of Susurria, charged to deliver her to the Solassion general and tell no one of the task. But when I found two children hidden away in a pantry—a small boy and girl—their tongues enchanted not to speak, with unspeakable scars all over their bodies …” Brows pulled tight, he stared off, slowly shaking his head. “As a father, I was enraged. I lost my mind. And I …. I attacked her, thinking I had spared those children from a monster.” Lips flat, he ran a hand down his face, and Zevander caught the shine of tears in his eyes that dulled when he stared off. “I have heard all variety of screams in my life, but none so painful as children crying out for their dying mother.” He blinked hard, and even Zevander felt the pang of sadness bloom in his chest. “It was when they ran to embrace her, while she lay bleeding out, that I realized what I’d done. I couldn’t save her. I couldn’t stop the bleeding. And with her last dying breaths, she imparted that those children were the bastards of King Jeret, who had raped her multiple times. Her husband was apparently sterile, and he believed those children were the result of infidelity.”

His words struck Zevander like a blow to his chest, the way it always did at the thought of someone hurting a woman.

“She told me that she had fled Solassios with her children, leaving behind her power-hungry husband who longed to see them dead. Two innocent children he’d abused from the time they were born. And I was the cruel beast who’d killed her. This brave and beautiful creature.” Tears wavered in his eyes. “Her long, blonde hair. Midnight bronze skin. Striking blue eyes. To this day, she haunts me, ensuring that I never forget my sins.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “She begged me to take them somewhere. Hide them. So I did. When she finally passed, I set fire to the cottage, and I took those children across Nyxteros and Vespyria to the desertlands of Eremicia.”

“That’s why the Solassions hunted you. The king wanted them dead.”

“Yes. I attempted to lie and tell them that I never found the woman, but they administered Nilmirth. Unbeknownst to them, I had some immunity to it, so to make them believe I was telling the truth, I confessed to having killed the woman and burned down the cottage. But I lied about ever finding those children. I knew they’d be slaughtered.”

“That’s when you sought Cadavros?” Zevander asked.

“I’d heard rumors of him and his abilities, and I suspected the Solassions would come after me, knowing what I knew. I sought the power to protect my family.”

“Mother was friends with King Sagaerin. Why not go to him? Why risk our lives by seeking out a madman?”

“I never told your mother the truth.” Again, he lowered his head, and his shoulders twitched as he broke into tears.

The sight of him set Zevander on edge. He’d always known his father to be a hardened man. Emotionless. Seeing him that way stirred his pity in a way that left him angry and confused.

“And now I’ll never see her again,” his father said. “I’ll never hear her voice. Nor catch that elusive smile, when she thinks no one’s looking. All because I feared Lord Belthane’s wrath. And because of that, she never quite grasped the severity. She did seek out the king after Branimir had undergone the Emberforge ritual. But it was too late. Sagaerin swore he’d protect her, but told her there was nothing he could do to spare me from my fate. I never intended to hurt any of you.” He let out a shuddering breath, a sob undoubtedly lingering at the back of his throat. “You cannot sacrifice your life for mine. I have taken too much already.”

Zevander had learned to remain stoic, to keep his emotions tightly coiled, so he didn’t offer his father affection. Instead, he said, “Come back tomorrow. I’ll have more bread to share.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
ZEVANDER
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Present …

Seated in a chair across from her, Zevander watched Maevyth sleep, the deep ridges of metal passing beneath his thumb, as he ran it over the stolen scorpion pendant. Stroking himself to calm.

The book she’d been reading lay in her lap, and her head had kicked to the side, facing him, eyelashes fluttering against cheeks made rosy by the blazing hearth. The dying embers of daylight stretched through the window toward her, as if even the light of day couldn’t stand to leave her behind. Dusk was approaching—his last chance to hunt for something to eat, after the fruitless venture earlier that morning. They’d be leaving for town at first light and would need to replenish their energy.

And he’d had every intention of heading out to the woods—up until he’d caught sight of her sleeping.

Godsdamn, she was beautiful. Painfully so.

Her hand lay draped on the arm of the rocking chair, her limp fingers dangling over the edge. Taunting him.

Clutching the necklace, he closed his eyes, recalling the night she’d touched him with those soft, delicate fingers. His muscles pulled tight, his cock straining against his leathers while he slipped into the memory of it. Even now he could still feel her phantom caress across his flesh. How she’d gripped him like the sharp end of a blade captured in her palm—gentle and cautious, not with a longing to take, but to give, a feeling that was so foreign to him, he questioned whether it was his salvation or ruin. He’d always equated warm caresses as a warning before the cold strike of a whip or a slice of a blade. A deception. Every piece of him that Maevyth touched had been rewritten into something he didn’t recognize. Something that felt like an unraveling, a faltering grip of the man he used to be. A corrupted soul not yet beyond redemption.

“You are nothing but a slave. Worthless.”

The voice of General Loyce bit into his skull with sharp teeth, and he pressed the heel of his hand to his ear.

“Who could ever love a slave?”

Get out of my head. The thought arrived as a growl in his mind, and Zevander squeezed his eyes shut, willing her away. A sharp sting struck his palm, and when he looked down, blood trickled over his fingers where he clenched the metal pendant so tightly, his knuckles had turned white.

He trailed his gaze back to Maevyth, the mere sight of her pushing away that wretched voice in his mind. He recalled the way she’d looked at him the night they were together, so kind and uncondemning. As if a single stare could erase a century of shame. Humiliation. Loathing.

As if her hands could undo the pain of countless whippings and cuts of a blade.

Zevander hadn’t known her fingers were capable of such magic, but as he stared at them, craving one single stroke across his face, he was certain of one thing: Those hands held the power to ruin him and gods be damned, he’d welcome it.

While he understood her reasons for distancing herself, the absence of touch was driving him mad. Not in a lustful way, though he couldn’t deny the hardening of his body at the mere scent of her. No, it was a comfort he couldn’t describe—like the day he’d cast off his shackles and felt the air touch his raw flesh for the first time.

He was desperate for it. For her.

The silky texture of her skin. The scrape of her nails.

A shiver rippled through him.

“Moon witch,” he whispered, the plea in his voice like an unstitched wound begging to be healed.

She was his. His mate. His undoing.

A goddess of mercy caught in his grasp like a butterfly ensnared by a web.

A scalding burn at his thigh had him looking down to the knife in his hand—one he couldn’t recall having reached for—dripping with blood, and a fresh wound slashed across his skin, right through his trousers. Blood coated his palm as he unclenched it from around the scorpion pendant. It was a wonder he hadn’t crushed the damned thing.

The air in his lungs thickened, and Zevander rose up from the chair, sheathing his dagger. Needing to distance himself. On route to the door, he stuffed the necklace into his pocket and wiped his bloody hand across his leathers.

He had to get away, or risk doing something fucking stupid, like forcing her hands on him. He swung the door open to a dusky sky, his gaze sweeping the yard for the spider creatures. With no sign of them, he trudged across the snow toward the forest.

What better way to calm his desires than to kill something.
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Zevander took measured steps, his footfalls noiseless, eyes trained on a white rabbit only a few meters away. The darkness of the surrounding woods made it stand out like a ghostly creature. Careful not to startle it, he quietly unsheathed his blade, each slow movement hardly making a sound. He was determined to offer something better for Maevyth, and rabbit stew sounded like a dream after days of staple foods. Gripping the business end of the blade in his fingers, he lined up his throw, then drew back.

“Mor samanet,” a disembodied voice whispered, and distracted by the sound, Zevander sent the blade hurling past the rabbit, missing his mark as the small creature scampered off.

He swept his gaze across the forest and caught a shadow slipping through a tangle of undergrowth in the distance.

A deer?

What luck, if it was. Zevander hadn’t seen a decent sized animal in the woods since he’d arrived in the mortal lands, but the way the beast tipped its head, as if examining him, left Zevander questioning what he’d seen.

He pressed himself against a nearby tree, peering around the edge of it, where he spied the silhouette of…antlers? He couldn’t tell. It could’ve easily been a gnarl of rotted tree branches that he was eyeing from a distance.

He waited for a flick of its ears, a sniff of the ground, anything that might’ve identified what it was.

Then it moved.

Not with the cautious steps of an animal, but with the quiet stealth of a man.

Perhaps another hunter.

A darkness coiled inside him at the thought of the stranger happening upon the hovel, which wasn’t far off from the woods.

Maevyth.

Zevander swiped up his tossed blade and slinked through the trees, following the shadowy figure deeper into the woods. The surrounding white mist seemed to thicken, but Zevander refused to let him out of his sight. Until he could see only a dark shape that shifted through the vapor. The forest dimmed, as the tightly woven branches blocked out the sky, and in the ever-thickening white fog, he lost sight of his prey.

Zevander paused, clicking his tongue to determine its location.

Nothing registered in his mind. Not the trees that he knew were there, nor the obscure being he’d followed. Only an impenetrable vapor everywhere he looked.

He waited.

Listening.

He began to question if he’d actually seen someone. Perhaps it was simply an animal stalking through the forest. Or nothing at all.

“Mor samanet,” that voice whispered again, closer, and on instinct, Zevander swung out, his blade slicing through the mist.

There was no one.

He could no longer make out the tree trunks nor the sky overhead, as if he were standing in a cloud.

A creeping sensation slithered over the back of his neck, and he turned in time to see the mist parting around a colossal, gnarled tree that loomed over him. From its twisted and decayed trunk gaped a dark hollow that beckoned him for reasons he couldn’t fathom. The knotted labyrinth of roots stood more than half his height.

A tickling at the top of his palm drew his attention to the scorpion there, rousing up from his skin, as it did when he felt threatened. The one at his back stirred, as well.

From the blackness of the hollow, Zevander saw two long, black spider legs emerge, and he backed away, hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to draw. Glowing eyes watched him from the hollow, while he distanced himself, uncertain of where he was headed.

It didn’t matter.

Something about that tree left an unsettling dread in his gut, and he needed to get as far away from it as possible.

The forest shifted in his periphery, and his head throbbed with a pounding ache. He glanced around at the surrounding trees, the view wobbling and shifting. A queasy sickness writhed in his stomach and expanded into his chest. Wavering on his feet, he attempted to scan the dark tree line and spotted the white rabbit he’d been hunting before.

Pangs of hunger churned in his stomach, the thought of fresh rabbit making his mouth water. He staggered toward it, that hunger stirring inside of him, gnawing at his insides, refusing to be ignored, and he stalked toward his prey.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Past …

Bonegrist was a vast cavern, deep in the gut of the mines, that housed the ancient ruins of a once-glorious arena where men were said to have been pitted against dragons and other dangerous beasts. It was believed to have fallen from glory when a massacre broke out and everyone perished—nobles and slaves, alike. For years after, it’d been sealed off, thought to have been plagued by a rotting evil, but had since reopened. Not for its precious stone walls, nor the vivicantem undoubtedly held deep within them, but for blood and the countless souls it consumed in the name of entertainment.

A bloodstained platform sat in the heart of the cavern, encircled by a dark and shadowy chasm that looked as if it’d been rended from the black rock by the gods themselves. High above the pit loomed iron balconies, divided by six towers, that jutted out over ominous grotesques, which held the weight of spectators, mostly dignitaries and royal elite, who watched for sport. The base of each tower, the battlements of which reached toward the tapered ceiling, housed each sector of prisoners, the iron bars caging them until their turn to fight.

Braziers set about the cavern illuminated delicately-carved depictions of dragons and demons protruding from the surrounding jagged rock walls, with a separate platform where guards and wardens crowded together. Luminous gold carvings of Solassion glyphs cast a sinister glow over the crowd of hungry sadists who craved blood.

Zevander held out his cuffed wrists, as a guard linked one of the many chains dangling from the ceiling onto the steel loop. On his forearm sat the mark of his prodozja, the same black scorpion that stretched across his back. How he wished he could call on it again, just as he had when he’d been a young boy and Branimir’s spiders had attacked him. How swiftly his scorpions had jumped to his defense, then seared themselves into his body. They hadn’t stirred in the time he’d been imprisoned, though, suppressed by the same bands that ensured he’d never call upon his blood magic.

A half-dozen prisoners cranked a wheel at the opposite end of the arena, and the chain lifted Zevander into the air. The manacles gnawed at his wrists as they carried him over the abysmal depths of the chasm, where he imagined piles of bones lay at the bottom of all that blackness. The moment his feet hit the platform in the center of it, a boy, no more than twelve, unhooked his manacles. Once free, Zevander rubbed his wrists, watching the child take hold of the chain, which carried him back to the other side of the chasm where the guards stood.

Across from him, a monstrous beast of a prisoner touched down with a hard thud, his excessively muscled body riddled in scars. Bright blue eyes, pale skin with blue undertones and a small patch of blond hair at the top of his head. Another young boy quickly removed his shackles and cuffs, but as the child reached for the flitting chain, the orgoth slapped him hard on the back, hurling the poor boy into the chasm. Screams echoed over the ruckus of laughter as the boy disappeared into the depths.

A gesture that assured Zevander his opponent had no regard for etiquette. Or life.

Zevander glanced around but found no friendly faces in the crowd—only the bloodthirsty grins of men who’d waged coin against him—but he knew, somewhere, Jagron would be watching, likely praying for his victory. He’d pulled the orgoth aside earlier in the day, making him privy to his dilemma, to which the guard assured that his father would suffer no consequences if Zevander survived. Even if he put little faith in the guard’s promise, what choice did he have?

He scanned over the beastly orgoth set as his opponent. Their kind were said to fight like an iron hammer—cold and merciless with their razor-sharp teeth and those tusks that served as natural weapons. The pulsing vein at the beast’s throat consumed Zevander’s focus as the two stepped cautiously toward each other—the vitaelis vein. One strike was all Zevander needed to kill his opponent instantly. Just one to sever that precious vein, which fed their brains and hearts—a trick Jagron had shared with him earlier that day.

The only problem with that?

Those fucking tusks.

He’d have to get past them to reach the vein, and not one imprisoned mancer without magic at his disposal had ever successfully accomplished the task.

The orgoth let out a vicious roar that echoed through the arena, and a cold rush of adrenaline surged through Zevander’s muscles.

Enormous hands balled into tight fists of rage, and the orgoth charged forward, every hard thunk of his feet was an ominous vibration through the rock. Zevander charged, as well, but just as the orgoth raised his oversized hand to grab him, Zevander slid to the ground, passing through the giant’s legs. Speed and evasion would be Zevander’s only methods of defense, until he could think of a way to attack that protected vein.

An angry roar echoed across his skull, as the beast swung around for him, and Zevander jumped to his feet, studying his opponent for any other weak spots.

The orgoth charged again, closing the space between them, likely anticipating the same move in the way he kept lower to the ground.

Zevander pivoted left, dodging him, but he caught the hem of Zevander’s shirt as he passed. In one swing, the back of the beast’s hand smashed into Zevander’s jaw. A flash of light struck the back of his eyes, momentarily blinding him, his jaw rattling with bolts of pain that penetrated his bones. He stumbled backward, disoriented, and fell against the iron grates on the floor of the platform.

Two orgoths scrambled for him through his blurred vision. In the haze of panic, he couldn’t decide which was the actual beast, or which way to roll out of the way. In a split-second decision, he rolled left, and his leg caught beneath the giant’s foot. Zevander let out an agonized roar as the brunt of the beast’s weight came down on his ankle.

The orgoth lost his footing, tumbling head-first onto the grate. He growled and wriggled, and Zevander pulled himself over the ground just enough to see the orgoth’s tusk had gotten caught in the iron crosshatch.

Zevander pushed to his feet, the pain in his ankle shooting up into his calf, and in the scramble to get loose, the orgoth yanked himself away from the grate on a thunderous crack of splintering bone, followed by a howl of rage and agony. Still lodged in the grate was half the orgoth’s tusk, the other half nothing more than a jagged stump. With fury etched in his expression, fists clenched tight, the orgoth charged again.

Zevander attempted another pivot, but his ankle protested, sending sharp spears into his muscles.

A meaty arm slammed into his chest, and Zevander flew backward onto the ground. Wind blasted out of his lungs, and he turned over to his stomach, wheezing for a sip of air. Pressure struck his back, knocking out the last bits of oxygen, before he was hoisted up into the air.

Eyes wide, he choked and coughed, his chest clenched and begging for breath, as he stared down over the edge of the platform below him, into the depthless black chasm.

“Quick death?” the orgoth roared, holding Zevander suspended above his head by the back of his neck.

The crowd booed.

Zevander’s body flew through the air, as the orgoth threw him in the other direction, and the unyielding rock crashed into his arm. Against the tight fist squeezing his lungs, he sucked in shallow breaths, until he could draw a small inhale.

“You want blood!” the orgoth taunted the crowd, and Zevander rolled onto his elbows, each breath longer than the last. “Should I tear away his limbs?”

The wild shouts from the crowd answered in agreement.

In his mind’s stubborn refusal to accept his fate, Zevander pulled himself on weak arms to get away.

The beast’s hand cuffed his ankle and yanked him back.

Hands clutched to the iron gates below him, Zevander resisted the pull and caught sight of the tusk within arm’s reach. Another heft of his leg drew him further away, but Zevander clutched the grates, in spite of the burn in his stretched limb. He curled his fingers around the thick tusk, but before he could grip it, another rough jostle of his leg sent him flying toward the orgoth.

Zevander hammered his foot into the beast’s mangled face, which earned him a feral growl.

Rolling onto his stomach, Zevander reached out for the tusk again, and the orgoth scrambled over top of him.

With one jarring wrench of his body, Zevander’s arm swung out, piercing that throbbing vein below the orgoth’s broken tusk.

Eyes wide with horror, the orgoth tugged the sharp end of his tusk from the vein.

A spray of deep-red blood splashed onto Zevander’s face.

The beast tottered to the side, letting out a grunt and allowing just enough time for Zevander to scoot from beneath him.

The orgoth collapsed face-first, hitting the rock with a thud that vibrated beneath him.

Pushing to his feet, Zevander stared down at his opponent, breaths sawing in and out of his battered lungs. He’d defeated him. Killed his first orgoth. By the gods, he’d survived.

While a few in the crowd cheered him on, those who’d wagered against him jeered and booed.

Peeling his gaze from the fallen orgoth, he dared to face them all and caught sight of Jagron, front and center. Bruises and cuts marred his face and body, as if he’d suffered horrific torture. One of the chains used to lift the prisoners onto the platform had been wrapped around his neck, his arms bound behind his back.

Zevander’s blood turned to ice.

The noise died to a hush.

“I’m sorry,” Jagron said, and in the next breath, his hulking body was hoisted into the air. The orgoth kicked and wriggled, strangled by the chain at his throat that throttled that precious vein. Until, seconds later, he stilled.

“Zevander.”

The sound of his father’s voice sent a chill down his spine, and he lowered his gaze to where his father stood just across the chasm from him. He screwed his eyes shut, refusing to let the emotions free.

“Look at me, Son.” The elder Rydainn’s voice held a steady strength, in spite of his weak form.

When he opened his eyes, the orgoth guard at his father’s back wore a sinister smile, hands flexing to taunt him. Beside him stood the warden, wearing a grin that Zevander could’ve easily knocked hollow right then.

“Look at me, Zevander.”

Eyes burning with the threat of tears, he stared back into his father’s sad, rheumy eyes.

“You are born of fire. You will rise from the ashes.”

The orgoth took hold of his father’s skull, and Zevander lurched to the edge of the platform.

“Please! Throw me the chains!” Hand outstretched, he leaned over the bottomless black below him. “Throw them to me!”

The other guards laughed and tossed the chains just out of reach, forcing Zevander to reach farther over the perilous edge.

“Please, don’t do this!” he shouted back.

His father let out a pained sound that pierced Zevander’s heart, while the pressure at both sides of his skull intensified.

“No! Father!”

One of the chains flew just within reach, and Zevander launched himself forward, his body stretched over the chasm with his feet still planted against the rock.

The sound of his mother’s name echoed in his head as his father screamed his last word.

The splinter of bone and wet meat silenced him.

Zevander held onto the chain, his body numb, watching his father’s headless torso collapse in a pool of blood, brain, and bone.

Once again, he fought past the shallow gasps of air for one single breath.

The sound that broke through the silence in his head ripped from his own chest.

A sound of rage and grief.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
KAZHIMYR
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Present …

Kazhimyr guided his horse by the reins, as he made his way through the winding streets of Susurria. Frigid, damp air from an earlier rain clung to his skin, his eyes tracking the wary gazes that watched him. Ravezio trailed after him, both Letalisz weary from days of travel. They passed a line of vending carts, their canopies weathered and sagging with pools of water that trickled onto the passersby. Browning produce, trinkets, and smoked meats sat out on display, and Kazhimyr picked up on hushed whispers over the occasional clink of coin.

A superstitious village that didn’t welcome travelers.

When they found the small tavern, they tethered the horses outside of it. As Kazhimyr checked for the dagger at his hip, a sketch fixed to one of the building posts captured his attention. Under WANTED was a gaunt face he recognized—one he couldn’t have forgotten after all these years, even if he’d wanted to.

And he did.

Deep scars marred the ruined and twisted landscape of her skin, which was stretched over sharp, protruding bones, as if the gods themselves had clawed her out of her mother’s womb. One of her eyes, a deep black orb, appeared like an empty socket in the sketch, but Kazhimyr had seen it up close enough to know her eyeball had somehow blackened completely, and stared out without an eyelid to shutter it. The other eye shimmered a pale green that almost looked white, and her lips pulled into an odd angle, as if poorly sewn with needle and thread.

The intensity of her expression still sent a chill down the back of his neck, even after so many years.

“Old lover?”

Unamused, Kazhimyr glanced over his shoulder, to see Ravezio had taken notice of the poster, as well. “She requested my services a while back. She’s the reason I was imprisoned by the Solassions.”

“Who is she?”

“Only knew her first name. Melisara.”

“What’s a sanguidin?” Ravezio asked, drawing Kazhimyr’s attention to where the word had been scribbled beneath her sketch.

“A mystical beast Nyxterosi parents told stories about, to scare the hell out of us when we were children. She drank blood to stay young and beautiful.”

“Must’ve caught her on her off day, huh?” Ravezio snorted and leaned in closer toward the small print at the bottom of the flyer. “She’s wanted for demutomancy and stirring rumors of Cadavros’s return. What’d she have you steal? Blood?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. The Mortucrux. Said to be a mystical and highly coveted vial of blood King Jeret has buried in the bowels of his Solassion palace, in the event of plague. It supposedly offers immunity of some sort.”

“Think there’s any merit to the sanguidin accusation?”

“That would be admitting a mythical beast is real.” Kazhimyr nudged Ravezio’s arm. “C’mon. We need to meet with the captain before sundown.”

“What happens at sundown? He turns into an orgoth?”

“He gets too damned drunk.” Kazhimyr led the way into the dark tavern, trailing his gaze over the motley crowd of villagers with their hollow eyes that watched the two of them, and rough-hewn faces that snarled as they passed. Even if Kazhimyr had visited the place before, that didn’t mean he was any more welcome.

The scent of ale, sweat, and vomit clung to the air, hitting the back of his throat.

“Godsdamn, chamber pots stink less than this place.” Ravezio held the back of his hand to his nose and cleared his throat.

“Quiet, unless you’d like a bit of sword practice.” Eyeing the captain in one of the booths, Kazhimyr led the way across the tavern, boots crunching over broken glass and peanut shells. The old captain’s bulbous belly barely fit between the table and the bench, where he sat with his head slightly cocked, eyelids shuttering. Already a few drinks in, Kazhimyr guessed.

The two Letalisz sat down across from him, startling the old man awake.

He shifted in his seat, but on recognizing Kazhimyr, he let out a long exhale that stank of rot and ale. “What d’you want?”

Kazhimyr gave a furtive glance around, checking everyone had gone back to minding their own business. “Bloodmark.” The official sealed papers that listed the extent of an individual’s magic, signed by royalty. All mancers, in particular, were required to secure one for travel into Calyxar.

“Can’t help you. The old mage got arrested about a fortnight ago.” The captain relied on a self-taught mage, who happened to be proficient in creating counterfeit and forged documents so real, they fooled even the strictest port guards, or porthounds, as they were called. Of course, the blood magic described in the papers wouldn’t have been true. The guards didn’t look favorably upon the kind of defensive magic that Ravezio and Kazhimyr possessed.

“We have to get to Calyxar. It’s imperative.”

“I’m afraid you’re gonna have to seek out a royal signature.”

“That isn’t possible.”

“Look,” the captain said, rubbing a hand across his jaw. “I wish I could help. Could use the coin, but without him, it’s just not possible.”

“Any suggestions?”

“If you know an Elvyniran who happens to have blood ties to the island, some guards will let you pass on that alone. But good luck finding passage on the Qu’brysian Bay this time of year. Water’s too choppy. Even the most seasoned captain won’t chance it.”

“Fuck.” Kazhimyr sat back against the bench with a sigh. They did happen to know an Elvyniran with ties—two, in fact. Probably halfway to the island at that point.

“I need to get out of here before I forget my own damned name.” The captain pushed to his feet, stumbling a step before catching himself on the edge of the table, then plopped down six coins. “Good luck,” he said, giving a hard pat to Ravezio’s shoulder as he staggered off.

Ravezio groaned. “What now? If we can’t sail out of Qu’brysian, we’ll have to travel to Wyntertide.”

“That’s if we can find someone to provide a Bloodmark.”

“I can get you passage.”

A voice from the other side of the booth had Kazhimyr frowning, and he peered around the edge to find a pale-skinned man tipping back a tankard. Clearly an Elvyniran, given the pointed ears that bore multiple ring piercings and stuck out from his medium-length hunter-green hair, though Kazhimyr couldn’t quite pinpoint his race. The strange accent, with its sharp elegance, led him to think the stranger might’ve been Valgathyan, but Kazhimyr had never known their kind to lack horns.

Frustrated that someone had overheard them, he turned back on his seat and exchanged a guarded look with Ravezio. Kazhimyr cleared his throat and nodded, urging Ravezio out of the booth before following him, and the two stood alongside the booth where the stranger sat sprawled over the bench, his elbow resting on his bent knee. The left side of his lip was also pierced with a silver ring that he ran his tongue across.

Two tankards waited on the table, as if he were expecting them, and he gestured for them to sit. “Please. I insist.”

After a quick glance around the tavern, Kazhimyr slid onto the bench first, not taking his eyes off the stranger, who pushed the tankards toward them. “I order my own drinks, thanks.”

“Of course.” Without diverting his gaze from the two Letalisz, the stranger waved his hand, and seconds later, the barmaid strolled up. “My friends here would like two new tankards. If you’d be so kind as to indulge.”

The woman was nothing but a shadow in Kazhimyr’s periphery, but her unamused “Of course” told him she was troubled by the request.

“I should’ve known better.” The stranger shrugged. “My apologies.”

“Are you accustomed to listening in on private conversations?”

“Believe me when I say, I’d rather not have heard it.” He sighed, tipping back his tankard and wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. “Sharp hearing is a curse. I suspect finding a good counterfeit bloodmark will be difficult to come by, and should you get caught—the port guards shoot first and ask questions later. Fortunately, I have residency in Calyxar, and I happen to be traveling home.”

The barmaid slammed two tankards down in front of Kazhimyr and Ravezio, and offered a wink to the man across from them, before sauntering off. Gaze trailing after her, Kazhimyr noticed that what few women were present had their attention turned toward the stranger.

“What are your dealings in Susurria?” Ravezio asked.

“Just passing through. Never actually been this far north before.”

“We’re not looking for a traveling companion.” Kazhimyr lifted the tankard, rearing back some at the stench of sour ale, and set it back down on the table.

“You won’t find a mage in all of Nyxteros who can produce a counterfeit as believable as Maelrik. He was sought after by the king for a reason.”

Kazhimyr narrowed his eyes on the stranger. “Well, that’s quite an opinion for someone who isn’t from around here.”

“Been here three nights. Storms in the south kept me holed up here. Small village, you hear things—particularly news of an arrest.” The stranger tugged at one of his pierced, pointed ears, the gesture not escaping Kazhimyr.

He instinctively glanced around, noticing a man staggering out of the tavern.

“And how would you imagine getting us passage?” Ravezio sniffed the drink, crinkled his nose, and shrugged, before tipping back a swallow. He quickly shot forward and spat it back into the tankard—a reaction that Kazhimyr would’ve found amusing, had he not been preoccupied with that tug of the ear.

“It’s an acquired taste,” the stranger said, raising his own tankard for a sip. “In answer to your question, I’m allowed to register three subordinates.”

“Subordinates,” Kazhimyr said, tonelessly. “You’re highblood?”

The stranger leaned in and lowered his voice. “I wouldn’t offer the very risky proposition of smuggling you into Calyxar, if I possessed that kind of coin.”

“How much?” Kazhimyr asked.

“A thousand liro.”

“That’s a lot of coin for little guarantee that you’ll successfully get us into Calyxar.”

The stranger raised a brow. “Paid on successful entry.”

Ravezio sat back, crossing his arms. “How can we be certain you’re telling the truth? That you have residency there?”

His lips pulled into a smile, and he tugged out a scroll bearing a red wax seal. “Because, unlike you two, I have a bloodmark to prove it. If anyone is taking a risk, it’s me. How do I know you’ll pay once you’re there?”

Kazhimyr couldn’t deny that, under the circumstances, with the kings men certain to hunt them down, it seemed there was much less risk on their part. Unless the ship and crew happened to be slavers. “How do you propose transportation?”

“I know a merchant in Wyntertide. My papers say I’m second mate. You would be my subordinates.”

Ravezio sneered at that. “I scrub no decks.”

“It’s not the decks you’d be scrubbing, friend.” The stranger grinned. “All on paper, of course.”

“Let’s see your papers.”

He stared at the two Letalisz for a moment before handing over the bloodmark, and Kazhimyr opened it up, confirming what the man had told them. “Dravien Nokvayne. Elvyniran from Monteszel Province. Your nexumis includes a keen sense of hearing, navigational skills, and the ability to read storms.”

He gave a bow of his head. “You now know more about me than I know about you.”

Kazhimyr handed it back to him. “What if we say no? I suspect you could turn us over for quite a bit of coin.”

The stranger shrugged. “I do not mingle with watchmen. I’ve my own reasons to avoid the law. Should you decide to walk away? Nothing gained, nothing lost.” He lifted his tankard, kicking back a long swill. “I bid you good evening, and as far as I’m concerned, I spoke to no one.”

Kazhimyr chewed on the possibility for a moment. Instincts told him to walk away, but that’d leave them with even fewer choices. “We’re weary from travel. This is not a decision we want to make tonight. We’ll seek you out in the morning.” He didn’t give the stranger a chance to argue, as on those parting words, Kazhimyr and Ravezio stood up from the booth.

“A word of caution, my friend,” the stranger said. “Some seem to think you’re affiliated with King Sagaerin. Overheard them talking about it.” He nodded toward a group of villagers in the corner, who sat glaring back at the two assassins.

“Why ever would they think that?”

“The uprising in Costelwick has stirred a bit of unrest and suspicion in the surrounding villages. Folks don’t appreciate a king who starves his people. While you don’t look like king’s men, you’re strangers here. You may want to find shelter somewhere outside of Susurria. If you’re looking for a place, there’s the old coaching inn just outside of town.”

“I’m aware of it.”

“Of course. I’ll wait to hear from you in the morning.”

Kazhimyr kept his eyes on the burly men as he strode past them and out of the tavern. While taking on multiple opponents at once would be nothing new for the trained assassins, they weren’t interested in drawing attention to themselves. Instead, they quietly slipped out of the tavern—where they found their horses lying in two bloody heaps, still tied to their posts.

Their necks had been slit.

A slow, blinding rage stirred in Kazhimyr’s gut, his blood magic tingling with the need to be turned loose. No doubt, that gesture he’d noticed had played a role in them losing their mounts.

“We’re doing this, aren’t we?” Ravezio asked, and let out a sigh, sliding one of his daggers out of its sheath. “No one slaughters my stead without punishment.”

Kazhimyr yanked his sword from its scabbard and pushed through the door of the tavern. His senses flared, the sharp whistle of a blade cutting through the air. He ducked, yanking Ravezio with him just as a sword sliced toward him, only a hairsbreadth from his head. The attacker, momentarily weaponless, reached for the next blade, but not before Kazhimyr swung out. One quick slash of his enemy’s thigh severed the femoral vein, spilling copious blood onto the tavern floor. The man howled and stumbled away, running into nearby tables.

Behind Kazhimyr, a clang of steel alerted him to Ravezio’s fight with a scraggly-bearded miner whose face was covered in soot. The basilisk on the arm of his fellow Letalisz damn near glowed, begging to turn something to stone.

Another attacker drove forward, right for Kazhimyr, his blade longer. Kazhimyr blocked and parried with a grunt, driving him back into the table behind him. A swift jab into his heart ended the fight quicker than it’d begun.

Heat streaked across his arm, and he turned to see yet another villager slicing into his bicep. Kazhimyr hiked up his boot, kicking the man backward, and carved a diagonal line through his chest, then finished with a horizontal strike across his belly that spilled his entrails onto the floor.

To the right of him, Ravezio fought with what appeared to be his third attacker, given the two bodies that lay bleeding out on the floor.

Again, his senses flared, only seconds before he felt the sharp prod of a blade at his back. One breath and it could’ve pierced his heart. Instead, the deadly tip of it fell away, and Kazhimyr turned to see Dravien yanking his blade from the attacker’s skull.

The body plopped to the floor with a hard thud, and lips thinned, Dravien sighed, wiping the broad side of the blade across the man’s tunic.

“Thanks,” Kazhimyr said, shoving the sword back into its scabbard as he turned back toward the bar, where a half-dozen men lay bleeding out.

“Looks like you’re going to need horses.” Dravien nodded toward the man he’d killed. “So happens, I know where this clotpole’s farm is.”

“You’ll only tell us if we agree to hire you, though, right?”

“That’d make me an unreasonable cunt.” He stood tapping his finger against the pommel of his sword. “But, yeah. You agree, and I’ll take you there.”

A sound of disapproval rumbled in Kazhimyr’s throat, and he twisted around to see Ravezio shrug. “Fine. You get us to Calyxar for a thousand liro.”

“Well, the horses are going to up the ante to a thousand and a quarter, I’m afraid.”

“Fine.” Kazhimyr slammed his fist in the Elvinyran’s face, the force knocking him onto his ass. “That’s for the horses whose throats you had slit. Cunt.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
ZEVANDER
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Past …

The cold, damp wall pressed into Zevander’s bruised back, as he sat slumped on the gritty floor of his cell, staring off into the darkness.

Alone.

Completely alone in this place.

While he hadn’t seen his father in years, up until a few days ago, he’d always taken comfort in knowing he was there. Seeing his father again had given him a sense of peace and hope—hope that faded the moment he’d heard the pained sound of his mother’s name rip from the elder Rydainn’s throat.

Wrists bound and resting in his lap, he clenched his fists at the memory, the rage pounding through him anew. Finally knowing the truth of his father’s actions, Zevander could no longer bury the agony of his death in hatred and indifference. The pain split through him like a scab being torn open, and he clenched his teeth, swallowing back the urge to break.

The obnoxious creak of the cell door alerted him that someone had come to visit, but he didn’t bother to look up. Surely, it wouldn’t be anyone he’d have called friend, confirmed when the warden said, “Brought your supper.”

The clatter of a tin bowl thrown before him broke his musings, and Zevander turned to see black soot splashed onto the floor.

A malicious chuckle followed. “Was goin’a toss him into the chasm, but thought you might want to pay your final respects. Who’s born of fire now?” Another mocking laugh, and every muscle in Zevander’s body tensed as he stared down at what was presumably his father’s charred remains.

Their laughter died when the heavy thud of boots and metal approached from down the hall, and Zevander looked up to see General Loyce step inside his cell, filling the space with her intimidating form.

“Well, now. The mighty beast who killed the most feared orgoth in Bonegrist. You look far less threatening chained to the floor, don’t you?” The slow and lazy cadence of her steps ended when she stood looming over Zevander like a storm cloud consuming what sliver of light had reached his cell. “Knees, boy.”

Teeth clenched, Zevander didn’t move. He didn’t cower in her presence, or fear the consequences that would inevitably follow his defiance.

“Come on now—rise from the ashes and get on your knees,” the warden taunted beside her, but his laughter cut out abruptly when he turned toward the unamused expression on the general’s face.

Lips twisted, as if the sight of the warden disgusted her, she turned back to Zevander. “I’ll not tell you again. Get on your knees.”

Still, he refused.

A swift kick to his mangled ankle shot a zap of fire up his leg, and Zevander ground his teeth, choking back the agony. No matter what they inflicted, he would never willingly get on his knees for anyone.

“Very well,” she said, as if reading his mind. Moments later, an orgoth stepped toward him. The orgoth whose hands still bore the stains of his father’s blood.

Zevander sat motionless as the beast bent forward to hoist him up, and the second the orgoth was close, he clamped his teeth around the bastard’s pointed ear.

A roar bounced off the walls of the cell, and a hard thump against his chest kicked Zevander back, his tailbone smacking hard against the stone floor.

He winced and turned to his side, as the orgoth stepped back, terror widening the beast’s eyes when he cupped his ear.

Zevander forced a smile, despite the rage tearing through him, and revealed the small piece of flesh between his teeth, before spitting it out at the orgoth.

The beast snarled and lurched again, but General Loyce held out her hand, bringing him to a halt.

“Get him to his knees without crushing him.”

Snarling again, the orgoth held his hand over the chewed and bloody ear and, with the other, gripped the back of Zevander’s neck, the shocks of pain damn near paralyzing as he effortlessly lifted Zevander up to his knees.

“Open your mouth.”

Lips clamped shut, Zevander defied the new order, already knowing the general’s intentions.

“I said, open your mouth!”

Copper lingered on his tongue from biting the orgoth, and he spat it at General Loyce.

Without warning, or direction from the general, the orgoth took hold of his face, his thick, calloused palm pressing against his chin, while the other gripped tight to the top of his head. Jagged flashes of light struck the back of Zevander’s skull, and eyes clenched, he fought the orgoth’s ruthless prying of his jaw.

Dry, charred ashes coated his tongue, the sounds of his angry growls drowned by the laughter of both the warden and the orgoth.

“Now, swallow,” General Loyce said through clenched teeth, not an ounce of amusement in her tone.

Once free of the orgoth’s grip, Zevander coughed, the ash bursting from his mouth as a gray plume of dust. He retched and gagged, spitting the wet soot onto the ground.

The metal of her armor clanked, as General Loyce crouched alongside him. “So much fire and spirit. Oh, how I long to break you.” She brushed a finger across his cheek, and with a grimace, Zevander turned away from her touch. “I leave for Luximos tonight. Have him sent over to me in three days. Preferably bathed.”

“Of course, General.”

She pushed to her feet. “And no more beatings, or I’ll have you chained alongside him.”

“Understood,” the warden grumbled, clearly disappointed.

Without another word, she swiftly left the cell, and Zevander stared down at boot marks stamped onto the floor in his father’s ashes. A fresh wave of rage surged through him.

“You want to know why I loathe your kind?” The warden didn’t spare him the opportunity to answer. “You’re weak. When I told your father I’d pitted you against an orgoth, he cried. Sobbed like a woman. And you…with your diseased face and those infernal-looking eyes.” Lips flattened, he crossed his arms. “Shame about Jagron, though. Was a good sector guard. He relied on the loyalty of his kind. Called them a brotherhood. You think anyone here gives a damn about brotherhood? Power earns loyalty and respect. The more power you wield, the more you’re respected, and you, my friend, are utterly powerless.”

“I’m ready to return to work,” Zevander said through clenched teeth, ignoring him.

“Oh, you won’t be going back to the mines. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’d love to watch you try to outsmart another one of my orgoth friends here, but…seems General Loyce took a liking to you after that fight. She’s requested that you join her Gildona. Her flock of caged birds. Worse than this place, as I understand.” A slow grin crept across his face, revealing a rotting graveyard of brown teeth. “Worse than death.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN
MAEVYTH
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Ajarring thud tore me from sleep, and I jolted upright, the reflex knocking my foot against something. The book I’d been reading had fallen off my lap and lay splayed like a broken bird on the floor.

Wind howled against the thin panes of glass, and twisting around in the rocking chair, I noticed the cabin felt too quiet.

“Zevander?” I called out for him, my nerves rattled from the abrupt waking.

Glancing around the room showed no sign of him. Frowning, I pushed to my feet, and a quick sweep of the back bedroom showed no sign of him there, either. When I arrived at Aleysia’s door, I peered inside, hearing no more than her quiet snores on the other side.

Where is he?

Passing the window, I caught sight of a figure on the porch, and my heart shot to my throat. Eyes narrowed, I studied the hulking, shadowy form that blocked out the moon’s light.

Zevander?

I darted across the cabin toward the door and swung it open.

With his back to me, Zevander didn’t move, or even twitch at my presence. I noticed something dangling from his fist. A white rabbit, covered in what I presumed to be blood, though it was too dark to confirm. The frenzied kicking of its legs told me it was still alive.

Slowly, I rounded Zevander’s body, coming to a stop at his side. A dark sheen across his mouth and chin had me questioning if that black glisten was blood smeared across his face, as well. His eyes were fixated on something out in the expanse of the yard, but when I slowly turned to look, I saw nothing.

“Zevander?”

He turned and seemed to look past me, his eyes unfocused and as black as onyx, and as he did so, light from the hovel showed a faint red hue to the glossy mess across his chin. Definitely blood.

“What are you doing?” I asked, frowning.

“Waiting.”

“For what?”

“Death.”

I let out a shaky breath and turned toward the yard. Dozens of glowing eyes stared back at me. Gasping, I reached out for Zevander’s arm, clutching his bicep. “Come, we have to go inside. Now.”

“Te’igniret abysira.”

“Get inside, Zevander. Now!”

The scattering of eyes in the field blinked in unison, as if belonging to a single creature, and I yanked harder on his arm.

“Zevander!”

He closed his eyes, head lopping forward, but he remained standing.

“Damn it, Zevander! Wake up!”

His muscles contracted sharply. His eyelids shot open. When he looked at me, the black had given way for the familiar color I recognized. “Maevyth?”

A breath of relief escaped me, but only briefly, because when I turned, dozens of pale, white creatures barreled across the yard toward us on their long spider legs.

“Inside. Now!”

He gave one quick glance toward those terrifying beasts, then banded his arm around me and dragged me into the cabin, slamming the door behind us. “What in seven hells?” He lifted the rabbit, and in the hearth’s light, I spied a raw patch of glistening flesh where it’d been bitten.

My eyes instantly darted to the mess on Zevander’s face. “What did you do?”

“I don’t know. I was out hunting earlier. There was …” His brow furrowed as if he struggled to remember. “A deer. A deer in the woods. I tracked him for a bit. Then I somehow lost sight in the fog and came upon this enormous, rotted tree. It gave me such a strange sense.”

“What kind of sense?”

The crease in his brow deepened. “Dread.” He stared off for a moment, before a twitch in his arm seemed to break his thoughts. Lifting the rabbit again, he twisted it around, then laid it down on the floor, where it kicked and panted.

“This is happening too frequently. These moments of wakeful dreaming…I fear they’re getting worse.” I snatched a rag from the table and dipped it into the basin, squeezing away the excess water, and when I turned around, he was right there, caging me between the table and his massive body.

Eyes on mine, he reached for the cloth in my hands and wiped away the blood from his face. As I turned to walk away, he gripped my arm. “It’s your distance that’s driving me mad.” Eyes clenched, he shook his head and pressed my hand to his chest. “I didn’t mean for that to sound like blame.” He dragged my palm from his chest to his abdomen, his muscles twitching beneath my skin. “I do not welcome anyone’s touch, but I’ve craved yours with the kind of voracity that makes me question my morals.”

“Zevander, it’s for your benefit that I keep my distance. The more intimate we are, the harder it’ll be to—” I clamped my lips over the words I refused to say.

“To what? Say it.”

Tears welled in my eyes, and I shook my head, blinking them away. I refused to slip into my selfish emotions. If we failed to find the vivicantem, he would be forced to return to Aethyria—regardless of his promise. Creating distance would make that easier. “Every day that you deny yourself vivicantem, I fear that something terrible will happen to you. I refuse to be the reason you stay. I refuse to watch you decline here.”

“And I refuse to return without you.” He stepped closer, pressing himself against my body. “Enough of this.”

My emotions snapped free. “Enough of your promises that you know damn well you can’t keep!” I shoved at his chest, failing to move him, his body a steel wall of tenacity. “Your episodes are only going to get worse and if there is no vivicantem at Moros’s? You won’t have a choice. You’ll have to return.”

“Where did the stones come from?”

“Moros said he mined them from the Lyverian Mountains.”

“Then we’ll head to the Lyverian Mountains. Either way, I’m not leaving you.” Jaw clenched, he looked away. “Keep your distance, if that’s what you choose, but don’t do it for me.”

Too many thoughts clashed inside my head, a clamor that beat against my skull like a pack of rabid dogs had been set loose—pawing, growling, biting. The air around me shifted, crackling and vibrating. The delicate beat between thunder and lightning. I moved on instinct, surging up to my toes and wrapping my arms around his neck. A desperate need took over me, and I seized his mouth.

Swift hands lifted me up onto the table, and his body urged me onto my back. Fingers sank into my hair, his breaths forced, hands shaking, clutching me like he thought I might vanish any moment. With our mouths fused, he kissed me harder, unwilling to part for a single breath.

I gasped into his mouth, and still, he refused to release me.

His lips consumed me, frantic and starved. “I tried to stay away from you,” he rasped, before moving to my cheek, my chin, my throat, as if he couldn’t decide where to begin, or how to stop himself. “I tried to respect your wishes.” He dragged his mouth over my collarbone and bit down at the crook of my neck.

I arched against him on a moan and firm hands pressed into the curve of my back, pulling me in tighter.

“I can’t. I need this. Your hands on me.” Tugging the collar of my tunic just enough to expose my shoulder, he kissed along the length of it. “The pain of wanting you is like fucking blades in my chest.” His groin pressed into my thighs, the thick bulge straining against his leathers proving his words to be true. He straightened and tore away his tunic, leaving his muscled chest bare. Yanking my wrists, he reeled me closer, against his stomach, which flexed the moment I touched him.

I dragged my hands to his back and kissed his chest. “I wanted you, too,” I whispered against his skin. As my tongue traced his nipple, he tipped his head back and released a deep, guttural sound that reminded me of an animal.

Taking hold of his arm, I urged his hand up, under the hem of my tunic to my breast, needing his touch as much as he needed mine. A calloused finger caressed my nipple and his lips clamped onto my throat. Every night that we’d danced around each other in avoidance had felt like punishment. Fingers curled into his sides, I pulled him into me, as I lay back against the table, and he followed me down, bracing his elbows at either side of my head.

After pausing for only a moment, kissing the spot right behind my ear, he wrenched my trousers down to my thighs, his gaze as reverent as a devout man falling to his knees before an altar. His eyes darkened with whatever thoughts had him licking his lips, and leaning over me once more, he trailed his tongue down my body to the dip between my breasts.

My lips parted on an eager breath, and when he kissed my stomach, I gripped his hair with a trembling exhale.

He traced his nose over my bare flesh, breathing deeply and his fingers curled into my sides. “I’m starving for you,” he said in a ragged voice, then dragged a chair close and fell into the seat. “But I’m going to take my time and savor it. Every drop of you.” Strong hands gripped the back of my knees, as he yanked me closer to the edge of the table, his gaze both hungry and reverent. The moment he buried his face between my thighs, and lazily dragged his tongue over my sensitive flesh, I arched my back, and my mouth gaped for a tortured moan. “Cursed heavens, there is nothing more divine than that sound,” he said, and buried his tongue deeper, my body restless and squirming, thighs trembling, clinging to him like wet silk.

Fingers threading through his hair, I rested my feet against his muscled thighs, bracing myself for the warm swells of pleasure moving through me.

He groaned and sucked at my flesh with the gratitude of a famished man splitting the soft and swollen seam of a ripe peach. As if he’d waited too long for this moment. Not hurried or rushed, but savoring the taste as he’d promised. Tongue, lips and breath, he left no part of me untouched as he stitched himself into my skin.

Quiet moans interrupted each gasp of breath that escaped me. A flush of heat burned beneath my skin, my body desperate, frantic with need. Unraveling with every masterful sweep of his tongue.

Gods, please don’t stop.

I wanted him to feast on me until I was raw and aching.

His fingers dug into my thighs as he held me apart and I turned my head, noticing the rabbit still lay twitching on the floor.

An unsettling dread swept through me, as the poor creature stared back with those black, bottomless eyes.

Then it stilled.

A gut-wrenching scream ripped through the cabin, and I snapped my gaze toward Aleysia’s room. With only a glance at Zevander, I scrambled off the table, yanked up my trousers, and raced toward the door. Before I could reach the key hidden atop the frame, Zevander grabbed my arm.

“I should go first. She might not be the same sister you remember.”

I shook my arm free of his grasp. “I understand your concern, but she’s never seen you in her life. And you don’t exactly look all that friendly. If she’s awake, I want her to see me first.”

Lips pressed to a hard line, he let out a sharp exhale through his nose. “Fine. I’m going to stay right here just in case.”

Another scream bled through the door and I twisted around on tiptoes, frantically patting the top of the frame for the key.

Zevander snatched it first, handing it off to me, his brows tight with concern.

Scream after horrific scream rattled my muscles, as I slipped the key into the lock with shaky hands and threw the door open.

Inside, my sister was sitting up in bed. She didn’t appear distressed, as she slowly trailed her gaze over the room, her wrists still secured at each side of her.

When her attention finally landed on me, her lips drew into an uncertain smile. “Maevyth?”

Tears filled my eyes, blurring her form. “Aleysia.”

The smile faded as she seemed to study me. “Your eyes…they’re silver.” Her gaze lifted and focused on a spot just behind me—Zevander, I presumed—and she jerked against her binds as if startled.

“He’s a friend,” I assured, glancing back at him. Thankfully he’d washed the blood off his face earlier, or I suspected her heart would’ve likely faltered at the sight of him.

Aleysia’s eyes widened, and she kicked herself back toward the headboard, leaning as if searching past me. “Is she here, too? The Crone Witch?”

Her reaction stirred my suspicions that Elowen may have been ill-intended when she’d thrown her into that pantry. “No. She’s not here.” Heart pounding, I crossed the room with slow and careful steps, despite every muscle urging me to run to her. To wrap my arms around her and squeeze until her bones popped. To cut loose the squeal of delight caught in my throat, because I’d never been so happy in my life to see those bright blue eyes again. But the surge of elation bubbling inside of me, yearning to be set free, remained tempered by my caution.

Though, at a glance, there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with her. In fact, she seemed quite calm, given the circumstances.

She tugged at her binds, her brows pinched to a frown as she stared down on them. “What is this?”

“A precaution.” I immediately went to work on the knot in her bind, while Zevander worked on the other.

Wariness shadowed her eyes as she watched him the whole time. Once the binds were loose, I settled on the edge of the bed. “Are you okay? Are you feeling well?”

Her brows knitted together. “You’re asking if I’m one of those things?” A quiver of fear clung to her voice.

If she was, I doubted she’d have had the mental wherewithal to tell me. “I’m asking if you’re okay, and if you need anything.”

“Food. I’m starving.”

I nodded, more tears welling in my eyes as the initial shock withered and reality sank into me. “You’re okay, then.” Urgency took over me, and I threw my arms around her, trembling as my emotions swallowed me. At first, she didn’t hug me, but then I felt her arms wrap around me.

“Where did you go?” she whispered.

The question made me smile. “You wouldn’t believe me, if I told you.” I pulled away and held her hand in mine. “We’ll catch up, but first, let me get you something to eat.”

“Do we happen to have any meat?”

While the world had certainly changed since I last saw my sister, the question still struck me as odd, given that Aleysia had never had a strong affinity for meat.

I peered past Zevander, who’d returned to the doorway, toward where the rabbit lay in the other room. “It so happens we do.” Desperate to gather my thoughts, I pushed up from the bed, my heart ready to pound right through my chest. “I’ll be right back.” Allowing a smile, I followed Zevander out of the room, but the moment I’d shut her inside, my smile faded.

Zevander tipped his head. “Are you all right?” he asked in a low voice.

Nodding, I let out a long exhale and crossed to the small kitchen, grabbing one of the jars of carrots I’d been snacking from earlier.

An icy branching cold moved through my chest, like a tight fist clamping over my lungs. It tingled over my face and down my arms. My balance faltered, and the shattering of glass alerted me to the jar I’d dropped.

“Maevyth?”

Zevander’s voice was a distant sound to the hiss and crackling in my ears. Before I recognized what was happening, arms wrapped around me, pressing me close, as if he knew precisely what I needed right then.

His palm cupped the back of my neck, the other held me to him. “Breathe,” he commanded in a hushed voice.

Eyes closed, I nodded and inhaled deeply through my nose, my pulse throbbing in my ears. Seconds ticked off before it gradually faded.

He stepped back and tipped his head, guiding my eyes to his. “Are you all right?”

I nodded again, breathing through the lingering tremors. “How did you know?”

“Your face turned ghostly white. You looked like you were on the verge of collapsing.”

“But you …. You knew to grip the back of my neck.”

Zevander shrugged. “It just felt like a natural reaction.”

“I’ve not had one of my fits in years. Probably all the fuss over Aleysia and what this will mean.”

“One worry at a time.” He stroked a hand down my hair and kissed my forehead. “I’ll take care of the rabbit.” As he strode toward the animal, I couldn’t help but voice my thoughts.

“Zevander, do you think it was any coincidence that the moment that rabbit died, she awakened?”

“Had you asked me a week ago, I might’ve said it was a stretch. Now? I don’t know.” He swiped up the animal and grabbed one of the squares of burlap he’d brought in from the stable a few days ago, when he’d scrounged a squirrel from the tree line. He sat in the chair beside the table with his back to me, likely as a courtesy, since I’d told him I couldn’t watch.

I cleaned up the broken glass, and as I filled a pot with water, carrots and seasonings, I tried my best to ignore the tearing and squelching. By the time I put the pot on the flame, he’d finished skinning the poor creature, and he slipped it in with the carrots and seasoning.

While the stew simmered, I snuck back into Aleysia’s room, to find her sitting on the edge of the bed with her back to me. “I can hear them out there. Those things.” Her body shuddered, and I tiptoed around the bed, taking a seat next to her. “Terrifying creatures.” She rocked back and forth where she sat, a hollow dread blooming in her eyes as she released a quiet whimper. “Have you seen what they can do?”

“Yes. Uncle Felix tried to attack me. He was one of them.”

She snapped her head toward me. “Uncle Felix?” Movement caught my eye, and I looked down to see her tapping each of her fingers to her thumbs. Over and over again, as if it were some nervous gesture she’d newly acquired. “How did you get away?”

“I have so much to tell you. And I’m not sure right now is the time. But I will, I promise. I’ll tell you everything.”

“When you went through that archway, and you didn’t come back…I thought …” Her eyes held a high shine, and she tipped her head back. “I knew at that moment that I was completely alone in the world. I felt it somewhere inside of me. This dark emptiness that crawled into my chest.” She stared off, as if lost in a trance. “If not for Moros, I doubt I’d have made it out of those woods alive.”

“Moros helped you out of the woods.” My flat tone mirrored my refusal to believe her words. The last time I’d seen Moros, he’d been swallowed by the same creature that’d flayed Uncle Riftyn and had morphed into a grotesque version of himself. Surely, she must’ve been delusional that night. It was possible. She’d suffered trauma, had lost her pregnancy, and had been banished to the terrifying woods all in one sitting. But curiosity insisted I continued questioning her. “And you felt safe with him?”

“Yes. He told me not to worry. That he would find you and bring you back to me.” She turned to me, eyes brimming with a strange wonderment. “And now you’re here.”

“Tell me what happened.”

She shrugged. “There’s not much to tell, really. After he escorted me from the woods, the crowd had already dispersed. There was such a strange and blissful silence. I almost wondered if I was dead. If Moros and I were both dead, and our spirits were walking side by side.” She stared off as if she was reliving that night, and my own visual of it slithered through my mind like a thick, oily sludge. “The moment we arrived on Agatha’s doorstep, I knew that wasn’t true, when she refused to let me inside. The afterlife couldn’t be so cruel. Torment and rejection are unique to the living, after all.” She sighed. “Anyway, it was Moros who took me in. Who gave me shelter when those creatures crawled out of the woods.”

I wanted to believe her words, to imagine that everything I’d seen that night had been nothing more than an illusion, but I couldn’t. I refused, because even if Moros hadn’t changed into a macabre monster in front of my eyes, he was still a bad man. A bad man who sewed women’s legs together and had threatened to turn me into one of his grotesque mermaids. “That can’t be. Aleysia, I saw the wrathavor consume Moros. He became Moros.”

“I too saw many things that night. I saw Uncle Riftyn on the edge of the woods calling my name. Moros told me it wasn’t real. That it was all in my head. Those nasty bites were some kind of wretched venom, you know. I hallucinated him, was all. I know that now.”

I didn’t bother to explain the nightmarish manner in which I’d seen Uncle Riftyn die. “When we found you, you were lying on the floor of the pantry. As if Elowen had put you there.”

“Elowen?”

“The Crone Witch.”

“Yes. She did put me there.” Her face twisted into a malicious expression. “The evil, old witch tried to kill me.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure. She started out nice enough. When I left Moros⁠—”

“You left Moros?”

“Yes. Well, technically he left me first. Trapped inside one of the bedrooms in his mansion.”

“He tried to hurt you.”

“No. He left rather abruptly and locked me in the room—about the time those creatures had made their way to the village. I suspect he was trying to protect me. He never came back, though.” She continued tapping her fingers to her thumbs. “I assume he became one of them.”

“So, you managed to escape.”

“Yes.” She frowned, rubbing her temple. “I’m certain that’s what happened. And, somehow, I ended up here.”

“You said The Crone Witch started out nice. She took you in?”

She lifted her nose in the air and closed her eyes, as if breathing in the scent. “Is that rabbit I smell?”

“It is. It has a bit more time to cook.”

“I’m exceptionally hungry. I’ll take some now, if that’s all right.”

“It’s not fully cooked, Aleysia. Don’t you recall the last time you accidentally consumed raw meat?”

She tipped her head. “No.”

“You were sick. Heaving most of the night. You rarely ate much meat, at all, after that.”

“Well, we can’t exactly be fussy about food these days, can we? I’ve developed a tolerance, I suppose, after the world went to hell.”

“It will be ready soon. In the meantime, there are other things. Canned apples. Some stewed tomatoes.”

Her shoulders sagged with disappointment. “I’m starving for meat. Just a little, Maevyth,” she whined. “I’m so famished. I don’t even remember the last time I ate.”

“I promise, Aleysia. It’ll only be a few⁠—”

“Maevyth!” The quick vexation in her eyes slowly softened when she diverted her gaze toward the door, where I was certain Zevander stood watching. “I didn’t mean to yell. Forgive me. I’m out of sorts.”

I nodded, backing my way toward the door. “I’ll get some food.” As I slipped alongside Zevander, who didn’t take his eyes off Aleysia, I rested my hand on his arm. “It’s okay.”

While the rabbit wasn’t entirely pink, I knew it hadn’t cooked long enough to be done, but I ladled some of the soup into a bowl, anyway, and tore away a few tough pieces of the rabbit meat that didn’t appear entirely raw.

“You’re sure everything is okay?” Zevander asked, as I passed him again on the way to her bedroom.

“Yes. She’s just very hungry, is all. And cranky,” I added under my breath as I kept on.

After carefully handing it over, I sat on the chair across from her, watching her gracelessly shovel the soup into her mouth. The broth spilled down her chin, and she practically buried her face in the bowl for the meat.

“Careful, Aleysia. It’s very hot.”

When she pulled the bowl away, she was staring at me, brows lowered, lips snarled in a way that reminded me of a feral dog. The sight of her had the hair on the back of my neck standing.

She quickly broke into laughter. “I was being silly. Remember Mrs. Castor’s dog that would growl at anything that passed its bowl?”

The memory brought a half-smile to my face. “I do, yes.” I was relieved she had remembered, too.

“I always hated that mangy mutt.”

“I like to think he was simply misunderstood.”

“Yes, well. Speaking of mutts, you’ve yet to introduce me to your friend.”

I frowned at the insult. “His name is Zevander.”

“Zevander? What kind of name is that?”

“Vespyri,” Zevander said from behind, leaning against the doorframe. “It means to move with a quickness.”

She glanced up, and the blush that rose to her cheeks told me she hadn’t realized his presence. “I’ve never heard of Vespyri.”

“As I said…we have much to catch up on.” I waited for her focus to return to me. “You were telling me The Crone Witch took you in after you escaped from Moros.”

“I didn’t escape from Moros, silly. I escaped from his home.”

“Right. And Elow—The Crone Witch gave you shelter.”

“She did. And she threw me into a cold pantry for reasons I can’t begin to fathom.” She tapped her spoon to her bowl four times. Paused, then tapped four times more. Before I could question her about the strange behavior, she asked, “Might I get some rest? I still feel a bit dizzy and out of sorts.”

“Of course. Yes. We’ve plenty of time to catch up on things.”

“Yes. Plenty of time, now that you’ve returned.”

“If you need me, I’ll be in the other room.”

She handed me the bowl, offering a slight smile. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

I exited the bedroom, closing the door behind me, and after depositing the bowl onto the table, I made my way over to the rocking chair where Zevander sat sharpening his blades in front of the hearth. A cold, numb sensation settled over me while I stared at the flames.

Zevander’s gaze swept my way. “What is it?”

“Well, she doesn’t seem to be infected, at all, but she doesn’t seem to be entirely herself, either.”

“How so?”

“She just seems rather nonchalant about all that’s happened.”

“I suspect she’s been through a lot.”

“Yes, of course. It does sound rather traumatic, with her thinking I was gone for good, and trying to escape Moros, and then whatever events led her to being thrown into a pantry. But she believes that Moros helped her out of those woods. She believes he helped her.” I shook my head, my thoughts like drifting plumes of confusion. “It isn’t possible. I saw him swallowed by that creature. It wasn’t a hallucination.” I nibbled on my bottom lip as I puzzled through the story she’d told me. “At the same time, I have to wonder, why didn’t he kill her? For the most part, she seems like herself.”

“What are you asking me, Maevyth?”

“What if I did hallucinate it all? I was bitten by those damned wickens. I was feeling a bit dizzy and confused at the time.”

“And so what if you did? What does it change?”

“It just makes more sense.” Hands fidgeting, I bit my lips harder. “I should get some sleep before we head out to the Moros manor.” I couldn’t hide the grimace on my face at the mention of his horrific mansion.

“Is there something I should know?” He ran his dagger over the length of what looked like a deer antler, the scraping sound only a minor intrusion to my thoughts.

“In the cellar…he had a tank.” The rhythmic scratch of the steel blurred into the memory of that contraption outside the tank, pumping air into the masks the women wore on their faces. “It housed two Lyverian women he’d kidnapped. He’d sewn their legs together and turned those poor women into mermaids.” I winced at the visual of their raw, peeling skin and ruined bodies. “He kept them alive with a makeshift breathing apparatus.”

“And this was your betrothed?”

“Yes.” I shivered at the thought of being forced to marry him. “Thankfully, fate had other plans.”

“If we find him there, I can’t promise he won’t suffer an equally gruesome death.” Shuttering one eye, he studied the edge of the blade and flicked his thumb over its sharpness.

“We won’t find him there. Aleysia said he fled. But we might find those women.”

“And if we do?”

“I pray they’re not alive. Is that cruel to say?”

“No. Sometimes, death is the kindest mercy to wish someone.”

I stared off into the hearth, trying to imagine such an awful existence, trapped inside that tank while the rest of the world crumbled. “Then, if we find them, I’m asking you to be merciful.”
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Past …

Hands shackled in chains, Zevander found himself in the center of an opulent room that reminded him of an observatory with its domed ceiling and curved walls. The white marble flooring, veined in gold, caught the sun’s light beaming from the open archways that offered no barrier to the scorching heat outside.

Around him lay about a dozen young men and women, roughly his age, scantily clad in loincloths. Their pale, thin bodies indicated none of them had worked a day in the mines—at least, not recently. He glanced around at their curious, but dismal, faces, all staring back at him. The women wore nothing to cover their breasts, and much as Zevander tried to force himself to look away, he couldn’t help himself. Aside from the occasional Bellatryx that prowled the mines, he hadn’t even seen a clothed woman in nearly six years, never mind a bared one. Why he’d been brought to that place remained a burning mystery, as he drank in his surroundings.

Pain pulsed in his ankle, and he hobbled a step ahead of Warden Vicarek, who stood beside him, letting out a grunt as the agony shot up into his bones. Once it had passed, Zevander straightened himself, taking in the adornments of golden leaves and ivy over the white pillars that were set about the room, with long white drapes between them. A circular fountain with an expansive, sunken basin dominated the center of the room, where the water spouted out of a golden sculpture of the sea gods. White, silk pillows and long, crumpled fabrics lay piled around the edge of the fountain, delicately draped over those who lounged there. His gaze caught on a hook sticking out from one of the columns, and he couldn’t help but puzzle on its purpose.

Paintings that must’ve been ten feet tall hung about the room—graphic depictions of orgoths engaged in various sexual acts with Solassions—easily identified by their blond hair and bronze skin.

Zevander had been no more than a pubescent boy when he’d first been sent to the mines and had never been with a woman to know the intricacies of those paintings, though he had spied on the women in the brothels on the occasions he’d accompanied his father into town, so he knew enough to know the artwork’s intent.

“It’s said that every generation of Zephromyte becomes more mancer.” The mere sound of that voice tore through his mind like a jagged blade. The need to silence it had his hands balled into tight fists, as he turned to find General Loyce standing behind him.

“Open your mouth…now swallow.”

The memory of those words twisted his guts, as the rage burrowed into his muscles. Even then, he could taste the ash on his tongue, could smell his father’s burnt flesh as he spat him out onto the concrete. Tremors pulsing through his limbs pounded a steady cadence of violence, a desperate need to be unleashed.

Zevander clenched his jaw, tamped it down, and forced himself to remain steady.

Calm.

Do not let her crawl under your skin.

It was the first time he’d ever seen her without armor, and still she stood with her chin tipped up, her stance rigid and stiff. She wore a loose tunic and trousers, her shoulders broad and muscled, though she didn’t lack in feminine qualities. Flanking either side of her were two male Zephromytes—half mancer, half orgoth—easily distinguished by their excessively muscled build and long golden hair. “Orgoths may look like beasts, but they are some of the most intelligent and resourceful beings in this world.”

Zevander had neither the energy, nor care, for conversation with her. It was only his curiosity wanting to know why he’d been sent to a place so rich with luxury.

She sniffed the air, crinkled her nose, and her eyes fell on the warden. “I’m certain that I instructed you to bathe him.”

“Apologies, General. I’m afraid we don’t have amenities to make him smell any better.”

Shifting her attention back to Zevander, she tilted her head in a curious way. “I watched you defeat that orgoth. How clever to use his very means of defense against him.” She tilted her head to the side, running her finger over where the vitaelis vein would sit—not as prominent as a full-blooded orgoth’s, but Zevander could see it pulsing beneath her skin. “Unlike orgoths with their tusks, Zephromytes must learn to protect their precious vulnerabilities in other ways.”

If there was one thing Zevander had gleaned from imprisonment, it was to always make a point to learn his captor’s weaknesses. Hers clearly wasn’t divulging the means to effectively kill her, so he didn’t bother to ask how she managed to protect her vulnerabilities.

She sauntered toward him until standing face to face, and her gaze lowered toward the scar on his cheek. “What is this?” she asked, sending a quick glance to the warden.

The warden rolled his shoulders back and crossed his hands in front of him. “We haven’t quite determined the cause of it.”

“Has it tainted his blood?” She addressed the warden again, as if Zevander couldn’t answer for himself.

“No. In fact, the hearty bastard seems resistant to the diseases in the mines. Hasn’t fallen ill once, as far as I know.”

Her eyes found Zevander again, lips curved to a half-smile. “Strong. I like that. I want something fashioned to cover it up. The sight of it disgusts me, but I like him well enough to keep him.” She squeezed Zevander’s bicep—just as she had the first day he’d arrived at the mines as a boy—and sauntered away, toward the fountain. “You’re dismissed, Warden.”

“Of course, General.” He sneered as he stepped past Zevander. “Good luck,” he whispered and leaned in closer. “I don’t even give you a year.”

Zevander gnashed his molars, glaring after the warden, whose gaze lingered on the unclothed women as he exited the room.

“Prepare him for a bath,” General Loyce commanded, returning to his side and circling him as if he were the fresh catch at the market. “I want him cleaned and properly groomed. Every trace of dirt is to be scrubbed.” A rough hand gripped his shoulder. “Sordesz vet signe da’servio,” she whispered. “Filth is the mark of the slave, isn’t it?”

“Tell me why I’m⁠—”

The moment Zevander spoke the words, a blade nicked his skin where she propped it just below his chin. “You’re to demand nothing from me unless you no longer value your tongue.” Not an idle threat, seeing as Zevander had once watched her cut a boy in half with her sword. Turning her attention back to the soldiers, she gave a nod toward him. “Divest him.”

The soldiers stalked forward, and Zevander stepped back, raising his shackled fists in the air, ready to strike anyone who came near him. A scar-faced soldier lurched first and swiped out his arms, but Zevander sidestepped when he attempted to grab him. The bulky soldier stumbled forward to his knees, and when he twisted around, Zevander hammered his foot in the bastard’s face, cracking the Zephromyte across the cheek.

General Loyce let out a boisterous laugh. “You’re going to fight every soldier in this room with your wrists shackled? Bold, indeed.”

The next soldier charged forward, and Zevander slammed his fists together into the Zephromyte’s solid chest. A third came up from behind, clamping around him as they lifted him off the ground. The crushing grip against his chest banished the air from his lungs, and Zevander let out a cough. Lifting his feet, he drove his heels into the chest of the soldier in front of him, a jolt of pain throbbing throughout his leg.

His body came down hard against the marble floor, slamming into his spine with an agonizing zap that shot straight to his sinuses. The room widened and shrank, and he shook his head, as two soldiers approached and hoisted him by his arms. He wriggled and kicked, but to no avail, and in spite of all his thrashing, they managed to secure a metal clamp around his neck, attached to two long poles that were clutched in the hands of the Zephromyte soldiers. The moment Zevander attempted to get to his feet, both Zephromytes pushed down on the poles, and the cuff at his throat tightened, pressing hard against his windpipe. Mouth agape, he fought to suck in a single breath, the pressure in his face swelling.

All at once, the soldiers let up on the poles, the cuff loosened again, and Zevander gasped a breath, turning to the side as he coughed and wheezed.

His body jostled with the rough movements of the guards, as they yanked away his thinning clothes, tearing the tattered fabric, until he lay naked in front of the general.

“Get him to his feet,” she ordered.

With little effort, the soldiers pressed on the poles just enough to prompt Zevander upright. He clawed and scratched at the clamp squeezing his throat, while the soldiers pried him to his feet. Once upright, they loosened their grip again, and Zevander stood on display, his manhood undisguised as he looked around at the others, who didn’t bother to spare his dignity.

While he’d grown used to being around other prisoners without clothing, the only woman who’d ever seen him that way was his own mother, years before he’d arrived at the mines.

Fascination lit the general’s face, the predatory sweep of her gaze churning a sickening shame in his stomach. “Now this…this is a body that was made for fucking.”

Humiliation burned his cheeks, and he lowered his arms to cover as much of himself as he could.

“What is it? You’ve never been the center of attention this way?” The general circled him and ran her hand along the curve of his backside. It was uncommon to have reached manhood with little to no experience with a woman, but even stranger that he’d neither been seen, nor touched, by one. “Get used to it. Perhaps I’ll have you train to maintain your physique.” A look of satisfaction gleamed in the general’s eyes while they skated over him, paying particular attention to where his hands covered his flesh. “Place him in the water.”

Both soldiers gripped his arms, and his heels scraped over the stone floor as they dragged him to the bath. The water cooled his overheated skin, when they seated him onto a submerged stone bench that sank him deep enough for the surface to bob against his chest, then they lifted his arms toward that hook he’d spotted earlier. Its purpose fast became clear when they fastened him to it by the chains at his wrists.

The general snapped her fingers, and two of the young women with long, blonde hair that failed to cover their bare breasts stepped forward. “Bathe him.”

Zevander’s heart pounded at the command. His breathing shallowed, as they grabbed sea sponges from a basket at the edge of the bath and stepped into the water alongside him. After soaking the sponges in soap poured from ornate bottles, they set the sponges to his skin, gently dragging them over his body. Muscles shaking, he forced himself not to look at their naked forms, his eyes burning with both curiosity and humiliation.

“Well, well. It seems you like a woman’s touch. That’s good.” The general knelt at the edge of the bath, undoubtedly taking notice of the stiff flesh between his thighs. A reaction he desperately tried to tamp down by turning his thoughts to his father.

Yes. Father.

Eyes screwed shut, he allowed the misery of his father’s death to infect his mind and steal him away from the soft hands across his skin.

“Stroke him.” The general’s voice cut through those dark thoughts, and the moment a delicate hand met his engorged cock, he clenched his jaw and buried his face into his trussed arm.

“Please…don’t …” A battle waged inside his head. The curiosity of being touched by a woman was only a minor distraction from the shame of having a complete stranger fondle him that way.

“Stop,” General Loyce commanded, and their maddening caresses ceased, but his body remained coiled in a turbulent mix of pleasure and mortification. Muscles trembling, he took deep breaths, willing the sensation away.

A sharp sting burned across his thigh, and Zevander eyes shot open to see General Loyce gliding a dagger over his skin. He hissed at the fiery pain and the blood that seeped into the water in ribbons of red.

“Stroke him again.”

Once again, the tormenting sensation returned, and his mind scrambled to place himself back in that arena. His bones and muscles battered and sore. Eyes locked on his father’s.

“Open your eyes, or I’ll cut them out of your skull.” When he refused, she set the blade to his thigh again, drawing another agonizing streak across his flesh. “Open your eyes, or by the gods, they’ll be next.”

Zevander opened his eyes and glared back at her with the same hatred he’d felt toward the orgoth who’d crushed his father’s skull.

“You will give me your seed, or I will have you sent to the incinerator where the ill are burned.”

“I’d much prefer death,” he challenged.

Intrigue lit her eyes. “Is that so?” She gave a nod toward the soldiers, and the cuff slammed into his throat once again, forcing his head below the water’s surface. Zevander kicked and writhed to get loose from their grip. What little air he’d managed to suck in prior to being submerged beat against his chest for escape. He shook against his chains, his muscles taut and burning, his lungs in flames.

“Stop fighting,” a voice he didn’t recognize spoke. “Let the darkness take you.”

He paid heed to the words.

An inky blackness filtered in from the fringes.
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Zevander opened his eyes to a single flickering candle sitting on a mist-covered surface below him. Beyond its halo of light was complete darkness, through which he couldn’t see. All was silent as he glanced around, trying to discern where he was.

“You’ve returned.” A disembodied voice—one he vaguely recalled from a long-forgotten dream—spoke from the shadows.

“Show yourself.”

The candle’s flame wavered, and from the darkness, a figure stepped forward, his face hidden by a black, hooded cloak. “I invited you then, as I’ve invited you now.”

“You.” Zevander narrowed his eyes on the stranger. “I saw you once. Years ago. You came to me in a dream.”

“Caligorya.”

“Am I dying?”

“That you’re here tells me you haven’t yet.”

“But I’m not here, I’m there.” Zevander trailed his gaze over the darkness, certain that, somewhere, General Loyce lurked.

“Your body is there. Your mind is here. I’ve taken your place. A swap of consciousness, if you will. I will witness your abuses, and you remain protected from it.”

He didn’t dare lift his gaze to that darkness again, for fear of what resided there. “How? Is your mind not here, as well?”

“The how of it is inconsequential.”

“Who are you? Your name,” Zevander clarified.

“My name is also inconsequential.”

“Then, so is your point.” Zevander turned away from him, no longer interested.

“Very well. You can call me Alastor. As I said before, I am a friend.”

“What do you want? Why am I here?”

Hands behind his back, he paced in front of Zevander. “The power you possess slumbers inside of you. It must be awakened, and you must learn to wield it.”

“Even if I possessed this power you speak of, I cannot wield it.” Zevander lifted his arm to show the black band burned into his skin.

The stranger lifted his arms, too, where an identical band had been etched into his wrist.

Confused, Zevander examined the dark marking. “Are you a prisoner, also?”

“Of sorts.”

Warmth settled over Zevander’s wrists, and when he looked down again, the band had faded, as if it were never there to begin. “What have you done?”

“Restraints do not exist inside your mind. They are a construct of reality. Here, you are free.” Alastor snatched the flame from the candle, holding it in his palm, then slammed it down. A circle of flames surrounded them.

“Nothing more than a dream,” Zevander said, unimpressed.

“Perhaps. But necessary, nonetheless.”

“How so?” Jaw tight, Zevander turned his head slightly away. “It changes nothing when I wake.”

Alastor threw up his hands. “So, your solution for your predicament is to withstand your suffering. To let it seep into your bones and rot you from the inside out.”

“There is nothing to be done.”

“Then, it is futile.” The older man rested his hands at his hips. “I’ve brought you to this place in vain.”

“I suppose you have.”

The surrounding darkness became a cobblestone street, and Zevander frowned, glancing around at the strange surroundings. A fountain in the center of a village, flanked by small shops and townhomes. “Where am I?”

“The mortal lands.”

Mortal lands? A dream, he reminded himself. But when had he ever felt so much awareness in dreams?

“Look the lorn in the eye, and everyone you know will die!”

The sound of children’s taunts reached his ear, and Zevander turned to find a small group of children gathered in a circle around a girl who couldn’t have been any more than twelve years old.

“Leave me alone!” Her voice carried a mix of fire and sadness.

A young redhead with long braids sneered. “My father says you should be burned, like all witches.”

“I’m not a witch,” the dark-haired girl argued back.

“You were found by the woods. And the woods are possessed by evil.”

“I am not evil!”

“What is this?” Zevander asked aloud, yet the children didn’t seem to hear him speak, as they kept on with their taunts.

Alastor casually walked toward them, close enough that they should’ve heard him when he said, “A hypothetical. To pass the time.”

“Do they not know we’re here?”

The older man waved toward the children. “They do not exist. We are merely observers of an image in your mind.”

“How could I dream of what doesn’t exist?”

“It is a vision of the gods, which may, or may not, come to pass.”

“And how am I seeing this vision, exactly?”

“I am a conduit for the gods’ eyes. And your mind is a host, of sorts.” Hands behind his back, Alastor stepped around the children, none of whom Zevander recognized.

One of the boys spat on the girl, and she spat back. When the expelled saliva landed on the boy’s arm, he let out a growl.

“He’ll die of plague!” One of the other children pointed a finger at her oozing saliva. “She’s cursed him!”

“Who is she?” Zevander asked, curious to know the point of the vision.

“She is no one. But imagine she were someone. Someone you cared about deeply.”

Lips pressed together, he scowled back at the girl. “But she isn’t. And I am in no mood to play games.”

One of the boys in the circle stepped forward and gave a hard shove at the girl’s chest, knocking her backward to the ground.

A raven swooped down at him, and the boy screamed, swatting at the bird, before it flew off into a nearby tree, where two other ravens sat staring down at the children. Their eyes glowed in the surrounding dark canopy.

“Cursed birds!” he called out to them, and he swung his gaze back to the girl who hadn’t yet gotten up from the ground. “Cursed girl. They’re drawn to evil.”

“Leave her alone!” A young blond charged toward them, one perhaps slightly older in age, and the other children scattered, laughing.

The girl on the ground sat staring off, trembling and pulling at the neck of her dress, as if she couldn’t breathe.

Watching her had Zevander’s own heart beating faster. He knew that feeling, that invisible attacker that strangled breath and sent a cold grip around the lungs.

The blonde knelt before her and gently ran her fingers down the girl’s face. “Look at me, Sister,” she said, and though mere inches away from her, she could’ve been miles, given the glassy look in the suffering girl’s eyes.

Zevander dug his nails into the palms of his closed fist.

The blonde gripped the back of her neck. “Breathe.”

As if that gesture alone had grounded her, the other girl’s unfocused gaze sharpened, and she nodded, her face twisted in panic.

“You’re safe. Just breathe.” Pulling her in, the blonde held her tightly, still gripping the back of her neck, until the girl’s trembling finally stopped.

Watching her slip into a chest storm, as his mother had referred to them, roused the clenching of his own lungs, and he glared back at the two of them—nothing more than chimera—for having the power to affect him that way.

Zevander turned away, disinterested in the silly vision. What did he care about some ridiculous scenario involving a girl to whom he had no connection?

“You feel nothing for her. No sorrow. No anger? No kinship to her pain?”

“Why would I? She is no one, as you said.”

“Fair enough. But I also asked you to imagine she was.”

Lips twisted into a snarl, Zevander turned back around. “Do you not know what has been done to me? Why I’m here? Enough of the games! Leave me!”

“You are only here by my invitation. You do not possess the magical skill for Caligorya. Now, if you wish to survive the next century, day, hour…I suggest a bit of grace. Unless you’d prefer to return.”

The sound of his own outcry over General Loyce’s laughter sent a tremor of panic rippling through him, and he slapped his hands over his ears, screwing his eyes closed.

“No! Stop!” The sounds faded again, and Zevander lowered his hands from his ears, taking long, shaky exhales. At first, he didn’t speak, his mind caught up in the flickering images he’d seen in those few seconds. Horrible images of hands on his body and blood smeared across his skin. How desperately he’d clung to anger and pain to distract himself from it. “They killed my father.”

“I know. You are enraged. I can feel that in you.”

“I should be relieved. He’s the reason I’m here. The reason I’m cursed.”

“Cursed.” Alastor hissed. “For centuries, men have long tried to understand the potential of the black flame. You’ve been gifted an incredible power.”

“I have nothing. I am a slave. Nothing more.”

A firm hand gripped his shoulder. “Allow me to teach you what I know, and I will give you shelter in this place. You will not have to face the suffering of your circumstances.”

A phantom echo of hands grasping his cock made him wince, and he nodded. “For what purpose?”

“General Loyce longs to break you. I wish to strengthen your mind. What you learn from me, you will retain when you wake as if I were there in the waking world with you.”

“And what do you gain from these meetings?”

“Come. Let’s walk.” Alastor clasped his hands behind his back, and as they walked, the surrounding scenery morphed into a dizzying blur, coming back into sharp focus on another cobblestone path like that in the village they’d just left.

The two of them followed the suffering girl from earlier, who took cautious steps toward a set of red doors on what looked like an ancient cathedral, and once there, she pushed her way inside, Zevander and his companion slipping in after. The interior reminded him of the gods’ temple, where he’d grown up learning of the Lunadei and Soladei, only the temple at home was far more impressive, with its stone carvings and celestial maps.

The exterior of building she’d entered boasted gargoyles at the downspouts and ivy climbing the walls, but the inside was simple wood and candles. At the front of the expansive room, a statue loomed—a figure draped in red vestments and a cloak, revealing a pale, muscled chest, over which a glowing, red vial dangled from a delicate chain. Through the red hood, two glowing eyes stared out, the hostility reminding him of a lesser god he’d learned about as a boy—Atroxis, the god of war and bloodshed.

Rows of pews sat empty as the girl passed them toward a multitude of red candles flickering near the front of the church. She lifted a skinny bit of kindling and lit one of the candles, then knelt before the statue.

“Please, if you can hear me, I’ve a favor to ask.” Her quiet, angelic voice echoed through the nave. “Since I was a small child, I’ve longed to be like everyone. I’ve committed myself to your teachings, given my blood to Sacton Crain, and have tried to live good and godly. But still, they see me as aberrant. I know I do not deserve your mercy, or your kindness, but if I could be granted one small request, I would like to be like everyone else. To be no one. Invisible to their eyes. If only for one day.”

“They pray to a single god?” Zevander asked.

“Caedes. The Red God. They believe if they live by his principles, he will spare them from the great scourge.”

Zevander snorted and shook his head. “Gods do not spare anyone.” He picked up one of the anointing bowls behind her, nearly dropping it with the discovery that it was a tangible thing in his hand. Strange, for what was supposedly nothing more than a dream. In twisting the copper bowl, he noticed blood seeping out of a long gash on his palm and promptly dropped the object on a loud clatter.

The girl gasped and twisted around. “Who’s there?” she asked, her question distracting him from the wound.

Zevander stepped cautiously toward her. “How did she hear me?”

“The Liminal separates us from her. A boundary of time and space. If you should breach it, the consequences would be catastrophic. It could very well alter the events of her future.”

“Did I not breach it by lifting the bowl? And what does it matter, if it isn’t real? If I possess the power of a god in my thoughts, why not behave as such?”

“Because even gods must learn their limitations.”

“Hello? Is someone there?” she asked again.

“Who are you talking to, girl?” An older man in red vestments approached, and Zevander didn’t have to know his thoughts to recognize the contempt he’d felt for her. It was carved in his expression.

“I…heard someone. Or something. Was a loud clatter.”

Frowning, the man stepped past her and stooped behind the first row of pews, before lifting the bowl Zevander had dropped. “Clumsy girl. It’s a wonder anything remains intact in your presence.” He spat the words like a sour taste on his tongue. “What are you doing here?”

“My apologies for the intrusion, Father Crain. I came to pray.”

The old man sneered. “I am no father to you, girl. I am the sacton of this temple, and you will address me as such.” With a haughty tip of his chin, he stared down at her. “And why do you imagine The Red God would bestow his divinity upon you?”

“I’m imperfect, but I try to be as devout as all who worship. I only ask for his guidance.”

“Whatever for?”

“I want …” She swallowed a gulp, as if the words remained stuck in her throat. “I want to be accepted by the parish. To be one of you.”

“Foolish girl. What misery to be born so ignorant and naive. Look at you.” The man gestured toward her as if she was an awful stench in the air. “You are not one of us. You never were.” The subtle amusement in the man’s voice grated on Zevander. He had an arrogance about him, and a condescending tone that reminded him too much of the warden. “It’ll be dark soon. Go home.”

“Shall we commence our first lesson?” Alastor asked, interrupting Zevander’s observations.

He frowned back at the older man, who stood over the girl, looking down on her. “Yes. I’m bored of this.” Even so, he waited and watched as the girl pushed up from where she had knelt moments ago.

“Your Grace,” she said, giving a small bow before exiting the nave.

The old man sneered after her as she made her way out of the temple, then turned back toward the curtains from where he’d emerged earlier.

Zevander lifted another of the anointing bowls.

“Do not—” Alastor had scarcely spoken the words, when Zevander threw the bowl to the ground, and the old man spun around, nearly tumbling backward with a hand to his chest.

“Who is there?”

“You’ve had your amusements,” Alastor said. “It is time to begin your first lesson.”

Lips pulling to a smile of satisfaction, he watched the older man lift the bowl, his brows pulled tight.

“And what lesson will you teach?” Zevander asked, not bothering to look at Alastor.

“The most powerful weapon you possess. The ability to destroy.”

The words intrigued him, and he abandoned his amusements for what Alastor could’ve possibly meant by that.

The church faded for a field of black roses. Alone, they could not be considered remarkable, if not for the silver along the edge of their petals casting a soft glow in the moonlight—the same flowers said to grow only in Nethyria.

“Every rose you see represents those who will harm, or fail, you. Every flower is a soul that has plotted against you.” He held out his hand, and a flame flickered across his palm. An orange glow trailed his fingers as he drew a strange symbol, which hung in the air before Zevander’s eyes. “Exitiusz. Remember every line and point. Where they begin and, particularly, where they end. Let it sear itself into your mind and commit it to memory.”

Fascinated by the way it continued burning before his eyes, he couldn’t help but study it. When he closed his eyes, it remained there in the forefront, blazing across his mind. Every line. Every detail. A perfect image in the darkness of his thoughts.

“Raise your hand,” he heard Alastor say in the blackness of the void.

A blistering flame sizzled across his palm when Zevander raised it.

“Do you see exitiusz as clearly as it was before your eyes moments ago?”

“Yes. I see nothing else.”

“Now kill them all.”

The heat at his palm intensified, and Zevander opened his eyes to see the roses had wilted, their petals browned, the buds slumped over.

He glanced down to the glowing blue across his palm, the same symbol he’d seen in flames only moments before. “What is this? This is not my blood magic.”

“No. Your blood magic is incapable of something so impressive. Outside of Caligorya, you will struggle with this glyph. It is not an easy one to learn. But your mind is focused here. There are no distractions.”

“It’s real, then. Not just a god’s vision.”

“Of course it’s real. Do you not feel the burn upon your flesh? The power vibrating across your bones?”

“Yes, but this is a dream.”

“It is a dream. And now you must wake.”

“And if I want to stay?”

“Too long in Caligorya would kill you. Go. And you will return.”

Zevander opened his eyes to the dim light of the room where he’d been brought earlier. He glanced toward others who lay across the many pillows set about the room. Pain at his thigh urged him upright, and he looked down at blood seeping through a cloth wrapped there. The flesh between his thighs throbbed with the kind of ache he’d never felt before, and he didn’t dare lift the cloth covering his manhood, for fear of what he’d remember.

Instead, he lay back on the pillows, his muscles shaking with rage.

Be a man, his head chided. What man wouldn’t enjoy a woman’s hands on him?

Except, he hadn’t asked for those hands to touch him. They’d touched him without permission—against his will. Then they’d laid him across silk and fine fabrics, as if that would erase what they’d done. That was what troubled him most. No matter how he tried to justify what’d happened, the truth lingered like a thick, black sludge at the back of his throat.

He was glad it was dark when he’d finally woken. That everyone had fallen asleep. Darkness was easier. Safer.

He forced himself to breathe, even if every breath was wrought with the lingering pain of what he refused to face.

I’m not a victim, he assured himself. Almost believing that. “I wanted this,” he said into the universe, the tears in his eyes betraying his words. “I deserve this.”

I deserve this.

He covered his eyes with his palm, forcing himself to remain silent when a sob punched at his chest to be set free.

Be a man.

Don’t break.

He clenched his jaw, choking back the urge to do just that.

It was in that silence that he felt the warmth across his palm, and when he pulled it away from his face, a scar remained, outlined in faint, almost imperceptible lines across his calloused skin. Nothing he would’ve noticed himself, until he ran his thumb over them and felt the fine ridges of the glyph he’d memorized in Caligorya.

It was real.
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Present …

Lying rigid on his side, Zevander stared toward the window across the room, beyond which the dim rays of dawn highlighted the silhouette of distant trees.

He hadn’t slept a wink.

Sometime in the night, he’d heard a whisper, spoken in a scathing voice that took him back to the days when closing his eyes had merely shuttered out the horrors around him. The words reverberated in his head, and Zevander gnashed his teeth, screwing his eyes shut, as though refusing to look would quiet her.

“You were born to suffer,” General Loyce whispered again, and Zevander breathed hard through his nose, as tendrils of frost curled around his ribs, growing tighter with each breath.

Think of Maevyth. Moon witch.

Behind him, she let out a long, untroubled sigh and shifted, her skin brushing his back. It’d been a few nights since he’d previously shared a bed with Maevyth, but still a bit rattled by Aleysia’s awakening, she’d asked him to lay with her until she’d fallen asleep.

Just as he’d dozed off, that wretched voice had torn through his head like rusted blades left in a field of neglected memories. A stretch of his youth he wished he could carve out of his mind.

He’d lain awake ever since.

He forced his thoughts back to the moments earlier in the evening and that kiss and the touch of her hands. Like fresh air in his lungs. Contentment, if something so ruined as his heart could feel such a thing. He recalled Maevyth sprawled out on the table, her trousers yanked to her knees. Her fingers in his hair and toes curled into his thighs.

How desperately he wanted to slip backward in time.

Warm breath brushed over the nape of his neck, her quiet snores telling him she was still lost in dreams.

He envied how easily she trusted. How she could lay beside him, so vulnerable while deep in sleep. At his mercy.

Fantasies of burying his face between her thighs and bringing her to climax had him leaning closer to the edge of the bed, as if that small bit of distance between them would cool his desires. He dug his fingers into the mattress, clenching his jaw.

Cold rain. Spilling guts. Elowen’s stew.

He forced himself to imagine something else. Something that might stem the rush of blood to his cock. Because as much as he longed to hear those soft moans and his name spilling from her lips, he wouldn’t take from her without permission. Even if the mere touch of her hands would settle his restlessness, would drag him out of his head and give him a moment of peace before they ventured out, he refused to take from her.

Waking her wasn’t an option. Not when their journey to town could be fraught with danger, particularly given Aleysia’s state.

The scent of sweet citrus drifted over him, reminding him how impossible it was to ignore her, and groaning, he sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. Head bowed, he rested his elbows atop his thighs. It’d be morning soon. Just a couple more hours was all he had left to get some sleep. He rubbed his hands over his skull, daring himself to look at her.

Don’t do it, his head urged.

He couldn’t help himself. Refusing to look at her was like trying not to look at a star captured in the palm of his hand. He twisted around, and the face that greeted him sent a sickening dread to the pit of his stomach. General Loyce.

He shot to his feet, backing himself away to where his weapons lay scattered over the table.

“Hello, darling,” she said, her voice like snakes crawling over him. “You thought you could escape me by running to the mortal lands?”

He trailed his gaze over the dark room in search of Maevyth. “Where is she?” he growled.

“On her way to Aethyria. Food for my beloved pets.”

A furious, guttural sound tore from his throat, and he reached behind him for the dagger. In one short breath, he was at the bedside, looming over her like a deadly storm.

Her lips pulled to a smile, stirring his rage.

Zevander struck fast and without warning, stabbing her in the chest. Instead of a smooth, quick jab, his blade caught on something stiff and impenetrable. He yanked hard and stabbed again, forcing the metal past her chest. Over and over and over, he jabbed the knife into her body, his mind a thrashing sea of thoughts, too violent to sort.

Until he struck again, and no blood came forth.

He struck again, and there were no cries of pain.

Only a hard surface, as if her chest were made of stone.

Hand drawn back for another strike, he paused when quiet whispers reached his ears. Zevander snapped his gaze toward the sound, indiscernible through the closed door. When he looked back, he was staring at Maevyth’s sleeping face, her lips parted for a quiet snore.

A shocked breath burst from his chest, and he tumbled backward, his mind echoing the last few seconds—how exuberantly he’d stabbed what he thought was General Loyce. He looked down to find the dagger clutched in his palm, a small sliver of wood caught on the jagged teeth of it. Below him, carved into the wood of the floor, were deep grooves like those they’d seen beside Aleysia’s bed.

Zevander recoiled fast, tossing away the blade as he kicked himself backward. Not even the thud of the metal woke her. Another thought sickened him more: She’d have never seen it coming.

Knees bent, he clutched his head, catching his breath. What the hell am I doing?

Gods, he’d almost stabbed her.

He covered his eyes with the palm of his hand, desperate to banish the image from his mind.

Did I hurt her?

He lurched forward, but stopped, not trusting himself to be so close. In the dim light of the room, he trailed his gaze over her, searching for a single wound he might’ve inflicted.

She sighed again, rolling onto her back, and kept on with her snoring. No sign of injury from what he could see. No blood on the sheets. No evidence that he’d stabbed her.

Fuck.

Fuck!

He rubbed a hand down his face, the visual gnawing at him.

Zevander gathered up his blade, setting it on the table, and stared back at those grooves again. The depth and strokes of the marks resembled those on Aleysia’s floor, except they were absent of the black substance, but in Aleysia’s room, it could’ve come from her wound.

He paced, rubbing his skull, teasing the possibility that he might’ve left them there.

More whispers drifted to his ear, and he ground to a halt. He stalked toward the door, opening it on the main room of the cabin, where the hearth flickered and the whispers were louder.

Zevander slipped out of the room and quietly crept toward Aleysia’s door.

He peered inside to find Maevyth’s sister curled up in a shadowy corner of the room, her knees pulled tight to her chest.

“Four, three, two, one. One, two, three, four.” Staring toward the window, she whimpered and counted again, faster.

Zevander followed the path of her gaze to a grotesquely human face, embedded in the underside of a spider, staring back at her through the window, from where it clung to the outside wall of the cottage. He strode toward it, swiping up one of the blankets on the bed, and covered the window, blocking it from view.

Aleysia’s counting stopped, though her eyes remained fixed in that direction.

With his head still churning a tangle of thoughts about Maevyth, he slipped out of the room, closing the door behind him. Teeth grinding, he closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, desperate to calm the anger and confusion still battling inside his mind.

Zevander reached inside the pocket of his trousers for the scorpion necklace there. Clutching it in his palm, he took long, steady breaths, as the visual of stabbing her with the knife pummeled him.

He needed to get his hands on that vivicantem.

And as much as it killed him to leave her, he’d have to go alone.
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By the time dawn broke, Zevander had already dressed and had begun arming himself. Sometime in the night, he’d changed his mind and decided to venture to town alone. Insisted that I stay back at the cottage.

“Aleysia is awake now. We can travel to town together. Stay together,” I argued.

He sheathed his sword at his back and secured his bracers. “I don’t think your sister is prepared to go out there. I found her curled up in a corner, counting to herself, last night.”

I winced, recalling when I’d noticed her counting, as well. And he was right—maybe she wasn’t fit to make the journey. Except, I didn’t like the idea of him going alone after the strange episodes he’d had recently. The dark circles beneath his eyes told me he hadn’t slept much the night before. “Is something else troubling you?” I asked.

He paused in strapping on his boots, his brows coming together, before he kept on with the task. “Just don’t want to see anyone hurt.” He straightened and adjusted his baldric, staring at me as I held out his cloak.

“Neither do I.” To keep my emotions steady, I busied myself with straightening the wrinkles in his cloak and noticed something sticking out of the pocket. The scorpion necklace I’d worn the night of The Becoming Ceremony. It was only then I realized I hadn’t seen it in a few days.

I tucked it back into the pocket and stepped toward him, rising up to my toes to press a kiss to his lips. I didn’t care that Aleysia slept only a few meters from where we stood. I surrendered myself to the kiss, drinking in the security I felt in his arms.

When he finally broke away, I stepped back and placed my palm against his chest. “I don’t like this. It isn’t right to make you go alone.” I glanced back at Aleysia’s room, and while it wasn’t her fault, pangs of irritation surged inside of me. It was foolish to separate, and I hated being forced to choose between the two.

As if sensing my frustration, he gathered my hands in his. “If something happened to you, that is a hell I’d never escape. I’ll be fine. Stay here. Stay safe. And by the gods, do not leave this cottage. No matter what.”

Lowering my gaze, I nodded. Reluctantly. “You took my scorpion necklace?”

He shamelessly lifted it from his pocket, holding it in his fist, but didn’t bother to answer the question. Instead, he handed it to me.

I shook my head, shoving it back toward him. “No. Keep it. So you think of me. Think of what’s important and come back to me.”

“I don’t need a necklace to keep you at the forefront of my thoughts, Maevyth.” He slid the necklace into the pocket of his jerkin. “But I’ll keep it, anyway.”

“Good. Be safe. And don’t do anything foolish, like try to pick a fight with one of those things.”

“I’ll return before nightfall.” He pressed another kiss to my lips, brushing his thumb over my cheek, and strode out the door.

Through the window, I watched him cross the yard to the dirt path that led to the village, until he was nothing more than a black speck in the distance. Pressing my fingertips to the icy pane, I let out a forced breath. “Please stay safe.”

“So…it seems he’s more than just a friend.”

I turned around to find Aleysia standing in the doorway, looking a bit silly in her long, white shift over the trousers and worn boots I’d scrounged from the chest Zevander had found in the pantry days ago.

“I refuse to wear the Crone’s old shirts,” she said, as if sensing my scrutiny. “They smell of mold and onions.” She reached out, gripping the doorframe.

“Careful,” I warned as she started teetering to the side, and I rushed over to help her to the chair near the hearth.

“I still have a small bit of vertigo, it seems.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Is there still some of the meat?”

“I’m afraid not. Between the three of us, we finished it off. Would you like some apples?”

She crinkled her nose and waved her hand dismissively. “I’d rather starve than eat those godforsaken apples. That’s all the old witch ever fed me. Apples for breakfast, apples for supper. Apples, apples, apples.”

“She didn’t offer the stew?”

“Would you have eaten that repulsive slop?”

“Well, you can’t go completely hungry. You need your energy, so what will it be?”

“Tea. I’d love a warm mug of tea.”

“Fine.” After adding water to it, I put the kettle on the flame and added tealeaves to an infuser that I dropped into a mug I’d retrieved from a cabinet.

“So, how did you meet this beastly creature of a man?”

“Aleysia …” Gods, I didn’t even know where to begin. How to begin. “There is quite a bit I need to tell you. I just wasn’t sure if you were ready to listen yet.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“It’s a lot to take in.” The kettle screamed, and with a mitted hand, I lifted it from the hearth, pouring it over the tealeaves.

She scoffed and raised her palms toward the hearth, rubbing her hands together and holding them out again. “Look around, Sister. What about this world is easy to take in these days.”

Sighing, I nodded, handing off her tea. “Okay, I’ll give it a try. When I stepped through that archway …” I hesitated, watching her look at me over the rim of her mug as she took a sip of her drink. “I stepped into another world.”

She lowered the tea from her face. “Another world,” she said flatly and let out a chuckle. “Okay, I shall play along.”

“It’s true. It’s called Aethyria. That’s where Zevander lives. And, it turns out, I have ancestors there.”

Her brows flicked upward. “Well, now, how is that possible when you were born on this side of the archway? Hmmm?”

“I don’t know. I’ve not figured out all the history behind how I may have arrived here, but Dolion believes that I belong to a race of individuals who have gone extinct.”

“And who is Dolion?”

“A mage that Zevander was also holding captive.”

“Also?” Her brows knitted together. “As in, he held you captive?”

I winced at the question. How ridiculous it all sounded, even to me. If Zevander hadn’t followed me back through those woods, I’d have thought I’d imagined it all—Aethyria, magic, Zevander. “Yes, but not for the reasons you think. It was for my protection.”

“Of course it was. A man takes you captive, another man tells you you’re a descendant from an extinct race, and you just believe everything? Did you not sustain the bites of those wicked wickens?”

I hadn’t even arrived at the part about the bonewhip, or the whistle in my throat that called upon a massive dragon, or my blackened fingertips that could kill with a single touch. “Look, I told you it would be a lot. Perhaps this wasn’t the right time.”

“No. Perhaps it was. At no point would I come to my senses and believe this nonsense. You question my state of mind and Moros’s intentions, but you so easily find all this other malarkey perfectly plausible? You’re from Foxglove. You were born in Foxglove, Maevyth. I say we lock the doors and do not allow your kidnapper back inside when he returns. If necessary, I’m quite capable with a knife. Uncle Riftyn showed me⁠—”

“Stop it.” The lingering stress of having to stay behind at the cabin weighed heavy on me, but I tamped down those frustrations for her sake. “You don’t understand, and I’m not expecting you to. I only wanted to tell you the truth of what happened to me. I didn’t want you to think I’d abandoned you.”

“Oh, but it sounds like you did. It sounds an awful lot like you fell for your captor, while I remained terrorized by that witch of a woman!”

How dare she! I wanted to scream that she was the reason I was still stuck in this terrifying place, in this suffocating hovel, but I held my tongue on that point.

“I will not defend my loyalty to you. I have fought every day to return to you. Literally training to become stronger, so that I could properly protect you! So, I’ll hear no more⁠—”

My words were cut short by the movement of something behind Aleysia, and mid-sentence, I slowly pushed to my feet.

Behind her, making its way down the wall, crawled a spider the size of a bird.

“What is it?” she asked, turning around.

“Aleysia, move slowly.”

From the bedroom, another large spider appeared—that one nearly the height of the door’s frame and as pale as snow.

“Oh, God. How did they get in here?”

At the corner of the room sat the burlap sack in which Zevander had wrapped the remains of the rabbit. He’d instructed me to burn it after he left.

The burlap wriggled, and out crawled a much smaller spider that scampered its way toward the bigger two.

“Aleysia, we have to go. Now.”
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Past …

Zevander awoke to the scent of venison and warm bread, his mouth watering for a bite. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten meat that didn’t stink of rot. Years, maybe, but those delicious scents were unmistakable, stirring memories of home.

Across from him, the other members of the Gildona sat clustered around what must’ve been a feast, the way the smell of it overwhelmed his senses. One of the young men, likely Solassion with his blond hair and bronze skin, broke away from the others and carried a plate toward him. Zevander’s muscles tensed when the man sat down beside him, offering the piled food—venison and bread, just as he’d guessed, along with grapes, olives and figs. Delicacies he hadn’t had since before he’d arrived at the prison.

He cautiously accepted the plate, eyeing the scars scattered about the other man’s chest and arms, where he’d clearly been whipped. One particularly gruesome scar extended from the corner of his lips to mid-cheek. A golden band glinted across his throat, and it was then Zevander grew aware of the one at his own throat. He pressed his hand there, his mind refusing to entertain the memories of the day before, when someone must’ve fastened it on him.

“I’m Theron,” the blond said, popping an olive into his mouth.

Instead of responding, Zevander bit into one of the small chunks of venison on his plate, the delicious, savory flavor exploding across his tongue. For a split-second, he thought of his friends, starting their grueling workday with a bowl of slop, but those thoughts quickly dissolved with the flare of pain at his thigh and the memory of what had been done to him. He’d have given away his entire plate of food to return to the mines.

“You’re Lunasier.” It wasn’t a question, and Zevander didn’t like the way the man stared at his thighs. When he reached for one of the wrapped wounds, Zevander batted his hand away, glaring at him like an animal ready to bite. Theron gave an unbothered smile. “I was just checking your injuries. I’m the one who stitched your wound.”

He hadn’t even realized his wound had needed stitching.

Instead of prodding, Theron settled on the pillows, resting his elbows on his bent knees. “She views your defiance as a game. So long as you refuse her, she’ll continue to torment you. Do as she says, and you’ll gain her favor.”

“What makes you think I aspire to be her favored whore?”

His cheek twitched, as if he took the question personally. “You will find acquiescence is far better than her punishments.”

“I’d suffer a thousand lashes before I’d ever bow to her whims.”

“You’d prefer to return to the mines?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head and sighed. “There are advantages to being here. Comforts. When was the last time you had fresh venison in the mines? Freshly-baked bread, instead of the stale and moldy discarded scraps. Pillows, instead of rough concrete. Hot water for baths. You’re still a slave, whether you’re here, or in the mines.”

“I didn’t ask for your opinions of what I am.”

“And I mean no insult. I’m the one who mends the wounds of those that defy her orders. I’d simply like to avoid having to sew together your ravaged flesh.”

“Sorry to disappoint. There will be plenty more wounds. Thanks for the food, but leave me alone.”

His lips thinned. “I’m not permitted to leave you alone. In the event you take your life.”

“Then, I’m shackled to you, as well. Fucking brilliant.”

“Could be worse. I could be an orgoth.” Theron snorted a laugh, and while Zevander might’ve also laughed at that, he couldn’t summon so much as a twitch of his lips—the rage inside him was too thick. “If you insist on challenging her every word, at least let me offer something. From his pocket, he pulled a tiny ampoule of purple liquid that he held up for Zevander.

Reluctantly Zevander let him deposit it into his palm.

“It’s a powerful elixir. Eliminates the pain and heals. Spill it into your wounds and you’ll be floating on a dream.”

Zevander sneered. “Is that how she commands you to do as she wants?”

“Your cock will be useless. Humiliating for her. And in time, she may even grow bored of you.”

“Do you speak from experience?”

Clearing his throat, he turned away. “It took a while to grasp, but yes. She’s found other uses for me.”

“Mending wounds.”

“Don’t imagine that anyone here enjoys their punishments or sleeps so soundly at night that they can’t recall the horrors of what she’s done to them. Most die within the first month. Either self-inflicted, or like you, they refuse to break. Those of us who remain must learn how to bend. How to choose our grief. The weight of a chain grows heavier with time.”

Zevander ground his teeth. “I will not break, nor bend to anyone.”

Lips pressed together, Theron pushed to his feet, lingering a moment longer. “Mor samanet,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“It’s a Solassion phrase often spoken before heading into battle. It means death awaits. I pray you survive, my friend.”
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Present day …

Afeeling of dread palmed the back of Zevander’s neck, bringing him to a halt on route to the village.

He looked back in the direction of the hovel that had shrunk too far in the distance to see.

Maevyth?

Instinct gnawed at him to return to her, as the final moments just before he’d left flickered through his head, and the worry he’d seen in her eyes lingered in his mind like a sliver. Perhaps an omen, if he were more astute.

He glanced back toward the winding, uneven path ahead that was scarcely discernable beneath the freshly fallen snow, which stretched toward the dark silhouette of Foxglove in the distance. “Fuck.”

That kernel of unease expanded in his chest, hardening into a cold realization that something was wrong.

Very wrong.

Abandoning his journey, he turned back for the hovel, trudging over his own tracks in the snow.

“Mor samanet.”

The same voice he’d heard the day before in the woods reached him, and Zevander scanned his surroundings—the steeply sloping hills that met the remnants of a decayed wooden fence at either side of the road. Twisted, skeletal limbs of barren trees loomed over the ever-present fog that lingered across the path, but there was no sign of anyone.

No movement.

He kept on toward the cottage, passing a long-abandoned watermill and its visibly rotting footbridge, and again his senses flared. He reached for the sword at his back as he caught a scent on the wind. Oiled leather. A faint whiff of smoke and ash.

A glint of gold from his periphery alerted him to movement, and Zevander spun, unsheathing his blade, just missing the deadly lash of his attacker’s sword that whizzed past his head.

Donned in a hood and mask that obscured their face, they lunged again, and Zevander threw himself sideways to avoid a jab to his guts. Zevander parried with a clang, mentally noting the stance and skill of his opponent. The precision of each movement. A trained killer, no doubt.

They circled each other like mirror images, swords at the ready. The spectral figure pivoted, and their blades clashed, steel against steel, sparks flying as both of them attacked with a series of well-timed strikes.

Zevander could’ve easily believed his opponent had studied his own movements, the way he almost seemed to anticipate them.

The scorpion at his back shifted and skittered across his skin, begging to be cut loose, but Zevander tamped it down, had intended to save whatever blood magic he had left in the event he encountered more of those spider mutations. A plan he began to reconsider as he stared back at his enemy, searching for a weakness.

Zevander deflected another cunning strike and countered with a jab toward his opponent’s chest, but the stranger managed to side-step in time.

Like fighting his own damned shadow.

“Who are you?” Zevander snarled before lunging forward again. His blade was met with a rattling clang of opposing steel.

The stranger riposted, aiming for his midsection that time, and Zevander lowered his sword in time to block the deadly strike.

He sent a powerful blow to his enemy’s chest, throwing him backward. It was just enough for Zevander to press him back against the nearby tree, pinning him to the trunk of it with his sword at the stranger’s throat.

“Who are you!” When he tore away his opponent’s mask, Zevander’s breath hitched, the grip of his sword loosening with shock.

Blond curls of hair. Blue eyes. The scar at the corner of his mouth.

Theron?

A casket of memories cracked open inside Zevander’s head, in a cacophony of voices that spoke all at once.

No. It couldn’t be. His head swam in memories he’d long locked away. Memories he didn’t dare ponder in the face of a threat.

“Good to see you again, old friend.” The smile on Theron’s face, cruel and mirthless, didn’t match the last image of the young man Zevander remembered. “Centuries haven’t changed you much, have they? Perhaps all those grapes and wine you were fed by high-blooded noblewomen.”

His muscles hardened again, jaw tight. “You’re a long way from Solassios,” he gritted. “What do you want?”

“It isn’t what I want. It’s what she wants. It’s always been about what she wants.”

“Loyce?”

His lips twisted as if the sound of her name was as equally revolting to him. “Who else would’ve sent me to the damned mortal lands?”

“It’s a shame she sent you to your demise.”

“It’s a shame you underestimate me.” Like a whisper, he vanished, and Zevander’s blade bit into the bark of the old tree.

An unnerving cold palmed the back of his neck.

“Mor samanet,” the voice whispered again.

Zevander swung out with his blade, spinning around to find nothing there.
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“What is the point of this?” Zevander glanced around the small cottage kitchen, noting how strangely primitive it seemed, with its pump for a sink, and hearth oven—the kind only found in the poorest parts of The Hovel.

The girl he’d been shown the few times he’d slipped into Caligorya during his abuses, the one Alastor seemed determined to make him empathetic toward, stood on a small stool, rifling through the cupboards for a flint striker. Each visit to Caligorya seemed to mark a progression of her age, and Zevander estimated her to be about sixteen, or so. Only a few years younger than himself.

“Pay attention,” Alastor said beside him, staring back at her.

“Is she expected to do something brilliant?”

Alastor’s eyes shimmered with an unmistakable expression that had Zevander frowning. “She is lovely, isn’t she?”

“You are far too past your prime to notice such things.”

“She will age like all mortals, and ripen like fruit waiting to be plucked.”

Zevander grimaced. “If that is your intent, then I’m no longer interested in these lessons.”

Alastor shot him a disapproving look. “She doesn’t exist. It is the finite nature of mortality that intrigues me.”

The girl let out a growl of frustration, and her abrupt movements knocked her off balance. She teetered on the stool as if she might tumble back.

Zevander lurched forward to catch her, stopped short by the firm hand on his shoulder.

“You must never touch her. No matter what.”

Thankfully, she managed to regain her composure and climbed down from the stool.

“Why?”

“As I’ve told you before, it is forbidden. To breach the liminal boundary of Caligorya and touch a being that hasn’t yet been born would have catastrophic consequences. It opens the barriers of fate and allows the gods to interfere.”

“They interfere, anyway, so what does it matter?”

While the girl kept on with her searching, Alastor’s gaze trailed her every movement, as if her banal chores were something to behold. “Even the most powerful are bound by laws that they can never break. Unless they’re broken for them,” he said.

“But I touched a cup that hadn’t yet been crafted. A tankard of mead that had yet to be fermented.”

“The inanimate bear no consequences, as far as the gods are concerned.”

“How does a single touch open the gateway for the gods?”

Alastor finally broke his stare on a huff. “You will do as I say without question.” From the pocket of his robe, he pulled a flint striker and placed it on the table.

When the girl twisted around, she plucked it up and knelt before the hearth. Quick strikes failed to produce the spark she needed to light the flame, and the girl groaned as she kept trying.

“Do you remember the last glyph I showed you?”

The last had been a complicated symbol that he’d failed to grasp by the time he’d awakened. Even then, he struggled to remember all the finer details of it.

“Barely,” he responded, his focus shifting from the glyph itself to the girl, noticing far more than the intrigue of her mortality. How curious, the way her long, dark hair fell about her slim shoulders. Her skin, like a beautiful alabaster against the stark black of her dress and choker. She held the striker with delicate, manicured hands. Hands that left him wondering if they were as soft as they looked.

A flash of General Loyce’s hands grasping for him slipped through his thoughts, and Zevander grimaced, the humiliation rising to his cheeks.

“Pay attention,” Alastor said, and with the same orange flame as before, he drew the ancient symbol he’d last shown him into the air.

Its soft glow was as mesmerizing as the last time Zevander had studied it. A circle of intricate symbols and lines, some of which pointed to tinier symbols outside of the circle—at least a half-dozen with their own complicated shapes. “It’s too much. There’s too much detail in this.”

“Focus!” Alastor barked. “It is the most important power you possess!”

“The flame?”

“Yes. Now, commit this glyph to memory.”

While he appreciated the distraction from the horrors of General Loyce, he loathed the lessons with Alastor. Hated the reminder that the only power he possessed was in dreams. That each day with the general seemed to be counting down to his own demise. “There’s no point! It’s useless outside of Caligorya. I have no power. These lessons with you are futile.”

“Are they?”

The scene shifted, and all at once, Zevander stood in the stone castle he’d known his entire life.

Home.

Frost expelled from his mouth, and a chill crawled over his skin as he glanced around the dark foyer. Curious, he stepped forward in awe as he remembered every detail of the castle, every weathered stone and crack. Where the shadows hit the walls and that comforting scent of his mother’s perfumed oils that lingered in the air.

He strode away from Alastor, up the staircase to the bedrooms, in a desperate search for his mother, and found her curled up with Rykaia on her bed.

Young Rykaia, who had only turned eight years old when he’d been sent to prison, had become a young woman, nearly the size of their mother. Her face had matured in a way that hurt his heart.

He’d have thought them dead, if not for their constant shivering. “Is this real?” Zevander asked, and as he reached out to touch his mother, Alastor grabbed his arm.

“The rules still apply. You’re not to touch. As for whether, or not, it’s real, that is the gods will, not mine.”

Zevander turned to the fireplace that had long burned out and strode toward it. Kneeling, he closed his eyes, desperate to remember the glyph Alastor had shown him earlier that would call upon the flame. “Let me see it once more.”

“No. Focus.”

Grinding his teeth, Zevander clenched his eyes shut again. He brought to mind the first outer symbol—the tiny one at the top of the circle, with its strange swirls and lines. The image glowed inside his thoughts, and he turned his mind to the second image to the right of it. Each line and circle and curve.

Rykaia shuddered a breath behind him and let out a whimper, breaking his focus.

He growled and thought back to the first symbol, starting over again. The second. Once established in his thoughts, he moved on to the third, the fourth, fifth and sixth. His hands shook with impatience, as he forced himself to remember the symbol in the center of them.

There were lines he couldn’t recall. Complicated intricacies.

“They’ll die, if you don’t give them warmth.”

“Then, show it to me!” Zevander snarled back at him.

“You must remember it yourself. It’s the only way you’ll learn.”

“And if this is real…if they die, I will find a way to kill you.”

Alastor laughed. “Have you so little confidence in yourself, boy?”

“There are too many details in this glyph. I can’t recall every one of them.”

“You can, and you will. Close your eyes.”

It was only desperation that goaded him to follow the command.

“Place your hand on your chest and trace your scar with your finger.”

Zevander had been told his whole life never to touch his cursed scar. His father had believed doing so would awaken its evil. But his father wasn’t there. He was dead, and his mother and sister might very well follow him into the afterlife.

Zevander placed his finger to the scar and traced the shape of the ruined tissue there. As if painting the image in his thoughts, he could see it then, the shape he palpated burning in his mind.

Strange, that he’d worn the glyph on his chest since he was a baby.

As he traced each of the symbols, he held the visual in his thoughts. Heat slashed across his palm like a white-hot blade, and he opened his eyes to a flickering black flame sitting on the flat of his hand. A surge of victory swam through him, and he let out a hysterical sound.

“Yes. Yes!” Alastor knelt beside him, eyes wide with fascination. He scooped some of the fire up and carefully placed it onto the kindling in the fireplace. Flames lashed out, and it exploded into a blazing heat, giving the room a violet glow.

Zevander turned to see his mother and sister shivered less, no longer expelling white mists of breath, as if the fire had instantly warmed them. “You can summon the flame, too?” he asked, mesmerized by how quickly it caught on the logs.

“I can bend it to my will, but no. Only you have the power to summon it. You are the only person in the world to achieve such a feat.” A look of pride sparkled in the older mage’s eyes, reminding him of his father. “For centuries, mages have puzzled the possibility of such a thing. When you leave the prison—and you will—promise me you will practice summoning this glyph. You will master it, until calling upon the flame is as natural as speaking your own name.”

Biting back a smile, Zevander nodded. “I will.”

“Good. Your next lesson will be pairing the flame with your prodozja.”

“Pairing them? Is that possible?”

“It is the very reason you were gifted the arachnid. Right now, it exists as a useless shadow. A figure of intimidation. But imagine if it could be destructive?”

Zevander didn’t want to admit how terrifying the thought was. That he could possess a power so dangerous and deadly as a scorpion with black flame.

Thankfully, it would remain confined in Caligorya.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
MAEVYTH
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A half-hour earlier …

Iurged Aleysia behind me, while the two of us cautiously crept toward the door.

“One two, three, four, four, three, two, one …” she whispered at my back with a whimper.

“You’re going to be fine. Do not make any sudden moves.”

“What do you expect me to do, if they decide to attack? Calmly walk away?” Her voice trembled, and she kept on with her counting.

Two more pasty creatures emerged from my bedroom on long, spidery legs, their bodies wriggling to squeeze through the doorframe.

Bringing the total in the room to eight—all of them very slowly making their way toward us.

The largest one, across from me, pushed up onto its hind legs, revealing a horrifically deformed human face fused into its black carapace. Its haunting expression sent a chill down the back of my neck.

“No, no, no, no.” Aleysia whimpered again, and I reached back, gripping her arm to settle her, my palm nearly vibrating with her shaking muscles. “Four, three, two, one, one, two, three, four …”

“We’re going to get out of this. Do exactly as I say, do you understand?”

No sooner had I spoken the words than a spray of fluid ejected from the spider’s mouth, just missing me as it landed on the floor beside my boot, where it sizzled. The wooden floor curled and warped as the acid chewed at its surface.

“Oh, god. Oh, merciless bastard that I prayed to every night without fail, if you abandon me now, I will commit every sin The Red Book denounces!” Aleysia said behind me, and while I was glad for the amusement in her words, I couldn’t fully appreciate them right then, with my heart slamming against my ribs like a drum.

“Have we reached the door yet?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the creatures.

“I …. I can just reach the knob. Yes. Yes, we’re at the door.”

“Very slowly turn the knob.”

“What if they’re outside, too?” Her voice cracked to a pitch of panic.

“Then, we’re going to have to get really creative with prayers. But, at the moment, it’s the only way we’re getting out of this.”

The creak of the door alerted me that she had slowly gotten it open, and as the human spider stepped toward us, I threw out my trembling hand. The Aeryz glyph threw the creature backward into the wall, sending out a shiver of dust and dirt from the ceiling.

Another spider skittered toward us, and I blasted that one backward, too.

“Watch out, Maevyth!” The panic in Aleysia’s voice forced me to shift my focus to four more spiders descending on us from the ceiling, sliding down silky strands of their webs.

Both of us ducked low and scrambled backward, through the front door, to avoid them.

The larger spiders lurched forward on their hind legs, their forelegs grasping at the walls as they hustled toward us.

I threw out my hand, and a blast of air hurled them back just enough for me to close the door. Grabbing Aleysia’s hand in mine, I led her from the cottage through the snow and darted across the open field toward the road. Daring a glance back, I saw spiders of all sizes pouring out of the cottage after us, and had to swallow back the panic rising into my throat.

So many!

“Maevyth! They’re…going to catch…us!” Aleysia’s words were broken by wheezing breaths, her grip of my hand going lax.

“Keep…going! Don’t look…at them!”

One of the spiders darted alongside us, and I threw out my hand for Aeryz, knocking it away. A massive shadow passed over top of us, and the two of us skidded to a stop as the largest leapt into our path.

“Oh, God. Maevyth!” Aleysia’s hand trembled in mine, and I glanced around to see the spiders circling us, trapping us.

An unbridled fear hooked itself in my gut, intensifying when they all reared up on their hind legs and made a strange chittering sound with their teeth. I held out my trembling hand, knowing damned well there were too many to take on, on my own.

A streak of warmth on my forearm drew my attention to the silvery metal embedded in my scar.

Raivox.

Gods, I hoped he could hear me on this side of the Umbravale. I closed my eyes, imagined that magnificent glyph, and opened my mouth, breathing the high-pitched whistling sound into the air.

At first, it arrived low and raspy, like the first night when I’d spoken in the cottage, but it quickly sharpened into a pitch that had Aleysia slapping her hands over her ears.

The chittering grew louder. One of the spiders broke formation and scurried toward us. I knocked it backward with a powerful thrust of the Aeryz glyph.

Two more followed suit. The spine glyph burned inside my thoughts. I threw out my other hand, and the whip hurled out of my palm on a thump, snapping the spider closest to us. Instead of retracting my hand, I spun it over my head, the end of it knocking the second spider off its path.

“Maevyth!”

Face to face with the largest, I drew back my arm, yanking the whip back into my palm, and thrust out my hand again. One hard snap sent bits of carapace flying, along with two of its legs.

The creature let out a high-pitched screech, and two bat-like wings sprouted from its back.

Aleysia screamed, and it jumped into the air until it was looming over us.

“Run!” I took hold of Aleysia’s hand and sprinted toward the road, through the large gap between the spiders. Throat hoarse and body numb from cold and fear, I held back tears as I heard those damned things tearing over the snow after us.

Closer. Closer.

I’m not dying here. Not like this. I won’t die like this!

It was futile trying to outrun them. Instead, I slowed my pace and turned to face them once again. The whole horde of them formed a line only a couple of meters from where we stood.

“What are you doing!” Aleysia’s panicked voice was a distant thought, as I curled my hands into tight fists.

Where was that voice in my head?

Morsana! Help me!

Nothing more than silence answered my plea.

Please!

The creatures lurched, and my thoughts snapped back into focus.

Once again, I called on the bone whip, thrashed it around my head, and snapped at whatever target I could hit. The spiders closed in, crowding the two of us in a tight circle, just as before. I hurled the whip, sending carapace and legs and guts flying about, splashing blackness across the snow. In spite of my stiff muscles, I kept my arm moving, maintaining a shrinking halo of safety between them and us.

I won’t die like this.

I won’t die!

An ache bloomed in my shoulder, the weight of the bones growing heavier. As the spiders advanced, I swung out, desperate to keep them from swarming us, but the circle grew smaller, while I grew wearier. Some of them perished, but there were still too many to fight myself.

“Maevyth, they’re getting closer!” Aleysia screamed at my back, her fingers digging into my tunic as she pressed herself against me.

Morsana! I’m begging you!

The distant sound of cawing hardly registered in my thoughts—not until the spiders skittered backward, and I looked up to see hundreds of black birds flying overhead.

My heart leapt in my chest, tears wavering in my eyes as the birds converged, and from their cluster, an enormous Corvugon soared over Aleysia and me.

Aleysia let out a gasp, falling to the ground, but I watched in awe as Raivox swooped down, landing beside us on a vibrating thud that sent a blast of snow into the air. With his enormous wings shielding us, he let out a roar that rattled inside my chest and shook the ground beneath my feet.

The smaller spiders scampered off.

The larger ones reared up, as if challenging him.

Raivox twisted around, as though taking stock of how many he’d have to fight off, those massive wings shifting like a dizzying black squall above us. He screamed again and a deep growl rumbled in his chest, erupting out of him as a silver flame shot through the air, engulfing the spiders in swirls of liquid metal.

My jaw nearly unhinged itself, as his flames struck fast and true, catching every spider before it had the chance to escape.

Their bodies froze in place, the look of agony permanently etched on the few that had human faces fused within the carapace, mouths agape as if they were screaming out for something.

I stared at one only a few meters from where we stood, watching a shadow flicker across its face, and from its mouth emerged a swirling mass of smoke-like blackness. It coalesced into a wraith-like creature that floated over the spider’s silvery carcass, which had become nothing more than a lifeless chunk of metal. Glowing eyes appeared from its shifting form, tracking our movements.

Raivox let out another blast of silver, but the strange creature dodged it, its movement fluid, like ink in water. It shot through the air toward me, and I clawed at Raivox’s enormous leg, desperate for escape. Sharp scales bit into my palms, my hands and feet sliding down the surface of the Corvugon’s skin.

Before the wraith could get close, Raivox hopped around and snapped it up into his beak, biting down with a surprising crunch.

It was only then I noticed Aleysia hadn’t spoken a word.

I spun around to see her lying in the snow, eyes shuttered. Thankfully, her chest moved. “Aleysia!”

She let out a quiet moan and slowly blinked her eyes open. Her body shot upright on a sharp breath, and the color drained from her face as her gaze trailed up. “M-M-Maevyth! It’s behind you!”

Raivox swung around to face her and let out a roar that sounded like a violent crack of thunder. My pulse hammered in my throat, and I leapt in front of her, laying across Aleysia’s body to protect her.

“No! She’s my sister!”

Raivox let out a deep, guttural chirp, flapping his wings as if in warning. I exhaled a trembling breath when his agitation settled.

Aleysia shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. “Maevyth?” Her tone carried a pitch of terror.

“It’s all right. He’s with me.”

“With you? How?”

“Remember that silly-looking egg I picked up a while back, and you told me not to bring it into our bedroom?”

“You’re…you’re telling me, th-th-that thing was in the egg?”

“Well, a smaller version, but yes.”

She shuddered a breath and wrapped her arms around herself. “M-M-Maevyth…I’m so cold.”

I looked down at my own worn and battered boots. My feet were so cold, I could hardly feel the tips of my toes. “C’mon, we need to find somewhere warm. Quickly.” I pushed to my feet and, in reaching out a hand, noticed a strange, glittery blackness, like that of Raivox’s scales, crawling from my fingertips, over the back of my hand to my wrist. Sharp metallic nails had sprouted over my own, their smooth surface engraved with swirls and symbols, looking identical to those on Raivox.

“What is it? What’s happening?” Aleysia asked, staring down at my hand.

“I don’t know.” I shook my arm to loosen it, but it wouldn’t come off, as if it had somehow fused with my skin like a delicate glove. Embedded in the scales appeared tiny, silver symbols that looked like glyphs. Long and skinny, vein-like fibers filled with molten silver weaved themselves over the black scales and gave a faint pulsing sensation across my hand, as if the glove were alive, somehow. Panic settled over me, and I shook my hand again. “It won’t come off! I can’t get it off!”

“Here, let me try.” Aleysia attempted to dig her fingers into one of the veins, but quickly retracted her hand on a yelp. “Ouch!” Blood trickled over her finger from a small cut at its tip.

“Maevyth!” The distant sound of Zevander’s voice carried over the field, and I looked up to see him striding toward us.

Raivox let out another furious roar, and the ground shook as he hopped around to face him. His thick, scaled tail gouged deep furrows in the ground, where he thrashed it behind him, and that strange, growling sound in his throat coiled around my lungs in a suffocating dread.

“Raivox, no!” I dashed in front of him, standing in the path between Zevander and the Corvugon, just as I had with Aleysia, and held out my hand. “He’s also with me!”

Raivox flapped his wings and let out a snort, the feathers on his neck standing upright. Clearly rattled by Zevander’s presence, he squawked and growled aggressively. Then, just as he had with Aleysia, he backed off, but he didn’t avert his intimidating stare that hooked onto Zevander like a deadly threat.

“What in seven hells …” Zevander said from behind, and I turned around to see him staring up at Raivox, a look of awe sketched across his face.

“His name is Raivox.”

“Your bird?”

“My bird.”

Aleysia drifted to my side. “That is not a bird.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Zevander let out a hiss, as Theron dabbed a healing tonic into his wound. “If I didn’t know better, I’d imagine you enjoy tormenting others as much as the General,” he grumbled, watching the fluid bubble over the freshly sewn gash across his abdomen, where he’d been struck too hard by a whip.

“And you must be entirely masochistic, the way you continue to suffer her punishments.” Annoyance colored his tone, his brows pulled tight. “You’ve not taken the elixir I gave you.”

Zevander didn’t bother to answer. The mere fact that he’d asked the question only stirred the suspicions he’d had about Theron’s intentions.

“You don’t trust me,” Theron said, as if reading his thoughts.

“Why in the gods would I trust the man who practically begged me to fall to my knees for her?”

“I told you what it does.”

“And I’m to believe you? I hardly know you. What do you gain from this? Without wounds to stitch, you’re useless to her.”

Lips pressed together, he lowered his gaze. “I’m attempting to keep you from suffering. It’s very simple. Submit to her, and you’ll avoid unnecessary punishment. Obedience is rewarded in this place. Defiance is a death sentence.”

Zevander let out a bitter laugh that stoked the flaming wound. “I’m content to suffer, if it means maintaining a shred of dignity and pride. I refuse to let her mold me into her perfect little slave.”

“Dignity and pride?” Theron waved his hand over Zevander’s scars. “You’ve not even seen the state of your back. A hearty rack of lamb has fewer cuts to the flesh.”

“Do you think the state of my flesh matters to me? I’ll gladly be whipped to a bloody pulp before I willingly let her⁠—”

“Is it not better to submit than to be broken?”

It was a wonder Zevander hadn’t cracked his teeth, as hard as he gnashed them. “I’d find greater peace in being crushed to dust, burned to ashes, than attempting to convince myself that I belong to her. To this fucking place.”

“Has no one ever taught you that survival sometimes requires you to lay down your weapons.” Theron held out his arms, where long, white scars marred his flesh. “You think I haven’t attempted to fight? These are the last scars she ever put on my body. Mostly healed.”

“That isn’t survival. It’s surrender. And at what expense? Better to die fighting, than live shackled.”

He winced as if the comment had wounded him, as if Zevander had struck a nerve. “The chains are temporary, if you can find a way to be useful.”

“Then, teach me to mend wounds, like you do.” When Theron quickly glanced away, Zevander chuckled. “You can’t bear the thought of being replaced and returned to your own chains, can you?”

“The elixir…take it on your own this eve, when the general is away. See for yourself what it does. At the very least, you’ll sleep soundly.” He pushed to his feet and stared down at him. “I’ve grown weary of convincing you. Your wounds become more severe the longer you defy her. One day, my friend, they will become your tragedy.”
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The moon sat high in the sky, as Zevander stared out one of the archways, the cool evening breeze a welcomed transition from the suffocating heat from earlier. Below him stretched miles of Solassion territory, completely inaccessible, as the balcony sat perched over a steep cliff thousands of meters above solid ground. Not unlike the cave where he’d slept in the mines, only far less treacherous. He’d already studied every possible means of escape, but General Loyce, ever so thorough, had created a very effective cage.

A book of Solassion gods lay in his lap, one of the very limited variety of texts he was allowed access to, and Zevander had decided it was best to keep his mind sharp, his thoughts tethered to something, to avoid spiraling into the maddening horrors to which he’d been subjected, but as he stared down at the ampoule in his palm, he couldn’t help but wonder what kind of escape it might offer.

He pushed it around with this thumb, the tiny ridges of all the glyphs he’d learned reminding him that there was something more outside of this place. Fortunately, the scars from his glyphs were only noticeable by touch, or he’d have probably been strung up for using magic.

He glanced toward Theron, who lay with his back to him, seeming to sleep. Zevander’s fresh wounds inflicted by Loyce had kept him up most of the night—a constant reminder that even if his mind slipped away during those abuses, his body suffered and Caligorya was temporary. Dangerous.

Perhaps the ampoule would be a safer means of escape.

He snapped away the cap, releasing the scent of roots and leaves, and something else he couldn’t quite pinpoint—a burnt scent that hit the back of his throat. He poured the fluid into his most recent wound. The newly sewn gash sizzled, and Zevander let out a quiet hiss as the icy liquid seeped into his flesh, his battered and aching ribs screaming in pain when he shifted his body.

In seconds, it numbed the wound.

Seconds more, and a tingling sensation spread like branching crystals of ice across his abdomen, up to his chest.

He rested his head against the wall, smiling as every ache and pain melted into a cold, dull bliss. His heart slowed, and a heavy silence invaded his mind, snuffing out the flurry of thoughts from before.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
ZEVANDER
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In the misty haze of a dream, the ground moved beneath Zevander’s feet, and the air was crisp with the scent of wet leaves. He opened his eyes to find himself walking a well-worn path that was lined by crooked fences at either side, trees interspersed every few steps.

Ahead of him walked a girl. The girl. The one he’d observed many times before.

Except, he hadn’t been invited to Caligorya by Alastor, and as he glanced around, he saw no sign of his mentor there right then.

Only the girl.

Tipping his head, he trailed after her, as she carried a basket in one hand and what looked to be a small amphora of oil in the other. Three ravens flew overhead, landing in the tree branches ahead of her, their heads tipped, one eye tracking her, and as she neared, they flew to the next tree branch.

Zevander had seen them flocking around the girl before, as if they were drawn to her, for some reason.

Her angelic voice carried through the trees as she hummed an unfamiliar song, her long, black locks dancing around her shoulders as a gentle wind sifted through her hair. She casually strolled along, glancing around at her surroundings, her black cloak like a ghostly shadow in pursuit. She was beautiful, even if she wasn’t real, though Zevander toyed with the possibility in his mind. Imagining such a stunning creature existing in an otherwise dark world gave him a strange sense of comfort.

Something unseen seemed to catch her worn-down boots, and she stumbled forward with a gasp. Fruit tumbled from the basket onto the ground, figs and apricots rolling toward the sloping edge of the path.

“Damn it!” she said, falling to her knees and scrambling to gather the fruit back into her basket.

A streak of movement caught Zevander’s attention, and he tracked a squirrel darting toward one of the fallen figs.

She scampered on her knees toward it, but the squirrel skittered off back toward the adjacent trees with its bounty. “Oh, you wicked little ball of malevolence!” Chucking a fig at the creature, she missed it by a long shot, and Zevander let out a chuckle.

She turned toward him, frowning. “Is someone there?”

Curious, he stepped closer. Lowering to his knees beside her, he blew across her neck, watching as goosebumps scattered over her skin. When she turned, her lips were mere inches from his, and the scent of fresh figs on her breath made his mouth water for a taste.

“I know you’re there, even if I can’t see you.” Soft, winter eyes stared through him, but he imagined her being able to see him there. That the warmth in those eyes was meant for him. “Are you an angel?”

Zevander eased back a bit before answering, “Perhaps.”

She sucked in a sharp breath, falling backward, and kicked herself away from him. Eyes wide, she trailed her gaze back and forth, clearly unable to see him there.

He held his hand over her arm, careful not to touch her, and smiled to see more goosebumps prickling her skin.

Her chest rose and fell with panting breaths, and Zevander focused on the choker that clung to her throat. A cross of some sort.

“You’re an angel talking to me? Me?”

“Why wouldn’t I talk to you?” What an exquisite peculiarity that she could hear him. That he could communicate with her and she understood him so perfectly.

He couldn’t imagine how such a thing was possible, given she didn’t yet exist, but he enjoyed it, nonetheless.

“Well…it’s just that…you’re an angel. And I’m…the lorn.”

“The lorn?”

“It’s what the villagers call me. It’s what they’ve always called me. Since I was a baby.”

“Abandoned?”

“Yes.”

“You have no family?”

“I do. And I love them very much. But I don’t know my birth mother. Or father, for that matter.” She let out a sigh. “Please tell me you’re real and that I’m actually talking to you, because if I’m not, they’ll think I’ve lost my senses, and I don’t wish to be both lorn and senseless at the same time.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Zevander’s lips. “You are not senseless. I am an angel, and I’ve come with a message for you and only you.”

“For me? Tell me. Please.” She pushed to her knees and pressed her palms together. “Am I to share this message with anyone?”

How badly he wanted to reach out and touch her wild, dark hair. “No. It is for your ears and no one else’s.”

“Please. Tell me. I promise not to say a word.”

“I have chosen you, which makes you exceptionally important to the gods.”

“Gods?” Her brows came together. “Are there more than The Red God?”

“Yes. And they have a task for you.”

“Of course. I am your humble servant.” She lowered her gaze to the ground, fingers so tightly curled into each other her knuckles turned white. “Please, I beg. Whatever it is you ask of me, I am prepared to do.”

Damn those very gods for the way his body hardened at her supplication. Zevander had never endeavored to be a deity himself, but he couldn’t deny the intrigue of her zealous devotion. “Reject their Red God. Reject everything you’ve ever been told about yourself.”

She recoiled, as if stung by the words. “Reject The Red God?” A look of fear claimed her expression, and she shook her head. “The others will brand me a heretic for that. A witch. They’ll banish me, or burn me at the stake, for such a thing.”

Zevander called to mind the glyph he’d learned from before, summoning the flame to his palm. “Do you fear fire?”

Eyes entranced, she stared toward the flickering flame as if she could see it. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“When we were children, my sister leaned over a candle and her hair caught the flame. I was so frightened, I had nightmares about it consuming her.”

“But it didn’t. Why?”

“I quickly patted it out.”

“You saved her from burning alive.”

She winced and nodded. “I suppose.”

Zevander closed his palm, snuffing the fire there. He pressed in close, so close, he wondered if she could feel his breath across her neck. “Then, I suspect if I were the flame, it’s your touch that would make me tremble.”

A smile tugged at her lips—the kind that, even while subtle, lit the entirety of her face.

“From this day forward, you are no longer the lorn. You are worthy. Superior to the others. You are …” So enraptured by her beauty, his breath hitched.

Tears wavered in her eyes, and she quickly swiped at her cheek. “Yes?”

“Perfect.”

The tear trickled down her cheek, and Zevander desperately wanted to thumb it away.

“I am far from perfect, Angel.”

“You call me an angel. But imagine I am something else, suffering in the bowels of Hell.”

Her expression tightened. “A demon?”

“Perhaps.”

Eyes wide, she kicked away from him again. “Is that what you are?”

Zevander didn’t answer, but instead pondered the question himself.

“If you’re a demon, then I would be punished for speaking with you. But…I would grieve the absence of your voice.”

“Then, it’s best if you tell no one.”

“A secret?”

“Yes. A very dark secret. Can you keep secrets?”

“Oh, yes. I’m very good at keeping secrets.”

“Excellent.” Again, his hands were drawn to touch her, his palms itching to know the softness of her skin. “Tell me your name.”

“Everyone calls me The Lor⁠—”

“I’m aware of what everyone calls you,” Zevander interrupted. “And I told you that is no longer your name.”

The sharpness in her eyes softened. “It’s Mae⁠—”

“Who are you talking to, girl?”

So caught up in his fascination, Zevander hadn’t noticed a soldier dressed in armor strolling up to her.

“No one, Sir. I lost my footing and dropped my fruit, is all.” She gathered up the remaining figs and apricots scattered on the ground. “A nasty squirrel stole it from me.”

“Don’t lie to me, girl,” he growled.

“I swear, I’m not lying.” She lifted the basket. “I would not lie.”

The soldier looked toward the basket and back. “Unfasten your dress.”

A thick, venomous wrath slinked through Zevander’s veins.

“Sir, I beg you. I mean no deception. A squirrel ran off with one of my figs, and I was angry. That’s all.”

“Unfasten. Your dress.” Brows raised, the soldier wore an expectant expression and tipped his head. “Immediately.”

“If you heard me speak, I often pray to The Red God on long walks,” she prattled on, but Zevander could sense his intentions. He knew that sadistic gleam all too well.

“Defy me again, and I will carve the order into your flesh with a hot blade.”

A slowly uncoiling fury simmered inside of Zevander, and he forced himself to tamp it down, or risk breaching The Liminal to punish him.

The girl lowered her head, and clearly trying to stave off tears, she squeezed her eyes shut.

“Now!”

Her muscles flinched at the command, and the brewing anger from before lashed inside of Zevander like a strike of lightning in his blood. She unfastened her cloak, letting it fall to the ground behind her, and as if she were familiar with the command, she pushed to her feet, turned away from him, and unclasped the dress at the neck, allowing the back to fall open. Leaving the expanse of her flesh exposed. She held her dress to chest, presumably to keep it from falling off her, and closed her eyes.

The guard sneered as he took a step back, unfastening the whip at his hip. “Five lashings for defying my command. Two extra for lying to my face.”

She didn’t say a word in response, as if resigned to her punishment.

He licked his lips, letting the whip unravel to the ground.

Zevander’s muscles tensed at the sight of it, and an image flashed through his mind. Arms bound to wood. The taste of blood on his tongue. Skin cold.

His pulse hastened. The image of what must’ve been a punishment he’d suffered while his mind was lost in Caligorya flickered in his thoughts like a nightmare. He turned away. “No, no, no,” he whispered to himself. “Don’t do this. I don’t want to see it.”

A loud crack echoed through his mind, and the outcry that followed struck his nerves like a tuning fork. Teeth clenched, he balled his hands into tight fists, his muscles shaking with tension. He opened his eyes, to see the girl had fallen to her knees, a bright red streak of blood stretched across her back.

A furious animal clawed inside his chest, the rage blurring his vision. Short, ragged breaths stuttered out of him, as he fought to rein in the urgency to tear through the soldier’s armor and rip him to bloody shreds.

The soldier drew back again, and like a crack of lightning, the whip came down across her back in another bloom of red.

She cried out again. “Please…I’m…I’m sorry!”

“Who were you talking to?”

“No one. I swear it.”

Another crack of the whip, and she sagged forward on a plume of upturned dust as her body collapsed. “I’m…not lying.”

Sneering back at her, he struck again, the vicious snap biting into her delicate skin, a deeper red streak than the last.

Her scream echoed around Zevander, cutting across his chest like a jagged blade.

“Who were you talking to!”

“Tell him,” Zevander said through clenched teeth. “Tell him the truth.”

“An angel. I was talking to an angel.”

The soldier laughed. “An angel. So, you lied, after all.” Without warning, he struck her again. And again. “Where is your angel now?”

As he drew back for another crack of the whip, Zevander stepped between him and the girl, and as the leather sliced through the air, he caught it like flames across his palm. Snarling, he wound the whip around his hand, drawing the soldier closer. Closer.

Brows pulled tight, the soldier snapped his gaze to the whip and back to the invisible entity tugging at him. He dropped its handle, while Zevander held on tight to it, and took a step back.

Zevander closed his eyes, and the first glyph that came to mind was the one he’d learned most recently.

The flame.

He held out his palm for the flickering black fire.

“What is this? What is this witchcraft?” the guard said, fear and panic shimmering in his eyes.

Zevander thrust his hand forward, and a beam of fire shot from his palm, catching on the guard’s tunic and armor. He’d never seen armor catch alight before, and eyes wide with intrigue, he watched the violet glow of the flame dance over the metal, gnawing at the surface as if it longed to bite through and consume the soldier.

The soldier’s outcry echoed through the trees, and he patted at his flaming garment. When he pulled his hand away, two of his fingers had burned to ash that carried on the wind. The guard screamed as the fire caught, and he dropped to the ground, rolling back and forth across the dirt.

Zevander let out a bitter chuckle while watching him panic, as he frantically tried to smother the flame. He’d never taken pleasure in the torment of others, but his pain, his suffering, felt justified. As Zevander watched the man’s struggles, a strange elation stirred in his chest. Satisfaction. The kind of punishment he couldn’t inflict on his own tormentor.

He turned to the girl, whose face had twisted into an expression of terror.

Terror he had incited.

She pushed to her feet and ran toward the guard, falling at his side. “Let me help you!”

Help him?

Arms flailing, the guard didn’t bother to still himself as she reached for his hand, barely missing that flame.

“You mustn’t move! I need to smother it!”

Smothering it would burn her flesh, just as it had the guard’s fingers.

Zevander held his palm out, and the flame jumped from the soldier’s armor back to his hand.

The soldier held his trembling arm to his chest. “Get away from me, witch! Don’t you touch me! Sacton Crain will hear of this!”

“No, please. I’m begging you!”

“You’ll be banished to The Eating Woods!” He stumbled to his feet, teetering to the side, then headed down the path in the opposite direction.

“Please! I didn’t mean to …. I’m …. No, no, no.” She held her face in her palms, and the quiet, whimpering sobs cut across Zevander’s chest like knives.

Growling, he left the girl there and strode after the soldier.

Do not touch him, he reminded himself. But how could he possibly stop him?

He glanced around and spied a rock at the edge of the path—one with sharp edges. Swiping it up, he chucked it at the back of the soldier’s head. The crack against his skull ensured a grievous injury.

The soldier collapsed to the ground, his body seizing for a moment, before his eyes shuttered closed and he went still. To be sure he wasn’t dead, Zevander knelt beside him, listening for breath. A faint wheezing expelled past his lips, and Zevander leaned closer.

“You will remember nothing of this day,” he whispered in the soldier’s ear. “When you wake, your thoughts will be nothing but a black void.”

He turned back toward where the girl tearfully gathered her basket of fruits and strode back to her.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She shook her head, the shine of tears glistening down her cheeks. “I’ll be banished to the woods by day’s end. I cannot talk to you.”

“You won’t. He won’t remember anything…if he bothers to wake, at all.”

“Did you kill him, Angel?”

“No. But I wanted to. I could have. Tell me your name.”

“I would imagine an angel would know my name. Unless you’re not an angel, at all. Forgive me.” She gathered up her cloak, fastening it around her neck with trembling hands. As she stepped in the direction of the cottage, she hesitated. “Whatever you are…I promise to keep your secrets. But I cannot speak with you again. Agatha is waiting for my return. I should be on my way.”

Zevander stared at her, the urge to draw his calloused fingers across her face compelling him closer.

Closer.

He reached out, eager for one touch.

A hand gripped his arm, and Zevander’s muscles lurched as he turned to find Alastor glaring back at him.

“You must never touch them!”

The girl kept on the path, the scenery around them fading to blackness.

“It isn’t real, remember?”

“How did you arrive here yourself?”

“I don’t know,” Zevander lied. “I longed to be here, and I arrived.”

“You must never venture to Caligorya yourself! It’s dangerous. Had I not found you, you might have never returned.”

“Why would I want to return? What awaits me when I wake? More suffering? More brutality? More wounds that need stitching? Why wouldn’t I stay here?”

“Because you have a destiny, and that destiny does not reside in Caligorya.”

Zevander’s chuckle held little mirth. “What destiny? To die a slave? To be humiliated and shamed?”

“The gods have favored you. They will see you set free.”

“To Hell with the gods!” Zevander growled. “The gods have forsaken me!”

“They have not forsaken you, boy. They are simply not ready for you. Patience. Do not return to Caligorya again without me.”


CHAPTER THIRTY
KAZHIMYR
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Present …

Having secured two more horses, Kazhimyr and Ravezio trailed behind Dravien, as he led them along the snow-laden path toward the city at the foot of the mountains. Four days, they’d traveled with him, sleeping in coach houses and camps along the way, and Kazhimyr hadn’t come to trust the strange Elvyniran any more than before.

Not that he’d expected to trust him much after the bastard had slit the necks on their horses. He’d chalked it up to unsavory coincraft, but Kazhimyr’s suspicions only heightened with the way the stranger kept along, as if he knew the land well—too well for one who claimed he’d never been as far north as Susurria and was only passing through. Yet, somehow, he seemed to know where to avoid the random sinkholes and where to set up camps for the night.

Even more frustrating was the fact that Kazhimyr couldn’t share his reservations with Ravezio, given their traveling companion seemed to have exceptional hearing.

No, Kazhimyr was certain the man was quite familiar with the stretch they traveled, which led him to question the fork-tongued snake’s motives.

Ahead of them stood the sprawling city of Wyntertide, where they’d hoped to secure passage to Calyxar, but Kazhimyr couldn’t shake the thought that they were being led toward something more nefarious. He’d heard of wanderers getting swept up by raptors, as they were known throughout the neighboring villages and towns, who befriended them, promising passage, or work. Instead, the raptors would lure them to where a pack of their friends awaited to drain the blood of their victims, for use in dark rituals.

Despite Kazhimyr knowing that if Dravien’s plans were to kill them, he’d certainly had plenty of opportunity during their travels, he’d always made a point never to ignore his instincts. “When we arrive, Ravezio and I have some dealings that must be settled,” he lied.

“Very well,” Dravien said over his shoulder. “We can convene in the morning.”

“Seems you travel this path frequently.”

“What makes you say that?”

“You appear to know the landscape well.”

“I told you, I happen to be good at navigation. I can sense changes and danger.”

He had told them that, and still, Kazhimyr’s instincts refused to settle. “How fortunate we are to have found you, then.”

“I agree.”

“Perhaps you might suggest a place to stay while we’re there.” In Kazhimyr’s periphery, Ravezio glanced at him, but didn’t bother to mention aloud that they were quite familiar with Wintergrave, the sprawling castle owned by Zevander’s Aunt Morwenna. It was there they planned to stay for the night.

“There’s a hostelrie right next to an alchemist shop in town. Stayed there when I first arrived.” He shrugged and glanced over his shoulder again. “But if you’re aware of better accommodations, please don’t hesitate to share.”

“The hostelrie will do.”

“Excellent.”
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Wyntertide, the oldest Vespyri city, had to be the most beautiful in all of Aethyria. Situated closest to the eastern moon, the largest of the two, the city glowed in an ethereal shimmer that bathed the ancient buildings. As much as Kazhimyr longed to take in the open fields of icy blue snow lilies, the stretches of stone buildings adorned with creeping vines, and the icy river that wound through the small shops, he was far too preoccupied to truly admire it all.

Dravien brought his horse to a halt just before the main stretch and twisted around in his saddle. “This is where we’ll part ways for the evening. Perhaps I’ll find you later at the hostelrie.”

“Perhaps,” Kazhimyr said and with a nod, the Elvyniran kept on down the cobblestone road.

When he was certain Dravien was out of earshot, he turned to Ravezio. “My senses are telling me we should find another way.”

“You don’t trust him.”

“Do you?”

“Not as far as I can toss him.”

“Good. It’s settled, then. We’ll find a way to Calyxar on our own.” Kazhimyr gave a light kick to the horse’s flank and set off through town in the direction of Wintergrave.

As they rounded a stretch of small shops that circled the fountain square, Kazhimyr eyed a tall, massively built figure with a familiar face snaking through the crowd. Brisk steps sent the dark hood he wore lifting back just enough to catch red hair trimmed to his skull and unmistakable violet eyes.

“Torryn?” Ravezio said behind him.

Kazhimyr studied his quick strides, before noticing three cloaked men who seemed to be following the Letalisz toward an alley between buildings. “We’ll round the square to the back and pick him up there.”

Kazhimyr turned his horse, retraced his steps to the last alley they’d passed, and galloped down the narrow stretch toward the other side, with Ravezio chasing after him. When they reached the end of the alley where Torryn had been heading, they found their fellow assassin trapped at the other end, surrounded by the cloaked figures, each of them brandishing a sword.

“Hand it over,” he heard one of them demand before leaping toward Torryn.

While the brute could’ve probably taken on all three, Kazhimyr opted to hurry it along by lowering his palm toward the ground.

A blast of mist rushed toward the men, who quickly lost their footing as they jerked and slid across the ice he’d just laid down.

Torryn’s boots shot out from under him, and he tumbled backward on his ass, the sound of his groan echoing down the alleyway. The mist curled around him like a rope banded across his midsection, and Kazhimyr gave a hard yank that sent his bulky form skating over the surface toward them.

Once he was close enough, Kazhimyr tugged back the mist, and Torryn spun around on the ice to face them.

“Should’ve known it was you two cunts.”

Kazhimyr laughed at that. “Pardon the interruption. Would you like me to send you back to finish?” He nodded toward the other cloaked men, who scrambled on hands and knees toward them.

“Not particularly,” Torryn said, rising to his feet. His hands flailed as he lost his balance, but Ravezio reached out just before he tumbled backward again, gripping his arm. Torryn mounted the horse behind Ravezio, and the three of them made haste to the path outside of the town square, and up through a wooded hillside. “’The hell are you two doing here, anyway?”

“I could ask you the same thing.” Finally out of ear shot, Kazhimyr spoke freely. “Are you with Dolion?”

“Yeah. Rykaia, Allura, they’re all there.”

The very mention of Allura’s name stirred Kazhimyr’s urgency to see her again. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been so intrigued by a woman. “Who were the men following you?”

“Scholars from the university. A secret society, of sorts.”

“How in seven hells did you incite the violence of scholars?”

“Don’t let their title fool you. Those bastards are ruthless. They guard the ancient books.”

“And so…why were they chasing you?”

From inside his cloak, Torryn tugged out a brown, leather-bound book that looked like it’d been through war, as worn and weathered as it was.

Kazhimyr tilted his head just enough to read the title of it. Blood Lineage Codex. “Are you attempting to track down a bloodline?”

“Dolion asked me to fetch it.”

“Why are the four of you still here?” Kazhimyr’s gaze swept over the trees, the habit ingrained in him, as he searched for any disturbances—a startled bird, or animal, shadows where they shouldn’t be, a change of scent.

“We were due to leave Wyntertide two days ago. Sometime in the evening before we were set to head out, Dolion started acting strange. Was real quiet at supper. For a man who loves a good tankard of ale, he didn’t touch it that night. Instead, he retired early. Then, about the witching hour, he woke up shaking uncontrollably. Eyes rolled back in his head.”

The path ahead split, and Torryn pointed toward a gravelly stretch on the right. The surrounding trees darkened, as the three entered the thickest stretch of forest, and Torryn kept on with his story. “Had no idea, since we were all asleep, until the damn Golvyn ran screaming through the castle, making a clamor. Couldn’t get Dolion out of that state for the whole night. He just laid there, shaking. Only the whites of his eyes showing. Wasn’t until the next night he woke up and started speaking frantically, as if he was possessed by something.” Torryn let out a troubled sigh. “Started drawing all these symbols on the wall, rambling. Hours and hours of rambling and drawing. He locked himself in that room, and hasn’t been out since, until this morning when he asked me to fetch that damn book for him.”

That damn book had been in Wyntertide for millennia. It had every bloodline ever recorded.

“So, you stole an ancient book from the secure vault at the university?”

“Had to take a few down, but yeah.”

Kazhimyr snorted and shook his head. “The pride I feel is immeasurable.”

“Yeah, well, you’re in charge of returning it.”

The trees parted for the old castle Kazhimyr had read about in history lessons. The Rydainns were nobles, loyal to the king of Vespyria centuries ago, with a number of vassals at their beck and call, but their highblood lineage had thinned over the years. Morwenna and her brother, Severin, were the only two of Lady Rydainn’s siblings left. Kazhimyr had met her once, when she’d passed through Eidolon on her way to Costelwick. An odd woman, but she’d always been welcoming and kind.

Past the gates, the horses trotted up to the entrance of the castle. The three dismounted, and Kazhimyr and Ravezio followed Torryn inside the manor.

The vast foyer stood cold and mostly empty, seeing as Morwenna didn’t have much in the way of coin these days. Where tapestries would ordinarily have hung about the room, the walls stood mostly empty, save the few family portraits—including one of the Rydainns, from when Zevander must’ve been no more than ten.

Absent of Branimir, of course.

The three Letalisz made their way up the staircase, to the bed chambers down a long, curved corridor, and came to a stop at one of the many chamber doors. Symbols had been carved into the wood, and Kazhimyr frowned as he examined the way they’d been hastily scratched, like something out of a mad fit.

Torryn wiggled the lever on the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Have you tried busting it down?” Ravezio asked.

“The man is a former Magelord, with six of the seven stones required for the septomir. Believe me when I say I’ve tried.” Not bothering to turn away, he pounded his fist against the door. “Dolion! It’s Torryn. I’ve got the book you requested.”

The sound of quick footfalls bled through the thick wood, and seconds later, the door swung open into a drafty, expansive room that sent wisps of cold over them.

Dolion stood in the doorway, his long, silver locks disheveled, eyes wild but rimmed in red circles, as if he’d rubbed them too many times from too little sleep. He swiped the book out of Torryn’s hands and quickly shuffled away, too distracted, it seemed, to shut the door behind him.

As if noticing the lack of vigilance himself, Torryn shot Kazhimyr a glance and stepped inside, and Kazhimyr and Ravezio followed.

The dark, stone walls within the room held the chalked scribblings of symbols and ancient words Kazhimyr didn’t understand, centered around one massive image that contained multiple symbols inside of it. There were mathematical formulas and drawings, as if Dolion had spent days doing nothing more than hastily writing them down.

“What in seven hells is going on?” Kazhimyr asked.

Dolion thumbed through the book, his robes fluttering in his wake, as he darted back and forth, jotting more notes, more symbols. “I’ve…nearly determined all of the bloodline power. The history of every stone in my possession. It is incredibly accurate, the way each of them line up!”

“Line up to what, exactly?” Kazhimyr studied the lines drawn from one symbol to another, some of them sigils he recognized, while others were completely foreign.

“This …” Dolion stepped back, staring up at the much larger and more detailed symbol on the wall. “I had a vision. Of this very glyph.”

“What is it?”

“The Gods’ Glyph. Long believed to be nothing more than a scholarly myth.” He lurched forward, pointing to each symbol held within the much bigger one. “The Eye of Nethyria. The serpent’s tooth. Sablefyre. The splintered bone. The rotting tree. The wyrm’s scale. The blood crux.” He frantically waved his hand over them. “All ancient destructive forces.”

The furrow in Torryn’s brow deepened. “And this is a glyph?”

Dolion nodded. “A very powerful one. Powerful enough to rival the septomir.”

“How?” Kazhimyr had always known the septomir to be the most powerful weapon in the world.

Dolion tapped his finger in the air. “I’m glad you asked. As you know, the septomir is comprised of seven bloodlines, spawned by the god of creation, Magekae. Each of these is the counter-magic to every bloodstone that powers it.” He pointed to Ravezio. “Eremician magic, for example—you are known for a very potent venom in your blood. Serpent’s tooth is the anti-venom, yet, in the case of the septomir, it’s a weakness. My own Elvyniran heritage uses Nexumis to manipulate magic. The Eye of Nethyria severs the thread that connects my people to the glyphs.”

Kazhimyr exchanged a confused glance with Torryn.

“I believe this glyph is precisely what Cadavros has wanted for centuries. It makes sense now, why one as power hungry as he never seemed to take an interest in the stones, or the septomir. He sought something more powerful. More destructive.”

“Are we talking about the dead Magelord?” Torryn asked, scratching the back of his head.

“He isn’t dead.” Kazhimyr crossed his arms over his chest, attempting to absorb Dolion’s explanation. “He was banished to the mortal lands.”

“Little chance of him tracking down a glyph in the deadlands.” Ravezio stroked his jaw, also confused, judging by the crease in his brow as he stared back at the wall.

“He’s known of this glyph for quite some time. I suspect it’s the reason he subjected Zevander and Branimir to the black flame.”

“All that in one glyph?” Torryn blew out a breath. “Sounds like a lot of power for one person.”

Dolion ran his finger across the page of his book and jotted another note on the wall. “Wielding this glyph requires the ability to summon sablefyre. And if my estimates are correct, it is powerful enough to bring down the Umbravale.”

“If the Umbravale falls, whatever lives in the deadlands can cross freely.” The concern in Ravezio’s voice trembled with the same dread that had Kazhimyr’s chest clenching.

“Yes.”

“What about the chasm?” Torryn asked. “How would those in the deadlands cross it? I thought the Umbravale bridged both worlds”

Shadows gathered in the hollows of Dolion’s face as a grim veil darkened his expression. “There would be no chasm. The trench that separates both worlds is a construct of the Umbravale. Without the Umbravale, there’s no barrier to prevent their crossing. This is precisely why the mages, even myself, sought out the bloodstones. To keep that barrier intact. Unfortunately, King Sagaerin destroyed the old septomir, the only means to strengthen it.”

“That never made sense to me.” Torryn scratched at his jaw, the look of confusion still clinging to his face.

“It never made sense to me, either. But for centuries, mages have been taught that the very tool used to construct the Umbravale could also destroy it. We were wrong, though. It’s capable of weaving a very powerful and protective barrier. But this glyph?” Dolion pointed back to the symbol on the wall. “It would cause irreparable damage. Imagine a power capable of destroying entire races of Aethyrians.” Dolion paced, scratching at the back of his head. “Competent mages have wielded sablefyre for centuries, but no mage in existence could possibly master this glyph. Not without undergoing the Emberforge ritual.”

“Has anyone ever tried?” Torryn ran his finger down scratches carved in the wall and frowned.

“Yes. Cadavros himself has tried. The only person who has ever survived such a thing unscathed? Is Zevander.”

“Zevander possesses this glyph that has all these strange counter-magics you’ve scribbled across the walls?” Kazhimyr trailed his gaze over them again, his eyeballs damned near bouncing between all the details written in tiny lettering.

“He doesn’t possess it yet. And thank the gods for that.”

“Where is he now?” Kazhimyr asked.

“Right where Cadavros has wanted him all along. In the mortal lands.”

“Perfect.” Kazhimyr rubbed the back of his head.

“Sablefyre infused by the essence of these destructive forces would wreak havoc on the delicate threads that hold that barrier together.”

“Sounds to me like Zevander would have the upper hand in this case.” Torryn snorted, crossing his arms again. “Have you seen his scorpions? Felt the flame? I don’t even like standing near the bastard when he’s casting.”

“Cadavros is not a foolish man. He ensured that he cannot be killed without consequence, by blood-binding himself and our own Prince Dorjan to a deadly plague. One not seen in over two millennia.” He pointed to a rotting tree symbol. “The black pestilence. Brought about by the god, Pestilios.”

Kazhimyr froze. “Dorjan? Are you aware that Dorjan was taken prisoner by King Jeret?”

Dolion’s eyes squeezed shut, and all the steam powering his frantic movements seemed to fizzle out, as he slumped in the chair closest to him. “If Jeret kills the prince, then we are, as they say, truly fucked.”

Once again, Kazhimyr’s eyes drifted over the mess of scribbles and images on the wall. While Dolion had a reputation of being mad and a bit fanatical about his visions, he was respected by Allura, which gave him a small bit of credibility, as far as Kazhimyr was concerned. “Can this god, Pestilios, get through the Umbravale?”

“I don’t know. Pestilios is a lesser god. It’s possible the Umbravale is strong enough. So long as he doesn’t turn Zevander onto his cause.”

Torryn shook his head. “See, I never understood gods. You kill off everything, you’re left ruling over nothing.”

Dolion scoffed. “He doesn’t intend to kill off anything. Death is merciful, after all. He wants to build an army and enslave anyone who opposes him. The annals have always described Pestilios as craving immense power. And I believe he’s chosen Cadavros as his corporeal vessel.”

Torryn groaned and crossed his arms. “In layman’s terms, old man.”

“The gods cannot take physical form. So, they choose a vessel. Or, as the case may be with Cadavros, the vessel chooses them.”

Kazhimyr huffed, bracing his hands on his hips. “If Zevander gains possession of this glyph, he could destroy Cadavros’s blood magic, right? Doesn’t have to kill him and unleash a plague, he can just wipe out his bloodline?”

Dolion flipped through the book in his hands, running his finger down the page, until he stopped. “No.” He turned the book to face Kazhimyr, pointing at a name on the page.

Alastor Calzareth - spindling.

“Who is this?”

“The name given to Cadavros at birth. Took a bit of digging on my part. The mage certainly didn’t make it easy to track down.”

“A spindling?” Kazhimyr scoffed. “Balls of Castero, how did he manage to become Magelord?”

“That is a question I’m afraid I cannot answer.”

Kazhimyr trailed his gaze to the next line reserved for siblings, to find Melisara Calzareth - unknown. He knew that name. As rare as it was, he wondered if it might be the disfigured woman who’d hired him to track down the mortucrux all those years ago. “That’s his sister?”

“So it seems. Whether she’s alive, or not, is another question.”

Kazhimyr shifted his attention to the enormous drawing on the wall, wondering how anyone could possibly master all those details. It seemed the mind could never possibly capture its intricacies. “A glyph that powerful would require quite a bit of vivicantem, it seems.”

“It would.” Dolion shuffled over to his calculations, nothing more than erratic scribbles that Kazhimyr couldn’t begin to decipher. “It’s a crude calculation, but the energy required to eliminate a ward the size of the Umbravale is beyond what our bodies are capable of producing. Zevander has the advantage of the flame, but even when I factor in temperature and force, and all the coefficients, the result is the same. The amount of vivicantem he would need to ingest is extraordinary. It would require a delicate balance to the energy he expends. Too much, and he would suffer toxicity.”

“And become a Carnifican?”

“Or worse. Too little, and the power of that flame would consume him entirely.”

“Death?”

“Annihilation. I imagine, the longer he stays in Mortasia, the more his vivicantem is depleting.” Dolion sighed and snapped the book closed, setting it on the table beside him. “Perhaps he might return on his own, but he won’t leave without Maevyth. I’ve not said anything to Rykaia, or Allura, yet, but I’m setting off for the mortal lands in the morning. I feel the need to atone for my grievous lack in judgment.”

“I’m going with you.” Rykaia stepped into the room, the dark circles beneath her eyes not quite as pronounced as Dolion’s.

“Respectfully, no. I promised your brother I’d keep you safe. If he happens to acquire that glyph, I suspect I’ll be his first victim, should he find out I placed you in peril.”

“I don’t care. He’s my brother.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” Kazhimyr battled back. “Neither is Dolion. You’re both going to Calyxar, as planned. Ravezio and I will go after Zevander. He’s the reason we’re here and not rotting in the Solassion mines.”

A look of conflict crept over Dolion’s face. “The state of Mortasia is unknown. The journey could be incredibly dangerous.”

Kazhimyr sighed. “That’s essentially every day of my life.”

“I’m not weak.” Rykaia scowled, her voice carrying a steel edge of defiance. “I can help.”

Torryn shrugged. “I’m not weak, either, but you couldn’t pay me enough coin to set foot in the mortal lands.”

Dolion gave a sharp nod. “Very well. It’s settled, then. The two of you will travel to Mortasia. Torryn and I will accompany Rykaia and Allura to Calyxar. My hope is that he’s found Maevyth. She’s a critical piece in all of this.”

“How so?”

He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then said, “I believe she’s the only one who can keep him from slipping into madness.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
MAEVYTH
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Zevander removed his cloak, wrapping it around both my and Aleysia’s shoulders. “We have to get back to the cottage.”

“We can’t. It’s overrun by those monsters. The village is our only option now.”

“Maevyth, I’ll never make it,” Aleysia said, shivering next to me. “I’m so cold I can hardly breathe.”

Zevander rubbed his hands together and held out both palms toward us. A radiant heat poured over us, the kind that reminded me of summers out on the lawn, and Aleysia let out a quiet moan, teetering to the side. “That should get you to the village, if we go now.”

Despite the warmth, my head felt stuffy, muscles aching, as if I were coming down with a cold. “You returned far too quickly. Did you find the vivicantem?”

“No. I had a sense that something was wrong, so I returned.”

So strange, the warmth that surged through me, sinking into my bones. Feeling had even returned to my toes. “I thought you were struggling to summon the flame.”

He curled and flexed his hand. “It’s still weak. The rabbit meat we ate offered a bit of energy. Just not enough.”

“I feel like I just walked into a summer day.” Aleysia threw off the cloak that had, admittedly, gotten a bit toasty, and stepped in the direction of the village. “This is incredible!”

Raivox cawed at Zevander, taking a few hops in his direction, as if threatening him, then leapt into the air, but instead of taking off as usual, he circled overhead, seemingly waiting on us.

Dizziness swept over me, and I stumbled a few steps, catching myself before I fell. “I don’t know why I feel out of sorts, all of a sudden.”

“If you used your power, you expended a lot of energy. Even if you don’t require much vivicantem, blood magic is exhausting,” Zevander said, and before I could respond to that, he swiped me up into his arms and marched across the snowy field.

“You don’t have to carry me, Zevander. I’m perfectly capable of walking.”

“I’d like to get to the village before a fortnight. What happened back there?”

“Aleysia and I were talking, and a spider appeared on the wall.”

“Any idea where it came from?” He glanced over his shoulder, scanning the distant tree line, as if watching for something.

“It looked like they were spawning out of those rabbit remains. Do you think we’re infected, for having eaten it?”

“We boiled the meat. Should’ve been enough to kill anything inside.” Something about him seemed unsettled, the way he kept glancing around, as though he was waiting for something to jump out at us.

“A strange entity of some sort emerged from one of them back there. I’ve never seen anything like it. It was wraith-like.”

“Where did it go?”

“Raivox ate it.”

He finally switched his attention, looking up at the Corvugon that followed us toward the village. “He doesn’t seem to like me much, does he?”

“Well, to be fair, you don’t exactly look like a white knight coming to rescue me. I think he senses your moral ambiguity.”

“I look morally ambiguous?” Again, he looked over his shoulder.

“Very. Is something troubling you?”

“I was attacked on the way back here.”

“By the spiders?”

“No. A Solassion soldier sent on behalf of General Loyce.”

“Just one?”

“I don’t know. There could be others, I suppose, but I only saw Theron.”

“You know him?”

His jaw hardened, drawing my attention to his scar. I noted how close the veins had stretched toward his eye—the thin filament curving into the corner of it. “Yes. I’ve not seen him in years. He was a friend.”

“A friend who wants to kill you?”

“I don’t think he’s after me.”

Understanding dawned. “He’s here for me? Why?”

A muscle in his face ticced, the tension in his jaw tighter than before. “There are a number of reasons why Loyce would be interested in you. None of them are good.”

“This is unbelievable!” Aleysia squealed and scooped up a handful of snow that instantly turned to liquid in her palms. “How am I this warm, while hardly clothed in the dead of winter?”

Zevander nodded after her. “She seems to be taking things well.”

“A little too well. It makes me nervous, if I’m being honest. I’m not ignoring the fact that she hasn’t asked about the glyphs, at all. Everything she saw back there …” I shook my head at how strange I must’ve looked, swinging a bone whip through the air, or calling on Raivox. “It’s as if she refuses to acknowledge it. I don’t know what that means yet. If she’s in denial, or none of this seems real for her.” I lifted my hand bearing the strange glove. The markings there reminded me of a tree root growing over the back of my palm, while the sharp, silver fingernails resembled an ominous threat of pain.

“What is this?”

“I cut myself on one of Raivox’s scales. This grew from the cut. Even with this, she didn’t respond as I would have imagined Aleysia responding.”

“How is that?”

I raised one shoulder. “I don’t know. Hysterical, maybe? She asked about my eyes turning silver and never questioned it again. I just worry that perhaps she’s not fully absorbing everything.” I tugged on one of the small veins of the glove, careful not to grip the edge of it, as Aleysia had done. “I’ll say this much, though—I’ve grown weary of these strange things happening to me.”

He seemed to examine the hand as I held it out in front of him. “It won’t come off?”

“No.” I flipped my hand over to see that my palm remained completely exposed. Intentionally so, it seemed. “I tried. I don’t know what it is.”

“It’s not painful?”

“Not at all. In fact, there’s a strange warmth. It feels oddly relaxing, the way the muscles soften after a hot bath.”

“Sounds nice about now.”

Aleysia lagged just long enough to let us catch up, then walked alongside me, running her fingers over my hair. “So, it’s true, Sister. You really are a witch. All this time, the villagers were right.” Snorting a laugh, she ran ahead of us again, jumping up for an overhanging branch, and the snow covering it spilled over her, dissipating to steam when it landed on her skin.

“So, this is unusual behavior for her?” Zevander asked.

“The excitement? Yes. The refusal to acknowledge things that should seem abnormal to her? No.”

“Could be the trauma she’s suffered. Something she’s trying not to look at too deeply.”

“You sound as if you’re familiar with that.”

His gaze tracked toward the tree line again. “I suppose we all have something we’d rather not dwell upon.”

“I suppose we do,” I said, toying with one of the undone laces at the neck of his tunic, before turning toward the tree line, grateful for the distraction from his growing scar. “So, this Theron? Do you think he’s hunting us now?”

Zevander looked skyward, where Raivox continued to glide through the air above. “I doubt he’d chance it with that monstrosity flying around overhead. I certainly wouldn’t.”

“It surprises me that he hasn’t taken off. He never usually stays long.”

“Perhaps he senses a threat.”

“Well, if he does, he’s certainly misjudged, where you’re concerned. Truly, you can put me down. You’re going to be exhausted by the time we reach the village.”

“I’ve carried tankards of mead that were heavier than you. Once you’ve cast off all that pride, of course.”

“Pride?” I chuckled. “You’re as stubborn as a mule.”

His cheek dimpled with a wolfish grin. “I welcome the insult, if it means the pleasure of having your thighs wrapped around me.”

I pressed my lips together, turning so he wouldn’t see the smile begging to escape. “Always quick with the wit. Tell me, is it a requirement for men to relate all conversations back to that?”

He shrugged. “I don’t speak for all men. I just happen to enjoy seeing you blush every time I mention my face between your⁠—”

I pressed my palm to his mouth. “We are going to pause. Or I’m going to insist that you let me walk the rest of the way there.”

His lips pulled to a smile beneath my palm, and he planted a kiss there, before I lowered it away. “I’ll do my best to refrain. However, I’m looking forward to picking up where we left off.”

We finally reached the entrance of the village and the wide stone archway topped with Foxglove Parish written in bold, black letters. The dirt path we’d traveled converged with the once-bustling cobblestone road that ran through the center of the village, flanked on either side by long stretches of shops and homes, their steep roofs blanketed in fresh snow. Gas lamps stood cracked and unused, and at the center of the town, the frozen fountain, whose statues once spouted water, remained quiet and still.

Haunting.

On the left, we passed the village apothecary, where I’d sometimes dropped off vials of morumberry oil, its broken window and hollow interior reminding me of an empty eye socket. The usually-busy bakery to the right had clearly been plundered, given the broken glass, spilled jars of spices, and discarded, cracked baking stones lying about. And looming over the village in the distance, an ever-watchful eye, stood the Red Temple, a dark silhouette with its pointed spires that pierced the low lying clouds.

Like a frozen corpse, the village slumbered in perpetual darkness.

Zevander finally set me down on my feet, and I stepped cautiously toward Aleysia, who stood staring at the abandonment.

“I’ve never seen it so quiet,” she whispered.

“It’s eerie.”

“Where do we find Moros?” Zevander asked from behind.

I took the lead, turning down an alleyway that let out onto a stretch of road just behind the village. It was along that path of wrought iron fences and dead vines of wisteria that we came upon the ominous mansion. Dark and dilapidated. Dormant.

Zevander slipped past me, leading the way across the snowy, unkempt yard, toward the front entrance that stood half-cocked on its hinges.

The heat Zevander had given us began to wear off, when we finally stepped inside. Or perhaps it was a shudder of memories from the last time I’d set foot there.

The grand foyer stood dark and quiet, the cold chilling my bones. A soft glow bloomed overhead, and I turned to see Zevander casting a flame toward the chandelier. The flame quickly weakened and fizzled out of his palm, but the candles of the chandelier, once lit, offered just enough glow for me to spot extra candelabras on a nearby console.

“Stay here.” Zevander lit one of them for each of us, then swiped one for himself and jogged up the staircase, where he disappeared down one of the shadowy corridors. Minutes later, he passed by the staircase again to the other side. Seemingly satisfied, he descended the stairs. “Nothing up there,” he said, and strode toward what looked to be an office, brimming with shelves of books. He didn’t hesitate to begin his rifling through drawers and cupboards there.

Aleysia headed for the staircase, and frustrated, I followed her, still keeping my eyes peeled for any sign of monstrous spiders, in spite of Zevander’s sweep. She hustled toward the bedroom Moros had locked me inside, the night of her banishing, and the candle flickered, threatening to fizzle with her hasty steps.

Inside the room, she scampered toward the armoire, throwing the doors open on a selection of dresses.

“I believe he had all of these dresses made for you.” She yanked one of them from a hanger and immediately began stripping off her clothes. Desperate for warmth, I dug through the drawers in search of any trousers and tunics, but found nothing more than stockings and undergarments.

I lifted a lace cammyck from the drawer, frowning at the lack of a crotch. “This is unsettling.”

“Or he just wanted you to be comfortable. I don’t know why you’d wear those damned things, anyway. It’s so much more comfortable without them.”

“Because some women prefer not to walk around without undergarments. It’s a bit too breezy for my taste.” I lifted another cammyck, and like the first, it was crotchless.

Groaning, I opted for it, anyway, and yanked one of the warmer looking black dresses off its hanger, quickly changing out of my damp trousers and shirt. Fresh stockings, boots and a warm cape tempered the cold bite, but the open cammyck felt strange, further unnerving me when it brought to mind thoughts of why Moros would’ve had them made that way.

“The boots are a little big, but it’s better than nothing, at all,” Aleysia said, twisting to admire the black dress and cape she’d donned. She chuckled, “Goodness, I look like you. We look like good and evil personified.”

“Which is good, and which is evil?”

She twisted around, wearing a knowing smile. “That remains to be seen, I suppose.”

I glanced around the room, the sight of it stirring those feelings of dread from before. “I want to check on something.” Quickly exiting, I took the staircase to the first floor, with Aleysia following close behind.

“Where are we going?” she asked, trailing after me.

“To the cellar.”

In my periphery, I saw her skid to a halt, as we passed Zevander still searching the office. “What’s in the cellar?”

“Have you not seen what he kept down there?”

Aleysia shook her head.

“Wait here a moment.” I hurried toward the kitchen, and a distant memory of conversation echoed in my head, from the day I’d come for brunch and met the Lyverian server, the one who’d spilled a drink on my dress. As I searched the drawers, I could almost hear her voice, pleading with me not to press her for information about Moros. How he had abused her so horrifically. I threw open one of the drawers, causing a clatter from the knives held within. Grabbing two of the sharpest, I rushed back to Aleysia and handed one to her. “Kill first, ask questions later.”

“I’ve never actually stabbed someone before. I’m a little nervous.”

“Try not to think about it too much.” Without further discussion, I opened the door to the cellar and scampered down the stony staircase, past the wall of grotesque curiosities, until I rounded the corner to where the enormous tank resided.

Aleysia let out a gasp from behind.

The once-clear tank water had turned green, and two bodies floated prone on the surface, their faces still covered in the breathing masks. Glancing around, I searched for something strong enough to break the barrier. An iron garden chair off in the corner caught my eye, and I dragged the heavy piece of furniture toward the tank. Gripping the back of it, I let out a deep breath and hurled the chair into the glass. The tank shattered on impact, spilling small shards of glass and filthy water onto the floor. The mermaids inside tumbled out on a wave of tank water that stank like rot and mold. Landing on the floor, they lay motionless, their skin peeling and dangling from their bodies in spots.

I knelt alongside the one nearest to me and carefully tugged on her mask. The barrier resisted at first, but I yanked a bit harder, and the mask sucked away from her face, taking a small bit of skin with it. The girl didn’t move. Didn’t so much as flinch, even though the raw patch of skin showed where the mask had fused to her cheek at some point. I ran my finger over her forehead and tucked the hair behind her ear.

The sound of grunts and moaning drew my attention toward where Aleysia sat over the second girl.

The young woman flopped and gasped, her body seizing as she seemed to struggle for breath. Alive!

“Remove her mask!” Before I could scramble across the floor toward her, Aleysia set her knife to the woman’s throat. I froze, my limbs locked. “Aleysia, what are you doing?”

She dragged the blade across her neck, and a spray of fresh blood splashed in Aleysia’s face.

A dark, unsettling fear threaded itself through my ribs, squeezing my chest. I lifted my blade toward my own sister, the one I’d been determined to save, my hand trembling. Cold shock gripped my muscles as I stared down at the other woman’s gaping wound, and the blood that mingled with the dirty water across the ground toward me. My mind fought to grasp what had just happened, trying to reconcile how my sister could be capable of such a thing.

I looked back to Aleysia whose eyes held a wild glint as she turned her palm over for the blood across her fingers.

After moments of violent twitching and sputtering, the young woman stilled.

“What did you do?” My voice rasped with the tightening of my throat. “Why would you do that!” The knife shook in my grasp.

“What kind of life would she have lived in such a condition? I showed her mercy.” Aleysia’s words made the conversation I’d had with Zevander spring to mind. Had she heard us talking back at the cottage? Her gaze dipped to my outstretched blade and back. “What are you going to do? Kill me for sparing her a life of utter misery?”

A sickening dread twisted in my stomach as I glimpsed the blade in my hand. “Kill her,” Morsana’s voice chimed in my thoughts. “Do it.”

Shaking my head, I lowered the blade. Keeping my eyes on my sister, I cautiously slid closer to the woman she’d killed.

“Please don’t look at me like that,” she said through a shine of tears. “Like you loathe me.”

I lowered my gaze from hers. “You didn’t have to kill her. Not that way.”

“And what way would’ve been better, Maeve? At least I was quick about it.”

Ignoring her, I brushed the girl’s hair from her face, tears wavering in my eyes, and two small spiders scampered across the ground toward me. Before they could reach me, Aleysia skewered both of them with her knife.

The ease and proximity that she’d wielded the blade set my teeth on edge, the hesitation in her no longer there.

Frantic, I twisted around, gaze darting in all directions in search of more spiders. Only dusty cobwebs and shadows decorated the dank walls. Perhaps just simple house spiders.

A shadowy figure strode toward us, and I looked past my sister to see Zevander, his brows tightening as he approached.

“They were left here to die.” My voice cracked on the last word. I didn’t know what it was that troubled me about them so much. From the moment Moros had shown them to me, I’d remained haunted by them. Even if Aleysia was right, even if the young girl would’ve struggled to survive in her state, I hated that she hadn’t been given the choice of whether to live or die. I hated that she’d been robbed of so many choices.

And I hated that my sister had been the one to end her life that way.

I couldn’t help but glare at Aleysia. “I can’t just leave them this way.”

“We don’t exactly have time to hold a service and bury them, Maevyth. I’m sorry I did what I did. But imagine her out in that world, trying to escape those creatures. Imagine what they’d have done to her. I gave her mercy. Far more than she’d been given elsewhere.”

Tears wobbled in my eyes, and I turned toward Zevander. “What about bloodstones? I could bury those easily.”

“Bloodstones?” Aleysia asked, but I didn’t bother to answer her.

Zevander gave a nod, his hands flexing and curling. “Step back.”

I stole the opportunity to push Aleysia backward, gleaning a small bit of pleasure when she tumbled onto her backside with an indignant expression on her face.

Zevander opened his hands, producing a faint flicker of black flame, which he held over the girl’s body. The flame shot from his palm, catching onto her flesh, and within seconds, the fire engulfed her, before fading quickly to a single stone.

He did the same for the second Lyverian woman, until only two small bloodstones remained in a tiny pile of black ash. Lifting the one closest to him off the ground, he frowned, examining the surface of it.

I scooped up the second, holding the stone up to the light. A silvery glint on the surface drew my attention to strange, skinny veins running across it.

“Silver. Just like yours,” Zevander remarked.

“Like mine?”

“When I first arrived in Mortasia months ago, I stumbled upon your blood at the archway. It held the same silvery streaks.”

“Is that a unique trait?”

“Yes. As far as I know, it’s a Corvikae trait.”

“But they were Lyverian.”

“I’m not entirely certain of how. I only know what Dolion told me.” He carefully placed the other stone in my hand. “We should probably plan to settle in soon. It’ll be dark.”

“Did you find the vivicantem?”

“No. Nothing.” He tugged a rolled-up scroll from where he’d tucked it into his belt. “Found a basic map of the mountains, but nothing that specifically details where the vein might be.” He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Given the size of the mountain range, it would take weeks to find that vein blindly.”

“The Red Men were sent to the mountains on behalf of the church.” Aleysia sat twisting the tip of the blade onto her fingertip, and I flicked my fingers for it.

“She’s right,” I agreed, snatching the knife away from her. “They journeyed frequently to the mountains. And to be honest, I’d prefer not to stay here for the evening. I find this place suffocating. We can search the temple and perhaps stay there for the night. I suspect it’ll be safer. It was designed to protect the villagers in the event of a siege, or attack.”

“Very well. We’ll head to the temple for the night. But let’s go now. It’ll be dark soon.”

Nodding, I deposited the bloodstones into the pocket of my cape and pushed to my feet. As Zevander and Aleysia headed toward the staircase, I veered in the opposite direction in a need to see if the grotesquely deformed captain was still chained to the wall.

Nothing more than two gnawed limbs, still cuffed in manacles, lay on the floor.

A chill coiled down the back of my neck as I stared down at the bloody hunks of meat.

“You remember the good captain who sat next to you at brunch?”

As the memory slipped through my thoughts, the visual of the deformed man dashing out of the shadows toward me turned my blood cold.

“I may be a monster, but I can also be quite protective of you…Miss Bronwick.”

My name arrived as a whisper that sounded far too close, and heart pounding, my eyes flicked through the darkness for the source.

Two glowing eyes seemed to watch me from the shadowed corner, and still holding my knife, I inched backward, away from it, watching Moros’s stocky form emerge from the darkness.

“Miss Bronwick,” he whispered in a ghostly voice.

Something gripped me from behind, and I spun around on a scream, my blade pressed to Zevander’s chest.

Wearing a guarded expression, he froze. “Easy there, Cutthroat.”

I craned my neck back toward where I’d seen Moros just moments before, only to find empty shadows. Not real. Exhaling a forced breath, I lowered the blade, muscles sagging. “Sorry. This place sets my nerves on edge.”

“Did he harm you, this Moros? Touch you, at all?”

I shook my head. “I escaped before he inflicted any harm. I don’t even like to imagine what my fate might’ve been, had I not run into those woods that night.”

“Don’t think about it.” He dragged his thumb down my temple, and God, the relief of him, of having him near when I was scared, was a balm to my soul. “C’mon. Let’s go.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Zevander swallowed back the revulsion rising to his throat as two female servants rubbed gold clay over his body, covering his fresh scars with a metallic sheen in preparation for the Golden Bacchanal. All he’d gleaned about the event was that it centered around some kind of tournament and drew in a number of nobles and dignitaries. A few other slaves stood about the room, like him, servants covering their naked bodies in gold shimmer.

Arms outstretched and shackled, he shuttered his eyes to the unnerving strokes of the servant’s hands that left him wanting to crawl right out of his own skin. Touch, no matter how gentle, had become a defilement, an unwanted feeling he equated with the general’s abuses. A discomfort more consuming than the hunger that clawed at his stomach right then.

“Look how your body responds to my touch.” The general’s words echoed in his head, and Zevander grimaced, turning away.

Still, those words lingered, along with the memories of bites and tugs, clawing and punching, when he’d refused to comply with her demands.

One of the servants spread the clay down his back, reminding him too much of his last whipping. The way excruciating pain always followed the general’s soft caresses, a deception of her otherwise gentle hands. He’d become proficient in anticipating the first strike by reading her cues. A brief pause. The curl of her fingers and shift of her grip. The change of her breath and mocking tone of her words.

It’d become ingrained in his mind to expect the same from any form of touch.

Violent thoughts clouded his mind, while the servants’ palms glided across his body, everywhere, and all at once. As they kept on, he closed his eyes, and a visual of General Loyce with eight arms sprang to mind, touching and groping him, slowly making her way lower, down his hips to his thighs. His pulse hastened, his body tense, breaths shallow. Stomach constricted, he let out a grunt, digging small crescents into his palms with a tight fist. Even if there was no malicious intent from those touching him right then, he couldn’t tear his thoughts from the nightmarish things he’d endured, the times when he hadn’t managed to escape to Caligorya for unknown reasons. When he’d been forced to suffer her breathy moans and naked body pressed against his.

He opened his eyes to banish the general’s face from his mind.

One of the servants—a Solassion woman with long blonde locks and dark sepia-toned skin—who he’d come to know as Vaelora, smeared the clay over his chest, but he caught the few lingering glances from her.

His mind hooked itself into the distraction of it, and focused on her, his curiosity took root, pulling him away from the panic churning in his muscles. Each time their gazes met, she quickly looked away.

“If you’ve something to say, say it,” he finally said.

She turned to the other three servants, giving them a nod that they somehow understood to be a dismissal, and the trio immediately removed their hands from his thighs and back, to Zevander’s utter relief, and sauntered away.

Once they were out of earshot, she turned to face him. “This is your first Golden Bacchanal.”

“It is.”

“Are you aware of what it is?” she prodded.

“Only vaguely. Enlighten me.”

“You’ll be taken to the general’s rotunda room. They say it was where the pantheon—all the higher and lesser gods—would meet in ancient times. These days, the general uses it to host highbloods.” Her brows came together as she rubbed clay over one of the more gruesome scars on his abdomen. “There will be other servants there, who will feed you wine and food laced with potent elixirs, but do not consume them. It’s important that you stay alert.”

“Why?”

“Because I need you to pass on a message for me.”

“Why would I do that?” A deep ache of hunger churned in his stomach; he hadn’t eaten since earlier that morning, and the portions had been exceptionally smaller than the usual abundance of food.

She paused and lifted her gaze. “My brother is Kael Vexmoor.”

“Never heard of him.” Unimpressed, Zevander looked away, catching a glimpse of Theron watching the two of them, his body absent of the gold clay.

“Kael commands a Kastellian army of ten-thousand mercenaries. If he knew I was here, he would come for me.”

“And, so, what does that have to do with me?” His gaze remained anchored on Theron, who seemed to have no purpose at the doorway, other than staring back at them. “Careful what you say.”

She lowered her gaze and nodded. “One of the Bellatryx, Aradia, she is an old friend of my brother’s.” Keeping her voice low, she stirred the bowl of clay with her hand. “They have fought beside each other. Her loyalties are with General Loyce, but they are much stronger with Kael.”

“How is that possible, when she’s sworn an oath?”

“Kael saved her life many years ago. Ask her to deliver the message, and she will. Without hesitation.” She kept on with rubbing across his chest and arms, each stroke more frustrating than the last. Fucking hell, the woman was kind enough, but he couldn’t stand the unwanted touch.

“Why would I risk my neck for you?” he said through clenched teeth.

As if suddenly aware of his struggles, she glanced up toward him and drew her hands back. “Apologies. It’s not my intent to torment.”

Another glance toward Theron, and Zevander ground his teeth harder. “Keep on with it.”

Adding a bit more pressure, as if she knew the light caresses troubled him most, she continued to paint him in gold. “Aradia does not know I’m here. If she did, I suspect she would have told Kael long ago. Without a doubt, he’s been searching for me.”

“That doesn’t answer the question of why I should bother.”

“Because I would help the man who set me free. And when Kael finds out I’m here, he will send his men across Solassios to hunt and kill General Loyce.”

Zevander studied the beautiful shimmer of the clay against the dark hue of her skin. Up until King Jeret’s reign, darker skin tone had always been a sign of royal bloodlines. Nowadays, it was a lineage the king longed to smother. “Why were you taken?”

“I am the illegitimate daughter of King Jeret.”

Zevander frowned, taking note of the many scars on her body. “Kael, too?”

“Yes, but he doesn’t know. I didn’t know until I was captured. Our mother was murdered when we were children. We were taken away to Eremicia.”

A rigid tension locked his muscles, as he recalled the story his father had told him. Was it possible the very reason he’d been imprisoned was staring him in the eyes right then? “Why me?”

“Because you’re the only one I know who isn’t looking to gain the general’s favor. I would do it myself, but I’m not permitted to attend.”

“Then, how are you so certain of what happens at this bacchanal?”

She gave a furtive glance around the room. “I’ve been informed by another. Rumor lives within these walls, amongst the slaves. I’ve had to wash wounds and care for those who were plied with too many elixirs.”

“How do you propose I pass along this message?”

“Unfortunately, I don’t know what opportunities you’ll be afforded. At times, the Bellatryx like to flirt with the slaves. Perhaps you can catch her eye.”

Zevander scoffed and shook his head. “You task me with treachery and no clear means of carrying out the act. Will all the Bellatryx be in attendance?” It troubled Zevander, the way Theron continued to linger at the doorway. “Busy yourself,” he warned her again.

“Yes.” She immediately turned for a set of golden horns, which she lifted over his head.

Zevander reluctantly bowed, allowing her to place it atop his crown.

She secured its chain to the band at his throat, the chains dangling at either side of his face. “The Bellatryx are required to attend on General Loyce’s order.”

“Then, how do I spot her, specifically?”

“Very easily,” she said, her eyes focused on the task of adjusting the horns. “Aradia was mauled by a juvenile drake as a child, and has a rather grotesque scar across her lips and throat.”

“You mentioned elixirs. Tell me what happens during this bacchanal.”

“The elixirs are to dull your senses, but again, do not consume them. You’re not required to eat, or drink, but most do out of thirst and hunger.”

Zevander had wondered why supper had been withheld.

“The general will have you set loose in the cavern beneath the floor of the rotunda.” The troubled expression across her face told him there was something terrible about the cavern. “It’s where she keeps her pets. You will be forced to fight other slaves, but you’re not permitted to kill each other. Only wound your opponent. The victor will be rescued from the cavern. The other will be left as food for her pets. You must find Aradia before then. It’s imperative that you deliver the message before the fight.”

Zevander snorted and glanced away, noting Theron was no longer there. “Gods forbid, I’m consumed before your message is carried.”

“You won’t die. You defeated an orgoth. My faith in you is strong. But just in case …” She broke an ampoule open and rubbed a red substance across his wrist. “One brush of your tongue will kill you in minutes.”

“Why would I need that? What are these pets of hers?”

“Charnelyths.” Her throat bobbed with a swallow. “Fully grown, adult charnelyths.”

Zevander had only a vague idea of what they were, seeing as they didn’t exist where he’d grown up. All he knew of the creatures was that they were a sort of wyrm dragon that dwelled underground and were known for eating corpses in cemeteries.

“Only the wounded are consumed?”

“Yes. General Loyce detests weakness.” Vaelora lifted a white half-mask with gold filigree, one that, when in place, only covered his mouth and nose. “Stay alive.”
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Zevander had never seen the rotunda room inside General Loyce’s palace, where he and the other gold-painted slaves had been taken, but it was just as opulent as the one where he spent most of his days. White stone firepits stood about the room, casting a flickering glow over the white walls and their delicate gold details. A domed ceiling loomed directly above a dark, cavernous pit. Covered by a steel grate, it reminded him of the one in Bonegrist.

Guests clutching glasses of wine peered down inside, undoubtedly hoping for a glimpse of the beasts caged there.

Polished, golden manacles bit into Zevander’s wrists, as he stood alongside the other painted slaves, on display for the many guests. Two orgoths flanked either side of the line, watching over them, while the oglers dared to walk past, giggling to themselves as they sipped their drinks. At least four-dozen highbloods scattered about the room like vultures, silks and jewels glinting in the dim light, while their murmurs and stares dripped with hunger. Interspersed between them were servants, as well as the Bellatryx, donned in white leather suits, absent of their usual armor and easily identified by their muscular build.

Through the crowd, Zevander spied one of them speaking casually with Theron. The scar across the lower half of her face made Zevander’s own look like nothing more than a minor blemish hidden behind his mask.

Aradia, no doubt.

“I hear only a few of us will be standing by night’s end. Perhaps the only competition where death isn’t entirely a loss.”

Zevander snorted and turned to the slave beside him. His dark green hair was a strange contrast to the gold of his skin. He’d never seen him before, not even in the mines. “You’re one of Loyce’s Gildona?”

“Aradia’s. Name’s Dravien Nockvayne.”

Zevander turned his attention back to the Bellatryx still conversing with Theron, who mingled freely, without his shackles. “And how is Aradia?”

“You’re asking the demeanor of my abuser? Well, she certainly didn’t force me to wear a muzzle.”

“Careful. I might be inclined to strangle you with my chains.”

“What poetry that would be.” He nodded toward Theron. “Is he one of the general’s?”

“Yes.”

“A favorite. How wonderful. Let me guess…he has a small cock, but an important skill.”

Zevander’s lips pulled to a half-smile. “I cannot confirm the size of his cock, but yes. He mends wounds.”

“Watch him,” Dravien warned. “He didn’t get where he is without betrayal. It is the only path to elevation.”

“I’ve kept my eye on him. I trust no one.” Zevander glanced toward his fellow slave. “My sincere apologies to you, by the way.”

“Apologies for what?”

“That you’re going to die tonight.”

Dravien chuckled. “Your humor certainly makes up for your lack of beauty.”

“Too bad yours doesn’t.”

Shaking his head, Dravien smiled, but the amusement on his face soured, as Aradia strode across the room toward them. He rolled his shoulders back, lowering his gaze.

It wasn’t Dravien she approached, though.

She leaned into Zevander’s ear and whispered, “I understand you’ve something to tell me. Make it quick.”

Zevander frowned, his gaze slowly tracking upward and landing on Theron across the room. He cleared his throat and turned toward her. “I’ve a message. From Vaelora Vexmoor.”

Aradia recoiled and in Zevander’s periphery, he could see her glaring at him. “What do you know about her?”

“That she’s alive. A captive of General Loyce.”

“Loyce.” The way she spat the world like a bad taste told Zevander she didn’t much care for the woman. “Say nothing more. I will pass on the message.”

Zevander nodded, and the Bellatryx straightened herself, smoothing her hands over her leather suit.

Theron gave a sharp nod at him. Had he been the one to send her over?

Staring back at the other slave from across the room, Zevander pondered whether, or not, he could trust him. As Dravien had said, one only achieved his level of favor by betrayal.

Zevander’s throat burned with thirst, the heat of the flames from the firepit behind him wringing every drop of sweat from his body. It was a wonder the painted clay remained in place.

A woman dressed in nothing but shimmering gold paint approached, carrying a thin vial that she uncorked with her teeth. Without asking, she took hold of his jaw, pouring the fluid into his mouth. The moment the refreshing fruity flavor met his tongue, he couldn’t deny the urge to swallow, but he resisted. She kissed his cheek, her thumb brushing over his exposed nipple and Zevander clenched his teeth, breathing hard through his nose. She finally turned away from him, and he spat the fluid over his shoulder.

Another woman, absent of clothes, swept through. The small meat cakes she carried teased his senses with their delicious savory scent. She forced one of the cakes into his mouth and kept on, offering the same to Dravien. He whispered something that seemed to make her smile and she kissed him on the lips before making her way down the line of slaves. Once again, against the gurgling and hollow ache in his stomach, he spat the food into the firepit at his back.

As the night wore on, servants passed him, offering more food, more drinks, and each time, he expelled them. The other slaves had begun swaying on their feet, including Dravien, all of them falling prey to the effects.

“What d’you call a pale Solassion?” Dravien asked beside him, and without giving Zevander a second to absorb the question, he said, “A corpse.”

Zevander chuckled and forced himself to sway on his feet like the others. He eyed a servant to the left of him, carrying a pitcher of iced water. His mouth watered at the sight of it, but he didn’t dare trust it.

A curvy woman, painted in white, with long, golden horns atop her head, sauntered up to him. With both hands, she gripped either side of his face and whispered, “Mor samanet,” as a cloud of thick black smoke seeped from her mouth.

Zevander jerked his head to break her hold, and in doing so, his eyes tracked slower than the movement. His surroundings widened and shrank and he double-blinked, shaking his head. Knees and palms struck marble as he fell to the floor. The ceiling overhead swelled and contracted, as if it breathed, the voices around him slowing to a deep echo.

“Zevander?” a voice asked, and he turned to see Theron staring back at him, his face stretched and distorted.

Zevander awkwardly clambered to his feet and stumbled forward, nearly tumbling to the floor a second time, before Theron managed to catch him.

Theron slapped a palm to Zevander’s face, and the scent of herbs invaded his nose, as Theron whispered something incoherent. He quickly released him, and Zevander collapsed to his knees, palms to the floor once again. The blurred designs etched into the white tiles seemed to pulse for a moment, then sharpened into focus. So sharp, he could make out the tiniest details and cracks. The cacophony around him shrank into clarity, his attention narrowing on that horrific voice in the crowd.

“My most esteemed guests.” General Loyce, dressed in a white gown with gold accents, sauntered to the center of the room until standing beside the cavernous pit.

The crowd gathered around her, drinks in their hands, voices hushed to whispers.

“I know you’re here for the much-beloved fights, and I promise, there will be a fight. But first, I thought we might indulge in some pre-game entertainment.” She waved her hand, and the crowd parted around two guards guiding Vaelora toward the pit. Loyce’s gaze trailed over the crowd and landed on Zevander. Again, she waved her hand, and two more guards strode toward him.

Taking hold of his arms, they hauled him toward the center of the crowd until he was beside Vaelora.

Zevander didn’t have to look at the girl to know she was trembling. He could damn near feel her fear thicken the air.

Loyce wore a smile as she sauntered toward Zevander, and when she ran her hands down his chest, his lips twisted with revulsion. “I want you to take her in front of everyone here. Not gently, or lovingly. Violently,” she added, sauntering away.

“No.” Jaw set, he took in the sea of faces that’d gathered around him.

Loyce paused mid-step and turned around. “What did you say to me?”

He tipped his chin in defiance. “I said, no. I will not.”

He felt a hand grip his arm, and Zevander drew back, the chains rattling. Turning, he found Vaelora staring up at him.

“It’s all right.” A shield of tears shimmered in her eyes. “I want you to do this.”

“I will not violate you at the general’s request.”

“It isn’t a violation, if I give you permission.”

Voice edged in steel, he said, “I don’t need your permission for something I’ve no intention of doing.”

“Please. Do this.” Her gaze snapped to the floor, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I’m begging you.”

It was then Zevander realized, that it wasn’t only he who would be punished, but her, as well.

Lips pressed together, he released an angry exhale and turned back to General Loyce. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

Loyce ran her finger around the rim of her wineglass, a cruel amusement in her eyes. “I’m bored of this. Get rid of her.”

“No,” Vaelora whispered beside him, the panic in her voice damned near palpable. “Please! I’m begging you!”

Hands clenched to tight fists, Zevander lurched forward. “I said I’ll do it!”

As the two guards took hold of Vaelora, General Loyce raised her hand, bringing them to a halt. Once again, she slowly sauntered up to him. “You are only doing as I ask for her sake. Not because I ordered it. There’s a difference, boy, and you will learn that I expect the latter, in all cases.” She turned to face the crowd. “It has come to my attention that there is treachery afoot, and I would be remiss not to address it.”

Zevander’s blood turned cold.

A commotion in the crowd had Zevander twisting to see orgoths dragging Aradia to the center of the room, where they threw her to the ground in front of the general.

“These three have conspired against me. And as you know, I do not tolerate disloyalty.”

“I swear to you, General⁠—”

“You swear nothing to me! Your words are like ash on the wind.” Without taking her eyes from her subordinate, Loyce held out her hand, and one of her soldiers placed the hilt of a long, skinny blade there. “Bad humors must be carved out with a blade, or they will fester and spread.”

“Please…I had no intentions—” Aradia didn’t even have the opportunity to finish, before General Loyce gave one fast strike of the sword.

Seconds later, Aradia’s head fell away from her body, rolling onto the floor in a bloody mess, the white suit she’d worn covered in thick, red blood.

“Aradia!” Vaelora screamed beside Zevander and fell to her knees, sobbing.

Loyce wiped the blood coating her sword onto Aradia’s headless torso and made her way toward the two of them. “Be advised that nothing escapes my attention.”

Zevander sailed a deadly glare toward Theron, who stood off in the crowd, his expression stoic as he stared back at him.

“And there is no mercy.” She pointed toward the pit, and four guards rushed to remove the grated lid.

Vaelora pushed to her feet and backed herself away, shaking her head. “No. I will…do whatever you say…I swear it. Please! Do not do this, General!”

Guards grabbed hold of her arms, just as before, only that time, she fought their grasp, digging her heels into the floor, resisting and screaming.

“No! No! I am the daughter of the king!”

“His bastard daughter.” The general chuckled, handing her sword off to a nearby guard. “You should’ve been slaughtered like a runt at birth.”

Zevander lurched for the guard nearest him and felt the thick grip of an orgoth clutching his throat, drawing him backward. Air waned in his lungs, and he clawed at his captor, who refused to release him.

Zevander watched in helpless fury, while Vaelora was dragged to the edge of the pit.

A scream of wild terror echoed through the room, her eyes wide with the kind of unbridled fear he’d never seen before. “A blade to my throat!” she screamed. “I want to die with a blade!”

Whatever dwelled in that pit was apparently worse than death.

“You don’t get to choose.” Loyce gave one hard shove from behind, and Vaelora let out a gut-wrenching scream as she fell forward.

Madness seized Zevander’s muscles, and in one quick strike, he spun around, jabbing his fingers into the soft flesh that covered the orgoth’s vitaelis vein. He gripped hard and tore away the throbbing vein, so that blood spouted down his hands.

Once free, Zevander darted for the pit and jumped in feet-first.

He hadn’t even measured the depth, so he came crashing down onto the gravely floor with a hard thud that buckled his knees. From what must’ve been twelve meters overhead, faces peered in on him, Theron among them.

Pain throbbed in Zevander’s legs as he pushed to his feet.

Whimpers reached his ears, and he turned to find Vaelora in a defensive stance, holding a rock in one hand. Beyond her, stood three wide caves, their gaping entrances surrounded by thick roots, and nothing but darkness within.

A long pole slipped down from above, its tip attached to a flaming bundle of kindling. The pole handler lit one of the stone sconces on the wall, illuminating the dim cavern.

Zevander darted forward for the pole, just missing it before the handler raised it back toward the surface. He quietly growled and twisted around to see Vaelora’s panicked expression.

“This is where she keeps her pets,” she whispered.

Enormous squiggly lines smudged into the cave sand, the width of each half his height, gave some indication of their size.

Small enough to be contained within the cavern, but large enough for Zevander to be concerned.

“I watched them once. Dragged another slave off. I don’t know what they did with her⁠—”

“It used her,” Loyce interrupted from above. “Charnelyths are very practical creatures. They don’t just kill for the sake of killing, or for food. No, they’re far more resourceful.” She hiked her boot up onto the edge of the pit and sipped her wine. “When they clamp their teeth into your flesh, they release a venom, so that by the time they drag you back to their nests, you’re completely paralyzed. At that point, the female will deposit her eggs inside of you. The male, of course, will fertilize them, as they do. And like good parents, the two will keep you well fed on whatever they manage to scrounge up. Decayed human meat. Rats. Insects. And when the babies are finally ready to hatch, they will claw their way out of the eggs and tear through your body, consuming your flesh as their first meal.”

A deep, guttural growl reverberated off the cave walls, and Vaelora choked on a sob. Her hands shook as she clutched the rock.

“As for you, Zevander, they’ll wrangle you to the ground and decapitate you. Your body will feed their colony, but they’ll keep your head as a sort of trophy.”

Another growl, that one pitching to a roar, alerted that the beast was closer.

Zevander glanced around for a weapon, but all he could find was a rock, slightly smaller than the one Vaelora clutched. Wrists still shackled together, he tore his mask and horns away, and focused his attention on the three caverns. As he waited for the beasts to emerge, he couldn’t help but be grateful for whatever Theron may have done to restore his senses, despite wanting to rip the betraying bastard’s throat out.

“Promise me something …” Vaelora spoke low, her voice quivering like a candle in a drafty corridor. “Should you ever leave this place and cross paths with my brother…tell him I love him.”

“Enough of that. You’re getting out of here.”

At first, the only sound was their panting breaths, but then a loud, grating scrape and thunk, scrape and thunk sent him searching for the source. Could’ve come from any one of the caves.

Or all of them.

He tugged on Vaelora’s shoulder, and she flinched. “Get behind me.”

She scampered around to his back, her nails digging into his side as she clutched him.

The first charnelyth slid forward and the crowd overhead erupted into gasps and cheers. The creature had the body of a snake, with thorns and thick scales, but its head was like that of a dragon, broad and angular, with deep ridges over its serpentine eyes that gave a menacing glare. The flicker of its tongue reminded him of the vicious cobras he’d learned of, that dwelled in the Eremician deserts.

Adrenaline surging, Zevander searched the beast’s form for any sign of a weakness, but every inch of it was scaled with what he imagined to be thick, rough skin.

Impenetrable.

From its top lip protruded two long tusks instead of fangs, their tips sharp and pointed for piercing. If he could tear one away, he might be able to stab it, just as he had with the orgoth. Yes, he was certain that would be the way to defeat it.

The creature let out another roar and slithered toward him. It drew back for a strike, and Zevander pushed Vaelora to the ground then dove to the side, narrowly missing those long, serrated tusks that jabbed into the dirt. A plume of dust exploded into the air, and Vaelora let out a shriek, kicking away from the narrow escape.

The whole pit shook with a loud bellow as the charnelyth rose up, its eyes more menacing than before and blazing with malice.

They locked onto Vaelora.

Zevander’s mind churned, eyes searching for a way to wound it, somehow. The beast’s tail slammed into the wall of the cavern, breaking loose shards of rock, and Zevander eyed a long, spear-like piece of it lying just behind it. To get to it, he’d have to abandon Vaelora for a moment, but if he could somehow pierce the creature, it might distract it.

Maybe even kill it.

He lurched for the weapon, but stopped short when the charnelyth hissed, it’s long, red tongue lashing out at him. It struck like a whip against his arm, slicing across his flesh with a hot streak of pain.

“Fucking hell!” Zevander gripped his shoulder, backing himself away. He turned to Vaelora, who stood trembling, her face twisted into a silent sob. “When I give you the signal, I want you to run behind it!”

“What? No!”

“Trust me, Vaelora!” Zevander growled. “I will not let it take you!”

“Promise me. Promise me you won’t let me die in its nest.”

“I promise you.” Taking deep breaths through his nose, Zevander focused on the spear. “At my command …” He rolled his shoulders back.

Without warning, the beast drew back, fangs gleaming, and struck fast.

“Now!”

Zevander pivoted to the side and darted forward for the spear. He swiped it up quickly. As the beast turned for Vaelora, Zevander plunged the tip of the spear into his body, cutting through its scales like a hot blade.

It roared and hissed and thrashed in a vicious rage, but Zevander held tight to the weapon and dragged it up the length of its soft underside. Vaelora’s screams echoed around him, but he remained determined to kill it, and pulled on the edges of its deadly gash, spilling its entrails to hasten its death.

Blood and rancid-smelling viscera poured onto the ground, pooling around his feet. The beast teetered, let out another roar, then collapsed. It convulsed, eyes bulging, and let out one more violent tremor before it finally stilled.

A surge of adrenaline shot through him, the elation of victory sending a cold rush to his muscles.

Zevander snapped his gaze to Vaelora, and tendrils of dread climbed up his spine.

Her lower body was hidden in the mouth of another enormous charnelyth, and eyes blazing with terror, she reached out for him. “Your wrist!” she screamed. “The poison! Please!”

Zevander lurched for her, but intense pressure at his throat threw his feet out from under him, and he clutched a noose that’d been tied around his neck without him knowing.

Vaelora let out a gut-wrenching scream, and in the next breath, she was yanked into the black cave behind her.

One heave threw Zevander backward and trapped the air in his lungs as his spine slammed into the rock wall. From one of the caves, he saw two glowing eyes watching him. Zevander clawed at the bind, gasping and wheezing. Sharp stone scraped against his back, as he was hoisted upward by his neck. The pressure intensified, the noose cinching his windpipe. He opened his mouth, but could neither inhale, nor exhale.

The beast charged forward, snapping its tusks, just missing Zevander’s thrashing legs. He clawed at the rope biting into his throat, and another hard tug lifted him higher.

The charnelyth below him snapped its tusks again, that time, piercing his thigh.

He couldn’t scream. Couldn’t make so much as a sound, while the creature shook its head to get loose, thrashing his limb like a hooked fish.

Pain vibrated through Zevander’s bones, and a cold numbing sensation crawled from his legs up into his chest, spreading across his lungs. His vision narrowed, the blackness on the fringes closing in.

Until, at last, he let it take him.
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Zevander frowned, clutching his throat where a phantom ache lingered. Memories curled around his mind like barbed vines.

Golden skin. A dark pit. Screams. Horrible screams. An enormous serpent. Vaelora’s terrified eyes.

He squeezed his own eyes shut, the tension burning in his face as he fought to unsee that final image lingering in his mind. Zevander shook his head, desperate to relieve himself of it, but it remained there, branded in his thoughts.

Her hand reaching out for him.

Help me.

His eyes shot open, and he inhaled a sharp breath. Distraction. He needed distraction. He lifted his gaze to the surroundings. Dark, almost black, cobblestone streets, sparsely populated with only a few villagers. Rain clouds looming overhead. A stretch of small shops at either side of the road, leading up to the town square and a stone fountain.

Caligorya, he suspected, but he saw no sign of Alastor. Perhaps he’d been slipped an elixir to have arrived without invitation.

Standing outside of a seamstress shop, the girl he recognized held a basket at the crook of her elbow, her long, midnight hair dancing over her shoulders. She carried herself with a mystical grace, reminiscent of the moon goddesses he’d studied back home, as if she’d stepped out from the pages of those sacred texts. Lunamiskza. The beautiful moon witch about whom he so often dreamed.

An overwhelming feeling of warmth surged through him, and he drew closer to her, desperate for that comforting embrace of familiarity she exuded. Zevander intended only to observe, to remain there for a while.

He couldn’t stand to imagine his reality.

No, it was safer in Caligorya.

With her.

A white cloth covered half the basket dangling from her arm, the other half peeled open, and she stared down toward whatever might’ve been inside, not bothering to look up at anyone passing by.

Curious, Zevander approached from behind, so close he caught a whiff of sweet citrus. He couldn’t recall many scents from Caligorya, but hers was distinct. Memorable. Like the fresh, ripe starshade fruit his mother sometimes brought home from the market. A strong citrus tempered by sweet vanilla that he used to devour.

Peering over her shoulder, Zevander caught sight of a book tucked inside the basket, the pages of which she held open before flipping to the next. He glanced toward an older woman, whose wrinkled face twisted to a grimace as she approached the girl.

The older woman offered a wide berth, stepping into the street, in an effort to avoid her, it seemed.

A gentle breeze caught the errant locks of shiny hair that caressed the girl’s delicate neck. So badly, he wanted to run them through his fingers, to feel the softness of her hair. Instead, he closed his eyes and inhaled her, wishing he could bottle that delicious scent. Lips mere inches from the column of her throat, he dared himself to whisper in her ear. To tell her she was the most magnificent creature he’d ever laid eyes on.

“Well, look what crawled out of the grave.”

Zevander turned toward a young girl who seemed roughly the same age as her, with light brown, almost sandy colored hair and blue eyes. A boy with similar features walked alongside her, a younger sibling, judging by appearance.

“The lorn,” she spat.

The dark-haired girl quickly covered her hidden book and turned to face them, her expression souring. “I’m in no mood today, Lilleven.”

“Awww, she’s in no mood today,” Lilleven said, turning to her brother, who sneered. “The lorn is having a bad day.” She glanced up toward the shop and back to her, eyes raking over her in appraisal. “What could you possibly want with the seamstress, when the only clothing you’re permitted to wear is the same ugly, black dress you’ve worn your whole life.”

She pressed her lips together. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m waiting on my sister.”

“Oh, yes, the village whore.”

Fists clenched, the girl stepped toward her. “Don’t talk about Aleysia that way.”

“Or what? You’ll turn me into a toad with one of your spells?”

“Why are you so detestable? What have I ever done to you, to earn your hateful attention?”

“You exist.” Lilleven hissed.

“Mother says she should’ve been left by the woods,” the boy beside her taunted, before dragging his tongue over the blue lollipop clutched in his hand. “We’d have been better off.”

“I think she should be burned,” Lilleven sneered.

“You do not want to know what I think of you, Lilleven.”

“Tell me, you wretched witch. Tell me what evil thoughts plague your mind, so my baby brother can hear how awful you are. So awful, not even your own mother wanted you.”

The raven-haired girl’s jaw shifted, as though she chewed on the wicked words. “I long to see you trampled by horses, you terrible beast!” She turned her back to the girl, likely to hide the tears that’d sprung to her eyes.

Zevander smiled at the satisfying visual. Yes, he longed to see that, too. The more he imagined it, the clearer the image grew in his mind.

A savage growl tore from Lilleven’s throat, and teeth bared, she lunged toward the girl. “You ugly witch!”

Zevander shot out his palm for the Aeryz glyph, and the impact knocked her backward, into the street. Shouts and screams drew his attention toward a carriage barreling toward her.

“Lilleven! Watch out!” her brother screamed.

The squelch of squished meat and crushed bone was a harrowing echo beneath the screams of townsfolk.

The rogue carriage, with its two massive horses, trampled the girl.

He glanced back at the other girl, whose face had turned a ghostly pallor, her eyes reminding him of the same fear he’d seen in Vaelora’s.

“What have you done, boy?” At the familiar voice, Zevander twisted around to see Alastor looking on. “What have you done!”

“Nothing. I did not lay hands on her.”

“No.” His lips twisted in disgust. “You imposed your will. You took a life. One must be given.”

“What do you mean, one must be given? It isn’t real. It’s a dream.”

“I told you not to come here without me.”

“I didn’t do it intentionally. Something brought me here.”

Alastor looked skyward, his lip curled back in disgust. “You will leave here. Now.”

“No. What happens to her?”

“Leave now!” Alastor threw out his palms, and a force struck his chest, hurling him into a black void.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
ZEVANDER
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Present …

The cobblestone road stretched on toward the temple, as Zevander trailed both Maevyth and Aleysia through the village. With a constant sweep of his gaze, back and forth, he maintained a vigilant watch for anything that might’ve charged at them from one of the abandoned shops at either side of the road. All was quiet and still.

Too still.

A heaping glob of white fell from the sky. On instinct, Zevander ground to a halt and reached for the dagger at his side, seconds before it splattered to the ground, only just missing him. When it occurred to him what it was, he snarled, looking upward at the enormous bird dragon that circled overhead. Muttering a curse, he released the dagger and kept on, imagining the size of the arrow he’d have needed to spear the surly shit-sack right out of the sky.

Aleysia interlocked her arm with Maevyth’s, shooting him a glance over her shoulder. One that, had he been more astute, he might’ve considered possessive in nature. Scowling, he turned his attention back to the task of watching for danger, ignoring the niggling instinct that neither Maevyth’s sister, nor the bird dragon, cared for him much.

Movement in his periphery brought him to another stop, and he trailed his gaze over the nearby chandlery, ears strained.

Once again, his hand drifted to the hilt of his blade, as a strange sensation prickled his spine, and he focused, searching for movement through the dark and broken windows.

“What is it?” Maevyth asked, pausing.

A quick glance toward the sky showed Raivox still circling over them. “Keep on to the temple. I’ll meet you there.”

“Zevander …” Maevyth stepped toward him, but seemed to quickly realize something was amiss, because she gave a nod and stepped back. “Okay.”

The two girls hustled toward an old cathedral, with pointed spires and flying buttresses, with the Corvugon following after them, offering a small measure of relief, in spite of Zevander’s dislike for the beast.

A crackling sound swung his attention back to the chandlery, and Zevander drew his sword, stepping lightly as he made his way toward it. Pressed against the edge of the building, he paused to listen again.

Nothing.

A flash of metal was the only warning before the business end of a sword flew toward him, and Zevander ducked just in time to avoid the lopping off of his head.

The blade clanged against the stony exterior, and Zevander drove his sword upward in a counterstrike. As if anticipating the move, the cloaked figure jumped backward, missing the attack.

Zevander recovered and parried another jab toward Theron, he presumed, who skirted it. Again, he missed, but pivoted quickly, when his opponent struck out again. “Who in seven hells taught you to sword-fight? An aging mule?”

The figure sneered and thrust his sword forward, failing to make contact with Zevander’s shoulder. “Was your mother, as I recall. Right before I fucked her senseless.”

Zevander growled and swung wide in a clash of steel with Theron’s sword. As his enemy parried another stab, Zevander quickly blocked and deflected with a kick to his chest, knocking him backward, into the chandlery’s lobby.

“Your insults are as weak as your riposte.” Zevander charged forward in a fast series of strikes, backing Theron toward the counter behind him, where he tumbled over to the other side. As Zevander came around for the attack, Theron leapt onto the countertop, his sword poised for the next strike.

“You can’t keep her safe. I will take her from you.”

“When I’m fucking dead. And while I breathe, you won’t come within arm’s reach of her.” Zevander swung wide and fast, grazing Theron’s calf just as he hopped into the air to avoid having his legs severed.

“Oh, I intend to come within arm’s reach. About the length of my cock, to be exact.” He let out a dark chuckle, and the very visual of that sent an oily, black rage pounding through Zevander’s veins. “I’ll have her virgin cunt stretched like a butterfly’s ass over a rain barrel.”

Zevander ground his teeth so hard, a jagged flash of light struck his skull. “You so much as lay one finger on her, and I’ll string you up by your ankles and gut you like a prized doe.” He lunged, jabbing his blade toward Theron’s thigh, but his opponent leapt into the air, landing on the ground on the opposite side of the counter.

“You always had a way with words, didn’t you? And what do you want with her, anyway? You could never love her properly. You can’t even stand her touch.”

“Silence yourself, or I’ll gladly unburden your mouth of its tongue.”

“It’s true. Tell me you don’t clench your teeth and long for your blade every time she draws a gentle hand across your flesh. Does it not bring back the memory of those abnormally soft hands? Does it not make you want to crawl right out of your skin and throttle her?”

Desperate not to engage, Zevander didn’t bother to respond, and instead drove his sword forward, frustrated when it clanged against Theron’s.

“You’ve convinced yourself that you desire her because she’s your mate. But if she knew the truth, she would find you revolting. She would know that you are utterly repulsed by her innocent curiosity. That you feel ashamed for what you did.”

“Enough.”

Theron raised his sword again, giving Zevander little time to round the toppled cart in the center of the room, before he thrust his sword toward him.

Zevander managed to sidestep the deadly strike, the tip of Theron’s blade streaking across his abdomen in an infuriating burn that had him clenching his teeth.

“Remember Vaelora? Sweet Vaelora. How easily you could’ve saved her…if only you’d have obeyed. That could’ve easily been your beloved mortal. Taken by vicious animals. Eaten alive. Because of you. Because of your pride.”

A roar of fury pounded through his chest, and he parried with a brutal, fast-paced attack. Metal clanged, their breathing hard and fast, as neither showed any sign of a weak spot.

Zevander drove Theron backward toward the front of the shop, pushing his opponent toward the broken window. One powerful kick sent Theron flying rearward through the glass, shattering loose the clinging shards that hung from the top of the frame. Zevander charged after him, ignoring a hot streak across his arm where a piece of glass had undoubtedly cut through his tunic.

Icy rain poured down from the sky, so cold, it kicked up vapor as it hit the cobblestones. Zevander hardly noticed the bone-chilling dampness of his tunic and cloak.

“I told you then…defiance is death.” Kicking backward on the ground, Theron held his sword up to block Zevander’s strike and chuckled. “Tell me, do you think she’ll survive the general’s pets, once Loyce gets ahold of her?”

Before he could stop it, he felt the stirring of his scorpions, the heat of the flame warming his skin. The larger scorpion on his back leapt out onto the cobblestone, and Theron’s eyes widened on seeing it. He kicked back again, stumbling to get to his feet.

The scorpion struck fast, its tail lodging into his old friend’s chest.

The sword he’d clutched clanked to the ground as he fell backward, panting hard through his nose. The metal stinger retracted, and exhausted, Zevander collapsed to his knees beside Theron.

“Loyce…will come for you.” Theron gave a weak chuckle and gurgled on a glob of blood that poured out of his mouth. “You don’t…deserve the mortal…or your…forced bond.”

His words bit into Zevander’s conscience, and he longed to drag his blade across the already dying bastard’s throat, for good measure. A thought struck him, and remorse clawed at his conscience with the realization that he might’ve been able to force a bond between Aleysia and Theron, for her to cross the Umbravale.

Wasn’t guaranteed, of course, but it would’ve given them one single option.

“Fuck,” he muttered, pushing back to his feet.

The scorpion scampered up his back, nestling itself back into his flesh.

“What a waste,” he said, sparing him one, long stare, before he stumbled toward the temple after Maevyth and Aleysia.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
KAZHIMYR
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“You want to tell me where you cunts skipped off to after The Becoming Ceremony?” Torryn poured wine into Kazhimyr’s glass, and as Morwenna passed behind him, she knocked the back of his head with her hand, sending the fluid splashing over the edge.

“Watch your mouth in my home, eh?”

Torryn rolled his shoulders back and frowned. “Apologies, Aunt Morwenna.”

Kazhimyr snorted, as the older, curvy woman took a seat at the end of the table, having cleared the last of supper, and kicked her boots up onto the table. While she wasn’t known for being demure and gracious, Kazhimyr had always appreciated and even admired her crude mannerisms—traits that’d earned her the reputation of a cranky beldame who boiled the bones of men.

Or so the rumors went.

Her husband, Grendel, was rumored to have died of questionable causes, which might’ve been believable if Kazhimyr hadn’t been privy to his abusive nature. He’d once seen Zevander step in front of the much bigger man, when he’d attempted to strike her. The older man had walked away with four broken fingers and a bruised ego.

Torryn cleared his throat and when Kazhimyr swung his attention that way again, his brow quirked expectantly. “You were about to tell me where you were.”

“Sat in a cell getting beaten and bloodied by Captain Zivant, while you were getting your beauty rest.”

Torryn’s brows lowered, his gaze shifting toward the plum of a bruise healing on Kazhimyr’s cheekbone. “Zivant did that?”

“Yeah. Looking for Dolion and Zevander. S’pose he’s occupied now that the king’s son has gone missing.”

“Missing, you say?” Morwenna sat forward, lighting a pipe. “Oh, that is a bad omen. Best we all have a bit of catallys claw to ward off any stewing of spirits.” Exceptionally superstitious, the old woman was known to dabble in darker magic on occasion, relying on spells and hexes, much like the Nilivir were forced to do without their blood magic. She didn’t shun the archaic practices, like most mancers. Didn’t shun the Nilivir, either. “Be right back.” Quickly shuffling out of the dining room, she nearly ran into Rykaia and Allura, the latter almost stealing Kazhimyr’s breath when he caught sight of her.

“Two of you missed supper,” Torryn said, his eyes always on Rykaia.

“I wasn’t hungry.” Rykaia plopped down two chairs away from Kazhimyr, and to his delight, Allura sat next to him.

“Neither was I,” the beautiful Elvyniran added. “Has anyone checked on Dolion?”

“Earlier. Seems he had another vision.” Kazhimyr sighed and sipped his wine. “Looks like we’ll be heading to Mortasia.”

Allura’s gaze shot to his, a troubled expression crinkling her brow. “The mortal lands?”

“Yes. My brother managed to rope himself into trouble again. And Maevyth.” Rykaia poured her own glass of wine, filling it to the brim. “The two of you return without her, and I’ll personally gut you open myself.” She leaned over the cup and slurped at the wine.

In spite of the smile on his face, Ravezio shook his head. “Why must you be so violent?”

“Because men have a tendency to forget important details. Such as, where they placed their swords. How to properly clean their bowls after supper.” She gestured with the glass of wine held loosely in her hand, not spilling a drop of it, to Kazhimyr’s surprise. “Where a woman’s most sensitive spots are during intimacy.”

“Ah, that’s low. I know all the sensitive spots. Even the ones you can’t reach by yourself, shaszha.” Ravezio winked and swept his tongue across his lips.

Beside him, Torryn issued a rough punch to his shoulder, and Ravezio grimaced, rubbing where he’d been hit.

“Was only playing.”

“Alright, who’s up for some catallys claw.” Aunt Morwenna carried a tray into the room, one of said claws caught between her teeth, as she placed the mugs down in front of each person at the table.

“Not in the mood for tea, thanks.” Torryn pushed it forward, lips crinkled.

“It isn’t tea, love. What’s in there will leave you ass up in the snow, if you drink too much.”

“Well, then.” Torryn raised his mug and tipped it back. “Catallys claw it is.”

“Now, wait a minute— how come you’re allowed to curse but we can’t?”

Morwenna slapped Ravezio upside the head. “Because I’m older, and I’ve earned the privilege. Now drink up.”

Lifting the mug for a sip himself, Kazhimyr paused when a dark figure flashed in his periphery. When he turned that way, it slipped into the wall of the adjacent room. Deimosi. A fear in the form of a shadow, left behind after death.

Aunt Morwenna slowly turned back around, the corner of her lips pulled into a smirk. “Looks like Uncle Grendel is active tonight.”

“How’d he die?” Ravezio asked.

“Accident. Damn shame,” Aunt Morwenna said and tipped back her mug for a drink.

“Was it, though, dear Auntie?” Amusement colored Rykaia’s tone as she stared back at her aunt. “Because I heard it was an ombrevor that did the job.”

Aunt Morwenna’s eyes narrowed. “You know what I forgot? A bit of flowerbark. Catallys claw always tastes better with flowerbark. Excuse me, will you?” She pushed up from the table and shuffled into the kitchen without another word.

A knowing smile lingered on Rykaia’s face.

“Ombrevor? What’s that?” Ravezio sniffed the tea and tipped it back, his face quickly souring at the awful flavor.

“In the old days, when someone sought to harm you, you could call upon a seer to summon the death spirit of the abuser’s future self,” Rykaia explained. “Their ombrevor. So, Aunt Morwenna may, or may not, have called upon the future death spirit of Uncle Grendel.”

As if emphasizing the point, the Deimosi darted overhead, slipping in and out of the walls.

“That makes no sense. Why would his death spirit be inclined to kill him?”

Rykaia shrugged and finished off the rest of her wine. “Vengeance for stupidity. Can’t change his fate, and as I understand, we’re all a bit regretful when we die. Particularly restless spirits that stay behind.”

“So, you call upon this future spirit, and…what?” In spite of his obvious distaste for the last sip he’d taken, Ravezio took another.

“He devours you. I’ve been told it’s the most traumatic and painful way to die.” Her gaze lifted toward the ceiling. “But Uncle Grendel was an awful man to her. So, as far as I’m concerned, he got what he deserved.” The Deimosi slipped into the adjacent wall and didn’t bother to appear again.

“I’ll not lie …” Everyone turned to where Morwenna stood in the doorway holding a jar of flowerbark. “This place gets lonely sometimes here by myself. Grendel was a mean codger, and I wouldn’t take him back for all the coin in Aethyria. But I do miss the sound of voices in this house. It’s nice having all this company.”
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Kazhimyr sat on the ledge of the opened window in his room, staring across the courtyard at Allura, who stood admiring the stars from her balcony. Personally, he couldn’t have cared less about the stars in the sky. They paled in comparison to her beauty. Unfortunately, academics fell into a much higher social class, revered by highbloods. Well out of his realm, but he enjoyed the view, at least.

When her gaze lowered to his and she smiled, Kazhimyr quickly looked away.

And in doing so, he noticed a dark figure lurking through the window in Dolion’s room, below hers. Kazhimyr leaned forward. Eyes focused. In his periphery, he saw Allura shift where she stood, but he didn’t dare take his eyes off the figure.

At the sound of breaking glass, Kazhimyr seized his blade as he raced from his room and around the curved corridor to the other side.

Pounding and clattering erupted through the door there, and he jiggled the lever. Locked. “Dolion!”

“What is this nonsense?” Aunt Morwenna approached, wearing a faded moon-patterned nightgown and a nightcap that failed to contain the nettled strands of hair haphazardly shoved into it. “Can’t get a damn bit of sleep!”

Shouts and more shattering glass upped Kazhimyr’s nerves. He wriggled the lever again and pounded on the door.

“You may need to take that door down, love.” Aunt Morwenna shook her head. “These old locks are like a well-seasoned woman. They aren’t made for gentle jiggling.”

A blood curdling scream from the other side sent Kazhimyr into a frenzy, and he slammed his shoulder into the wooden panel. “Dolion, open the door!” He slammed again, harder than before, but the damned thing wouldn’t budge.

“What in seven hells is going on?” Torryn asked, approaching the two from behind.

“You.” Aunt Morwenna pointed at him and gave a sharp nod. “Put some muscle into it. Break it, if you have to.”

The bigger Letalisz lifted his boot and hammered it into the door. Once. Twice. On the third kick, it swung wide, and as both of them stepped inside, Kazhimyr frantically scanned over the room.

Dolion stood pressed against the wall, his eyes fixated to the left, where a cloaked figure scrambled across the floor toward him. Behind the stranger, prowled a figure woven from gnarled branches and roots, each wrapped around a rotted skeletal form draped in moss. The sound of creaking wood marked its every move, followed by a scrape and thunk of its limbs.

Creak, scrape, thunk. Creak, scrape, thunk.

Its glowing eye sockets anchored on the stranger, and a roar crackled from its chest like trees riven by lightning. The beast swiped out a clawed hand, tearing the cloak of the stranger to shreds in one stroke, before yanking him backward. Smoke curled around the captured stranger, as if he’d tried to conceal himself, but it quickly dissipated.

“You cannot kill him, your magic is useless!” Dolion warned. “The victim cannot kill his own curse.”

“This isn’t my fucking curse!”

The voice was familiar, and Kazhimyr lurched forward, training his gaze on the man who’d spoken. When the cloaked figure turned around, Kazhimyr’s muscles tensed. “Dravien?”

His old traveling companion didn’t bother to look at him, his blade trained on the beast. “Get the hell away from me!”

Dolion chuckled. “Hell, indeed. He, er—you—probably crawled up from the very pits of Nethyria.”

“What is it?” Torryn asked beside Kazhimyr.

“That would be an ombrevor. Beautiful, isn’t he?” Morwenna’s lips stretched to a smile, as she stared back at the creature. “No worries, he won’t harm any of us. Only him.”

Dravien swiped with his dagger, severing one of the branches that grew out from the ombrevor’s bony shoulders and the back of its neck. As he scrambled backward, the ombrevor let out another roar and scampered on all fours toward him.

“As I said, once set into motion, you cannot kill this creature. No matter what you do, you cannot stop an ombrevor.”

Dravien climbed over the bed, the ombrevor chasing after him, knocking over the bedside table and firelamp.

“Should we do something?” Kazhimyr asked, watching the beast tear through the room after Dravien.

“Why should I?” Morwenna crossed her arms over her chest. “Bastard broke into my house. He’s lucky I didn’t find him first.” An object flew through the air, and as Morwenna stepped aside, a candelabra landed between them.

“Stop this thing!” Dravien screamed, when the ombrevor took hold of his leg and jerked him closer. “J’mil redrisz!”

“Are you certain of this?” Dolion asked.

“Yes! I’m certain!” Dravien clawed at the floor in a futile attempt to get away.

“As the occupant of the room you’ve invaded, I banish you!” Dolion called out, stepping toward the beast, and waved his finger, as if drawing something in the air. A strange glyph glimmered a pale blue, lingering in front of him.

The ombrevor swung around, looking back at Dolion with glowing, silver eyes. It gave one more snarl toward Dravien and scampered up the wall, before disappearing into the ceiling.

Still breathing hard, Dravien sat trembling, holding out his knife.

“What are you doing here?” Kazhimyr strode closer, flipping the knife in his hand for a quick jab, if necessary.

The Elvyniran lowered his blade and pushed to his feet. “It occurred to me we hadn’t discussed a meeting place.” He disappeared into black smoke, and Kazhimyr spun around in search of him. Dravien reappeared, his blade propped beneath Dolion’s chin. “I’m here for him. No one needs to get hurt.”

Behind him, the ombrevor appeared just outside the window, staring in on them like a dark shadow.

“All I need to do is say the word, allow him entry back into my home, and he’ll rip you apart, devour every inch of you, and leave nothing more than a pool of blood on the floor,” Morwenna warned. “Not even your vanishing trick will be quick enough. Trust me, I’ve a bit of experience with this.”

“How’d it get in, if it had to be invited first?” Torryn asked.

Arms crossed, Morwenna huffed. “They don’t need permission to enter. They need permission when banished, as Dolion so graciously offered the scheming little codsucker.”

“Let him go, or I’ll put a blade between your eyes,” Ravezio yanked two blades from the holster at his chest.

Dolion glanced down at the one propped below his chin and raised his hand. “He can’t kill me. In his culture, it is forbidden to kill, or bring harm upon, the man who saved his life. J’mil redrisz is Elvyniran for I surrender my life to you.”

“I wouldn’t put too much stock into folklore, old man,” Dravien gritted out, keeping his eyes on the surrounding Letalisz, sparing only a quick glance toward the window where the ombrevor kept watch.

“Do it, then. If you insist on killing me, slide that blade across my throat.”

Dravien sneered. “Begging to be slaughtered.” The sneer faded as his brows came together, and on a frustrated growl, he released the mage. “Fucking hell!” He ran his hand back and forth over his head, mussing his hair.

“Unless my Elvyniran is rusty, you owe me a favor.”

“A favor.” Dravien gave a bitter chuckle, shaking his head as he paced, glancing up toward the window. “That’s rich.”

“You’re going to escort my friends to the mortal lands.”

“Dolion …” Kazhimyr sailed a quick scowl back at Dravien before taking a step toward the mage. “Are you mad? Trust him, after he tried to kill you?”

“He’s harmless. Required to fulfill my wish. Failing to do so will result in a grave misfortune. Isn’t that right?”

Turning away, Dravien pressed his lips together.

“You will escort my friends, and help them find someone we’ve lost there.”

“Who would be asinine enough to visit the mortal lands?” Dravien muttered.

“He goes by the name of Zevander Rydainn.”

Dravien’s face ashened. “What did you say?”

“You know him?” Dolion’s brows pinched to a frown.

“Yeah, I know him.” He stared off, his face a mask of concern. “Tried to have him killed once.”

“Well, you won’t kill him this time. You will bring him and his companion home safely. Once you’ve accomplished this, your debt to me is fulfilled.”

Dravien glared back at the old mage. “You ask quite a bit from me, old man.”

“You tried to take my life. I’d say it’s tit for tat.”

“This was your intention all along, wasn’t it?” Kazhimyr growled, his hand resting on the hilt of his dagger, the urge to stab the bastard tingling his palm. “You befriended Ravezio and I to find Dolion. I knew there was something off about you.”

“Always trust your gut.” His taunting sneer only intensified Kazhimyr’s urges.

“My gut is telling me this idea is shit. Ravezio and I can find Zevander ourselves.”

“I promise you, he’s perfectly safe to travel with.” Hands behind his back, Dolion turned to Dravien. “Remind me again what happens when you break your oath?”

The Elvyniran didn’t answer at first.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

He looked away. “An unfortunate tragedy befalls us.”

“Yes. What a shame that would be, if you betrayed me.”

“Who hired you?” Torryn asked from behind.

Dravien shrugged, his insouciance grating on Kazhimyr. “Can’t recall.”

“Perhaps opening that window will jog your memory?” When he didn’t answer, Kazhimyr strode toward it.

“Loyce! General Loyce hired me.”

Dolion groaned, scratching at his overgrown beard. “Unfortunately, it makes sense. And all the more reason to find Zevander and Maevyth. I’m certain the general will be after her next, if her interest is the septomir.”

“Then, it’s true.” Dravien swung his attention back to Dolion. “You do possess six of the seven stones.”

“Whether I do, or do not, is inconsequential to you now. You have a new mission. How wonderful for you!”

The loathing on his face brought a smile of satisfaction to Kazhimyr’s. “And what am I to do about that curse?” Dravien pointed toward the window, where the ombrevor still peered in, watching him.

“Any idea who may have summoned it?” Aunt Morwenna asked.

Dravien sighed. “Yeah.”

“Your mother?” Ravezio taunted.

“No, pissrag. The woman I bedded last night.”

“Ooh. That bad, huh?” Aunt Morwenna tipped her head, wearing a sympathetic expression. “S’all right, love, we can’t all be skilled when it comes to that.”

Dravien rolled his eyes. “I stole a locket of vivicantem.”

Dolion held out his palm toward the man and flicked his fingers.

Groaning, Dravien reached into his pocket and yanked out the locket. The monster outside let out a wild roar, and he flinched, quickly depositing the necklace into Dolion’s palm.

The old mage crossed the room toward the window and unlatched it. He dangled the necklace over the creature’s bony palm. “Un’det complisz.”

Snarling, the beast closed its claws around it and scampered off.

Dolion turned around. “Your debt has been paid.”

“That’s all it wanted? I could’ve handed it over myself and paid the debt without surrendering my soul to you cunts.”

“Not exactly. It would’ve eaten you regardless. Whereas, I’m a seer, which means I possess the power to call off a summons.”

Dravien dragged a hand down his face. “So, when are you heading out for the mortal lands?”

It still ground at Kazhimyr’s bones that he’d be forced to travel with him. “First light. Don’t be late.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
ZEVANDER
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Past …

The quiet clank of chains echoed through the damp cell, where Zevander’s battered body hung limp from his binds like a broken marionette. Arms numb, the agony of each shallow breath rippled through his bruised and aching ribs. Wrists raw from his manacles, he ignored the biting sting of peeling skin each time he lost his footing, his muscles weak from dehydration, starved of food.

Punishment for having killed one of General Loyce’s beloved pets.

He couldn’t say for how many days he’d endured her wrath, seeing as the sunlight never touched the cold, gray stones of his cell. Only shadows, and the kind of chill that wrapped itself around his bones. She’d carved her loathing into his flesh with hot Venetox steel, ensuring that his scars remained, then left him to hang there bleeding out of his wounds.

In silence and suffering. Darkness and pain.

And those screams.

When they’d pulled him out of that pit and brought him back to consciousness, Loyce had forced him to listen to Vaelora’s distant screams. The gut-wrenching sound had gone on for hours.

Even still, he could hear her in his mind. Screaming for her brother.

Zevander let out a shuddering breath, as fresh panic wound through him all over again.

Eyes swollen from too many strikes to his face, he stared across the suffocating darkness, and from the corner of his dank cell, he watched an obscure figure with long, blond hair crawl toward him, her movements abnormally abrupt and unsettling. What were once pale green eyes had blackened to something Zevander couldn’t bring himself to look upon.

“You…let them…take me.” The deep raspy tone of Vaelora’s voice carried a malevolent edge that didn’t match the girl’s usually melodic timbre. “You let them take me!”

Desperate to banish her accusing words from his ears, he shook his head, a cold branching sensation crawling over his chest.

Not real.

“Look at me!” Her screams grew louder, a deafening sound that punctured his soul.

He slammed his head against the stones, and jolts of pain shot to his temples like lightning.

Get out of my head. Get out of my head!

The screams faded, but he didn’t dare open his eyes to the emptiness once again. That vacuous solitude was worse than any torture he’d suffered.

The first few days, he’d met each powerful blow, each slice of their blades, with unflinching defiance, but as time wore on, and his mind tormented him with the stages of Vaelora’s suffering, he became hollow. A shell of himself. He no longer had the strength to keep the darkness locked away.

It washed over him like a black squall, and he was ready to let it take him under.

He needed only to whisper for death, as near as he stood to that fragile threshold.

“Angel.” The much softer voice emerged from the silence.

He opened his eyes, and a warmth he didn’t recognize in this place bloomed in his chest, as the sight of her swallowed the pain.

Her.

He took in her long, black hair, cascading over her shoulders like a liquid shadow. Pale, luminous skin, kissed by the moon. Winter-gray eyes that reminded him of home. Bathed in an ethereal light, she smiled back at him, like an apology from the gods. A gift he clutched tightly inside his mind.

“Why do you suffer?” That voice, so unbearably kind and gentle, nearly broke him.

He opened his mouth to answer, his throat too raw and dry from thirst. How was she here, in this hell?

“Are you…real?” he asked, his voice strained and rough. Through swollen eyes, he glanced around, only to find the same damp, stone walls as before—no indication that he’d slipped into Caligorya.

She smiled and reached out a delicate hand to stroke his cheek. “I’m here.”

Zevander nearly collapsed from the warmth, and were his hands not shackled, he’d have held her there, letting it seep to the depth of his bones. “I waited…to see you…again.” Air wheezed in his lungs, like the rattle of coins in a tin cup. “One last time…for you.”

Sorrow flickered in her eyes, and she cradled his scarred and mangled face in her hand. “You cannot give up, Angel. You must fight a little longer.”

“I have…no fight…left.” Shame chewed at him with the confession.

“You do. Beneath your suffering lives a flame that cannot be extinguished. A strength that will not break. This pain is temporary, but what burns within you is everlasting.”

Zevander lowered his head, jaw clenched as he held back tears. “The pain…is all there is.”

“Then, embrace it. Do not let it consume you. Bend, if you must. And fight. Until they’ve taken all but your breath.” A phantom kiss on his forehead brought his attention back to her, and like a fading star, she vanished.

The warmth turned to cold and darkness swallowed the light.

He didn’t even know her name. He only knew her as the lorn.

Nothing more than a dream.

A shadow flickered on the edge of his vision, and Zevander snapped his gaze toward where a Golvyn scampered across the room, hiding itself in the shadows.

“Would you mind…fetching some…water?” Zevander’s voice had grown rougher, more gravelly. He hadn’t noticed the gnawing hunger in his stomach so much as the water that’d been withheld. “Please, Golvyn.”

Tiny hands held clasped in front of him, the Golvyn stepped into a beam of flickering light cast from a distant torch outside the cell. “Most wish to kill my kind on seeing us.”

“I grew up…with a Golvyn. I don’t…feel any malice…toward you.”

The Golvyn turned toward the bars of the cell, outside of which a bucket of water sat. He skittered across the cell on all fours, toward it, and lifted the ladle hooked to its edge. What Golvyns lacked in size, they made up for in strength, and he managed to awkwardly dip the ladle’s bowl into the bucket. Water splashed over the edge of the ladle when he raised it over his head and carried it through the bars of the cell. Tiny clawed nails scampered over Zevander’s skin, as the Golvyn climbed the length of his body and perched himself in the crook of his arm and shoulder. He tilted the ladle toward Zevander’s mouth.

Zevander eagerly sipped the warm fluid, not even caring that it stank like rotten eggs. The fluids sank into the cracks of his dry lips, and he drank every drop.

Once he’d finished, the Golvyn climbed back down his body.

“Thank you.”

The rat-like figure gave a nod. “Food is hard to come by, or I’d share.”

“I understand,” Zevander said weakly. He’d already begun to suffer the hallucinations of too little vivicantem. Had already seen visions of Vaelora. Two nights ago, it had been his father who’d chided him, for allowing him to die. He couldn’t stand to see them anymore.

His head fell forward, the wet and matted strands of his hair tickling his mutilated face. For how much longer could he fight? How much more could his body withstand? Days? Hours? Minutes? When would he finally break?

The creak of his cell door hardly churned much reaction out of him anymore. Pain was inevitable with each visit. Expecting anything else was a cruel madness he didn’t dare to entertain.

Zevander kept his head forward, not bothering to give her the respect she demanded. Her black boots scraped across the concrete floor as she drew closer, another set of boots trailing behind hers, both of them coming to a stop just shy of where he swayed on his feet.

“Beg for mercy. And I shall grant it.” Her voice, deceptively kind, crawled beneath his skin like venomous snakes.

A weak chuckle beat through his chest, the ache in his jaw flaring anew. “I’d sooner waste my breath…commanding the same of you…than give you the satisfaction.”

“You long for death. Is that it?”

“I long for any place where I no longer have to hear your fucking voice.”

“No one escapes me. Not even in death. Now, tell me, who devised this plan? I know it wasn’t you, which is why you’re still alive.”

“You think so little of me, is that it?” Zevander sneered.

“I could have bound your arms and thrown you back into that pit. Watched my precious pets ravage you. But that would’ve been far too quick. Too easy.” She held out her palm, opening it to show a curved, gold bar, with golden beads at each end. “Years ago, I traveled to the far reaches of Eremicia and came upon a small village there, where young men were put through trials, to the death. Each trial they survived was celebrated with a piercing to their cocks. A painful procedure, but a reminder of their victory. Their manhood. The more piercings, the more victories, the more respect they earned. I found it fascinating.”

“Of course you did.”

“Today will mark your first victory of survival. And every decade, you will be given a new piercing.” She handed the metal bar to the person behind her, who strode up to Zevander, rounded his body, and took hold of his injured ribs.

Zevander let out a grunt, as the man urged him upright, to his mutilated feet. “Not surprising you’d make a bastard mockery of your story.”

“I call it inspiration. Each piercing will come with an enchantment. A promise that you will carry to the afterlife. After tonight, you will never know pleasure without pain. Love without suffering. You continue to defy me, but this is when I take everything from you.”

The man at his back yanked down the tattered loincloth Zevander had worn since the bacchanal, leaving him completely exposed.

And once again, he braced for the agony.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
ZEVANDER
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“Iinvited you back,” Alastor said, as Zevander opened his eyes to find himself standing in the center of the village where he’d last watched a girl get trampled by horses. “I need to show you the consequences of your actions.”

A cold sensation twisted in Zevander’s stomach, as he followed his cloaked mentor toward the enormous cathedral with the red doors. Once inside, he led him through a maze of corridors, to a dark stairwell that descended into shadows.

It was when they reached the bottom of the staircase that he could hear her screams.

Zevander’s muscles tensed, his heart hammering in his chest as they approached a door with a small iron hatch at its center, which Alastor opened.

With a wave of his hand, Alastor urged him to peer in, and Zevander stepped toward the door, looking in on a small cell, much like the one he’d been locked inside. In the corner, burned a brazier that illuminated every face, including the girl’s beautiful profile. She sat on a stool, holding the front of her dress to her chest, her long, raven locks freshly shorn to black stubble, her flesh marred with glistening wounds.

“Sacton Crain.” A woman garbed in red gestured to a tall, slim man with a gaunt face. “This is Lord Eldric Holloway. He is known all over Mortasia for his witch pricking skills. If the girl possesses the Devil’s mark, he will find it.”

“Excellent.” The portly man he’d remembered from his first visit in Caligorya, in the temple, when he’d first felt the man’s animosity toward the girl, stared back at her without a sliver of empathy. “I look forward to laying this to rest. Lilleven’s brother claims he heard the girl wish for his sister’s death by trampling. If that isn’t bad enough, there were three ravens spotted flying overhead when it happened. In my mind there is no greater proof, but some in the village have insisted on it. Therefore, you have my full confidence, Lord Holloway.”

“Thank you, Your Excellency.” The man’s voice, like metal on whetstone, grated on Zevander’s nerves. “I’d like to begin.”

“Of course.”

From the table beside him, where a number of sharp tools sat out on display, he lifted a long, slender, needle-like tool with a black iron shaft and unusual symbols carved into the hilt of it. The strange man’s slow, deliberate movement set Zevander’s teeth on edge.

Positioning himself in front of her, the one named Sacton Crain stretched his fist toward the girl, and from it, dangled a chain bearing the same unusual cross she wore at her throat. One whose crosspiece looked like the bony wings of a fierce creature. He whispered hasty words of prayer, forcing the cross in her face every time she looked away from it.

The girl shook where she sat and let out a quiet whimper, as the gaunt man approached her from behind. He twisted the tool in his hand, then jabbed it into her back.

A scream ricocheted off the walls, and Zevander’s muscles jerked and trembled with a rush of adrenaline, watching her break into a sob. He’d heard many screams in his life, from the sound of his mother wailing, as he was dragged away on the day he’d been sent to the prison, to cries of grown men suffering in the mines, and the dying gasps of men whose lives he’d ended abruptly.

But her scream was different. It burrowed in his chest like a jagged knife, cutting him deep and cruelly. The man withdrew the tool and jabbed her again in another spot, and again she screamed, blood trickling down her skin and dripping onto the floor.

He made three, quick consecutive jabs, and she twitched, sobbing into her dress.

“Please,” she cried.

Crystals of ice moved through Zevander’s veins, his body locked, as her scream merged with the memory of his own. “Stop this.” Zevander flattened his palms against the door, his muscles tense and wired, eyes burning with pure rage.

“When you take a life in Caligorya, balance must be restored. You did this. And she will suffer for it.”

Another rough jab of the pricking tool, and she cried out at a higher pitch than the last.

Zevander crushed his eyes shut and inhaled through his nose to steady his breaths.

She screamed again.

Again.

Each scream marked a new wound in her flesh and tore at the old scars that covered his own body, where the unbearable pain flared once again. Every plea echoed one of his own. “Enough of this. If it’s a lesson you wish to teach, you’ve made your point.”

“They will not stop until she bleeds to death. They will prove that she is a witch.”

Another gut-wrenching outcry filled his head, and he opened his eyes to see two men holding her arms outstretched, her dress fallen to reveal her bare breasts, while the witch pricker made his way down one of her arms.

Stabbing.

Stabbing.

Stabbing.

Zevander’s body shook, his mind spiraling into the moments during his own abuses when he’d felt helpless. Weak. He gnashed his teeth as the fury gurgled inside of him. He could save her. In this world, he possessed an unmatched power.

Make it stop.

“Enough!” Zevander pounded his fist against the door, and all eyes in the room turned to him.

“Angel?” he heard the girl ask through tears. “Is that you, Angel?”

“Do not answer her. You will only make it worse,” Alastor warned.

And Zevander wanted to make it worse. So much worse, but not for her. Her pain was his own. He yearned for fury and chaos, to flay the skin of every man in that room who’d laid hands on her.

His pulse roared in his ears, his hands burning with wrath and violence.

“If you take another life, the gods will punish you.”

“Let them,” he growled. “I will burn them all. I will set fire to every one of them!”

“And your mother? Your sister? Would you have them punished for your foolishness?”

Zevander let out a shaky exhale and pressed his forehead to the door. “How can one man contain so much rage? I am brimming with it.”

“Use it. Channel that rage into your power. Make it stronger. Give it teeth. And I promise you, one day you will have your vengeance. Your wrath will know no bounds. And every soul who has ever harmed you will suffer.”

“Keep on.” Sacton Crain waved his hand, urging the witch pricker to resume his torture. “She bears the mark somewhere. I want it found. The girl speaks with demons, claiming they’re angels!”

Zevander focused on his face in particular. Every detail of it, every line and wrinkle committed to memory. Should the gods decide, and the visions he’d seen come to pass, he would find Sacton Crain.

And he would make the man pay for her suffering.

“Shall we resume our training?”

Alastor’s voice was nothing more than a distant sound beneath the violent dreams dancing through his head. Zevander gnashed his teeth and placed his hand against the door. As the heat warmed his palm, threatening his vicious flame, a firm grip on his shoulder broke his concentration.

“Nothing would be more damning to her than a door bursting into flames of its own will. Be reminded, none of this has yet come to pass. The gods will decide how she suffers.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
MAEVYTH
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Present …

The ominous red doors of the temple stood just a short distance off, as Aleysia and I made our way through the vine-covered galilee porch, shivering from the frigid rain that soaked our dresses. Dread curled in my stomach. Visits to the temple had never been pleasant, and I’d associated those red doors with hostility.

Exclusion. Rejection. Pain.

I couldn’t think about that, though, not when we so desperately needed shelter.

One hard push against the doors failed to open them, and frowning, I rattled it harder.

Aleysia groaned and fished one of the pins from her hair, before kneeling at the level of the lock.

Awestruck, I watched her slip the pin inside and stare off, while she wriggled it around.

Scowling, she shifted and jerked her hand. “You stubborn thing!”

“What, exactly, are you doing?” I asked.

“Almost…got it.” The lock clicked, and she smiled. “There we go.”

Mouth hung wide, I frowned. “How did you learn to do that?”

“Uncle Riftyn showed me.”

“I won’t ask why.”

“Probably a good idea,” she said, pushing the doors open on the vast belly of the temple—the nave that stretched toward the altar, where the ghostly silhouette of The Red God loomed like a terrifying spectral in the dark. “Unnerving, isn’t it?”

“Definitely isn’t my idea of comfort, that’s for sure.”

“Well, go on, then. I’m certainly not going first.”

“Of course not.” Rolling my eyes, I stepped ahead of her, and a rush of cold intensified the chill dancing across my bones, as I trailed my gaze over the dark, empty space that once held an entire village. “We need to do a sweep, and then light a fire.”

“I can’t see a thing. How are we expected to search for anything?”

I knew there were a few oil lamps tucked in the cupboard of the altar, ones Sacton Crain had often used in his services. “Stay here,” I whispered and tiptoed my way down the aisle, past the dark pews—perfect little hiding places for anything that wished to attack. Every muscle in my body had gone rigid, my breaths shallow as I navigated through the dark, silently praying that those locked doors had kept out everything—including mice. I hadn’t realized how utterly terrifying The Red God appeared, with his glowing red gaze, until right then, as he stared down at me, and I glanced away at the first thought that those menacing eyes were watching me.

Once past the pews, I shuffled quickly around the stone altar to the cupboards on the other side of it. With only the moon’s light, I patted around for the red oil lamps, and grabbed two of them by their long, skinny chains, along with the oil that Sacton Crain had always claimed was made from the sacred vespervine berry that The Red God had survived on during the ancient blight.

All those silly anecdotes, now meaningless and nearly forgotten. Nothing more than vaporous words of the past.

After filling the red vessels with oil, and lighting the wicks with a flint striker that’d been left on the altar, I carried both lamps back toward Aleysia, pausing only a moment to observe where someone had painted The Decimation is upon us on the walls.

Aleysia and I searched through all of the pews, the altar, the sacristy. There was no sign of the creatures anywhere. We made our way up the winding staircase to the dormitories on the upper level. Far from simple, each of the first few rooms were decorated in the finest furniture and tapestries, but one room, in particular, stood out for its excessive and grotesquely rich decor that I imagined would’ve been fit for a king.

A fireplace stood off to one side of the room, with a cast-iron pot that reminded me of a cauldron. Likely used to warm the water for the black iron tub sitting in front of it, perhaps the largest tub I’d ever seen. Undoubtedly, I’d found Sacton Crain’s sleeping quarters.

And I wouldn’t have been half as troubled, had he not bellyached so often about how little the village paid in tithes.

“So much for caring for the poor,” I grumbled, kneeling to look under the four-post bed. Nothing there. I searched the armoire, the dresser, the small, enclosed toilet that reminded me of a fancy indoor outhouse. No sign of humans, or spiders.

A door on the other side of the armoire caught my attention. I slowly turned the gold knob, which opened on a narrow closet, where manacles hung from the ceiling and two braided whips decorated the wall. Horror curled through my blood, as I imagined their purpose, and I quickly closed the door, squeezing my eyes shut to banish those visuals from my thoughts.

Hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I sensed a presence in the room. I turned, raising the lamp, only to find Zevander standing in the doorway, completely soaked. His damp hair shielded his eyes and face, as he stood leaning against the doorframe.

“Zevander?”

The moment I said his name, he stumbled forward, catching himself on a nearby chair.

I dashed across the room toward him, helping him settle into the seat. Having placed the lamp on the floor, I removed his sopping wet cloak and noticed blood trickling out of wounds on both his arm and his abdomen. “What happened?”

He didn’t answer me, his silence prompting me to look up, and when I brushed the wet strands back from his face, I gasped. The tiny black veins branching out from his scar had widened their stretch upward, toward his eye and across his temple, disappearing into his hairline.

He angled his face toward the shadows, hiding it from me.

“All bedrooms have been properly swept with no sign of excessive spiders,” Aleysia interrupted, her voice an annoyance to the worry stirring in my gut.

“Good. Choose a room for yourself,” I answered, dismissively.

“Is everything all right?”

“Yes. It’s fine.”

“Right. I’m going to see if I can scrounge some food from the kitchen. I’m starving.”

“Wonderful.” Once she’d shuffled off, I turned my attention back to Zevander, who continued to shield his face. “You’re bleeding. What happened?”

As if snapped from his trance, he sighed and sat back in the chair. “Theron.”

“He’s following us?”

“Was following us. He’s no longer present tense. However, I am a little frustrated about that.”

I was relieved to hear him speaking in his normal tone. “Why?”

“Because, at the very least, he might’ve been an option for Aleysia.”

“You’re talking about a blood bond to cross?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t bother to respond to that. My mind was still in chaos where Aleysia was concerned, but less so than his injuries and the worrisome spread of those black veins. “May I look at your wound?”

Sighing, he nodded and hooked his fingers beneath the hem of his tunic, the two of us lifting it over his head. While the cut to his stomach appeared to be more superficial, the gouge in his arm had me a bit more concerned. “This is going to have to be cleaned. And sewn.”

“You have experience with sewing wounds?”

“Not wounds, but I do have experience hemming dresses that needed to last more than a year. I know how to use a needle and thread. Thicker fabric, is all.” Careful not to get my fingers too close to the edges, I pinched the wound together, and more blood oozed out of it. When I let go, I realized the depth of it once the blood had cleared away. “And a lot of blood.” My voice faltered on the last word, and I swallowed back the rising acids in my throat.

“I’m going to make this easy on you, then.” Zevander raised his palm toward the fireplace, and at first, his face twisted, as if he was in pain, his arm shaking as he held it outstretched. He lowered it, slowly exhaled, and raised his palm again. A narrow beam of black flame shot out from his palm, striking the logs stacked inside the fireplace, which blazed into a roaring flame. “Grab the iron, get it hot.”

My throat tightened. “Are you asking me to burn your wound?”

“I am.”

Glancing at the gaping crevice again, I cleared my throat of the nausea that toyed with my tonsils. “I don’t know if I can do that. The very thought …”

“Then, I’ll do it. If you wouldn’t mind getting the iron hot.”

Exhaling a shaky breath, I pushed to my feet and grabbed the fire iron from the rack beside the fireplace. I set it down in the flame, feeling all the more sick as the point gave off a bright violet glow. While it heated, I rifled through one of the drawers of the armoire in search of a rag that I could use to lift it out of the flame without scalding my hand.

A loud sizzling sound brought my attention snapping back toward the fireplace, where Zevander stood, holding the iron to his stomach. Jaw tight, he let out a grunt and groan that strangely sounded more pleasured than pained, as the metal scorched his flesh.

“Oh, my god, why would you attempt to do that yourself?” I stepped cautiously toward him, wanting him to stop, but not wanting to get too close, at the same time.

He pulled the metal from his stomach and placed it on his shoulder, inciting another crackle of flesh. Eyes on mine, his lips pulled to a smirk as he seared his gash, before tossing the iron back into the fireplace. “Cleaned and sealed,” he said.

I examined the wounds that had already come together in a line of raw, angry flesh that glistened. “Is it a mancer ability to heal so quickly?”

“Ordinarily, I’d heal much quicker, but the lack of vivicantem slows everything down. Weakens it.”

I gripped his arm to look at the wound on his shoulder, and the unnatural chill of his skin tightened my brows. “You’re cold.”

“I just walked in the rain in the middle of winter.”

“Of course.” Except, I had witnessed him, a time, or two, standing at the forest without a shirt, and his skin had been nowhere near as cold. “Let me draw you a bath. You’re covered in blood.”

“I have to keep watch.”

Groaning, I crossed the room toward the window and peered out to see Raivox perched on a nearby balcony beneath a stony overhang that kept the rain off of him. “I think we’re covered for now.”

Zevander strode up alongside me, as if he needed to see for himself, and sighed. “I suppose a bath wouldn’t hurt. It’s been a while.”

Lingering at the window a moment longer, I puzzled out why Raivox had chosen to remain. While, on one hand, I loved the safety of having him close, on the other, I knew him to be a creature of instinct. Protective.

Was it Aleysia that stirred his guarding behavior? Zevander?

Or something else entirely?

The chill leaking through the window urged me back toward the fireplace, and I lifted the lever fastened to the stone wall beside it, which gurgled and creaked as water filtered out of a stone spout, into the cauldron on a hot sizzle. Curls of steam rose up over top of the cauldron while I pumped away, filling it with fresh water.

I gathered the oversized blanket from the bed and dragged it toward the fireplace, depositing it on the floor. “Sit here by the fire and warm yourself while the water heats.”

“I’m fine. I’m not as delicate as I look.” His comment brought a smile to my face.

“No. You’re not. But for once, could you let me feel useful?”

He quirked a brow, and the most atrociously handsome smirk played on his lips. Without further argument, he lowered himself to the blankets and rested his elbows on his bent knees. “Happy?”

“Very. I’m going to light a fire in Aleysia’s room. And…mine.”

Lips pressed together, he slowly nodded, wearing a look of disappointment.

From the wall, I lifted one of the stone sconces and knelt in front of the fireplace to light the small bit of kindling at the top of it, then carried it like a torch out of the room. My heart pounded in my chest, while the longing to lay with him, soothe him, pulled at my hair, beckoning me back to his room, but I kept on.

Aleysia hadn’t yet returned from the kitchen, but I could hear the distant sounds of her cursing and rifling through drawers, clanging pans and silverware.

I lit the fireplace in the room across the hall for her, then headed to the room adjacent to Zevander’s. A cold breeze danced over my feet before I’d even opened the door, and when I stepped inside, the temperature nearly stole my breath. The windows had been knocked out, the curtains blowing in the breeze as rain pattered across the stony floor. “Absolutely not this room,” I muttered to myself.

After closing the door, I made my way farther down the hallway to the next room, opening it to find much smaller and simpler quarters. Perhaps the subordinate clergy rooms, which held nothing more than a simple cot and a much smaller fireplace. “It’ll do for the night.”

I crossed the small space toward the fireplace, but paused mid-step at the sound of a hoo-hoo-hoo at my back. Slowly turning around brought two glowing eyes staring down at me from the rafters there. I gasped and lifted the torch to find an owl perched on the wooden beams overhead. How he’d gotten inside, I didn’t know, seeing as the window and door were both closed. Instead of pondering it too long, I exhaled a shaky breath and tiptoed back toward the corridor, closing the door behind me.

I’d just have to share a room with Aleysia. Her bed would easily fit the both of us, anyway.

I told myself the decision had nothing to do with how the corridor seemed colder and darker, the further I went.

I ambled quickly back to Aleysia’s room and found her sitting in front of the fireplace with palms outstretched.

She twisted around, regarding me with a frown. “Not a single speck of food. Place must’ve been entirely ransacked. I’m just going to bed at this point. It’s the only way to keep my mind off the incessant grumble in my stomach.”

“Mind if I share a room with you?”

Her brows furrowed deeper. “Are the two of you not …”

“We’re not. I mean, we are, but. Not.”

“Oh, good grief, Maeve. You’re ridiculous. Just sleep in his bed.”

“Are you refusing to let me share a room with you?”

“What if I am?”

I rolled my shoulders back. “That would be incredibly rude.”

She snorted a laugh. “Then, share a room with me, if you’re so insistent. I’m too hungry to argue.”

“Thank you.” I stepped inside, noting the bed was a little smaller than I’d originally visualized, but good enough. We’d slept beside each other on a much smaller bed before, though Aleysia had a tendency to flop around quite a bit.

Like Sacton Crain’s room, this one, which must’ve belonged to the head Red Veil, boasted a beautifully carved stone fireplace and a tub. However the small closet held only robes and shifts.

As hesitant as I was to change out of my dress, on the chance that something happened in the middle of the night, it was still soaked. From beside the closet, I tugged an iron rack closer to the fireplace and slipped out of the clingy garments, grateful when the blazing heat touched my bare skin, as I hung my wet clothes on the rack.

A prickling sensation at my hand reminded me of the strange, scaled glove there, and its sharp metallic nails caught the firelight as I held it out in front of me.

“That is positively revolting,” Aleysia said, while I continued to examine the finer details in the light.

“I just wish I knew what purpose it served. Or if it was harmful in any way.”

“I can’t begin to imagine.”

Sighing, I lowered my hand and kept on with my undressing. The rain had soaked the damned cammyck, and as I peeled it away, an echo of my annoyance from earlier flared as I was reminded of its open crotch. I quickly changed into one of the shifts, swimming in the much larger garment.

Aleysia sat chewing on her nails as I passed her to the bed.

“They won’t make much of a meal, you know.” I peeled back the thick, velvet blanket on the bed, and a small spider scampered across the mattress. I slapped my hand over my mouth, smothering a quiet squeal, and carefully reached for one of the decorative pillows that lay within reach. A quick smack of the pillow sent the spider scampering away over the edge.

“Was it one of them?”

“It isn’t getting bigger. Or coming after us.” To be sure, I rounded the bed to the other side, and on finding no sign of it, I yanked away the blanket in search of more. “Looks to be the only one. Perhaps just a simple spider.”

“I never imagined I’d be relieved to hear you say that.” She also slipped out of her dress, swapping it for one of the shifts in the closet, the action exposing the marking on her torso.

Both of us climbed into the bed beside each other.

Only the crackling of the fireplace filled the room, as I lay staring up at the ceiling. “Aleysia…have you not noticed the black veins on your body?”

“Have you not noticed the black veins on your lover’s face?”

“He’s not my lover.”

“Do you love him?”

“I don’t know,” I said, a bit more defensively than intended.

“You don’t know if you love him? Or, you don’t know because you’ve never been in love?”

“I hardly know him.”

“You don’t have to know every detail of a person’s life to decide you give a damn about them. Answer this…if he were to fall prey to one of those spiders and you lost him, how would you feel?”

I thought back to the day when we’d trained and Zevander had gotten trapped beneath one. How much I’d panicked at the thought of it hurting him. “Devastated.”

“Then, it’s settled. You love him.”

“Don’t you think love is just a bit impractical, given our circumstances?”

“I think love is more important now than ever before. Love is what grounds us. Gives us hope. It reminds us that, even when the world is slowly crumbling away, love is everlasting. But what do I know? I’ve always been impractically in love.”

There had been times over the last few days when I questioned whether, or not, the sister I knew was still inside of her somewhere. This was one of the times I was certain of it.

Beneath the covers, I gathered her hand in mine and smiled when I felt her gaze turn toward me. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too. Perhaps you should go check on him? He’s awfully quiet.”

“You think he should be making a clamor in there?” I joked, but in truth, Zevander’s silence had come to be concerning to me, also. It was usually the times he was most quiet that he slipped into his head.

“Maeve, go check on him.”

I wanted to. Desperately. But I didn’t trust myself around him. With Aleysia having awakened, and having had no luck finding the vivicantem at Moros’s, I was more uncertain than ever. The likelihood of him having to return to Aethyria alone loomed over me. “You just want the bed to yourself, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me about the black veins on your torso,” I said, ignoring her response. “Where did they come from?”

“I don’t know. I probably picked something up from that old witch’s house.” She rolled away from me, tugging on the covers. “I’m too exhausted to talk. And far too hungry to patiently wade through your questions tonight.”

“Fine. For now.” I turned over to face the closed door, my mind wandering back to our conversation, all while the ongoing silence from his room stirred my worry.

Go check on him.
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After a moment more, nibbling on my bottom lip, I threw back the covers and tiptoed toward the door. The corridor stood quiet and empty, lit only by the fireplace behind me, and darkened the moment I shut Aleysia’s door. I crept toward Zevander’s room, each step no more than a whisper of sound, and placed my ear against the thick wood.

Not a single peep bled through.

He could’ve been asleep.

I rapped softly.

Nothing.

That alone concerned me. Aside from the moments when I’d found him entranced, he’d always been attuned to sounds, no matter how quiet.

I carefully opened the door and, peering inside, I found him sitting in the tub, his hands clutching either side of it, body trembling. It seemed he’d managed to scrounge candles that’d he’d placed around the floor, their soft flickering shadows dancing over his skin.

“Zevander?” I inched closer with cautious steps, not wanting to startle him, and quietly knelt alongside the floor. I pushed back strands of his hair to find his eyes blackened, as if lost to some unseen terror.

Dread coiled around my ribs, and I gripped his arm, giving a soft shake.

He inhaled sharply, seeming to break out of it, but instead of acknowledging me, his gaze darted around, the look in his eyes wild and frantic. Restless.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“I can’t breathe. My chest …. it’s tight.” Water splashed over the edge of the tub, as he seemed to search for something in a panic. Leaning over the side opposite me, he rustled through what I assumed to be his discarded pile of clothes. “Where is it? Where is it?” The terror in his voice heightened, his movements abrupt as he searched through the garments.

“What are you looking for? I can help.”

“It’s here. I know it’s here.” He finally relaxed back in the tub, clutching my scorpion necklace and a dagger.

I shot to my feet at the sight of the blade in his hand.

“What are you doing with that?” I watched in horror, as he lowered it into the water, and seconds later, ribbons of blood rose to the surface.

He tipped back his head, fingers curled tight around the necklace. “Think of Maevyth,” he whispered, somehow unaware that I stood right there, beside him.

My mind spun back to the night in the cabin, when I’d seen him in the bedroom with his back to me. Whispering the same thing. I was certain he’d been pleasuring himself then, but perhaps I’d been wrong.

“I’m here.” I dove forward, reaching down the length of his rigid arm to where he kept the blade pressed to his thigh. “Zevander look at me, I’m here.” Careful to avoid the dagger, I wrapped my hand around his.

His eyes shot open, and his muscles lurched. He threw my arm back, the hasty movement sending me off balance, and I gracelessly stumbled backward into the tub, legs flailing into the air, as the tepid water rushed to meet me.

Still wearing my shift, I scrambled to twist my body around, the garment soaked and clinging to me. My palm brushed the hilt of the blade on the tub floor, and at a glance of him frantically patting around for it, I swiped it up, holding it above the surface between us.

His steely gaze locked on the weapon, but the moment he lunged toward me, I tossed it away. The blade clanged against the stone floor, and still seemingly lost in whatever trance that’d failed to make him notice me, he tracked the knife and leaned toward the edge of the tub.

I reached out for his arm.

Like the strike of a snake, he twisted back around and gripped my throat, a flicker of madness gleaming in his eyes.

“Go on, then,” I rasped against the pressure, while his grip tightened. “Choke the very life out of me, if that’s what you intend.”

His feral gaze wavered with a shine, and after a brief pause, he seemed to slowly crawl out of his head. Brows knitting together, he released me and kicked himself away, pulling his knees up, as he covered his face with his palms. Thumping his heel at his temple, he released an angry, guttural sound in his throat, telling me he was spiraling into himself. “What am I doing? What in seven hells am I doing?”

“Wherever you were just now…it wasn’t real. They were images in your mind.”

“No.” He shook his head, emphasizing the point. “You’re wrong. They’ve always been real. Hiding in the corners of my thoughts. The voices. Their hands. That…smell.” His lips pulled to a grimace, the words seeping like acid through his clenched teeth. “It clogs my throat. Suffocating, until I can’t stand to take a single breath.”

I wanted to ask him about those voices and those hands, to whom they belonged, but I feared dwelling on them might send him right back into that darkness. Every muscle in his body trembled, and so desperately, I wanted to touch him, to comfort him.

“Forgive me for putting my hands on you that way.”

“There’s nothing to forgive. You weren’t yourself just now.”

“The way I struck out at you. I would nev—” He winced and turned away, shaking his head. “I hurt you. These visions I keep having, they’ve rooted themselves so deeply in my thoughts, I don’t know what I’m doing. Who I am.”

I tipped my head to the side, searching for his eyes. “Tell me you’re with me now. Tell me you’re here. With me.”

When he lifted his gaze, it was so filled with remorse, the sight of him tore at my heart. But the blackness had given way to the familiar burgundy and orange, and with a prickle of tears, I nodded at their familiarity. “Okay.”

He turned his face from mine again, as if he couldn’t bear to look at me.

“Don’t carry this burden alone, Zevander.”

“I would never wish this on you. I’d sooner crush myself under the weight of it than give it to you. But I can’t push it away like before. I can’t stop these thoughts. I’m losing my senses.”

“Just stay here. Stay with me right here.”

“I want to be here with you. Desperately. But it’s best if you go. By the gods, I’d carve my own fucking heart out of my chest, if I ever hurt you.”

“You can’t hurt me, Zevander. You won’t. And I’m not going anywhere.” I pushed out of the water and wrapped my arms around him.

He seemed hesitant to embrace me at first, but then his arms crushed around my body, his muscles shaking as he held me so tight, I could scarcely breathe.

I wriggled to loosen his grip a little and kissed him on the forehead. His cheek. And finally, I pressed my lips to his.

Perhaps too hastily on my part, but damn it, I couldn’t escape the visual of seeing him with that blade. It’d shaken me to my core.

Stop this, my head battled as I melted into the kiss. It wasn’t right to impose my own needs and desires upon him while he fought to wrangle his mind.

Fingers threaded in my hair, and he kissed me back with the ferocity of a raging fire, desperate and consuming. Ravenous. As if the world around us didn’t exist. My guilt from moments ago withered in his possessive embrace, and the raw and bitter taste of his remorse burned across my tongue like a breathless apology. Repentance for pain he’d never inflicted.

I lowered my face to break from the kiss, watching a concerning amount of blood color the water. As if sensing my urge to investigate his wounds, he gripped my arm.

“I’m fine,” he said tonelessly. “The blade and I are old friends.”

“The scars on your thighs. You did that to yourself? For comfort?”

He kept his gaze from mine. “I feel nothing without it. I am nothing without it.”

Part of me wanted to challenge his comment, but I knew those thoughts too intimately, recognized the dull ache of feeling worthless and unwanted.

Every scar on his body marked the permanence of his pain, hardening the flesh like iron in a flame. Beaten and broken.

Tempered steel forged by his own suffering.

The glint of his piercings drew my attention to the erection that nearly breached the water’s surface. Seeing it brought to mind when he’d burned his wounds and released, what I’d been certain was, a pleasured sound. “You find gratification in pain.”

He winced again and turned away. “Leave. Please.”

“No. No, I won’t leave. What do you need me to do?”

He snapped his gaze back to mine, brows pulled tight. “Need you to do?” Lips twisted in disgust, he shook his head. “You’ll not have any part of this.”

“I am part of this. I was a part of this, the moment you stirred feelings in me.”

“And I will not rob you of that.”

“Rob me of what? My virtue? My innocence?”

“You deserve better, Maevyth! Gentle hands and heartfelt words.”

“And you don’t believe that you deserve that? That you’re capable of handling me gently?” When he didn’t answer, I continued. “You’ve already shown me, Zevander.”

“When I had my wits about me, yes. I had the strength and mental fortitude to tamp this down. Every hour that passes, I am consumed. My mind—” He tapped at his temple. “What stills my hand…is slowly dissolving. The pain is all there is. It’s my only tether to reality.”

“Let me be the one to tether you. Show me what you need.”

Eyes screwed shut, he looked away. “Please go. I’ll handle this myself.”

“And how long have you been handling this yourself? I may not have the experiences with men to know what brings you pleasure. But I know pain and suffering, and the desperate need to be accepted for who you are. I’m not afraid of who you are.” With a gentle nudge against his chin, I brought his attention back to me. “Not even this.”

Although his face remained turned toward me, his gaze fell from mine.

Determined to prove my words true, I reached down into the blood-tinged water and, with my unscaled hand, took hold of him.

His muscles jerked, and he grasped my hand that encased his flesh, but he didn’t push me away.

“Show me everything. I want to see every part of you. Even the darkest.”

“Maevyth,” he said past clenched teeth. “I can’t do this to you.”

“You’re doing nothing to me. Now, tell me what you need.”

His expression twisted to sadness, and he shook his head.

“Tell me!” In my frustration, I tightened my grasp, not meaning to, but the way his lips parted and his head tipped slightly back told me he enjoyed it. “Is this what you like? To be handled roughly?”

“Harder.” He spat the word like poison on his tongue.

Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I gripped him tighter.

His muscles sagged, eyes shuttering closed. “Use your nails.”

But as I reluctantly dug my fingers into him, he shook his head.

“No. The others.”

A chill surged through my blood when it occurred to me what he meant. “But that will hurt you.”

He rubbed his hand down his face and shook his head again, not bothering to lower his arm. “I can’t do this to you, Lunamiszka. I won’t. Please go.”

Frustrated, I took hold of him with the other hand, and a low, husky sound of pleasure rolled in his throat.

“Is this what you want, then?” I curled those ominous metallic nails into his undying erection and, through a shield of tears, watched his eyes shutter, his head tilt back. The vicious tips sank into his flesh, and my heart withered at the pained sound that spilled from his lips. Conflict burned inside of me, the need to prove that he could trust me, coupled with the agony of hurting him. Physically inflicting pain.

“Harder,” he rasped.

Tears slipped down my cheeks, as my nails sank deeper.

He let out a moan, his body shuddering, knuckles white where they gripped the edge of the bathtub.

His hand slipped beneath the water, his palm swallowing the back of mine as he doubled the tension, his jaw clenched so hard, the veins in his neck popped.

Panic wound through me. It was too much.

You’re hurting him! Stop!

“Zevander, please,” I whispered.

He ground his teeth, circling his hips beneath me, and let out a pained sound in his throat. Water splashed with the fervent shaking of his muscles, his face contorted in anguish.

“Zevander, look at me.”

He kept his eyes closed, and I couldn’t stand to imagine who, or what, flickered through his thoughts right then.

“Open your eyes,” I demanded. “Open them and look at me.”

Keeping on with the torment, he screwed his eyes tighter, lost in his own silent agony, and released a guttural grunt. The trembles wracking his body vibrated through me, an echo of his pain moving through me like whispers from a grave.

“Look at me.”

“I can’t.”

“Please look at me.” Still, he refused to open his eyes, and with my hand still wrapped around him, I leaned closer and gripped the back of his head, pressing my forehead to his. “I’m here with you. Not the one who hurt you. Me.”

His body jerked and contracted. A sharp stream of white, warm fluid shot up from the water between us with such force, it breached the surface.

A deep rumble vibrated in his chest, a primal sound that shook my nerves, weighted equally by pleasure and misery. His body twitched and convulsed, each violent spasm sending a powerful swell of liquid shooting upward, his muscles rippling beneath my palm as I clutched his shoulder.

I finally released him, looking down to see the water had darkened even more than before, where it had filled with fresh blood. A sob clamored in my chest, begging to cut loose, but I held it back, shaking as I watched his blood absorb into the white cotton shift I wore. The evidence of what I’d done to him, clinging to me. A shaky breath escaped me, the urge to cry rising to my throat.

His brows came together in an expression of utter relief, until he tipped his head forward, opening his eyes on me.

I only imagined the look on my face must’ve been a cross between horror and confusion, the way he lowered his gaze and pushed my hand away. “Forgive me,” he said, coldly. As he pushed up to exit the bath, a bolt of rage tore through me.

“No.” I took hold of his arm and gave a hard yank, which did little to move him. “You will not…let me hurt you, and then proceed to push me away.”

Shame burned in his eyes, and he rubbed a hand down his face. “I should not have asked you to do that. Gods damn my soul, what have I done?”

My mind spun in chaos, as my head tried to reconcile what had just happened between us. It hadn’t been beautiful, or loving— nor gentle, or kind. A cruel darkness had slithered between us and eroded whatever I’d dared to imagine of intimacy between him and me. Not that I had imagined much, having come from a place where women were treated as nothing more than property. Or pets.

And yet, in spite of my discomfort, he’d done exactly as I’d asked.

He’d shown me exactly what lived inside of him. What coursed through his veins like poison. What tormented him so profoundly, only the edge of a blade could bring him comfort.

It didn’t matter that I felt like a monster, no better than the abuser who’d hurt him long ago. He’d shown me the truth burrowed deeply in his bones.

Who was I to judge him for it?

“You didn’t ask. I offered.”

“I manipulated you. Took advantage of your innocence.”

“Enough, Zevander!” That he insisted on shouldering it all himself, insisted on guarding my virtue even then, grated on my already reeling nerves. “I am a grown woman. I make my own decisions. You didn’t force my hand, I willingly put it there. And I will not allow you to carry this guilt like an iron anvil chained around your neck. But now I need something in return.” I cursed the tears burning in my eyes when the emotions inside of me screamed like a hot kettle.

“Of course.” He surged forward, urging my body back against the edge of the tub, and his lips found the curve of my neck, while his hand slipped up the clinging hem of my sopping wet shift, between my thighs.

I jerked backward and gripped his arm before he could reach the flesh he sought. “Not this. This is not what I need from you.”

He wore a look of confusion as he sat back on his heels, his massive, wounded body an impenetrable wall of suffering. “What is it, then? What do you want? Tell me, and I will give it to you.”

It was clear to me that he didn’t associate affection, or intimacy, with what we’d done. For him, it was nothing more than an exchange of services. Favors. Pain for pleasure.

I lifted my gaze to his, pushed up onto my knees, and pressed against his abdomen, urging him back down into the water. Once he settled himself again, I crawled onto his lap, avoiding his new cuts, and wrapped my arms around him, burying my face in his neck. “This. This is what I want. This is all I ask in exchange. I want you to know that what I did to you was not out of malice, or hate.”

For a moment, he sat frozen, muscles locked and rigid, scarcely breathing. Then strong arms enveloped my body, and I felt him shudder around me. Weeping? He made no sound to confirm.

Tears sprang to my eyes at the realization that he must’ve grown accustomed to weeping silently, alone. Or worse: That he’d been given little opportunity to acknowledge the trauma he’d suffered, forced to reciprocate for his abuser. The thought of such a thing brought more tears to my eyes, and I held him tighter.

“If pain is what you crave, then I will give it to you,” I whispered.

“Your first experiences should be beautiful and gentle, Maevyth. Not this.”

“And what of yours?” I pushed up from him, looking him in the eyes. “Was yours beautiful and gentle?”

The way his brows tightened stirred a violent anger in my ribs. I wanted to tear through the past and throttle the wretched soul who’d stolen that from him.

The fury burned in my chest with a vengeance, and through tears, I clenched my teeth. “You didn’t force it upon me. You didn’t take from me without asking. But it is not my nature to hurt those I care about. So I need to be comforted, too. I need assurance that you don’t perceive me as your abuser.”

“Fucking hell, I’m sorry. I won’t ask you again, I swear it.”

“Do you feel the same relief without the pain?”

A grim expression crawled over his face. “No.”

“But back at Elowen’s…when you and I…You seemed very contented that night.”

He turned slightly away, and the shame from before resurfaced in his expression. “I summoned the flame. In my hands. I finished because I summoned the flame, and the metal…”

“The piercings…you burned yourself. So, it will always be this way?”

“Even if I were willing to try without the pain. So long as the piercings remain, I’ll never know true pleasure without it. I’ll always crave it.”

“You can’t remove them?”

“No. They’re enchanted.”

“You can experience relief this way, though. And you do glean pleasure from it, in spite of the pain.”

“Yes, but I won’t ask you⁠—”

“You haven’t asked me once. Not once. In fact, you did a damn good job of hiding it. But you don’t have to hide anymore. I am offering to do it again, on one condition.” Hooking my finger beneath his chin, I guided his eyes back to mine. “I need you to assure me that I haven’t destroyed you by doing this. That you can feel something more than the ecstasy of pain, knowing that it’s me and not the one who hurt you. That you let me show you what love and caring feels like, to balance these dark thoughts you carry.”

At first, he stared off toward the water, gaze vacant and unblinking, his breaths slow and measured. A muscle in his jaw twitched, a betrayal of the silent battle behind his eyes. The misty shield in them threatened to break, but he clenched his teeth, swallowing it back, and lifted his gaze to mine.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked, cupping his cheek. When he shook his head, I threaded my fingers in his hair and kissed his forehead. “Tell me.”

“I’ve walked this world for so long, searching for you.” His brow tightened. “Centuries have gnawed at me, hollowing me to the bone. I didn’t know how starved I was, or what I craved, until I found you.” Both hands gripping my bottom, he pulled me closer and crushed his lips to mine. “I will never be worthy of your light, the purity of your heart, but I’m too selfish to spare you from this darkness I carry. Godsblood, I would follow you to the edge of existence and into the black void.”

I rested my hand against his cheek, my body stretched across his naked chest. “You are worthy.”

His brows lowered, muscles stiff and tense as he looked away. “And yet, I bear the marks of a slave.”

“You bear the marks of a warrior unbroken by the kind of pain that would’ve destroyed lesser men.” A jagged ridge across his throat carved the violent path of a blade as it slipped beneath my tracing fingertip. “Every one of these scars is precious to me. More precious than coin or crown.”

Fingers curled around the curve of my neck, he ran his thumb across my bottom lip, eyes focused there. “You’re a fate I never dared to dream, moon witch. The stars I was never meant to grasp. But seeing how this gluttonous world devours the unclaimed, I’m calling you mine.” He dragged me into a kiss that burned across my mouth and deep inside my chest.

Cold air rushed across my skin, as he lifted me out of the tub, letting the water spill across the stony floor while he carried me across the room. The blaze of the fireplace sapped the cold, and he stood me on my feet where the hearth had warmed the stones below them. With both hands, he lifted the shift over my head and tossed it away.

Completely naked, I covered my breasts, but his massive body urged me back onto the blankets that lay crumpled on the floor. Soft velvet brushed across my skin when I lay back, letting him cage me beneath his muscled form, his arms outstretched on either side of me. A brush across my thigh had me looking down between us. His stiff flesh lay against my thigh and bore the deep crescents of my nails where I’d clutched him. The agony of what I’d done to him was quickly smothered by the tendrils of worry coiling around my spine, as I took in his size, and my stomach churned to a tight knot, imagining him pushing it inside of me.

He hooked his finger beneath my chin, guiding my eyes to his. “You’ve nothing to worry about, Lunamiszka. I don’t think either of us is ready for what it’ll feel like inside of you.”

Relieved, I swallowed a gulp and nodded.

He lowered himself to my side, pulling my body in close, my back to his chest, and I watched the fire flicker as we lay naked and bared to one another. Vulnerable. Yet, I’d never felt so safe and contented in my life. Despite his erection pressing against my backside, there was no intent on his part, yet even so, my head spun with anxious thoughts.

“Does it make you nervous?” he asked, as if he’d read my mind.

“I worry that I won’t be able to accommodate.” I couldn’t imagine the pain, given the size of him.

His dark chuckle rumbled against my back. “Don’t think about it now. And know that, when the time comes, and you’re ready, I will not hurt you.”

“Will you feel pleasure that way?”

“I cannot begin to fathom what I’ll feel with you. It’s an elusive sensation that I suspect will take me by surprise.”

“Something new for both of us, then.”

“Yes.” His lips pressed against my shoulder. “I very much look forward to it,” he said, his words a promise.

We breathed in sync, like a single lung, while the heat of the fire sipped the errant drops of water still clinging to my skin. The flickering light danced over the angel faces that’d been carved into the stone beneath the mantel, and my thoughts drifted. “Do you believe in angels?”

“I’m certain you’re the closest I’ll ever come to knowing they exist.”

“No one has ever told me that I was anything more than evil and cursed. They’d have called you blasphemous for likening me to an angel. Strange to imagine that they’re gone now. Every one of them, it seems.”

“I feel no pity for those soulless cunts. May they roam this world mindless and starving. Nothing but a vessel for the plague.”

“That may have very well come to pass. And yet, their words still haunt me.”

“If only the gods had granted me your vengeance, I would’ve silenced those voices.”

“I wish I’d known you back then. I’m certain I’d have suffered far less grief with you as my guardian angel. The guards would’ve certainly thought twice before brandishing their whips.”

His arms tightened around me, muscles a wire of tension. “Were they standing before me now, I’d watch their flesh burn from their bones.” He reached out and drew part of the flame to his palm, holding it there in front of me. “No one would be spared of my wrath.”

I slid my hand along the length of his arm and let my fingers drift across the flame, smiling at the hum of energy that tingled beneath my skin.

He turned his palm over and dragged the fire up my arm, sending a warm vibration down to my bones.

Lost to the sensation, I shuttered my eyes and tipped forward, letting him run his warm palm over my back.

He drew a line of exhilarating heat over the curves and dips of my body, and when he reached the fleshy cheeks of my backside, I let out a quiet moan. “I don’t know a soul, besides myself and a very select few mages, who can touch the flame without disintegrating.”

I smiled. “What is the strange tingling?”

“Sablefyre energy. It gives off a powerful vibration. Do you like it?”

“Yes.”

He slid his hand over my hip, to the apex of my thighs, and I gripped his wrist before his fingers could go further.

“Zevander, we shouldn’t.”

“And yet, you’re not pushing my hand away.”

I sucked my lip into my mouth, his palm flat across my pelvic bone, that vibrating heat spreading deep inside me.

“Say the word, and I will not touch you tonight. But, gods, Maevyth, I want to touch you so badly, I’m burning in agony.”

Telling him I didn’t crave his touch would’ve been a lie. “She’ll hear us.”

“Is that all that concerns you?”

“Yes.”

“You’re certain?”

At my nod, his other hand came up from under me, and he slid his palm over my mouth, his body urging me forward until I almost lay on my stomach, my face half-hidden in crumpled velvet. His knee nudged the back of my thigh, spreading my legs wider apart, and when he reached down between them, my breath hitched. The warm buzz struck my sensitive flesh with such intensity, I jerked forward on contact.

Slow and controlled, he ran his finger up and down my wet seam, stoking my arousal.

I curled my fingers into the blanket, and with a long, droning moan, smothered by his palm, I writhed against him. Waves of unbearable pleasure and heat pulsed through my body, every muscle contracting. He slipped his finger inside of me and rested his forehead against my back.

“Seven hells, Lunamiszka. The sounds you’re making stir a violent need inside of me.” He dragged his tongue up the length of my spine and kissed my shoulder, the steel of his piercings hot against the back of my thigh, as if the flame inside him also stirred.

That intoxicating tremor moved through me, so deeply, it shook my bones. Desperate and delirious, I circled my hips, as he plunged his finger in and out of me, each glide wetter than the last. I could feel it dripping down my thighs, the maddening ache he’d aroused inside of me too much. Far too much. Panting through my nose, I buried my face even more, squirming and grunting, my body growing more rigid by the second. My breasts, far more sensitive than before, brushed over the soft fabric beneath me, only heightening the torment. Heat spiraled through me. Building. Tensing. Climbing. I’d felt that sensation with him before, knew what awaited me.

My eyes rolled back, drool dampening my mouth and cheek, trapped behind his hand.

“Do you feel that? The burning need that you can’t quite pinpoint? The pressure and heat rising in your muscles?” He spoke through clenched teeth, as if the sensation angered him. “I feel it every time I look at you. This maddening need consumes me.” Another finger joined the first, and I let out a whimper as the vibration intensified, the flame hotter than before. “The fire longs to be inside of you as much as I do.” His voice curled in my ear like a wicked, black smoke and settled as a warm flutter deep in my chest.

A soft and breathless sound of pure rapture shuddered out of me, and those greedy fingers plundered for more, faster. My thighs shook, the delicious tremors stoking more arousal, slickening his fingers that slipped in and out of me with ease. Each smooth glide brought me closer to the invisible pinnacle, the edge I clawed toward. Grasping and pulling, sinking my teeth into the fingers that captured every grunt and moan. My stomach coiled, toes curled.

He harnessed my pleasure as masterfully as he wielded a sword.

Back tense and arched against him, I surrendered myself to it. To him.

Lightning flared behind my eyes, and I released a blissful cry, my screams muffled behind his palm, every muscle rigid. I writhed and squirmed as he drew out the last bits of my release, my thighs trembling from the aftermath.

Delicious euphoria surged through me, and I lay half-drunk, my bones soft and useless.

He removed his hand from my wet mouth, and my body jostled as he made his way down the length of me. Palms to my thighs, he spread me wider, and I craned my neck to see his broad shoulders wedged between them, as he angled his big body forward.

“What are you⁠—”

One long, wet drag of his tongue sent me screaming, face-down, into the blankets. His lips latched onto my swollen and sensitive flesh while he sucked on it, and he moaned, as if he’d found rapture in the task. Just as my body began to tense with need again, he stopped and lay beside me once more. “I couldn’t let one drop of that sweetness go to waste,” he said, wrapping his arms around me again.

The new ache he’d stirred lingered, but I pressed my thighs together in an effort to calm it. As I lay staring at the fire, I was certain that I would stay like this with him forever, given the choice.

Arm banded around my stomach, he dragged me closer and buried his face in the back of my neck. “These nights I’ve been apart from you have been torment.”

“I’ve also suffered your absence. I look forward to finding a way across the Umbravale with Aleysia, so that I can sleep in peace beside you.” The vision of that stoked more thoughts. “You said it was the rabbit which helped you regain a small bit of strength. How?”

“The iron in the blood. It works like vivicantem, but it’s much weaker.” He pushed my hair upward and kissed the nape of my neck.

“And what about human blood?”

“Yes. Human blood works, as well.” Amusement colored his tone, as he dragged his teeth over the curve of my throat.

“What if you were to consume my blood?”

The excessive pause that followed had me regretting the question.

“That is a very sacred ritual reserved for the blood exchange of bonding.”

“How?”

“Blood is consumed during the consummation.”

“But if it keeps you from slipping into delirium, why not try?”

“Bonding is eternal, Maevyth. Given the circumstances, it would only complicate things. Believe me when I say, I’d love nothing more than to make you mine for eternity. But not to spare me from madness.”

“I see.”

“Let’s not dwell on this. Tomorrow, I’ll search for the map to find that vein.”

I didn’t dare myself to imagine what would happen if we couldn’t find the map, or the vein. How dark my world would turn. How terrifying. I nodded. “And Zevander…thank you. For trusting me earlier.”

“The fact that you’re still here, after having seen all of that, is what concerns me most.”

“Are you implying that I’m a sadist?”

“Not at all.” The tone of his voice shifted to something more serious, prompting me to wriggle around to face him. The somber expression he wore confirmed my suspicions.

I placed a hand on his cheek. “What is it?”

“To escape my thoughts before, I relied on a very potent toxin. It was all I had to pull me out of my head. I fear that you might be the alternative. My own personal poison.” Brows crinkled, he traced his finger over my shoulder and kissed me there. “The only thing I have to ground me right now.”

“I asked you to turn to me. To keep you from hurting yourself alone.”

“My concern is that I won’t be able to stay away from you now, moon witch. I crave every part of you—body, mind and breath. You consume me, and gods help you, there is no escape. You’re in my blood.” He cradled my cheek, brows pulled tight. “Mercy be damned, I’ll tear the world asunder to feed this relentless ache carved by your hands.”
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Past …

Muscles weak from trembling and exhaustion, Zevander could hardly raise his head as he hung from the manacles, and a cramp throbbed in his foot as he fought to keep himself upright, to lessen the pressure at his wrists. The pain in his groin had long given way to every other ache that outweighed it, and a darkness loomed on the fringes. His descent had begun. It was only a matter of time before he succumbed.

The tickle of movement across his skin hardly registered, until the scent of fresh figs struck his senses, and he opened his eyes to the beady gaze of the Golvyn, who pressed the food against his lips.

“Eat,” he demanded.

Zevander’s lips, so dry and cracked, parted as the fruit was pushed into his mouth. The sweetness exploded on his tongue, the first he’d eaten in days. He couldn’t say how many had passed since his last sip of water, as he gulped hard to push the chewed fig down his too-dry throat.

“I’m afraid…your food…is wasted on me, friend.”

“You are not well. But you breathe.” The Golvyn scampered back down his body and dashed across the cell to the water outside of it. After scooping the ladle into the bucket, he carried it back to Zevander, carefully climbing up his battered body, hardly spilling the fluid before he poured it into his mouth.

Zevander coughed and sputtered, but held it down, letting the water seep into the deep cracks of his lips and tongue. “Thank you,” he rasped.

“I’ve seen many of your kind come and go. You’ve outlived all of them.”

“I’m not sure…if that’s a blessing…or a curse.” Zevander chuckled weakly.

“I hear you speaking to someone at times.”

Zevander stared toward the shadowed corner of the room, where he’d seen hallucinations of his father and Vaelora crawling out for him. “I am tormented by my remorse.”

“It’s not the ones you refuse to look upon, but the other. The one from whom you can’t look away.”

The lorn. The beautiful goddess from afar. The only times he’d ever prayed to the gods were a desperate plea to return to her in Caligorya. She was his secret. A precious treasure in his miserable existence that he longed to protect and keep for himself.

Not wanting to lie to the Golvyn who’d helped him, Zevander turned away, his expression guarded.

“You do not owe me explanation. I will not speak a word of it. But if it is Death which beckons you, perhaps you might decline her invitation, no matter how enticing it may be.”

The distant sound of approaching footfalls alerted Zevander to more hell, but he couldn’t force his body to react. There was nothing left of him, no inch of his flesh that hadn’t been beaten, burned, or mutilated. All he could do was hope to be breathing by the time they’d finished.

“You will survive this place, friend.” On those parting words, the Golvyn darted back to the shadows, leaving Zevander to face his abusers.

The cell door opened on a long creak, and when Zevander lifted his gaze, his muscles sagged with relief on realizing only Theron stood in the doorway. To Zevander’s disappointment, he wasn’t carrying a speck of food in his hands.

“Dear gods, what has she done?” He crept closer, his eyes appraising as they scanned over him.

Anger vibrated in Zevander’s muscles, the first tremor of life he’d felt in days. “She administered the punishment, but this is your doing.”

“My doing?” Brows pinched, Theron recoiled. “How so?”

Zevander had already anticipated he’d deny the accusation and didn’t care to engage in any more of the conversation. “Give me the elixir,” he growled, ignoring his question. “The one that heals.”

“I don’t think that’s wise, given your state. You’ve clearly not eaten and it⁠—”

“Give me the fucking elixir! It’s the least you can do.”

“And if you don’t wake from it?”

“Leave me. I’d sooner dine with the gods than waste away in this cell.”

Expelling a breath, Theron raked his fingers through his hair and paced. “She won’t keep you here. I heard her bragging about how strong you were to survive it. She admires you.”

Zevander let out a bitter chuckle. “Oh, what honor. To stand at the brink of death for her admiration. That is a badge you’ll proudly carry into the afterlife, I’m sure.”

He halted mid-step, his face crinkling to a frown. “You think I betrayed you. That I made her privy to your conversation with Aradia.”

“If only I’d been privy to yours, I’d ensure you were strung up alongside me.”

“I kept you conscious and alert,” the spineless lapdog said, crossing his arms over his chest, as if that one favor should’ve earned him a pardon. “I sent Aradia to you.”

“You’d have only known I sought her by spying on Vaelora and me.”

“Who do you think devised this plan? Vaelora? The same girl who begged you to take her violently in order to spare her life? She was terrified of the general. It took months to convince her to defy Loyce.”

Zevander didn’t believe a word of that. Not the way her eyes, brimming with desperation, had implored him to help her. And not when Theron himself was so content to obey his master. “Then, why didn’t you speak with Aradia yourself? You had her ear that night. Why involve me, at all?”

“Because I knew, in the event Aradia chose to deceive, of the three of us, the only one the general wouldn’t kill is you. She pulled you from that pit because she couldn’t bear the thought of losing her most defiant captive. My skills in healing keep me from suffering her punishment, but she has no love for me. No admiration.” His lips twitched, and he looked away, his pathetic self loathing only coaxing another hollow laugh out of Zevander.

“She admires me so much that she longs to kill me slowly.”

“She’s testing your limits. Seeing how far she can push you before you break. As I understand, you refuse her mercy every time.”

“Mercy …” Zevander spat the word like it was shit on his tongue. “Give me the elixir.”

“Your wounds are far too extensive. It will not help you. And I will not hand over your death.” He offered one more pitied glance that coiled Zevander’s guts, and turned for the cell door.

Zevander lurched, his chains clanging with the abrupt movement. “Theron!” he growled. “I must return—” He stopped himself, the delirium dulling his mind, but it was too late. The words had all but spoken themselves.

Theron twisted around with a sickening gleam of intrigue. “Return?”

Zevander shook his head. “Forget what I said.”

“Tell me, and I’ll give you the elixir.”

Zevander wished he had the luxury of telling the nosy bastard to shove his conditions up his sanctimonious ass, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t let opportunity slip through his fingers so easily. He’d spent far too many days in darkness and silence, desperate to know the girl’s fate. Instead, he lowered his head. “It allows me to slip into Caligorya.”

“The dark space. This elixir gives you passage there?”

“Yes. I sometimes go there during her abuses.”

He stepped closer. “How? Caligorya is for those who seek knowledge before death. It is a gift of the gods.” Unfortunately, Zevander hadn’t been privy to that bit of information.

“I don’t know how, it just happens.”

Theron shook his head. “No. Elixir, or not, the ability to slip in and out of Caligorya requires magic.” He raised his wrist to show the band seared into his flesh. “A power we do not presently possess. Unless …”

“Unless what?”

“You’ve been chosen by the gods.” He let out a forced breath and smiled. “What fortune that would be for you. A god’s vessel. You would be venerated. The king himself would⁠—”

“Kill me for such a thing. Do not say a word of this, or, by the gods, if I live, I will cut out your tongue.”

“I will give you this elixir on the promise that you let me stay at your side. To bring you back, if you fail to wake.”

“No.”

“It is my condition. I will not stand by and observe your death.”

Zevander was far too desperate to return to the girl. To know her fate. He nodded. “So be it.”

After only a moment’s pause, Theron reached into his pocket for the ampoule there. He broke it open, staring at it. “If the gods do favor you, remember this kindness.” He poured the ampoule into the wound at Zevander’s shoulder.
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Zevander glanced around as the surrounding mist parted for a dark corridor, lit only by flickering sconces. Quiet whispers reached his ear, and Zevander strode toward them, passing one of the many cells that lined each side of the passage, in which a graying woman stared up at the ceiling. Hard to tell if she was alive, or dead, but the marks that covered her arms showed she’d suffered. Other cells held younger women, some children, all of whom showed some sign of neglect, or abuse.

The light faded, the further he ventured, the sconces spaced farther apart. Until he reached the last cell, where only a sliver of light found the girl through the iron hatch of the door, showing her curled in the corner. The sound of her quiet sobbing chewed at his ribs, as Zevander slipped through the cell door as if it wasn’t there at all and knelt beside her. The dress she’d worn the day she’d been pricked and prodded lay tattered against her bruised and marred skin. The long locks of hair that’d been shorn had begun to grow back, indicating she’d been imprisoned for some time.

Kept in darkness, just like him.

The damp stone walls around her wept with trickles of water, perhaps from a pouring rain outside of the temple. She sat with her head tucked into folded arms that rested upon her bent knees, and her body trembled as she quietly whispered prayers that faded into white mist from her lips. Beside her lay nothing more than a scrap of tattered fabric for warmth. No bed. No pillow. Nothing but the cold, stone floor.

Zevander quietly cursed the gods for ignoring her and summoned the flame to his palm. Careful not to touch her, he hovered his hand over her arm and slowly ran the flame upward, toward her shoulder.

Her flesh prickled with the heat, and she lifted her head, staring down at the gooseflesh across her arms. “Angel?” she asked, frantically glancing around. “Are you there?”

So badly, he wanted to answer her.

“Please. I don’t want to be in the dark alone.”

“Why?” The question left his mouth before he could bite it back. “Why do you fear the dark?”

“I can’t see. It’s cold. And terrifying.”

Again, he sent a surge of warmth over her, the violet light dancing across a canvas of cuts and bruises that painted her skin. The sight of them brought his own flaring to mind, and he winced at the thought of her suffering that way. “It’s best not to see,” he said, more for himself. Knowing the malice behind those marks, the ignorance and cruelty, stirred rage in his heart. “Light illuminates the horrors that the darkness shields from us.”

“But you’re an angel. Don’t you prefer light over darkness?” She stared off, her gaze unfocused. “Sacton Crain says only the evilest creatures find comfort in the dark.”

Perhaps he was evil, then. He didn’t bother to answer, instead silently admiring the way that sliver of light from the corridor shined across her misty-gray eyes.

“I want to see your face,” she whispered.

“Why?”

Tears wavered in her eyes. “I’m to burn for what I’ve done. I’d very much like to see the face of an angel before I meet that fate.”

The mere suggestion of them burning her enraged him. “I will not allow it.” If he was the reason she’d been punished, he could change her fate. He could be the reason they’d fear laying their hands on her. The thought took root inside his mind.

“I’m scared, Angel. I’ve heard the screams of women before me who’ve burned. I could almost feel their pain.”

“You will be spared. Their fire will be useless against you. And anyone who dares to harm you will burn themselves.”

“I am cursed. They will not spare me.”

“Yes, you are cursed. But not by their god.”

She stared up toward him, her eyes gleaming with warmth, in spite of the cold, their sparkle shadowed by the bruise across her cheekbone.

“I am your ruin. The shadow that consumes your light. The curse that has damned your soul.” A tendril of her hair taunted him, the way it cascaded over the delicate curve of her shoulder. How silky and soft it might’ve felt between his calloused fingertips. “I’m told you’ve yet to be born. That the gods will choose your fate. But I will not let you burn. I will shield you from their flame.”

She glanced over her shoulder as if she could sense his presence. “But you’re an angel. Surely, you trust the gods’ will?”

He leaned in closer, his lips nearly brushing her cheek. “If their will is your death, then I defy the gods,” he whispered.

She turned to face him, her lips perilously close.

As if the moon itself had bent toward the earth, he fell into her, breaching that forbidden boundary he’d been warned not to cross. He gripped her shoulder and, pulled by some unseen force, he pressed his lips to hers.

The cold of her flesh dissipated in the heat that surged through him. He felt weightless, drifting upward into the darkness of night where the stars loomed. Whispers echoed around him, sweet feminine sounds that spoke in unison, though he couldn’t understand the words.

An unbridled hunger stirred in his loins, tempered only by his reverence. He pulled away, and like the yearning of tides, he felt a shift inside of him.

The ancient and fragile threads which tethered him to the other world snapped.

Wide, gray eyes stared back at him, and she pressed a finger to her lips. From her pupils, bloomed a startling silver that spread across her irises.

Zevander stumbled backward.

Gods, what have I done?

A thousand years passed in mere seconds as he contemplated his mistake, and yet, he couldn’t summon the remorse he knew would follow.

A soft, silvery glow radiated from her shoulder where he’d touched her, and Zevander tilted his head just enough to see the marking left behind. A strange symbol that reminded him of an inverted bird’s eyes. Or scythes.

“A mark of death?” he whispered to himself.

“The mark of the witch.” The voice from behind urged him to turn around, where he found a woman, robed in red, staring in on them.

He hadn’t noticed her before, so caught up in that kiss he failed to sense her approach.

“Please,” the girl begged, the glow at her back quickly fading. “Take me with you, Angel. Take me away from this place.”

“I must inform Sacton Crain at once!” The robed woman spun away from the cell, her red cape flowing behind her.

Goaded by urgency, Zevander jumped to his feet after her.

Ice cold water splashed against his chest like a punch to his heart, and he gasped.

When he opened his eyes, Theron was staring back at him, the bucket that’d sat outside his cell clutched in his hands. “No. No, send me back! I have to go back!”

A shine wavered in Theron’s eyes. “I thought you were dead. You weren’t breathing.”

Zevander surged forward, the chains rattling with his abruptness. “I have to go back! Send me back!”

Slowly, Theron shook his head. “I will never send you back there again. Never.”
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Present …

Firelight danced over Maevyth’s pale skin, the heat adding a soft pink hue, as Zevander lay at her back while she soundly slept. An ache throbbed in his chest, those familiar pangs of guilt that never ceased to remind him that he could never truly surrender himself to her, not entirely. She’d merely glimpsed the grotesque horrors that lived inside his mind. Showing her everything, the breadth of what his past demanded of him, would’ve surely frightened her away.

Damn him. Damn him for showing her what festered beneath his skin.

For centuries he’d buried those twisted cravings in the quiet moments when he was alone. Hadn’t needed, nor relied, on a woman to feed him the kind of pain.

That level of torment, he’d accomplished himself.

Her stubborn insistence had whittled him down too easily—a thought that’d chewed on his conscience for hours. He hated himself for needing her the way he did.

For craving her so badly, he’d unleash hell at her command.

He was losing his footing. Could feel the grip on his sanity turn more lax each day he was deprived of vivicantem. How long before the madness would pour out of him, leaving his soul bare and broken, snarling and terrifying, like a rabid dog?

Zevander had come to fear nothing, not even the most brutal creatures in the world. But he feared that day. The day when Maevyth would look upon him with sharp, pitying eyes. Eyes that had resigned themselves to futility. Eyes that could no longer be swayed to hope.

He pressed his lips to the curve of her shoulder, and the pad of his thumb caught on something at her back. He focused his attention there, running his fingertip over a raised scar he hadn’t noticed. A silvery glow trailed after his tracing fingertips, revealing the same sigil he’d seen carved into the back of her neck—the one Dolion had called the death glyph. Not unusual that a bloodline sigil might appear somewhere else on her body, but something about that one was different.

A strange vibration sank beneath his fingertips, humming in his bones. Not a sensation he recognized, like a searing heat, or sharp cold. It felt ancient and watchful, like the slumbering ruins of an arcane magic. Enduring. Powerful.

Zevander’s muscles coiled, but his hand wouldn’t move from that spot, as if held there by a much greater force, and he could feel his power shrink back, his scorpions cowering—not in fear, but reverence. His blood warmed as the flame inside of him stirred, and his vision narrowed to images that flashed through his mind.

A damp cell. Pale, mutilated flesh. Pleading eyes. Cold, blue lips. Stars. Voices.

Zevander retracted his hand on a sharp breath. The weight of those visuals pressed into his chest, far too intimate. Familiar. The same surge of familiarity that he’d felt the first time he’d kissed her in his office.

His hand trembled, his head daring him to touch it again.

He pressed his palm to the sigil, and more images flashed through his mind, so fast, he couldn’t stop them.

Black flame. Warmth. A smile. The sweet, citrusy scent of starshade.

Hooves trampling the ground. Screams. Agonizing screams.

Like the first breath after drowning, Zevander gasped and rolled away from her. His muscles shook, eyes fixated on the glowing sigil.

A witch pricking tool. Drops of blood.

He shook his head and pounded at his temples, desperate to banish the visuals that struck him so profoundly, he was certain they were real.

A storm-bloated river of memories poured through his mind, painful recollections that gurgled up from the depths like buried corpses in a flood.

Manacles biting into his wrists. Bruises and cuts across his flesh. A beautiful face. Gray eyes. Pale skin. Black hair. His hand on her shoulder. A silvery glow.

“Take me with you, Angel. Take me away from this place.”

“Maevyth,” he whispered, seeing her face in his mind.

The sight of her filled him with a quiet warmth, an overwhelming relief that spread through his body with a fragile sense of peace. The tension in his muscles eased, the ache in his bones faded.

He was there, hanging from those chains once again, his heart calling out for her.

Her. The girl. The one who’d spoken to him in his darkest, most painful torments. The one whose voice he’d clung to like a prayer, as he’d hung from those chains.

Confusion clouded his thoughts as he stared at the marking on her back. The one he’d put there nearly two centuries ago. It wasn’t fate that’d brought them together—he’d defied the gods, breaching that sacred boundary and claiming her as his mate with a kiss.

He dragged himself closer to her, breath shuddering, and thumbed the mark’s edges, remembering everything he’d somehow forgotten. Was it his slipping mind that allowed him to see the truth he’d missed all that time?

How many times had he looked upon her over the months, not a flicker of those memories that suddenly bore teeth, sinking into him with merciless guilt? Flooding his mind with such clarity, as if he were reliving them all over again. How could he have so easily forgotten her?

How could the face that’d come to mean everything to him, that’d pulled him from death’s grasp all those years ago, have faded like ash in the wind?
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Past …

Chains creaked and whined, as they held the weak and withering husk of a man that hung from them. The stench surrounding Zevander was his own decay, despite that stubborn organ in his chest drumming a relentless beat of life. His dry lips moved as he muttered softly in the darkness, whispers that carried through his cell.

“I defy the gods. I defy them. And they take. The beast. It slumbers in my body. I feel it. The scorpion crawls over my bones.”

“How long has he been like this?” General Loyce’s voice was a distant sound that interrupted his thoughts.

“Days.” The voice that answered, he recognized from his abuses.

No more than silhouettes in his mind, the two of them stood before him, their presence indiscernible, as if he teetered on the edge of a dream.

“Get him out of here. Bathe him. Feed him.” A tone of disgust dulled the sharp bite of her order.

“He won’t take food, General. He’s refused.”

“Force him.” The words echoed through the cell, and as her shadow faded out of view, Zevander lowered his head once more.

“I defy the gods. I defy them. And they take. The beast. It slumbers in my body. I feel it. The scorpion crawls over my bones. Vengeance. It feeds on nothing more.”

The burn at his wrists intensified, and Zevander collapsed, tumbling like a sack of flour to the floor. Jolts of pain shot through his cheekbone, jabbing at his temples like a sharpened blade. The cold of the stony floor seeped into his skin, a minor balm to the cuts and bruises there. Rough hands yanked him to his feet and dragged him through the corridor, the unforgiving grit tearing into his skin. Too weak to raise his head, he watched the ground pass beneath him, as he soared through the corridor like a bird.

Was that how death felt? One last fanciful flight?

“The beast. It slumbers in my body. I feel it. The scorpion crawls over my bones. Vengeance. It feeds on nothing more. Come, take me. Let me sleep.”

“You aren’t sleeping anytime soon,” the guard said, hoisting him over the edge of a low wall.

Icy water rose up to meet him, and Zevander sank beneath the surface, the air pounding in his chest for the breath he’d failed to take.

Push to the surface! his mind screamed, but he’d hung from those chains for so long, his limbs no longer moved at his command. He drifted lower, and opened his eyes to a murky gray, where a flickering light overhead illuminated a face.

A hallucination?

Perhaps. But welcomed.

It was her. The girl with midnight hair and stormy eyes staring back at him, with such warmth, he didn’t mind the cold that numbed his limbs.

A sharp yank of his arm dragged him upward, and Zevander breached the water’s surface on a gasp of air. As the guard sat him upright onto a jutting ledge, Zevander managed to turn his head just enough to see he’d been placed into a deep, stone bath.

Rough hands jostled him, the scent of herbs clogging his nose, as the hands washed him. Zevander’s face remained in a constant wince, while their calloused palms scraped over one of his opened wounds. After minutes of scratching and scrubbing their nails into his flesh, he was dunked below the surface again, then brought back up for more washing. Dunked again. Washed again.

Blood reddened the water, his injuries screaming as his body trembled in shock. He was grateful for the icy water that numbed his flesh against the splitting of his wounds.

After one final dunk, he was dragged out of the bath, his bruised spine scraping over the stones, and made to stand on his weakened legs. Zevander swayed, his knees buckling, as the guard yanked a tunic over his head.

He stared down at himself, watching blood seep into the white cotton. Shocks of pain stabbed his shins and knees, as a zephromyte soldier gripped his shoulder, forcing him out of the room. Unsteady in his steps, he staggered down the corridor, his legs weak. A hard shove forced him into a different cell, where he tumbled to the floor, the air in his lungs knocked out of him. Hoisted by the nape of his neck, his body flew through the air and came down hard against an unforgiving surface. Zevander opened his eyes to find himself in a wooden chair, the guards buckling leather straps at his arms. The zephromyte stood nearby, his presence rattling Zevander’s already frayed nerves.

“What you doin’?” Zevander asked, but the guard didn’t bother to answer.

Instead, he fixed a strange contraption to his mouth, attached to a clay funnel that weighed against his lower jaw, holding it open.

Zevander’s protests arrived as nothing more than mumbled groans. Another guard arrived with a bowl, the slop contained within it sloshing over the side as he passed it to the first guard, who poured some of the slop into the funnel.

In seconds, the viscous fluids struck the back of Zevander’s throat. He coughed and gagged, the flow of it nonstop, as he sputtered and fought for breath. His body shook, and with all the strength he had left, he jerked and twisted in his bindings.

His throat relented, and the liquid oats slipped down. Once the funnel was clear, he drew in a heaving breath through his nose and coughed again in a failed attempt to release the bits that stuck to his dry gullet.

The guard lined the bowl at the edge of the funnel again.

Panic wound through Zevander, his muscles rigid, as he shook against his binds.

“Steady him,” the guard growled, and the zephromyte stepped from the corner and pinned back his shoulders.

Zevander let out one last roaring plea before the oats struck the back of his throat again and blackness closed in.
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Whispered voices reached Zevander’s ear, and he turned to see the surrounding white mist part, revealing two figures huddled in the corner of the nave he’d visited once before.

“She’s to be burned at noon. I’m afraid there’s nothing more I can do.”

“Please.” The man who’d spoken was older, showing white hair when he removed the flat-brimmed cap on his head and clutched it to his chest. “She is my granddaughter. I assure you, she is a good girl.”

“Not by blood.” Wearing a long, red robe, the man leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Had it been Aleysia, perhaps. But the other bears the mark of a witch. It appeared out of nowhere. Sacton Crain has decided to move forward with her punishment.” He placed a hand on the older man’s shoulder. “Better to be burned than banished.”

“Allow me to speak to Sacton Crain. I’m certain I can sway his thoughts.”

“He’s retired for the eve. Perhaps return in the morning. But I’ll caution—resistance on the matter has not been well-received.”

“She is young. Too young to suffer this punishment!”

“I agree, but it is The Red God’s will. Trust in him.”

The old man’s lips twisted in disgust. “I will never trust in a god that burns young and innocent girls at the stake.”

The robed man’s eyes narrowed. “For the sake of our longstanding friendship, I will ignore your remarks, as I know you are frustrated and in pain. But do not speak them again, lest you long to burn alongside her.” He waved toward the door. “Now, go. Should anyone find you here, they may question your loyalties.”

“Let them question.” With that, the old man strode off toward the door and exited the temple.

Zevander followed after the robed man, who headed in the opposite direction, down a corridor, passing the sacristy, to a staircase that he hastily climbed, his robes following behind him like a serpent’s tail. They arrived at the top of the stairs, which opened on a long, dark corridor. The robed man paused at a door there, listening for a moment, then shook his head and kept on, disappearing into the shadowy passage.

Zevander remained by the door that’d caught the other’s interest, and he opened it to an exquisitely furnished room, fit for a king with its lush tapestries and fine fabrics. It brought to mind the girl’s cold, damp cell, and the single tattered blanket she’d been given to protect her from the floor.

Zevander crossed the room toward the bed, where he found Sacton Crain lying next to a young girl, her naked back marred with red streaks from a recent whipping. The sight of him roused a blinding rage that tore through Zevander’s muscles, his wrath a living, writhing beast that clawed inside of his chest.

He held out his palm for exitiusz, one of the earlier glyphs he’d learned, and like a hand cuffed to the man’s fleshy neck, he squeezed, withering the air from his lungs. Harder. Harder.

The older man gasped, eyes opening wide and fingers digging at what, to him, would’ve been an invisible force throttling his neck.

Zevander’s arms shook, his eyes burning with a haze of fury. How badly he wanted to destroy something. To watch it die at his hands. He bent forward, placed his lips to the old man’s ears, and whispered, “Burning her will be your gravest mistake. Tomorrow morning, you will release her out of mercy. Or I shall come for you when you are most content, and take satisfaction in watching your joy fade to terror, as I tear your flesh from its bones. Do you understand what I am telling you?”

Sacton Crain nodded frantically, his face slowly turning purple.

“I will commit your face to memory. And should we cross paths again, you will know death awaits. Mor samanet,” he whispered.

It took far more strength than Zevander could have imagined to release the old man, but he did. He backed away, watching him tremble and gasp and search through the dark for the creature that’d nearly ended his life.

Zevander would not forget that face, not so long as he lived. He would burn him alive and revel in the man’s screams, should they meet again.

He shuttered his eyes, turning his focus away from the violence that shook his bones. As much as he wanted to go to her in that moment, to comfort and assure her, urgency begged him for the truth. He needed to know before something yanked him out of Caligorya. “Show her to me. Show me a vision. I long to see that she lives.”

The dark bedroom around him shifted in a nauseating blur, and Zevander closed his eyes again, swaying on his feet. The strange vertigo faded, and he opened his eyes on a much simpler bedroom that smelled of delicious citrus, dried herbs and flowers. A light tap at his temple had him turning to see a sachet of some sort hanging from the ceiling. Many sachets hung about the room.

Two narrow beds flanked opposite ends of the room. The lumpen shapes atop of them, buried in mounds of blankets, hinted at sleeping bodies beneath. As he paused to inhale the scent of spicy herbs and flowers, a cold rush of air slipped past him. A dark figure strode into the room, and Zevander turned to see its cloaked form stalk toward the bed.

Frowning, he inched closer, watching as the figure reached for something below the bed. He lifted it to reveal a black, scaled egg.

Closer, Zevander edged.

The stranger set his palm against the egg, and a radiant violet light illuminated whatever creature inside squirmed and writhed with life. He quickly set the egg back on the floor and turned his attention to the mound of blankets on the bed.

Zevander stepped even closer, rounding the figure, until he stood face to face with the masked stranger.

Air wheezed out of him, and he tumbled backward, catching himself on the edge of the bed. Even masked, he knew the face staring back at him. He recognized those eyes far too intimately. The branching of a black vein that stuck out of the mask.

The stranger in her room was himself. Aged, but unmistakably precise in its features. He studied the other’s face in detail—every line and scar not concealed by that mask. How was such a thing possible?

His doppelganger raised a hand toward the bundle of blankets beside Zevander, and the glyph that glowed on his palm sent a jolt of panic through him. He jumped in front of his target, and a blast of heat struck Zevander as the black flame bounced over his skin.

As if disturbed, movement at his back confirmed something, or someone, was beneath those blankets.

His other self pulled back the flames, and a soft moan reached his ears. He turned just as the bundled form shifted, and he tugged the blankets enough to reveal her face.

His breath hitched, heart pounding so wildly, he feared it’d call out for her. Relief poured out of him in a shuddering sigh—an anchoring breath amid the ruin of his battered conscience.

She had aged enough that he knew she’d survived those dank cells in the temple. Knew she’d been spared. Her angelic face was peaceful in sleep, and he prayed she dreamed of anything but those dark days. He fell to his knees beside the bed, wanting so badly to touch her. To assure her that he’d never left her.

He turned to see his other self marveling at her, also. As he reached out a hand toward him, to confirm that what he was seeing was real, he hesitated, glancing back toward the girl. When had their paths converged?

No. He wouldn’t dare allow the gods to intervene, to change this fate.

For reasons he couldn’t reconcile in his head, though, the sight of himself stirred a jealous rage. Zevander jerked his elbow, hitting him in the groin, and the older self grunted, adjusting his leather trousers.

His cloaked version raised a hand again, sending another blast of flame toward her. Just as before, Zevander lurched, taking the brunt of the fire across his back, as he stared down at her beautiful face.

She shifted again, raising her arm above her head to show a marking there—feather-like with metallic accents. Once the flame had eased, Zevander ground his teeth, turning around to face the doppelganger.

“Enough of this.” He summoned the scorpion to his palm. Without warning, he curled his hand to a fist, crushing the scorpion, and a series of sharp stings prickled his body, from his hands to his legs. The other self grunted and jerked in a way that told Zevander he felt the stings, as well.

It was true, then.

He was staring at what he’d become. A rough and angry beast. Soulless, if he could so easily take the life of a sleeping girl.

What could’ve driven him to seek her that way? What had changed?

The other threw out his hand again, and Zevander parried with the flame, sending it back into him.

If he concentrated hard enough, he could feel that glimmer of frustration streaking through the other’s blood. Could sense the impatience. The indignity.

Zevander stared at him, the way he seemed drawn to her, in spite of his determination to kill her.

Why?

“Do you not remember her? How much you longed to touch her?”

As if he sensed his question, his other self closed his palm and reached out for the girl.

One touch. Zevander could feel the yearning in his aged self, the curiosity burning in his blood. His hand hovered a moment longer, contemplating. Jaw set, he reached for the blade at his hip instead.

As Zevander lunged to block his attack, a force threw him backward, and the bedroom wall crashed into his spine.

“You ignorant fool!” Alastor stood at the corner of the room and strode toward him, his eyes ablaze with a fury he’d not seen before.

Zevander pushed to get to his feet, but a force kept him in place against the wall. He watched in horror, as the masked doppelganger held the blade to her throat.

“No!” he cried out, writhing in futility against the invisible grip of his body.

Her eyes opened. The two stared at each other for what felt like an eternity. Not a speck of recognition in his furious gaze.

The cloaked figure vanished into a cloud of black smoke, and the girl shot upright in bed, glancing around.

Zevander let out a held breath, the pressure at his chest easing. “What is the mark on her arm?”

Alastor crossed the room, staring out the window. “You changed her fate. She was once a simple mortal. Harmless and temporary. Now she belongs to death.”

“And yet, she lives,” Zevander said through clenched teeth.

The older man swung around, his eyes narrowed. “By the gods, boy. What have you done?”

“What you feared to do,” he spat back. “I walked where you fear to tread.”

A bitter smirk curved Alastor’s lips. “Is that what you think? That I fear the gods?”

“Why else would you idly watch the suffering of others?”

“Suffering is a fragile thread that transcends worlds. It wears a thousand faces and is as integral in our existence as a tightly-woven tapestry. We all must suffer. And yours will be the consequences of your actions. To take from fate means you must be willing to give in kind.”

“I took nothing. She is my mate.”

“She was a hypothetical. Nothing more than a whim of the gods.”

Zevander pushed to his feet, hands balled in tight fists at his sides. “I saw it. I felt it. It’s her. She is mine.”

“You are nothing more than chattel. A slave, as you called yourself. You have nothing! You are nothing!”

Each harsh word lanced his pride like a jagged blade. “No. You said a god resides in me. The ancient power.” Zevander pointed to where the aged version of himself had stood moments before. “Did you see? I am not destined to remain at the cruel mercy of the general. I will be free, and my powers will be restored.”

“You are unworthy of such power. To be confined inside an ignorant and lowly boy for eternity. What misery!”

“You are right. I have no land. No name. No possessions. In the eyes of the king, I am nothing. But I assure you, she is mine. Our souls are bound.”

Alastor let out a bitter chuckle. “You don’t even know her name.”

“Tell me. Say it once, and I will remember her for eternity.”

“Are you certain of that, boy?”

The room around him faded into a blackness he couldn’t see beyond. “Yes, I am…”

“Can you recall her face, even now?” Amusement clung to his mentor’s voice.

Zevander glanced back to where she’d lain only moments before, found nothing more than a vacuous darkness there. He focused on the face he remembered, but it had somehow blurred in his mind. “Yes…she…she’s there…”

“You’ve already forgotten the color of her eyes. Her hair. Her smell. That angelic voice is all but a distant sound you can’t quite place.”

His mind scrambled to cling to what scraps of recognition he could summon to mind, but it was true. He could no longer recall her eyes. The smell had faded. And her hair, damn the gods, what shade was her hair?

“Do not do this, I beg you.” Tears blurred his eyes as he fought the encroaching darkness, the slowly fading image of the girl.

“She will disappear with time. Until you can summon nothing. And, in turn, the sound of your voice, that tone she once likened to an angel’s, will blend into every other.”

Zevander shook his head. “No. I don’t want to forget. Don’t let me forget.” He ran his hands back and forth over his skull. “As I hung from my chains like carrion for the vultures, she spoke to me. She gave me the will to live. Don’t take that away!”

“You were never here this eve. In your mind, she burned at that stake. Now, sleep, Zevander. Sleep.”
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Present …

Zevander had just shuttered his eyes, when the sound of quiet footfalls bled through the door across the room. He snapped his gaze in that direction, watching for the shift in light beneath the crack of the door, hardly discernible with the faint beams of daylight pouring in through the drapes. He’d stayed awake for hours, watching his mate sleep, recalling every visit to Caligorya, every detail restored in his memories.

The rims of his eyes burned as he focused on that door, waiting for a flicker of motion. A sound. All seemed quiet and still, but his instincts told him otherwise.

Someone was there. Even if he couldn’t see them, he could sense their presence.

Aleysia, maybe. It was late enough in the day that she might’ve gotten up to scrounge more food. Though, she didn’t put his mind any more at ease than the idea of a stranger roaming about.

With slow and deliberate movements, he rose from the floor, careful not to make sound, nor wake Maevyth, and dressed quickly, keeping his eyes on the doorknob.

One more glance back at Maevyth assured him of the long, easy rise and fall of her chest, and he crept toward the door.

“Beg for mercy.” General Loyce’s voice brought him to a halt, and he spun around, searching the room for her.

No movement. No indication that any part of the room had been disturbed.

He pinched the bridge of his nose, recalling the last time he’d heard Loyce speak to him and the gouges he’d carved into the floor, too close to Maevyth.

Not real. It’s not real.

“Perhaps I’ll introduce her to my pets.”

That time, the voice sounded like it’d come from the other side of the door—an echo in the corridor.

She isn’t there.

Zevander cracked the door open, anyway, just catching a shadow of movement down the dark passageway, where the light from outside failed to touch. He exited the room, closed the door behind him, and followed after the obscure figure dashing around the corner ahead of him. He hadn’t even gotten a good enough glimpse to know if he was chasing a man or woman.

He paid no attention to the rooms that passed in his periphery, as he kept his eyes on the fleeting glimpses of his quarry, the dark cloak concealing their identity.

“Be sure to kill me.” General Loyce’s voice reverberated like jagged blades across his mind. “For I will pursue her relentlessly. She will be nothing but blood and bones when my pets have their chase.”

Zevander sneered at the threat. The hell she would.

He’d tear through the stinking bowels of hell to keep that from happening. And gods help her when he got his hands on her. He’d defied the fucking gods to make Maevyth his, and he’d damn his own soul before losing her again.

Endless stalking through the temple brought him staring down a familiar corridor. Its gray stone walls, oddly spaced sconces, and a draft cold enough to chill a corpse made it instantly recognizable, albeit a bit hazy as to where he’d seen it before.

A distant dream.

Or nightmare.

Whispered prayers. Cold. Screams. Blood.

Frowning, he turned toward a long stretch lit by sconces that faded to pitch blackness. At either side, iron-barred archways framed deep alcoves that curved into the stone walls. Prison cells. He turned to the one beside him, where phantom images of women and children huddled inside zipped through his thoughts.

Whispered prayers. Screams.

“Come.” General Loyce’s voice echoed from that direction.

“Show yourself,” he demanded.

“You were chosen by the gods, but she was not.”

A spectral chill brushed past his ear, and he instinctively yanked his dagger free, eyes sweeping the shadows. “No need for cowardice.” Zevander remained poised, ready to strike, the thrill of silencing that voice rippling through him in a cold rush. “Show me your face.”

A cloaked figure emerged from the darkness at the opposite end of the corridor and stepped into the flickering light of the sconces.

Theron lifted his head, smiling back at him. “Is that what you think of me? Nothing more than a coward?”

Zevander scowled. “I killed you.”

“And I healed. Turns out, my bloodline is quite useful.” He slid his sword from its scabbard at his back. “Shall we resume where we left off?”

Zevander raised his palm, holding it outstretched, and called upon the flame. It wavered, weaker than usual, but still a threat, as Theron’s eyes turned intense, studying it. “Let’s see how quickly sablefyre heals.”

Again, he smiled back at Zevander. “Here, I thought we were friends.”

“Is that what you thought?”

The smile on his face withered. “You’ve not forgiven me for what I did.”

“You betrayed me.” The words spilled from his mouth, though in truth, it’d been so long, Zevander could only vaguely recall the memory of what Theron had done. He just knew the bite of resentment still lingered. “I remained her prisoner for a century because of you.”

Remorse bled through the fissures of his stony face. “My greatest regret was spilling your secret.”

“And mine was protecting yours.” A sharp, stabbing pain struck Zevander’s skull, and he let out a grunt as he dropped to his knees, clutching his head.
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Past …

“You’re lucky this didn’t fester.” Theron shook his head, wrapping a fresh strip of cotton around the wound at Zevander’s wrist, where his manacle had chewed at the flesh there. “Could’ve been avoided entirely.”

“This debate has grown moss, and I’m tired of it.” A few days of meals and water had returned his strength, and he was grateful to be sleeping on the marble floor of the observatory, instead of hanging from chains in his cell.

“You never spoke a word of what I confessed to you,” he said, referring to his professed involvement in betraying General Loyce. “Not even in the face of your worst punishment.”

“I never once believed it.”

Theron smiled, tying up the ends of the cotton. “Still, you could’ve pointed the finger at anyone to end your suffering. But you didn’t.” His brow furrowed. “Why?”

“The same defiant nature you nag at me about.”

Framed by the doorway across from them, the sturdy form of General Loyce stepped into the room, her gaze landing on Zevander. The smirk at the corner of her lips stirred his repulsion all over again.

“I’d sooner die than fall to my knees for her,” he added, glaring at the woman who approached to Theron’s rear.

His fellow slave glanced over his shoulder, quickly snapping his attention back to the gouge above Zevander’s kneecap. “A warning might’ve been kind.”

“What’s the fun in that?”

No sooner had he spoken the words than the general sauntered up behind Theron, eyes appraising Zevander’s bandages.

“Seems you’re healing quickly.” The predatory sweep of her tongue across her lips had him glancing away to hide his grimace. “Incredible, how resilient the body can be.”

Zevander ground his teeth, ignoring her comments.

“I’ve never seen a man so moored by his stubborn nature. So…iron-hearted. You call to mind the stories of Deimos, the fierce and vicious god of destruction. Tell me, what is it that you continue to live for?”

Zevander would never tell her that it was only the promise of vengeance that kept him breathing. He’d resigned himself to the fact that he’d likely never see his mother and siblings again, even if his dreams told him otherwise. The general would never set him free.

Hands at her back, she paced behind Theron, who kept his head low, his eyes on the task of cleaning and mending Zevander’s wounds. “I must say, I’m impressed. I did not imagine sweet Vaelora had such vicious bite in her. Such a small and delicate creature, terrified of her own shadow. Yet, she managed to devise a scandalous betrayal.” Pausing her steps, she sighed and shook her head. “In the end, her fears got the best of her.”

A bolt of rage speared through Zevander. “Perhaps you might face off with one of those creatures yourself, and see how you fare.”

“Careful.” Sharp eyes snapped to his like the lash of a serpent’s tongue. “I’m happy to add another scar, or two, for Theron to stitch.” She resumed her steps, the clack of her boots grating on Zevander’s nerves. “Tell me who devised the plan, and I’ll send you back to the mines.”

Theron paused in stitching a gash at his thigh, his usually steady hand trembling.

Zevander stared at him, imagining what she’d opt to do for punishment. Perhaps, toss him into her serpent’s pit, just as she had Vaelora. Maybe she’d shackle him in a cell, starving him as she tormented and abused him, the way she had Zevander. No matter the punishment she opted for, he was certain Theron wouldn’t survive it.

Zevander inwardly sighed. There was a time he would’ve killed for a chance to return to the mines. Would’ve offered up his fellow slave without a thought, or care. The unsettling image of facing his friends after what he’d suffered, however, the shame and humiliation of what’d been done to him, would’ve sickened him. He would’ve retched to hear them lament over their longing to fuck something, as they often did in the hours before sleep.

He couldn’t return to the mines. Not after what he’d become.

Zevander would sooner die as her slave, than wear a mask of normalcy, pretending the abuse and torment had never happened.

“Dravien Nockvayne,” he said.

Theron’s shoulders sagged with relief, and he resumed his stitching.

The general ground to a halt again and tipped her head. “Dravien Nockvayne,” she echoed. “Aradia’s slave. Interesting. You suffered days of torment, and never once mentioned his name.”

“You never once offered my return to the mines.”

She let out a breathy laugh. “And, still, your wry wit remains ever present.” She resumed her pacing. “We are connected, you and me.”

“I share no connection with you,” Zevander asserted.

“Oh, but you do.” She yanked her dagger free from her hip, and the sight of it, the memory of the many times she’d dragged that blade across his flesh, stirred an uneasy feeling in his gut. “My father was a general before me. A fair and dutiful man. I wasn’t his natural-born child, I never knew the orgoth who impregnated my mother, but I was grateful for the man who loved her so dearly, he raised me as his own.” Pressing the tip of the blade into her finger sprouted a drop of blood. “He was put to death, after he failed to track down and hand over the king’s own bastard children--the very children your father hid away all those years ago.”

Again, Theron paused his stitching just long enough to sail a confused frown at him, then busied himself again.

“It was fate that your father would die here,” she added.

“Shouldn’t your enmity be directed at your king?” Zevander spoke through clenched teeth.

“My father failed to carry out his duty. He told me himself, as he lay dying. He’d have done the same in King Jeret’s position.”

Zevander sneered at that. “Then, he’s a fool. So bound by duty, he failed to see the cruelty in the task. Murdering innocent children isn’t honorable.”

Theron shook his head, wincing, the sight of him stirring Zevander’s urge to laugh.

“Innocent, yes. But what comes of those children when they grow to be mercenaries with ten thousand Kastellian cutthroats at their back?” The way her hand clenched into a fist as she walked with a tightly-restrained tension in her steps told Zevander he’d rattled her. “I should loathe your existence, but I must admit, I find myself increasingly intrigued by you, Rydainn.”

“Your greatest fault is imagining that I care.”

Theron dragged his hand down his face, undoubtedly ready to throttle Zevander himself.

In spite of whatever retaliation he might’ve expected from her, she chuckled. “Even now, as you crawl from the brink of death, you are still brimming with fire and grit. I can never quite tell if I want to kill you, or fuck you. It’s utter madness.”

“I’d welcome the killing more.”

Her cold, dispassionate eyes remained locked on Zevander. “That’s enough, Theron. Please excuse us.”

“I’ve one more wound to stitch.”

“Now,” she said firmly, and he gave a curt nod, rising to his feet.

“My apologies.” He bowed and scurried off, out of the room.

At first, she didn’t say a word, her gaze unwavering. She exhaled a sharp breath, then hands behind her back, she paced again. “You want your freedom. You can earn it, you know.”

“Returning to the mines isn’t exactly freedom.”

“I’m not talking about returning to the mines. I’m talking about the world.” She lowered to one knee beside him, staring at the scarred side of his face. “Earn my trust, and you will see a life outside of these walls.”

Her words stirred a vague image of himself, cloaked and masked, standing alongside a bed. The thought warmed his blood, so familiar, but distant. Like a dream, or a fleeting idea he’d once had.

“How?” he asked in a guarded voice.

“I need secrets. Strategy. A woman in my position requires an advantage against her enemies.”

“That doesn’t explain how.”

“As part of my Gildona, your duty is to entertain my guests, in exchange for knowledge. That was your role at the golden bacchanal. But not all of my rivals are so comfortable sitting at my table.” She leaned in close enough that the warmth of her breath on his neck forced him to turn away from her. “At times, you may be required to seek them out.”

“You would trust me leaving this place?” he said, still facing away from her.

“Not initially, no.” She pushed to her feet again, to his relief. Even then, as she spoke of the possibility of him leaving the Gildona, of granting him freedom, the urge to swipe that blade at her hip and watch her bleed out weighed heavy on him. “That level of trust must be earned, as I said. Consider it a thin ray of hope. A path toward whatever it is that keeps you breathing.”

“And how do you ensure I’ll return to you, once I’ve had my freedom?” he challenged, his gaze on hers unwavering.

“You’ve come to know my cruel nature quite well, but what you’ve yet to meet is my kindness.”

He spat a bitter chuckle. “You think your kindness would have me fleeing back to your arms?”

“Yes. Once I’m bonded to you. That is the condition for your freedom.”

The very thought sank to his stomach like a sack of writhing worms. “A bond is sacred. Binding.”

“For mancers, yes. But I am only half. Orgoths don’t have mates. And the piercing I’ve placed on you would ensure that you never know pleasure, nor satisfaction and fulfillment, with another.”

The mere mention of the piercing, like a secret between them, taunted his rage. He could still hear her low, panting breaths as she brought herself to climax while watching him suffer through the pain of it.

“How fortunate, you’ve thought of everything.” The tight clench of his jaw betrayed the otherwise careless tone of his voice.

A knowing smile played on her lips. “You are the only one I’ve ever considered.”

“A bond, to glean nothing more than information.”

“It’s more than fucking an aristocrat for information. You cannot allow them to live afterward.” She expelled a resigned breath and glanced away. “I would allow you to see your mother, your sister. So long as you come back to me and share what you’ve gathered. We can start by bringing them here. Once you’ve earned my trust, we’ll discuss the bond and your freedom.”

“Am I to return to the mines in the meantime?”’

She swung her attention back to him, eyes alight with cruel amusement. “I do not reward lies.”

“What makes you think I’m lying?”

“Dravien Nockvayne alerted me to your treachery. You see, he has a very keen sense of hearing. It’s why I chose him for Aradia. I simply wanted to know if your loyalties could be further challenged by reward, instead of abuse.”

“Aren’t you curious to know who betrayed you, then?” In his periphery, Zevander could see Theron watching them from across the room, undoubtedly studying his body language.

“Of course I am. But you won’t tell me. That loyalty of yours is precisely why I’d choose you to carry out these discreet tasks.”

“Perhaps I’m not as loyal as you imagine.”

“Then, tell me who betrayed me.”

Zevander’s gaze flicked to Theron and back, but for reasons he couldn’t explain, he kept silent.

A grin crept across her face, and she sauntered off.
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“You look terrible.” With his sword still pointed at him, Theron’s eyes scanned over him. “You’re dying. I won’t fight a dying man.” He shoved his sword back into the scabbard at his back.

“I’m not dying, you arrogant ass. I’m low on vivicantem.” Head still throbbing, Zevander pushed to his feet, staggering backward a step.

“You’ll slip into absolute delirium, if you don’t consume flesh, or blood. Mancer is most potent, as you know, but human blood will provide just enough to keep you from slipping away.”

In times of famine, when supplies of vivicantem were low, the ancients sometimes raided other villages and cities, seizing their strongest men to drain and consume for survival. They were horror stories, tales of caution told alongside those of the Carnificans, who consumed too much out of greed.

Two of Theron shrank to a single form, as Zevander shook his head and focused on his foe. “I’m not interested in consuming human flesh.”

“You’ll hurt her. Your precious mate will die at your hands.”

The truth in his words tore at Zevander’s heart, but he gnashed his teeth at the mention of her. “What do you care? You long to turn her over to a woman who’d revel in her pain.”

He stared at him a moment. “We never made good rivals, you and me. What if I were to help you, instead? Would you free me from General Loyce’s grasp?” His brows lowered. “Would you forgive me?”

“That kind of forgiveness requires trust.”

“Then let us establish trust.” He jerked his head. “Come.” When Zevander didn’t make a move toward him, he sighed. “For her.”

Reluctantly, Zevander followed Theron, his enemy, as he led him through the maze of dark corridors, chiding himself for being so easily swayed.

At last, they arrived before a cell.

Inside, lay an older man, dressed in a tattered red robe that barely clung to the skeletal bow of his spine. With the man’s back to him, Zevander didn’t immediately notice the long, gray beard, tangled like brambles, until the older man glanced over his shoulder. Eyes wide with fear, he gasped, turning back to the wall, and whispered to himself.

White-chalked words decorated the walls around the prisoner, nearly every inch, aside from a water-streaked patch, covered in scribbles, as if he’d lived in the cell for ages.

“He’s fated to die in this cell,” Theron said beside him.

“What’s his crime?”

“Does it matter?”

On the floor below him, two names had been scratched into the stone: Maevyth and Aleysia. Zevander crouched low, reaching his hand past the bars to run his finger over their names. “Who is he?”

“As I said, it doesn’t matter. For you, he’s sustenance. Survival.”

Zevander’s brow flickered, his conscience screaming at him.

“Go on, then. Kill him. Consume his flesh to keep your strength,” Theron taunted.

“You’re suggesting that I consume raw human flesh. Are you mad?”

“No, but you will be, if you don’t cast aside your reservations and eat.”

Below Zevander’s bent knee lay a rusted nail, which must’ve fallen out of the wooden chair that was propped against the wall inside the cell.

“Do not think too much on it.” Theron continued to urge him, his sudden concern over him uncoiling Zevander’s suspicions.

Swiping up the rusted nail, Zevander shot to his feet, unsheathing his sword before Theron could so much as reach for his. He held the blade to Theron’s throat and punched the nail into his enemy’s stomach. “Rust,” he said. “Dulls the senses.” It would prevent him using any part of his magic—vanishing, or healing. Only temporarily, but Zevander didn’t require much time to carry out his plan.

Theron grunted and growled. “I’m trying to help you!”

“You’re trying to infect me.”

“Well, that wouldn’t establish much trust, would it?”

“Walk,” Zevander commanded, urging him away from the man’s cell, deeper into the corridor. He seized Theron’s shoulder and wrenched him forward, the blade a hairsbreadth from his delicate throat.

“Say it,” Theron urged. “Say what’s burdening your mind.”

An image scraped through his thoughts, weighted and suffocating. A stone box with intricate etchings carved into its face. Zevander shook his head to banish the visual. “Silence yourself, or I’ll happily oblige.”

“I did what I thought was best. I did it for you.”

Whispered enchantments slipped past his ears, and Zevander winced. “Enough.”

“I never meant to betray your trust. I only wanted to be your friend.”

Rage clouded Zevander’s eyes, but he kept it tamped down.

The sconces on the wall were spaced further apart and offered only waning light, the farther they ventured toward that blackened end, until they finally arrived at a much smaller cell, set apart from the others.

He stared at it, a sharp pain stabbing his chest. Unlike the barred cells, Maevyth’s former confines were enclosed by a thick, wooden door, offering nothing more than a small iron hatch to peer through. It would’ve been poetic to throw Theron into the same cell, but Zevander turned his head and, to his delight, found something better. He nudged Theron forward, urging him a short distance down an adjacent hallway, where they came to a stop before a massive iron vault with its door cocked open.

As Zevander shoved Theron into the dark, he stumbled forward, only just catching himself before he fell.

Theron glanced back, and when he turned back around, his eyes were wide with terror.

White, cloudy eyes. Gaping mouth. Blood.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what I did!” As he lurched forward, Zevander threw out his blade, pressing the tip into his enemy’s chest. “You know I can’t stand the dark.”

Still holding his blade outstretched with one hand, he pressed the heel of his palm to the throbbing ache at his temple. Snarling, he slammed the door of the vault closed, hooking the heavy iron lever to lock it.

“No! No! Please!” Faint pounding on the other side hardly carried through the thick metal, as Theron’s cries summoned memories, like ghosts trapped in a long-abandoned crypt.

A heavy stone box. Enchantments etched into the ancient black rock. His fingers sweeping over the symbols.

“What is it?” Zevander asked, not daring to attempt the puzzle lock on the outside of it.

“A griefcoffer,” Dolion said beside him. “A cursed gift of grief and guilt. Whatever is inside will make for a painful discovery. That much I know.”

King Sagaerin stepped forward, brows lowered. “You do not need to open this.”

A scream yanked him from his thoughts, and Zevander opened his eyes to the vault door ahead of him. The weight in his palm drew his attention to the sword clutched in his hand. How long had he been standing there for it to ache the way it did?

Another scream, that one far too familiar, had him spinning around in the darkness. “Maevyth?” He stumbled in the direction of the sound, toward the distant flickering of light, and rubbed the ache in his arm. Godsblood, he must’ve clutched that sword a good hour or two.

Ahead of him stood an opened door, and Zevander frowned as he approached the cell that’d housed the older man, whose scribbles on the wall told him he hadn’t dreamt it.

The old man was nowhere in sight.

On seeing Maevyth and Aleysia’s name scratched on the floor, an urgent warmth raced through his veins, as if he’d been yanked awake by a white-hot poker. He upped his pace toward where he thought he’d heard those screams, blindly navigating the stony tunnels.

Minutes passed with no more sounds, and Zevander began to wonder if he’d hallucinated it. Perhaps he’d hallucinated all of it. Damn the gods, he needed to find some vivicantem soon. The line between reality and thoughts in his head had blurred to such an extent, he could no longer decipher between the two.

He finally came upon another opened door, where a diminishing pile of ash lay at the threshold. Kneeling low, he frowned as he brushed his finger across it, and looked in to find a pantry full of food. Broken jars lay strewn about, their contents spilled onto the floor in pools of blood. Meat? He lifted his gaze to where jars of it lined a shelf, the red blood in which they soaked stirring his hunger. Saliva pooled on his tongue, and he shot to his feet, swiping one of the jars. He yanked out the thick cork, the stench confirming what it was inside, and while part of him was repulsed at the thought of consuming it, his stomach wouldn’t relent. He fished out the chunks of raw meat, quickly chewing and ignoring the godawful flavor that lingered on his tongue. Once he’d consumed it all, he drank the jar of blood, wincing as it burned his throat.

Wiping the blood that’d dribbled down his chin, he grimaced and eyed a bottle of liquor, tossing away the empty jar for it. After popping the cork, he sucked down half the contents, letting the sweet liquor burn away that fucking animal flavor clogged at the back of his throat.

Screams reached his ears again, and Zevander turned. Frowned.

He threw the bottle of liquor away and stalked toward the sound.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
MAEVYTH
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An hour before …

Athunderous crack jarred me awake, and I sat up from the floor, holding the blanket at my breasts. Faint beams of light stretched through the slits in the drapes. Daylight? How long had I slept?

The space where Zevander had lain earlier in the night was empty. Cold. His clothes were no longer piled beside the tub. Trailing my gaze over the room showed no sign of him.

I pushed to my feet and looked out the window, to see Raivox flying overhead. The position of the sun beyond him, muted behind thick clouds, told me it was midday.

Beside the fireplace, the bloodstained shift I’d worn had dried some, but not enough to wear through the drafty temple. Quietly cursing to myself, I scurried back across the room, keeping the blanket wrapped around me, and swung the door open.

Aleysia stood midway down the dark corridor. In her white shift, resembling something spectral, the sight of her sent a chill down my spine.

“Aleysia?” I called out to her softly.

She didn’t move, not so much as a twitch at the sound of her name.

“Aleysia!” My voice was stern that time, and she slowly turned to face me. The void behind her gaze sucked the warmth right out of me and clenched my nerves.

“I have to find him.”

“Zevander?” Struggling to hold the blanket around myself, I glanced toward the room across the hall, where our dresses lay slung over the rack by the fireplace there. “Wait for me. I’ll go with you.”

Instead, she turned back toward her path and kept on.

“Aleysia!” Growling in frustration, I hustled into the other room and, fingers fumbling across the fabric, dragged the mostly dry dress over my head, then stuffed my feet into the boots without stockings. As I passed her dress, I gave a second’s pause, before swiping it up on my way after her.

Without light, I tore a stumbling pace through the corridors, fumbling through the darkness as I searched for her ghostly, white shift. It wasn’t until I reached the lower level that I caught her heading toward the ominous door. The one Sacton Crain had always forbidden parishioners to enter.

The one that led to the cells where I’d been kept all those years ago.

“Aleysia!” I yelled after her, but she didn’t bother to acknowledge me as she kept on, through that thick wooden door, the creaking from which echoed through the temple.

Maybe she’d seen Zevander head in that direction.

A glance back at the empty, gaping maw of the temple’s nave, from where The Red God seemed to watch me, sent a cold shudder down my spine. Following her was certainly better than standing there alone.

Cautious steps carried me toward that weathered door with its heavy, iron hinges that bled rust across the metal like wounds. It seemed smaller to me than it once had.

My eyes closed to visions of being dragged by my arm, nails digging into my flesh. The room tilted when I opened them again, and I took deep breaths to steady my racing pulse.

The aged wood groaned, as I widened the opening that Aleysia had slipped through. Stepping into a dark stairwell, I frowned on finding a distant light flickering below, illuminating the passage.

I stretched my arms out for the narrow stone wall at either side of me, Aleysia’s dress draped over my elbow as I blindly made my way down the stairs. Crisp air brushed over my skin like a whisper of the forgotten, swallowing me, the deeper I ventured. A phantom pricking of my fingertips brought to mind my nails scratching at the stones, as I’d been carried down to my cell. An echo of screams that hadn’t faded with time.

At the bottom of the staircase, the soft flicker of a flame danced across the walls, where the sconces along the corridor lit the way up ahead. I scarcely had a moment to ponder who’d lit them, before catching sight of Aleysia, who stood staring into one of the cells.

“Aleysia?” I called out for her, my quick strides bringing her close enough to see the cold expression cross her face, when she turned to look at me. “What is it?”

I closed the distance in slow, cautious steps, until I stood beside her, and the sight on the other side of the cell door stole my breath.

Three dozen, or more, children lay scattered over the floor, their pale, emaciated bodies starved, bones sticking out beneath the tatters of clothing that covered them. The stench of urine and defecation burned my nose, and the rims of my eyes stung with the threat of tears as I dragged my gaze over their lifeless forms. Crosses had been painted in what looked like blood on the stones of the floor and walls outside of the cell, along with a phrase that confirmed my suspicions for why they’d been imprisoned.

May the souls of the innocent spare us from death.

They’d been sacrificed.

Left to starve.

Aleysia’s dress fell out of my hand, a cold shiver stitching across my skin.

The twitch of an arm seized my attention, and I stared in on a little girl, perhaps no older than five years old, who shifted against the bigger body that lay beside her.

I darted forward for the iron lock and tugged to see if it might click open. “Can you open this one?”

“A door, yes. Not that variety of lock though.”

“A lock is a lock, Aleysia.”

“Clearly, you don’t know your locks. There are fetterlocks, pin tumbler locks. That’s a warded lock. It requires a key.”

“Well, I don’t have time to search for one.” I took two big steps back until I was once again standing beside Aleysia.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Stay out of the way.” I flipped up my palm and called upon the bone whip. The glyphs scarred across my skin surged to life, glowing a pale blue, and the spine uncoiled onto the floor. Fingers wrapped tight to bone, I struck the lock, which clanked but didn’t budge. I drew back and struck again. No more than a dent. Again. An impressive fissure, but overall intact. On the fourth strike, it unlatched, hanging cocked from the cell bar. I recoiled my hand, drawing the whip back to my palm, and lurched for the door, tossing away the lock.

Once inside the cell, I stepped over small, frail bodies, careful not to disturb them, and knelt down beside the little girl. Pale as the snow, only a feverish blush colored her cheeks. In her arm, she clutched a ragged teddy bear covered in dirt and grime. Her dampened, dirty hair was darker than the others, and I wondered if she was a child of Foxglove Parish, or from somewhere else.

Tiny, abrupt movements on the opposite side of her drew my attention to a rat gnawing one of her fingers. The sight of it stirred my anger as I swatted at it. “Shoo! Go away!”

The rat scampered off, leaving behind a bloody gash.

I glanced around at the other children, noticing small gashes on their bodies, too.

The girl let out a weak whimper, and I slid my hand beneath her head, lifting her up just enough to rest her head against my thigh. Blood trickled out of her eyes and nose. “Mama?”

Tears wavered in my eyes as I held her in my lap, stroking her hair.

“Nalapox,” Aleysia said, kneeling beside her. “All of them must’ve suffered from it. She’ll die, too.”

“No, she’ll be fine.”

Aleysia reached for the girl, but I clutched her arm. “Death would be merciful,” she urged.

“Don’t you touch her.”

Her brow flickered as if I’d slapped her with an insult, and she glanced around. “Look at their faces, Maevyth. They died in agony.”

Reluctantly, I swept my gaze over the cell, heartbroken to find every child’s face contorted in pain. Through a blur of tears, I turned back toward the little girl in my arms. “I can take your pain away,” I whispered. “Do you want to dream?”

The little girl nodded, her blue-tinged lips quivering. “Cold ...”

My throat tightened, and I swallowed back the urge to weep. “You’ll feel warmth soon.” Tears spilled onto my cheeks as I stroked her hair, keeping my blackened fingers away from her skin. “Close your eyes and imagine your mother’s arms wrapped around you. Can you feel her warmth?”

The girl gave a weak nod.

“Does she sing to you?”

Again the girl nodded, the movement nearly imperceptible.

My voice faltered with the first note of Vayr mu dahlje.

“Maeve …” Aleysia turned away, but I caught the shine of tears in her eyes, while I sang for the little girl, gently stroking her hair.

“Stay there with your mother. In her arms.” I placed my hand against her chest and closed my eyes, summoning the death glyph to mind.

“Mommy,” the girl whispered, and her body gently disintegrated into dust, leaving behind the teddy bear that lay beside her remains. Before I could so much as whisper goodbye, she was gone.

A tremble ran through my chest, like a growing fissure just before something split open. Quiet tears slid down my cheeks, and I held my face in my palms as the agony tore through me. Somehow, the world felt heavier than before. A little girl, alone and dying, had broken something inside of me.

And I wept.

For her. For all the children who’d been left to starve.

Abandoned by their mothers and fathers, just like I had been.
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“Come, Maevyth. We shouldn’t stay here.” Aleysia tugged at my arm, and I wiped away tears as I pushed to my feet. “Your hands…they take life.” It was the first time she’d acknowledged any of the powers I’d called upon.

“Yes.” A somber ache lingered in my chest. “I killed The Crone Witch this way.”

She sighed, carefully threading her arm in the crook of my elbow as she guided me over the small bodies. “I’m afraid she deserved it, the wretch.”

Ignoring her comment, I asked, “Did you see Zevander? Is that what brought you down here?”

Aleysia frowned. “No. Come to think of it, I don’t know how I got down here. I think I may have been dreaming of…father. I swear I heard his voice.”

“Do you remember the sound of his voice?” I asked as we stood outside of the cell.

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Not really. It’s peculiar, I can hear Grandfather Bronwick’s voice clear as a bell, and he’s been gone far longer than Father.”

Father had disappeared a little over two months before I’d passed through the Umbravale to Aethyria. Had only been presumed dead mere weeks before Aleysia’s banishment to The Eating Woods. But it had been longer than that since we’d seen him last.

“Come,” she said, weaving her arm in mine again and waving me toward the deeper end of the corridor. “Let’s see if we can find something to eat.”

“I need to find Zevander.”

“He seems exceptionally capable of taking care of himself.”

“Were you not the one who worried about him last night?”

Aleysia chuckled. “I told you, I just wanted the bed to myself.” Her brow raised. “Did you fuck him?”

My mouth gaped at her crudeness. “Not that it’s any of your business, but⁠—”

A cough echoed from down the corridor, and I froze, watching that curious glint shine in her eyes.

“No, I can’t take another life. I won’t.”

“It could be your lover.” She slipped from my arm and, to my utter frustration, scampered down the hallway in the direction of that cough.

“He’s not my …” Groaning, I swiped up her fallen dress and followed after her. “Aleysia! Slow down!”

Instead of slowing her pace, or heading straight, she turned down another passage.

I hastened after her, vowing that I would search for some kind of rope, or leash, to fasten to her. That, or lock her in her room.

The cough echoed through the stony passageway again, and I watched her peer into each cell she passed.

My blood chilled at the sight of the dark emptiness, imagining a time when they’d once been filled with those deemed heretics and witches—myself included. I wrapped my arms around myself, keeping my eyes ahead.

She finally skidded to a halt and stood staring into one of the cells, her jaw open, hands trembling at her side. “Father!”

Wary of what she’d found, I schooled my face to an impassive expression as I approached, studying the way her eyes filled with tears. When I finally tore my gaze from her, I turned to find an aged man I didn’t recognize behind long, straggly white hair and an overgrown beard. I’d have thought she’d lost her mind, if not for the fact that he looked too much like Grandfather Bronwick.

I stepped closer, not trusting my own eyes. The letter…my head battled. Signed by the king himself. It’d confirmed his death.

A lie. All of it.

His eyes. Warm, blue eyes that never once looked at me any different than he looked at his own daughter stared curiously at the two of us. His brows pulled together, and it was then I remembered the silver in my eyes and turned away from him.

“It’s just a condition, Father. I’m fine.”

“My…apologies for…staring.”

Through a mist of tears, I took in the scribbles scratched into the walls of his cell. Verses from The Red Book, if memory served me. “Father?” My attention shifted back to him, and his eyes shone with the kind of hope he must’ve abandoned long ago.

His expression broke, the corners of his mouth pulling downward into a look of sadness and guilt. Lip quivering, he opened and closed his mouth, as if he fought for what to say. “My girls,” he rasped.

Father!

Something bloomed inside my chest at the sight of him. It felt as if another broken piece of my life had clicked back into place. The universe had given him back to us.

“Break the lock, Maeve.” The urgency in Aleysia’s voice mirrored my own, as I curled my hand into a fist, glancing at my father.

“He’s probably going to be upset, seeing this.”

“He will have to understand, if he wishes to get out of this damned cell.”

Nodding, I closed my eyes, visualized the bone whip, and felt a weight in my palm when the spine clacked against the floor.

Father’s eyes widened, and he kicked back on the bed until his spine pressed against the wall. “Wh-wh-what is this?”

“Try not interrupt her, Father. She’s not entirely proficient at this part.”

I sailed a glare back at my sister and, noticing the white mist expelling from her lips, handed off her dress to her. “Would you like to give it a try?”

Aleysia chuckled. “Of course not, silly. I was just trying to ease the shock, is all.” She waved me on. “Proceed.”

“Hey!” A voice shouted from behind. “When you get his open, perhaps you might consider this one next.”

Aleysia glanced over her shoulder, and her face soured when she turned back toward me and whispered, “Ignore him.”

“Who?” I asked, and as I turned to look, she cupped my cheek to stop me.

“Father. Focus on Father.”

“Hello?” the stranger asked from behind.

Despite my curiosity, I didn’t bother to turn, but drew back the whip.

First strike bent the lock’s face.

I threw forth my palm for a second strike that sliced a divot in the cell bar.

The third cracked the lock open, and Aleysia rushed forward, yanking it free, as I drew back the whip. As both of us rushed into the cell, the horrific stench of body odor and defecation nearly gagged me.

Father pushed to unsteady feet, his legs unmistakably weak and brittle. “Red God in Heaven, I never thought I’d see the two of you again!” He reached out for the two of us, but Aleysia pressed her palm to his chest.

“Perhaps after a bath.”

He lowered his arms, and gripped his tattered robe. “I must look positively disheveled.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” she muttered, and I shot her a look of disapproval. While Aleysia had never been entirely affectionate towards our father, there was no reason to be outright rude.

I reached for his cold and wrinkled hand, smiling as I gave it a squeeze, and he lifted it to kiss my knuckles, then lowered it with a tender pat.

Glancing around the room, I took in the small bucket next to the bed, the discarded rat hides, and that of a larger animal I couldn’t identify from its remains. I swallowed hard, trying to imagine how he must’ve survived all this time.

“Has someone given you food and water?” I asked.

He glanced back toward the bucket himself. “In the beginning, yes. I was given gruel and water. The meals turned infrequent after a while. I was forced to collect the water that drips into my cell on the occasions it rained.”

Aleysia slapped a hand to her mouth. “In your urine bucket?”

“Aleysia,” I whispered. “Be kind.”

“Well, it’s disgusting that he had to resort to such measures.”

Shaking my head, I turned my attention back to Father. “When were you imprisoned? And by whom?”

“When I returned from Lyveria. I tried to convince Sacton Crain that they should leave the Lyverian people alone.” Gaze lowered, he shook his head. “I made the grave mistake of sharing a vision imparted to me by a priestess I’d encountered there. The end of the world.”

“Decimation.” I recalled the words painted in the nave.

“Yes. I thought for certain I’d have been banished for blasphemy. Branded a heretic. Instead, they threw me in this cell to rot, and I’ve been here ever since.”

“I suspect they left you starving when they fled.”

“Um…if I may…interrupt.” The voice from across the hall drew my attention to a stocky man, round in the belly and soft in the jaw. Despite the long, black, robe-like garment that looked a bit like a dress with its tattered, flared hem, I recognized him from the village.

“Corwin?” A cold hand gripped my arm, and I turned to see Aleysia clutching me.

“Tell me you’re not letting Corwin Grinsgaith out of the cage. He belongs there.”

“I’m letting him out simply because you said that.” I wrenched my arm free.

“Maevyth…his family is from Cruxmere. Port of Pirates?” The coastal side of Cruxmere was a fishing community comprised of what was rumored to be a bunch of ale-guzzling ruffians and thieves. Sacton Crain had once called it a city of wickedness and sin.

“If you imagine that’s a worthy argument for me, of all people, clearly you’ve forgotten who you’re talking to.” I exited Father’s cell for the corridor.

“Fair enough, but that’s another mouth to feed.”

“I…I actually know where there’s an abundance of food.” Corwin curled his fingers around the bars of his cell. “An entire pantry. Stumbled upon it when I first arrived at the temple.”

“But you’ll not tell until we let you out,” I said in a flat tone.

“Well, that is …. Yeah. No.”

“You see? Not worth the trouble,” Aleysia chimed from behind. “Besides that, he could be dangerous.”

“I promise I’m worth the trouble. Truly, you could eat for a week.” His smile faded for a pained expression, and he rested his hand against his belly. “And I’m nothing more than dangerously hungry. Haven’t eaten in days. Not quite to the rodent consumption stage, but close. Admittedly.” His brows knitted together. “Un…canny. Your eyes, they’re so silver. Beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but uncanny.”

“Thanks for noticing.” I tugged the lock on his cell, but like the others, it wouldn’t budge. “Tell us where this pantry is, and we’ll bring some food back to you.”

“No.”

“We could find it ourselves,” Aleysia argued.

“You’ll be discovered by the others before you do.”

“Others?” I frowned. “There are others?”

“Nearly the whole village. Or…those Sacton Crain felt worthy of saving.”

“Did you see a man wandering about? Tall, likely wearing a black cloak?”

“Hideous scar on his face?” Quiet steps brought Aleysia to my side, and I elbowed her in the arm. “It’s easily identifiable, is all I was saying.” She rubbed the spot where I’d hit her.

“I was probably asleep.” Corwin sighed. “All I ever do is sleep these days. Dreaming of food.”

“I saw a man like you described.” Father’s hoarse and gravelly voice came from behind. “Thought he was death coming for me at last.”

Finally, a clue. “Did you see where he went?”

He winced and lowered his gaze. “Tried not to look at him. Heard him say he wanted to consume me.”

I recoiled at that. “Consume you? Are you certain?”

“Good heavens,” Aleysia scoffed. “That is grounds for getting as far away from that man as possible.”

I sailed an exasperated frown back at my sister.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Cannibalism, Maeve? Can you fathom kissing a man who gets bits of human skin stuck in his teeth?”

“Enough. He’s not a cannibal.” I turned my attention back to Father. “You’re certain you didn’t see where he went?”

He shook his head. “Thought it’d be less painful if I didn’t acknowledge him there. When I finally dared to turn around, he was gone.”

“I could help you look for him.” Corwin pressed himself closer to the bars. “If you let me out.”

“Why were you locked away to begin with?” It was strange Aleysia would ask such a thing, given the reason was fairly obvious. While the Grinsgaiths were welcomed ale makers in the village, they were still looked upon with suspicion.

Corwin breathed a bitter laugh. “You ask as though Sacton Crain has any reasonable explanation for locking people away.”

Aleysia eyed him up and down. “Given the state of things, he must not have found you very useful.”

Corwin’s brows pinched together. “It so happens I possess a very important skill.”

“Your mother was the ale maker,” she argued, her tone saturated in boredom. “You were a barkeep.”

“What is the end of the world without a proper drink? Miserable, that’s what.”

“We don’t have time for this.” Aleysia waved her hand dismissively. “If there’s food, we should find it and pack some for our travels.”

“Travels?” Corwin laughed the word, as if it were unthinkable. “You’re traveling with those…things out there?”

“Yes,” Aleysia and I both answered in unison.

He shrugged. “Might I tag along?”

“No,” Aleysia answered before me.

“Please. They’ll kill me here. Sacton Crain happens to believe I’m a poisoner, of all things.” He let out a nervous chuckle, looking me up and down. “No offense intended. He’s convinced the entire village that the ale they’ve consumed for decades is somehow mind altering.” He sighed, lifting his robe. “He also didn’t appreciate seeing me in a mourneclote.”

“What in God’s name is a mourneclote?” Aleysia crossed her arms and tipped her head.

“In Cruxmere, we wear mourneclotes while grieving our dead. I was mourning my dear mother in peace, until those creatures emerged. I didn’t exactly have time to change while a spindly spider was chasing me through the village. Anyway, in addition to being a poisoner, I was tossed in here for not wearing proper trousers.”

“Are you wearing a cammyck beneath, as well?”

“Aleysia.” Sighing, I shook my head and peered past him, searching the cell for any sign of a weapon, and found nothing but a bucket, like father’s. “I will set you free, but quickly. I have to find my …. Well, he’s my friend.”

“He’s her lover. With a hideous scar,” she whispered, and again, I elbowed her in the arm.

“Anyway, please don’t make me regret it.”

He shook his head frantically. “I promise, I won’t. I know Cruxmere is said to be the Port of Pirates, and that is true for some there, but I’m really nothing like them. In fact, I’m the reason Mother and I moved to Foxglove. My father considered me a bit weak. Effeminate, I believe he called me.” His brows pulled together when he lowered his gaze. “He forced me out of the only home I’ve ever known.” A mist of tears shined in his eyes. “My mother chose me,” he said, his lips pulling to a somber smile. “So we both fled.”

“Step back,” I warned, and like before, I closed my eyes, summoning the glyph. In one strike, I broke the lock, and Corwin’s eyes lit up.

“It’s true, then,” he said, his voice sketched in awe. “You really are a witch.”

“You’ve got some nerve.” Aleysia waved toward the lock. “Confine him again, Maeve, and let’s move along.”

“No!” Corwin lurched for the cell door. “I meant no insult.” Gripping the bars of his cell, he glanced around as if someone might hear him. “I’ve always sort of admired the witches, if I’m being honest. Oh, but don’t tell Sacton Crain I said that. He’d have me banished, for sure.”

Rolling my eyes, I stepped forward and unshackled the door, letting it open freely. “I’m not a witch. I don’t know what this is, or why it’s happening to me.”

“The priestess would know,” Father said from behind. “She is all-knowing.”

“Yes, well, unless you’re seeing visions of her, she’s not here. You mentioned food, Corwin?” Aleysia corralled him out of the cell and urged him forward. “Show us.”

“I have to find Zevander. I don’t have time to seek out food.”

Aleysia’s shoulders sagged. “For heaven’s sake, Maeve. Don’t you think Zevander would appreciate something to eat when you find him? Please, I cannot pass up the opportunity to eat something. Father needs to eat something,” she said, waving back at him.

“I’ll survive⁠—”

“Hush, Father, you’re wasting away as we speak.”

I groaned. “Fine. But we need to hurry. I have to find him. He’s not—” I caught myself, but the intrigue in Aleysia’s eyes told me I’d said enough.

“He’s not what?”

“Forget I said anything.” I stepped past her, refusing to entertain any of her questions. “C’mon, Corwin.”

“Yes, of course.” He scurried up to my side, and I glanced over to see him holding up the hem of his robe, as the two of us made our way down the corridor. “These are such a nuisance when you’re running for your life.”

“Tell me about it.”
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“It’s almost…there, I’ve got it!” The lock on the door they stood before clicked, and when Aleysia opened it, they found a pantry in which a few dozen shelves stood packed with jars of food. More food than I’d seen in weeks.

“Dear God. You do give a damn about me.” Aleysia pushed to her feet, brushing at her skirts. “Who could’ve imagined?”

“Language, Aleysia,” Father said, stepping inside. “The Red God has provided.”

Frowning, I stepped past him for a jar of peaches. “The Red God would’ve watched us starve to death.” I could feel Father’s stern eyes burning into me from my periphery.

“You’ve lost your faith.”

“She never had it, Father. Nor did I, if we’re confessing our sins now.” Aleysia yanked a jar of meat from the shelf, and my frown deepened as I watched her open the corked top of it.

I lurched toward her, gripping her arm. “What are you doing? That meat is raw. You’ll be sick.”

Aleysia laughed. “This again. The whole world is sick, Maeve. As long as spiders aren’t pouring out of me, what does it matter? Let it rest.” Yanking her arm free, she resumed opening the jar, and I watched in horror as she devoured the raw meat inside, red juices streaking down her chin. She let out a moan and tipped her head back, as if it was the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted.

Corwin stood alongside me. “Exactly how long has it been since she’s, um…eaten?”

“Certainly not long enough for that.” I uncorked the jar I held and fished out one of the peaches. The moment the sweet flavor hit my tongue, I closed my eyes, briefly taken back to the days when grandfather would share a bowl of fresh peaches and warm honey bread.

I wasn’t there, though.

I was standing in a pantry of food, in the temple’s eerie dungeons, while Zevander remained missing. Scanning the shelves, I grabbed jars of meat, carrots, and apples. “Take a couple of jars, but not too much.”

An unsettling cold palmed the back of my neck, as they scrambled to collect the jars. “Wait.” The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. “We need to go. Now.”

We spun for the door. Two Vonkovyan soldiers stood blocking the way, their weapons trained on us. One of them lunged toward Aleysia and grabbed her arm, yanking her from the pantry.

She screamed, dropping the jars of food onto the floor. “Let me go!” She punched and scratched at him.

The other held his weapon pointed at me, and my eyes flicked to Aleysia and back. “Let her go,” I warned.

In my periphery, Corwin collapsed, and a quick glance downward told me he’d fainted.

The soldier shifted his attention to him.

A sharp breath, and I reached out, my deadly fingers gripping his throat before I could stop myself. The soldier disintegrated into dust.

Eyes wide, the second guard shoved Aleysia back into the pantry with us and slammed the door shut, snuffing out the light.

“No!” I lurched forward, and the lock clicked. The door didn’t even have a handle on our side. “No, no!” I slammed the heel of my palm against the unyielding wood. “Let us out of here! Let us out!”

“Maevyth,” Father said behind me, but I didn’t answer, frantic to open the door. “Maevyth!” His voice held the stern tone I remembered from childhood, and I stilled. “What happened just now?”

“Can you not see we’re locked in a pantry, Father?” Aleysia snipped, before I could answer. “Good grief, months in a cell is no excuse.”

“Careful of your tone, girl. I’m still your father.”

“Who abandoned us,” she argued back.

“I was imprisoned!”

“You abandoned us long before that!”

“Calm yourselves.” I pressed my forehead to the door panel and let out a long breath. “As for what happened, Father, the story is far too long to tell, and I’m too tired. Just know, I’m the same person I’ve always been.”

“Yes, just a little more deadly,” Aleysia added. “And a bit paler, if you ask me.”

“Has anyone checked on Corwin?” The darkness offered no indication of where he’d fallen.

“I’m alright. My head hurts a little, and I think I cut myself on some glass…might’ve eaten some raw meat in my delirium, but I’ll live. I think. Just…no one touch me.”

The door clicked, and frowning, I stepped back.

When it swung open, Sacton Crain and a half-dozen men stood blocking the way. His lips pulled to a repulsed expression. “And so the witch returns.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
KAZHIMYR
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Atide of nausea swelled in the pit of Kazhimyr’s gut, as he stared out the cloudy galley porthole above Dravien’s head, watching the slate blue water slosh with the ship’s rocking. The scent of brine and charred meat clung to his nose and throat, failing to banish the pungent reek of gutted fish. Tired and weathered wood creaked, as the merchant ship carried them from Wyntertide, down along the southern coast, to where they hoped to land in Veneficarys by the eve of the following day. A faster route, but certainly not the easiest to travel, as far as Kazhimyr was concerned. Dravien had gotten them passage on the ship, claiming the captain was a long-time friend, but Kazhimyr hadn’t come to trust him—or his friends—any more than the first night they’d run into him at the tavern.

The ship lurched as a wave crashed against it broadside, jostling the pots and pans and making them clank behind him. An oil lantern swayed from a hook, casting erratic shadows that set his stomach roiling and his last meal creeping its way up his throat. He’d traveled the seas before, but never on a stretch that thrashed and snarled as if it might chew the keel clean off.

“You’re not much of a seaman, are you?” Dravien smiled as he sat across from him and tipped back a sip of ale. “Looking a little peaked.”

“Never liked the sea much.”

Beside him, Ravezio sat casually in his chair, unbothered by the constant heave of the hull, and sipped his ale.

“I remember the first time I ever traveled to Vespyria from Calyxar. Came down past Maleviarys on route to Wyntertide. Was a horrible storm that rocked the ship like a beast thrashing its prey. A half-dozen men went over into that icy sea.” He knocked on the porthole window behind him. “Watched from the galley as the Syrenians surrounded and devoured them. Their teeth like sharpened blades. They like taunting their prey, making little cuts at a time. The scent of blood in the water puts them in a frenzy.” The smirk never faded from his lips as he stared off, as if lost to the vision. “But not like a shark. Sharks are honest kills. Purposeful. For food and nothing more. Syrenians, on the other hand, kill for sport. They devour because they know the thought of such a thing, living broken in the bellies of beasts, terrifies us.”

The story certainly didn’t lessen the squirming in Kazhimyr’s stomach.

“Well, that destroyed whatever fantasy I might’ve had about them being beautiful and tempting.” Ravezio chuckled and polished off another long swill of his drink, before reaching for the bottle.

“The most vicious beasts in the world are beautiful.” Dravien swiped the bottle from Ravezio and filled his own glass first.

“Speaking of vicious beasts, did the good general, your employer, intend to kill Dolion?” Kazhimyr asked, ignoring the sloshing in the pit of his gut, as the ship reeled with each swell and dip.

Dravien snorted. “Suppose it doesn’t matter now. I’m a dead man, whether I tell you, or not. I was to retrieve the bloodstones by any means.”

“Was this a personal request, or at the king’s behest?”

His lips curved again, eyes narrowed on Kazhimyr. “A favor.” He buried his face in his cup and winced as he swallowed. “For Captain Zivant.”

Kazhimyr’s brows lowered. “She hired you as a favor for Captain Zivant.”

“Seems your king’s trusted don’t have a speck of loyalty in their bones.”

Kazhimyr rubbed his hand down his face. It didn’t surprise him to know Zivant was a traitor. It only concerned him that his hunt to find Dorjan might’ve carried a more strategic purpose. “Then, Solassions want the stones. That’s what this is all about. The general is only interested in the septomir.”

“General Loyce doesn’t give a damn about the septomir. She only agreed to track them down in exchange for one thing.”

“Zevander.”

Dravien’s cheek twitched as though even the sound of his name troubled him. “Her obsession knows no bounds,” he said, jaw tight.

“Are you jealous of her affections for him?”

“I’m jealous of the protection her affections affords him. Were he in my position? Having defied her orders this way, he’d suffer no more than stern words and harmless punishment.”

“I’ve heard her punishments are anything but harmless,” Kazhimyr argued.

“You’ve heard correct. And while Rydainn suffered at her hand, he never witnessed her cruelest torment. The kind I’m destined for.”

“All torment is cruel,” Ravezio said, his voice dropped to a more serious tone.

“There are levels of cruelty. The worst I’ve ever seen was what she inflicted on one of her slaves, Theron, all those years ago.” The usual smirk on his face twisted for an expression that seemed too vulnerable for a man like Dravien. One who’d undoubtedly trained himself to be charming, sly, and completely unreadable. The expression crinkling his face held far too much clarity to be mistaken for anything other than fear. “I’ve seen men suffer and die in horrible ways. If given the choice, they’d still fight for their right to keep breathing. But I’ve never heard a man scream for death so desperately as the night she strung him up. There is torture. And then there’s what goes beyond mere torture.” Dravien quickly raised his cup for another drink, and Kazhimyr caught the trembling of his hand.

“We were prisoners in the mines,” Kazhimyr said. “I heard rumors of her cruelty.”

Gaze lowered, Dravien smiled. “The stories you heard are a mere shadow. Your friend may be her favored, but make no mistake, the mask of normalcy he wears hides the nightmares. The voices. The uncertainty that any moment she might find him when he’s least expecting it. She’s undoubtedly sought him out in the mortal lands. Not even the threat of famine and disease could keep her away from what’s owed to her.”

“She hired you for coin?”

He sneered, swirling the drink in his cup. “A slave can’t be hired for coin. They do as they’re commanded.”

It troubled Kazhimyr, how easily he’d been lured into feeling sorry for the bastard.

“I’m gonna go take a piss.” Ravezio pushed his cup aside and stood.

“Be sure to aim leeward. The waves have teeth tonight, so you might grab more than your cock to steady yourself.”

Kazhimyr chuckled at that, his nausea settled enough for a swill of his drink. “Think I might have to piss, as well.”

Dravien nodded, his eyes still showing he was lost to thought.

As Kazhimyr pushed to his feet, he was certain of two things: their time on the ship had not afforded him sea-legs, and the liquor he’d consumed hadn’t dulled the gurgling in his stomach as he’d hoped. He staggered with the rocking of the ship, as he made his way up the creaky staircase to the top deck. Gusts of wind made the trek to the bow even more difficult, but the diminishing twilight had him squinting through the dark to find Ravezio.

He twisted around, looking for his friend, and heard a shout that curled the hair on the back of his neck. Ignoring his unsteady gait, Kazhimyr stumbled to the edge of the ship and peered over, searching the black water below.

Flailing hands broke through the surface. “Help!” Ravezio cried out, and without a beat of hesitation, Kazhimyr shed the scabbard at his back and dove into the water headfirst.

The black sea could’ve been ice cold, but it merely registered as tepid for Kazhimyr, whose blood temperature quickly adjusted—a blessed gift of his magic. He cut through the rough waves, swimming toward his friend, who couldn’t keep his head above water.

Something struck his leg, but Kazhimyr ignored it, keeping on toward Ravezio. When he finally reached him, the other Letalisz had just sank below the surface again, and Kazhimyr dove under for him. A soft glow lit the water beneath them, and Kazhimyr twisted around as something slipped past him. Another slipped past on the other side.

Sharks?

He couldn’t tell, the way they moved so quickly and fluidly in the water. Clutching Ravezio’s arm, he dragged him upward, and both of them broke the surface on a gasp of air.

Ravezio coughed and spat water, as Kazhimyr kept his eyes on the movement below them. “They…pulled me right…off the deck.”

“What are they?”

“Think they’re the Syrenians…Dravien mentioned…tried to bite me, but…I don’t think they cared for my blood much.” He wheezed a chuckle, gripping Kazhimyr’s shoulder to stay above water. “Damned fish harpies.”

The ship stood like a beacon beyond their grasp, and Kazhimyr gnashed his teeth. A hot streak of pain slashed the back of his leg, and he jerked forward. “Fucking hell!”

“They’re toying with us.”

“Let’s see how well they swim in ice.” He growled and held out his hand to the water, sending a white mist across the surface. Swells of waves froze into place, looming over them like crystal giants. Their bodies bobbed in a diminishing halo of water, as the ice closed in around them. Kazhimyr yanked Ravezio to the edge of a flat stretch and, in one heave, hoisted him upward.

Ravezio clawed at the ice for purchase, but slid back into the water on a splash. “Too damned slippery!”

“Let me go first.” Kazhimyr curled his hands into fists and small spikes bloomed across his skin. He climbed his way up the edge of the ice to the flat surface, pausing only a moment to take a breath.

“Mind hurrying? Those things keep brushing against my leg.”

“They must’ve swam beneath the ice.” Kazhimyr reached over the edge, offering the crook of his arm and keeping one spiked palm grounded, and hauled his friend up onto the ice.

Once out of the water, Ravezio rested his head against the surface, shivering. “Think I have to piss again.”

“Wouldn’t yank your cock just yet.” Kazhimyr searched through the darkness for any sign of land, but there was nothing. Nothing but open water beneath the dim moonlight. He could still make out the ship in the distance, but it was farther still, and they’d never outswim whatever lurked below. “Fuck!”

“What now?” Ravezio asked.

“We wait and hope the pointy-eared codbollock notices.”

Ravezio shook his head. “Don’t hold your breath.”

A hard thump beneath them dropped Kazhimyr to his knees. “What in seven hells was that?” Another hard thunk followed, and a splintering sound drew his attention behind them, where deep fissures crawled over the ice. A third thud broke the ice free, and the two of them drifted toward the watery center on a small chunk that measured no more than the length of their bodies.

“This just keeps getting better.” Ravezio pushed to his knees, keeping his hands braced. “If the little wenches slowed enough, I’d turn them into decorative anchors.”

“Unfortunately, I think they’re too smart for that.”

The ice teetered, slowly at first, nothing more than a gentle rock. A warning.

“Brace yourself,” Kazhimyr warned, as the teetering quickened, and Ravezio patted around for something he could get his fingers into. “Grab my arm!” As if those relentless fish hags wrenched each side from below, the teetering turned violent, each upward swell nearly throwing them from the iceberg. “Hang on!” Kazhimyr dug his spiked palms deeper, muscles flexing as he fought to hold onto the icy surface. They tipped upward again, and Ravezio lost his grip, slipping down the length of his body and clutching his leg.

As Kazhimyr’s hands popped free, the ice shifted again, sending them sliding across to the other side. He slammed his palm again to lodge it and braced for another rough jostling.

Instead, the floating piece of ice rocked calmly back to level again, and frowning, the two of them stared back at each other.

All was quiet. Not so much as a splash from below.

Kazhimyr dared to peer over the edge and found a pearly white substance spreading outward from the ice. “What the hell is that?”

Ravezio slid up beside him, looking over the edge. “If you managed to give yourself a cocktug through all of that, I’m impressed.”

A high-pitched squeal rattled Kazhimyr’s skull, and both of them slapped their hands over their ears.

“Balls of Castero!” Ravezio clenched his teeth. “I think my head might explode!”

A thunderous crack breached their hands covering their ears, and a cold, wet object struck Kazhimyr’s face. He opened his eyes to a glistening glob of pink falling onto the ice as he sat upright. More globs and chunks fell to the ice, raining from the sky.

The two of them frantically looked around, where arms, ears, and fins lay scattered over the surface. The water below them held floating bits of what Kazhimyr was certain were Syrenian body parts. The iceberg lurched toward the flat, icy surface from which it’d detached earlier, and the two of them scrambled onto the clean stretch of ice. Peering into the water showed a shadowy figure rising up toward them.

Hand held out, ready to send a blast of ice toward it, Kazhimyr waited—until, at last, hunter green hair breached the surface.

He lowered his arm. “Dravien?”

“Care to help me out of the water? Sharks will be scavenging any moment.” He raised his hand, and Kazhimyr took hold, yanking him up onto the icy ledge. Long, black spikes protruding out of his spine slinked beneath his clothing and vanished.

“It’s not the meat that’ll draw them, but the sheer force of your massive balls.” Ravezio chuckled, taking hold of his other arm to hoist his lower half onto the iceberg.

“You did this?” Kazhimyr asked, spying the lower half of a Syrenian, a scaled silvery fin, twitching in the water where a shark must’ve bit into it.

“Sometimes, I can be useful. Heroic, even.”

“Godsblood, what did you do?” Ravezio peered into the water.

“The spikes on my back release a toxin. In water, it spreads quickly and gets in their gills. Keeps the water trapped inside their bodies until they burst.”

Snorting, Ravezio stepped away from the edge. “I was certain you’d have skipped off without us.”

“Believe me, I wanted to.”

“Must be some curse, if you’re willing to dive into the icy sea like that. That, or you have the biggest, most generous heart.” Ravezio placed his hand over his chest and cracked a laugh.

Dravien rolled his eyes and looked out toward the ship. “Captain anchored, but he can’t get close to the ice. If you can offer a path, we can walk most of it.”

“Think I can handle that.” Kazhimyr pushed to his feet, and his surroundings shifted. He shook his head and held out his hand, sending a blast of mist outward, extending the surface from where they stood. The ship in the distance swayed and blurred, his vision widening and closing in. Shrinking smaller and smaller.

“Fuck. He was bitten” was the last thing he heard Dravien say, before the blackness swallowed him.


CHAPTER FIFTY
MAEVYTH
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Whatever room we’d been taken to beneath the church boasted high, arched, stone walls, tall enough to fit Raivox, if he were inclined to find his way into the temple. Like some sort of underground shelter I’d never known about as long as I’d lived in Foxglove, but the ancient masonry and impressively carved pillars told me it’d stood for centuries.

At one end of the massive space stood an altar with crosses and candles. Carved into the other three walls were hundreds of alcoves, stone shelters, stuffed with straw and blankets and flickering candles. Sleeping quarters, from the looks of it.

A peaceful backdrop to the mob of villagers that surrounded us, all of them carrying some sort of weapon.

“What is this place?” I whispered, caught in the center of the congregation numbering at least a hundred, or more, none of whom looked at me directly for more than a second.

“A tomb,” my father answered. “It’s where ancient clergy were buried. They must’ve cleared the bodies out.”

“Sleeping where bodies rotted away?” Aleysia crinkled her nose. “Revolting.”

“No more revolting than watching you devour a jar of raw liver,” I said, trailing my gaze over the blockade for a gap, or breach.

The crowd parted, and Sacton Crain stepped into the halo where we stood, the clack of his crosier skating down my nerves. “Contained in this circle is the rotting, festering seed of our good parish!” His lips twisted with derision as he spoke, but the tremble in his voice betrayed him. “We have the witch, the heretic, the incestuous harlot, and the plague-spreading sea serpent!”

“Sea serpent?” Corwin spoke low from behind. “I don’t even like the sea. Makes me nauseous.”

“Harlot.” Aleysia let out a bitter laugh. “And what shall we call you, Sacton Crain? A man who enjoys the pleasures of harlots?”

“Blasphemous demon! Every word that spills from her mouth is the devil’s poison.”

“And you’re a hypocrite,” Aleysia kept on. “Spilling poison into the minds of an entire parish. Tell me, where are your proper trousers, hmmm?” She gestured toward his long, red robe. “I’ll bet you’re not even wearing anything beneath.”

A unison of gasps rippled through the crowd of villagers.

Sacton Crain’s lips peeled back for a snarl. “I should’ve burned you instead of banishing you to the woods. Both of you!” He rushed toward me, his robes chasing behind him. “And remember this one! The bones that tumbled out of her hands. The way she willed the carriage to crush poor Lilleven. And now, whatever monstrosity decorates her hand turned one of our soldiers to dust!”

Corwin sighed. “I must’ve missed that after I fainted.”

“One touch, and poof!” Sacton Crain dramatized every word with the flailing of his hands. “We are all cursed by The Red God because of her! From the day she was birthed, he has sought to punish us. Look at her eyes! Silver, like the devil’s eyes. And, I say, it is time to banish the evil in our god’s flock, once and for all!”

The crowd murmured, zealous and fearful, and pressed forward, forcing us back toward the altar behind us.

“The Red God spoke of The Decimation, punishment for our unrepented sins! My good people, let us purge ourselves. Offer our four most ungodly transgressors in one single sacrifice.”

The crowd bellowed in assent, the sound of their judgment echoing all around us.

“I suppose it’s a really horrible time to admit that I’ve always fancied you,” Corwin whispered in my ear. “The black attire was somewhat repetitive, but you are beautiful, in spite of looking like you’re in constant mourning.”

“Not now, Corwin,” I said, keeping my attention on the crowd, whose bloodthirsty eyes told me there was no chance of appealing to their empathy.

“Of course. I just thought I should tell you, since we’re all going to die. And what a romantic gesture, really, burning together this way. Not many men could actually say they’d burn for you.”

“Enough, Corwin!” Aleysia snapped.

“Apologies. I get nervous when I’m chatty…er, chatty when I’m nervous. Flatulent, too. Oh, god…is methane flammable?”

Aleysia groaned, raking her hands through her hair. “For God’s sake, someone set me aflame already.”

Further, the crowd pushed toward us, their weapons jutting forward like a wall of barbs and spines, gradually sending us back. I turned, seeking an escape, but the only way out stood on the opposite side of the tomb, beyond the crowd.

The ground crackled beneath my boots, and I looked down to see twigs, straw, and oiled cloth placed with malicious care. Kindling. They’d been gathered in a tight ring over an iron surface, where footprints had been seared into the metal.

A man dressed in the telling robes of the clergy handed Sacton Crain a bundle of kindling fashioned into a torch. Sacton Crain crossed the circle toward a blazing brazier at the corner of the altar, and my nerves jittered when he dipped the torch and the pitch smeared across the bundled wood caught quickly. The wood hissed and crackled as he turned around.

I’d grown accustomed to Zevander’s black flame—more pet than element—but this variety of fire was different. I’d watched that infernal glow swallow innocent women and men, not quickly like sablefyre. No, the fire I’d come to know was slow and agonizing. It devoured at its own pace, savoring the flesh.

“They shall burn alive. Their sounds of suffering will mark an end to our own!” Sacton Crain’s voice guttered with his shrill words.

More assent.

“The Red God will lift this scourge! He will spare us!”

The exuberance of their cheering shook my nerves. That an entire village could be so elated to watch four innocent people burn—not a single one willing to challenge him—spoke of the power Sacton Crain wielded over their minds. Parishioners who might’ve been the kind to smile at me in the market square under different circumstances. I could only imagine them rotted to the core beneath those gleaming expressions.

Corwin whimpered behind me. “I’ve always feared burning alive. I can’t think of anything more painful.”

“Let them go!” The familiar voice rose above the din, and Governor Grimsby hobbled forward with a crutch tucked under his armpit. Face gaunt and sallow, he glanced around at his fellow parishioners, and I hated that the sight of him was a relief. “For God’s sake, have we not suffered and sacrificed enough? I’m tired. Weary of The Red God’s constant demands.” He threw out his hand toward us. “They’re no more terrifying than the creatures we cower from outside of these walls. Let them go! We can live in peace. No more killings. No more burnings. Not when we’ve lost so many already. We’ve starved children for godssake and for what? Nothing has changed! We’re no better off.”

“Traitorous fool,” Sacton Crain spat. “I never liked, nor trusted, you.”

“You never welcomed a challenging perspective. You have ruled this parish with an iron fist, and I will not be silenced any longer.”

He’d barely spoken the words, when the side of his neck split with the piercing of a blade.

My breath hitched, as I stared at the burly man who’d skewered him with a look of pure malevolence plastered to his face. The black snake tattoo on his neck identified him as one of Governor Grimsby’s Sawbones—bottom feeders who collected debts and doled out punishment for those that went unpaid. As the governor dropped to his knees, gasping and coughing blood, icy fingers of shock curled around the nape of my neck, even more so when the crowd lurched toward him, stabbing their spears into his body.

“Stop!” I screamed, but they kept on, pounding their weapons into him over an expanding pool of blood.

Panicked breaths stuttered out of me as I turned my gaze to Sacton Crain and studied the cold, detached amusement that colored his expression. The man raised his chin, his eyes gleaming with authority. Untouchable. A dare to move against him.

I was reminded of the days when he’d stood before the congregation, prodding the women he’d branded as witches. Silencing the voices that may have been bold enough to speak against him. I watched in horror as his disciples attacked an already wounded man, snickering through the task.

“Godless heretics have no place among our flock,” he said with a sickening calm.

“This is an abomination of God’s will,” Father challenged from behind, his voice trembling. “May The Red God strike you down where you stand!”

“Spoken like a true heretic.” Sacton Crain sailed a smug grin toward Father. “Perhaps they should stab their spears into you next.”

Aleysia’s laughter pierced through the growing hush of the crowd’s dwindling excitement. “You didn’t kill my father when he returned from Lyveria. Why? Why did you keep him alive? Was it because you foolishly didn’t believe those visions he saw? Or because you feared he might be right? Perhaps you had the same vision?”

Sacton Crain’s face ashened.

“Yes, someone showed you, as well,” she continued to taunt. “Who was it? Who told you of The Decimation?”

Confused, I glanced to Aleysia and back, curious if she’d seen, or heard, something I hadn’t.

A raw and unmistakable fear bloomed in Sacton Crain’s eyes, as he seemed to stare into a void of thoughts. He threw the torch onto the kindling, and my heart lodged in my throat when it caught quickly, corralling us in a diminishing circle of flame.

I frantically spun around, searching for an escape. Heat warmed my skin as the fire consumed the kindling, and outside of the flaming barrier, the villagers gathered around, forming a wall of spears pointed at us.

“Please help!” Corwin screamed from behind, darting toward a section that hadn’t yet lit. It caught quickly before he could pass through, and at the vicious jabbing of the villagers on the other side of it, he backed away.

Arms wrapped around me, and I turned to see Father huddling close. “Don’t let your dresses catch on the flame!”

An eerie song filled the tomb as the parishioners sang The Sinner’s Dirge, a song I knew well from past burnings and banishings.

The heat of the growing pyre stole my breath as it rose higher, a menacing flicker fueled by the oil.

“The floor is getting warmer.” Panic quivered in Corwin’s voice, as he shifted on his bare feet.

Aleysia and Father also stood without shoes.

“Oh, god, it’s getting hotter! I can hardly stand still!” Corwin’s shifting turned to hopping, feet dancing over the metal.

A cold hand slipped into mine, and I turned to see Aleysia staring back at me, but instead of the terror I recalled the night of her banishment, her eyes lit with a knowing smirk. “They call you a witch, Maevyth. Give breath to their worst fears.”

A surge of adrenaline chilled my blood as I stared out over the pious flock, reminded that I was no longer a cowering child and had no reason to fear my power. I lifted my arm, holding my palm outstretched toward Sacton Crain. “I will give you one opportunity to let us pass through in peace.”

As the pyre around us grew, the fear I’d seen cross his face lifted for cruel amusement. “We do not yield to powers of evil, girl. We burn it.”

I sent a blast of Aeryz that threw him backward into the parishioners behind him, the violent gust disturbing the kindling and opening a gap in the flaming circle. A collective gasp reverberated through the cavernous tomb, as the four of us scampered out of the ring of flames, off the hot metal, and the crowd filled in to block our escape, holding us just outside of it. Perilously close.

“We have to…destroy the witch!” Sacton Crain pressed a hand to his chest as he lay on the ground, fighting for breath. “She will…kill us all!”

The villagers closed in, their weapons pointed and ready, eyes dulled and hollow. Whatever speck of humanity remained was shadowed in those merciless glares.

“Witch, witch, witch!” they chanted in unison.

I closed my eyes and, in spite of my rattled nerves, summoned the bone whip to my palm. It tumbled out to the floor, clacking as it unrolled from my palm, unbothered by the flame it passed through.

The chanting broke into terrified screams as a few jumped out of the way.

“Please don’t make me do this. I do not want to hurt anyone!” One snap of the whip would explode their bodies, just as it had the Primsleys’ monstrous forms.

“Hand me that whip, Maevyth, I’m quite happy to hurt someone!” Aleysia reached down to lift it, struggling when it didn’t raise up easily. “Devil’s teeth, this thing must weigh a ton! How do you lift it yourself!”

Frowning, I drew it back with ease, and in the back snap, it cracked against one of the parishioners. Bellows of terror erupted as Mr. Morvenne’s limb flew separate from his body, landing with a hard thud on the ground.

Aleysia let out a gasp that turned to a chuckle, and frowning back at her, I noticed the way her swelling pupils had turned her eyes to an inky dark.

The crowd retreated a few steps, keeping their distance, but holding their guard.

“Do not let them escape again!” Sacton Crain urged, as he stamped his crosier against the concrete. “They are the key to ending this plague and getting out of this damned tomb!”

A terrifying boom bounced off the walls, and the crowd stilled.

Hushed.

Another boom followed, like a crack of thunder, and all eyes turned toward the enormous iron doors at the opposite end of the room.

“The infected!” Sacton Crain pointed his crosier at me. “She has brought them to us!”

The iron door flew off its hinges, landing with an ear-splitting clank that rattled the tomb.

Screams rose above the clamor of bodies running amok.

In the doorway, stood Zevander and his massive scorpion. It shrank just enough to fit through the entryway, then expanded to its usual colossal form.

“Who in God’s name is that?” Corwin asked, his voice shaky.

“The reason she’s not interested in you,” Aleysia answered.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
ZEVANDER
[image: ]



Zevander’s gaze swept over the scattering crowd, as they hid away into the small alcoves that lined the walls, clearing a path for the few who stood before an altar ahead, with a broken arc of flame alight behind them. His eyes zeroed in on Maevyth, scanning her at a distance for any sign of injury. He studied the platform where they stood, caught a whiff of seared meat that lingered as a faint odor. The intent was clear, and his gaze snapped to the robed man who stood clutching an elaborately decorated crosier. His attention lingered there, the man’s features weaving a hazy memory.

That face.

He knew it.

Holding the cross in front of the girl. Screams. Blood dripping onto the floor.

A sharp and writhing sensation uncoiled in Zevander’s chest, like serpents roused from slumber. Rage was too simple a word for it. Too emotional. What snaked through his blood was cold and predatory. Starving. His pulse didn’t pound. It drummed, as his vision narrowed on the man, with the promise of wrath.

The man’s composure faltered when he seemed to catch sight of it himself. He took a step back. And another.

Zevander’s scorpion slinked back into his skin as he strode forward with purpose, like a violent storm tearing through the tomb. Hand already on the hilt of his sword, he moved before his mind even registered the action, tugging it free from its scabbard.

The arrogant tenacity the old man had worn moments ago dissolved into a look of fear, and he glanced around, undoubtedly searching for a place to hide.

But it was too late.

Before he could dash away, Zevander threw out his palm, sending the older man crashing into the wall at his back. His body barely had time to collapse, before Zevander’s palm was at his throat, the rage in his eyes promising a painful death.

“Please.” The older man shook in his grasp, beads of sweat trickling down his temples. “I don’t know…who you are, but …”

“You know who I am,” Zevander growled. “And I know you, Sacton Crain. You tried to take what’s mine.”

The man’s brows furrowed, and he studied his face, perhaps recalling his voice from a distant dream.

“I remember you well,” Zevander continued. “The way you tormented her. Cut away her hair and locked her in a cell like an animal. You called her the lorn, like some discarded thing. Oh, I remember every moment with the kind of clarity that should make you tremble where you stand.”

Sacton Crain’s lips gaped like a fish as he fought for words. “The…demon…when I…slept!”

Zevander let out a dark chuckle. “No. A demon collects your soul in exchange for a favor. I simply want to hear you scream in pain for what you did. Pricking her skin. Watching her bleed.”

“How …. How do you know this?” It was Maevyth who spoke, and the delicate quiver in her voice, like a stretched butterfly wing, dragged his attention away just long enough to see her standing alongside him, her eyes wavering with tears.

How badly he wanted to sweep her into his arms and hold her right then, but his anger hardened like steel around his muscles, and he tightened his grip on the man’s throat, taking pleasure in the way his skin reddened.

“I was there,” Zevander said tonelessly, not taking his eyes off Sacton Crain.

“That happened years ago. We didn’t even know each other existed,” she argued.

“I’ve known of your existence since I was a boy.”

She breathed a nervous laugh. “I didn’t exist when you were a boy.”

He peeled his attention away from the older man once more and spoke softly, in spite of the strain in his throat. “You called me Angel.”

Maevyth stepped back, her expression guarded, and she slowly shook her head. “You …. You’re …. It isn’t possible.”

“I saw visions in the blackness. You called me Angel. You begged me to take you away.”

She touched her fingers to her lips, just as she had when he’d kissed her that night, eyes brimming with a hesitant refusal to accept what he was saying. “I was sick. I heard voices.”

“You heard my voice. My voice telling you I would never let them burn you. It was my lips pressed to yours.”

A tear spilled down her cheek, and she shook her head more frantically than before. “No. No, I …” Her body shuddered, the tight press of her lips undoubtedly holding back the violent storm of emotions breaking across her face. “I suffered delirium. Voices in my head, and⁠—”

“They told you these lies. But I assure you, I was there with you. I warmed you with my flame when they left you cold and shivering.”

“You should’ve perished alongside your mother,” Sacton Crain snarled. “Silver-eyed devil.”

When Zevander turned back to him, the man winced, snapping his lips together. The assassin had learned to hone his rage, to let it seethe and strike unexpectedly. He would know pain by night’s end, but not yet, seeing as the old man had just opened the door to questions.

“What do you know of my mother?” Maevyth asked beside him, and Zevander dared him to remain silent by curling his fingers into the man’s fleshy neck.

His eyes shifted away and back. “Release me, and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

Zevander smirked and slid his blade beneath the man’s chin, releasing him as asked. He might’ve accidentally silenced him with a quick jerk of his hand, if not for Maevyth’s gentle grip of his arm.

“No. Let him speak,” she said, and reluctantly, Zevander lowered his blade.

Gaze trailing over the tomb, Zevander met the frightened stares of the villagers, watching from where they remained hidden in their little alcoves. Not a single one bold enough to come forth.

Pathetic mortals.

“My mother, you knew her?” Maevyth’s voice shifted his attention back to Sacton Crain.

Sacton Crain glared back at Zevander as he rubbed his hand over his neck. “I did. Very intimately. She was a very quiet, but obedient, girl, until she began spewing her blasphemous stories. A heretic in every sense of the word.”

“And it was she who left me by The Eating Woods.”

“No. An acolyte left you there and never returned.”

Maevyth stood thoughtful for a moment. “Then, she didn’t abandon me.” Her brows furrowed as she lifted her gaze to Sacton Crain. “It was you. You ordered the acolyte to banish me to the woods.”

Sacton Crain’s eyes slid to Zevander, who stood plucking his thumb on the sharp edge of his sword, but he didn’t bother to answer the question. His silence spoke for him.

“My mother was Vonkovyan?”

“Lyverian.” He spat the word like it was a rancid taste in his mouth. “Nothing more than a slave.”

Zevander’s hands burned with the urge to watch blood sputter out of him, to see his eyes grow dull as death crept in.

“A slave?” The sadness in Maevyth’s voice was the only sound capable of breaching the steely hatred pulsing through Zevander.

“Worthless,” Sacton Crain added, so comfortably, as if Zevander had no intention of hearing him beg for his life.

Teeth grinding, the assassin leaned into him, watching the fine hairs on his cheek stand upright. “Do you remember what I told you all those years ago? What I whispered in your ear as you slept?”

Sacton Crain’s lips quivered.

“Mor samanet. Death awaits. Fate has not been kind to you, old man.” He could’ve burned him alive, or sliced a blade across his throat, but both options would’ve been far too quick. Too merciful. Zevander stepped back, holding his palm up, upon where a scorpion emerged from his skin.

Watching him succumb to the venom, a much slower death, would be far more satisfying.

Sacton Crain’s eyes bulged, his breaths turned ragged. The old man’s ego, bloated for far too many years, shrank in a single whimper. He’d gotten a glimpse of what it was like to feel small and powerless. Terrified.

“No. Let him go,” Maevyth commanded, to Zevander’s disappointment, and he frowned back at her. “He spared me. Whether out of fear, or mercy, it doesn’t matter now. None of this matters now.” She swept her gaze over the surrounding tomb. “I’m finished with this parish. With all of them.”

Zevander turned his attention back on Sacton Crain and ran his tongue along the edge of his teeth. “You live only by her mercy. Had I the choice, your organs would burn to liquid, and I would laugh as you screamed in pain. Remember this. Remember that the girl you tormented spared your life.” With the tip of his sword, Zevander made one quick slice across the man’s cheek, and he flinched, placing a trembling hand over the blood seeping through the fresh wound. Zevander smirked and followed after Maevyth through the quiet tomb, sensing the cowering eyes watching them as they headed for the exit, with Aleysia and the other two following behind.

“At least your mother had spirit!” Sacton Crain’s laughter held an edge of cruelty and madness.

Zevander couldn’t help but chuckle. Surely, the man must’ve lost his senses, taunting the gentle hand that’d yanked him from death’s chasm.

A few steps ahead, Maevyth ground to a halt and turned around.

“She fought up until I sliced the blade across her throat and watched her bleed out. You, on the other hand, are meek and as flat as aged parchment.”

Aleysia shook her head. “Oh, Maeve, if you don’t⁠—”

“Hush, Aleysia.” Tipping her head, Maevyth stepped closer to Sacton Crain. “You killed my mother?”

“I had no choice. One look at you, and I knew something evil resided in her.”

Maevyth circled back toward the old man, and as Zevander turned to follow her, she placed a hand against his chest. “No.”

Once again, he stood like a leashed attack dog. He would’ve ordinarily been inclined to ignore her command and carry out his vow to kill him, but as much as he yearned to watch the man suffer at his own hands, he acknowledged that it was Maevyth’s vengeance. Her tormentor. Her pain. He had no right to take that from her.

At first, she stood quiet, seeming to absorb the old man’s words. “You could’ve remained silent, and I’d have thought you spared her, too, somehow. I’d have praised your mercy, however rife with cruelty it may have been. But you wanted me to know. You wanted me to know of your brutality and hatred, didn’t you?”

A smug expression curled his lips, and he merely tipped his chin up, as if answering her was beneath him.

“You call me meek because I showed you mercy? You equate forgiveness with weakness?” Her beautiful silver eyes held a shine, betraying the unwavering strength in her voice that called to Zevander’s heart.

From as far back as his first visit to Caligorya, when he’d heard the man speak to her so condescendingly, Zevander had longed for that spark of rebellion in her.

“Why didn’t you burn me all those years ago?”

Again, his eyes flicked to Zevander and back, but in spite of his quivering lip, he snarled. “I should’ve. I wished I had. How much better our lives would’ve been for it.”

The steel of her gaze faltered. “I tried to be good. All I ever wanted, my entire life, was to feel accepted by you. By the parish. Nothing special, or exceptional. I could’ve been invisible, so long as I could stand alongside the rest of you. I never asked for anything more than your kindness, and all you could spare was sufferance,” she said through clenched teeth, the tears spilling onto her cheeks.

Zevander longed to steal her pain, but he remained still, watching her true power bloom before his very eyes. No longer a meek and gentle rain, but a raging storm.

A goddess in the flesh.

She stalked toward him with the smooth, calculated glide of a sword drawn from its scabbard, each step closer like a deadly promise. “You could’ve remained silent, and I’d have left you in peace. Instead, you chose death.”

Flesh disintegrated to ash where she took hold of his arm, and Sacton Crain’s eyes popped wide as an invisible gorge swallowed his body. Across each limb and his bulbous torso. Until all that remained was a pile of ash on the metal platform where others had burned.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
MAEVYTH
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With my head lost in thought, I paid little attention to the jars I stuffed into the well of my dress I made by gripping the hem of it. In my periphery, Zevander gathered jars into his cloak, as well, both of us silent. We’d left the tomb without incident, the villagers likely too frightened to approach the five of us. Aleysia had guided Corwin and Father to the upper level of the temple, to get the two men settled into their rooms, and I would’ve joined them for the opportunity to catch up with Father, but I couldn’t focus on him just yet. Not when a mire of thoughts still hammered through my head, and my fingers prickled with Sacton Crain’s death.

We planned to stay one more night at the temple, and I was grateful for the opportunity to sleep. If sleep would bother to come, at all.

“He’s your father,” Zevander finally said, dragging me out of my head.

“I thought he was dead. We were told he’d perished months ago.” I reached for a jar of apples, my grip faltering, and it slipped from my hand.

Zevander snatched it mid-fall and tucked it into his cloak. “And the other?”

“Just someone I knew.” Frowning, I stared down at my trembling hand, the words I wanted to say jumbled in my head. “You were someone I knew, as well.”

“Yes.”

My mind took me back to those endless days and nights, when trapped in the cold and dark, and I winced. The images I’d long tucked away still held so much clarity. “Have you known this whole time? Since the beginning?”

“No. I lost those memories, somehow.” He sighed, piling another jar into his cloak. “I felt a familiarity around you, a comfort. But I couldn’t pinpoint why.”

“The day on the path. When the soldier punished me.” A flush of humiliation warmed my cheeks, as I imagined him invisibly witnessing each strike of that whip. “You were there, as well.”

“Yes.”

“Were you always with me back then?”

“Not always, no. I saw glimpses of your life. Moments when I would slip into Caligorya.”

“What made you slip into Caligorya?”

His brows pulled tight, and he stared down at the jars captured in his cloak. “This should be plenty for our travels,” he said, swiping up some of my jars. “Let’s head back. I think all of us could use some rest.”

Both of us exited the pantry and started back toward the upper level at an unhurried pace, but it hadn’t escaped my notice that he’d avoided my question.

“You don’t have to tell me,” I said over the soft clanking of glass, as I held the small bundle tucked in the skirt of my dress. We passed the cell which housed the dead children, and I couldn’t bring myself to look in at the teddy bear I knew to be there.

“Seeing you was the only thing that kept me going.” His voice was flat and toneless, not displaying the emotion I could see in the tight clench of his jaw. “When I lost sight of you, when I could no longer remember you, I lost myself.”

It was strange how intimately I knew that feeling. How much darker and colder my punishment had felt when I could no longer hear his voice. I was certain The Red God had forsaken me then. Left me to suffer for my sins. “They wanted to burn me for what happened to Lilleven.”

He ground to a halt and reached into the bundle I carried, stuffing my remaining jars into his cloak.

“It’s okay, I can carry some of them.”

“I’d prefer you didn’t have a sack full of glass in your hands, if you insist on talking the whole way back.”

“Is there something that you anticipate will anger me?”

He didn’t answer at first, his naturally angry face unwavering. “What happened wasn’t your fault. I’m the one who willed her death. The moment you spoke those words, I longed to see her trampled, as well.”

“What?”

Instead of acknowledging me, he hoisted the much heavier sack over his shoulder, while I mentally chewed on his confession.

“You killed Lilleven?”

“I didn’t want any of this for you. I was merely an observer, and you were supposed to be nothing more than a hypothetical. But the more I watched, the more I felt for you. Seeing them treat you like an outcast enraged me.”

I mindlessly blinked up at him, searching for clarity in his eyes. Instead, I found nothing more than staunch resolution, and when he urged me up the staircase, I refused to move. Not before he answered my question.

“Lilleven’s murder had nothing to do with me?” I needed to hear his response. My heart and conscience longed to know that I wasn’t responsible for her death.

“No. I broke a very sacred rule and intervened.”

My breath hitched, and I stood silent for a moment. Relieved? I couldn’t properly label the feeling that moved through me.

Numb, I climbed a few steps. Paused. Climbed three more and paused again. “How?”

“I breached the boundary. I changed your fate.” He was quiet for a moment, and I glanced over my shoulder to see that he stood staring off, his expression more troubled than before, if that were possible. “You’re my mate.”

The words reverberated in my mind, and my knee buckled, but I caught myself before stumbling. I exhaled a shaky breath, my heart hardening at the ease with which he’d said it. “How is that possible, when I’m mortal?”

“The night I kissed you in that cell. The moment I crossed that boundary, you were chosen by the gods. Marked by Death.” His gaze shifted toward my shoulder, where I’d seen the glowing mark weeks ago while bathing.

I let his words sink into my skin like a dull blade. “Then, it wasn’t fate that brought us together. It was deception.”

His brows tightened. “I couldn’t let them burn you. I wanted— needed—the gods to know you were mine.”

The anger inside of me clenched down on my emotions, locking its jaw over my heart. “They longed to burn me for a crime you committed,” I snapped.

“And that is my only regret in all of this.” He advanced a step, and so did I, only backwards, keeping some distance between us.

“The visions you had, they hadn’t happened yet. Which means…had you not seen them, my mother might still be alive.”

He shook his head. “It’s true, I saw visions that hadn’t come to pass, but your mother wasn’t present in them. You still lived with your adopted family. The villagers still shunned you as they do now. What I did had no bearing on the events prior.”

“How do you know! What you did could’ve changed everything.” Tears prickled the rims of my eyes as I stared down at him. “You say the gods are cruel. Perhaps this is all punishment. Perhaps in another life, my mother wasn’t meant to be captured. Enslaved. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be the lorn!”

“I wish I could tell you that I was sorry for having interfered. That, had I remembered your face, I would’ve made a point to keep my distance. To let you live in peace. But I can’t,” he said through clenched teeth. “Knowing what you were to me, what you are, it would’ve killed me. I know that now. My selfish nature hasn’t changed in all the years I’ve been apart from you.” Lips pressed to a hard line, he shook his head. “The gods have decided. Fate could change the path a thousand times over, but in the end, it’ll always be you and me. You are my mate.”

“Stop saying that.”

“You are. My mate. You’ve always been mine.” He reached out for me, but I pushed his hand away.

I didn’t want to be touched. Didn’t need his affections. I needed space, a quiet darkness to collect my thoughts. To understand what it all meant without the weight of his gaze on me. I needed to breathe. “I am no one’s.”

The restraint in his muscles, the way they shook, in spite of his stoic face, told me I’d struck a sensitive chord. A quiet rage swirled in his eyes, but he tamped it down. “You have every right to be angry.”

“I am angry!”

His gaze remained steady as he carefully set the sack of food onto the step and advanced toward me again. Before I could step backward, he grabbed my arm. “Take it out on me.”

Brows furrowed, I shook my head. “Have you lost your senses?”

“Hit me. Cut me. Whatever it is you need to do.”

More tears prickled in my eyes, and I wriggled my arm to break free of his grasp, but he tightened his hold. “I just need to be left alone.”

“I’m not letting you wander about this place while angry.”

“In case you missed it, I just found my father. I don’t need you stepping in on his behalf.”

He moved another step closer until his towering body eclipsed mine, and he held my arm pressed to his chest.

“Let go of me,” I warned. When he failed to move, I snarled and clawed at his grip. “Unhand me now!”

“Give me your anger. I deserve it.”

Tears slipped down my cheek, and I wriggled again. I pushed him, but he didn’t move. Like steel, his body remained unyielding. “You should’ve let me choose.”

“Choose what? They would’ve found a reason to burn you for something. They never bothered to know your heart.” He drew a dagger from his hip and held the pointed end of it over his own heart. “Do it. Shove it into my chest.” He forced my palm over the hilt. “I’d sooner suffer the pain of this blade than see the hate in your eyes.”

More tears slipped down my cheeks, and I shook my head, wriggling my hand free of it. “No.” I refused because, as much as the images of what could’ve been tormented me, as much as it angered me to know that I had been punished for something he’d done, deep in the marrow of my being, I still cared about him.

Even if his confession had turned the entirety of my world upside down, I still couldn’t bring myself to hurt him for it.

As he sheathed the blade, I turned to head back up the staircase, but he gripped my arm again.

“Let me go.”

“No. I will never let you go. I’m not sorry that I claimed you for myself. I will never apologize for that. But I am sorry for what you’ve suffered as a consequence.” The first flicker of pain crossed his face, and I knew he was telling the truth. “I never wanted to see you suffer.” His remorse was clear in the way he couldn’t bring himself to look at me. “You don’t have to forgive me. But know that I would fight the gods and suffer their fury all over again to spare you from death.”

“I’m confused, Zevander. I don’t know what to feel. I need to sort my thoughts.”

He stared for a moment, his jaw set. “Fine. Sort your thoughts.” Had I wanted to pull away again, there was little chance when his palm curled over the nape of my neck and his mouth came to mine. Fingers closed in a tight fist around my hair at the same time that he wrapped his other arm around my back, pulling me into him—a silent proclamation of possession and need. His kiss held nothing sweet, nor gentle. It was raw and blistering, reminding me that, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t walk away from him. That, no matter how furious I might’ve been over his confession, he’d acted for, not against, me.

I wanted to shove him away. To inflict the pain I felt right then, but my hands moved on instinct, gripping the front of his tunic, yanking him closer. With wet and hungry lips, I kissed him back, until the world around me disappeared and I couldn’t breathe. Only then did I shove him away.

Dragging the back of my palm across my mouth, I stared up at him, eyes challenging him.

He leaned in again, and I threw out my palm, pressing it to his chest.

Like a predator denied his prey, he swept his tongue over his lips, holding himself mere inches from my face. “Do not imagine there’s anywhere you could go, anything you could possibly say, to keep me away from you now, moon witch. I remember everything, and I will not lose you again.”

Swiping up the sack of food, he strode past me, up the staircase.
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Rain pelted against the stained-glass windows, as I sat hunched in the front pew of the temple, staring down at the faint strip of moonlight slicing through the darkness. A memory hooked itself into my mind, pulling me back to the night before I was due to burn for Lilleven’s death. I recalled staring at a sliver of light from a distant torch that’d carried into my cell, mesmerized by its flickering shadow. Watching for the errant movement that indicated a presence. A glimpse of the angel whose lips had burned across mine like fiery brimstone. Not a kiss of the heavens, but one of sweet perdition. Molten as boiling holy water that’d scalded my insides, cleansing my sins and transcending me from that cold, wet cell.

A moment of reverence before my body would be disintegrated in shame by hungry flames and scornful eyes.

I remembered how, as the hour had drawn near, it was his deep, soothing voice that I’d desperately yearned to hear. The one I had convinced myself belonged to an angel sent to protect me. The only one I knew Sacton Crain would fear.

Zevander’s voice.

An hour passed, as I sat contemplating the reasons I should’ve hated him. Instead, I found myself reminiscing about the last couple of months. All that we’d suffered together, and how much my life had changed. The world had gone to hell, but there were moments that I wouldn’t have traded for so much as a glimpse of what might’ve been.

The hum of a winged insect brushed past my ear, and I swatted at it, annoyed to find a fly perched on the edge of the pew. More flies landed beside it, all of them curled into themselves, twitching. They suddenly stilled beside me, like the flies that occasionally died on the window ledge back home. White mist expelled from my lips, and it was then a terrible cold burrowed into me.

“Warmth never touches this place.” The soft feminine voice drifted across the room like smoke, and my body froze.

I twisted around and found a woman sitting at the end of the pew, bathed in an ethereal light that divided her from reality. It illuminated the many crosses that’d been brutally carved into her skin, and the gaping wound at her throat. Long, black hair lay in matted strands against her shoulders, and the tattered dress she wore hung limp from her body. When she turned toward me, my heart caught in my throat. Her features were so distinct, I couldn’t bring myself to believe what I was seeing.

“Who are you?” My voice trembled, throat tight, because I damned well knew the answer.

Her lips pulled to a sad smile. “You ask, but you already know.”

“Mother?” I swallowed past the lump in my throat, my eyes dry and burning with the threat of tears. “Am I dreaming?”

“I can’t be sure. But if you are, I suspect we only have a few moments.”

I blinked away the blur of tears, trying not to look at her throat that spoke of her violent death. “Are you in pain?”

“Not anymore. Are you?”

Emotions swelled inside of me, and I shook my head. Did the dead recognize the living? Did they know of the boundary separating the two?

“I tried to save you.” Wet, rheumy eyes stared back at me. Beneath the grime and bruises, she was beautiful. Exactly as I’d have imagined her. “He never intended to let me keep you. The moment he knew I was with child, he promised to destroy you.”

Carefully, I slid closer to her, wanting to touch her before she faded.

“It warms me to see you, Daughter. To know you are safe and loved.”

Could she see the love? Was there clarity in death? A shrewdness that escaped the living?

“Perhaps you might visit me again?”

“Hmmm.” She turned away, a sad smile crinkling the corner of her eye. “I’m weary. I’ve roamed for so long, and I yearn for rest. Seeing you will allow me to slumber in peace.”

I gave a tearful nod. “I curse the gods. I curse them for taking you away from me.”

Even in death, her eyes held a warmth when she turned back to me. “Do not fault the gods for the fate they’ve chosen for you. And do not mourn what was never meant to be.”

“But what if it was? What if something, or someone, changed it?”

She smiled and shook her head. “If there’s one thing death has shown me, it’s how little we know of life. Fate is not a flitting rope, but a knot that grows tighter with time. Bound by twists and loops not easily unraveled. The change you speak of was fated. The gods diverted your path, yes, but it returned you to the place you were always meant to be. Grieving this spectral image in your mind does nothing. Do not let it steal the beauty of what is and what you’ve become.”

“This? I should’ve known you, Mother. You should’ve been a part of my life.”

“I am a part of your life, child. Your heart is my own, forged by Death’s cold hands and winter’s breath.”

“A heart that grows colder and more hardened as I age.” I turned my fidgeting hands over for the blackened fingertips and that ungodly glove that reminded me of my aberration. I had so easily taken life with these hands that no longer looked like my own. “I am neither good, nor pious, Mother. I long for your soft words to temper me.”

“My precious daughter. You were not meant to become a delicate flower, but the frost that wilts the vine. It is your strength in a world that seeks warmth and frailty in a woman. Steel your bones, and do not bend, or break to their will. Accept what you are and what you will become.”

“What am I to become?”

“Vindicated.”

I reached out to touch her face, and a branching cold crawled up the length of my arms to my chest. My lungs seized, the air in them waning, and I slipped into the blackness.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
MAEVYTH
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Ahard bang cracked through the void and hurled me awake with a gasp. Darkness surrounded me, and I sat up from the wooden pew, an ache in my jaw from the hard, wooden surface and moisture clinging to my cheek where I’d drooled. I wiped my sleeve across it, recalled dozing off earlier in the evening.

Another heavy thud, that one overhead, sent a startling jolt through my body, and with an upward glance toward the temple’s high, arched ceiling, I darted through the darkness, up the staircase to the corridor, where I slowed my steps on spotting Father and Aleysia outside Zevander’s door.

“Oh, there she is,” Aleysia said, the relief in her voice accompanied by a sharp exhale. “Thank goodness. I thought he’d thrown you across the room in there.”

I shook my head, closing the distance between us. “I’m fine. It’s all right. Go back to sleep.”

“What is he doing in there?” Father whispered.

“He…sometimes has fits in his sleep.”

“A sleepwalker?”

“Yes,” I lied, knowing it was far more complicated than mere sleepwalking.

Father sighed. “I’ve suffered myself a time or two.” He must’ve bathed at some point during the evening, leaving his skin far less grimy than earlier, and he’d found a clean tunic and trousers.

Feigning a smile, I placed my hand on his arm. “I hope we’ll have the opportunity to catch up, Father. But please, both of you, go back to bed. I’ll check on him.”

As they retreated, the tight hold of my worries unraveled.

Zevander’s shouts bled through the door, and with a held breath, I carefully pushed it open.

Furniture lay tipped on its side, and bits of broken glass crunched beneath my boots when I stepped inside the room.

“You will not tell her anything, or by gods, I will rip out your tongue with my bare hands!” Zevander threw open the door of the closet across the room, a dagger clutched in his hand. “Show yourself.”

“Zevander?” I called out softly so as not to startle him, but he didn’t respond. Didn’t turn to acknowledge me, as he tore across the room for the bed.

He raised the thick, wooden furniture as if it were weightless, revealing nothing beneath, and let it fall with a weighty thud that echoed through the room. Outside the window, a massive eye peered in—Raivox watching him. Or stalking him, as it seemed, the way his eye narrowed, following Zevander’s every move.

Zevander paced, muttering to himself, and spun around, his dagger outstretched. “Where are you? I can hear you whispering, you wretched cunt!”

Heart pounding in my throat, I inched deeper into the room. “Zevander, is everything okay?”

Still, he didn’t answer, but continued searching the room for whatever invisible thing seemed to be taunting him.

Outside the window, a guttural snarl uncoiled in Raivox’s throat and a white mist blasted against the window as he let out a grunt.

“Easy, Raivox,” I whispered, raising my hand to settle him.

The deep croaking and snarling didn’t cease as he visually stalked Zevander, perhaps sensing something I couldn’t.

I needed to break Zevander of whatever spell he was under, or he’d end up like one of those silver statues Raivox had crafted out of the spiders.

“Zevander!” I shouted, wincing at the rough tone of my voice, and at last, he spun around.

His pupils widened like inkblots on parchment, swallowing his irises.

Raivox’s snarling heightened to a warning growl, the scrape of claws against stone like shifting armor and grinding on my rattled nerves.

I let my gaze shift to the Corvugon only long enough to shake my head. Please, I silently mouthed, in hopes he’d understand. Raivox hissed and struck his beak against the window, taunting Zevander away from me.

Eyes like a void, Zevander ignored the threat at his back and stalked toward me.

The knife in his hand only stoked my fear, and I slowly back myself away. “Zevander, please. Raivox is watching your every step.” My attention flickered between the two, and I caught a lash of that silver flame strike the air through the window pane.

“I did not willingly give you my seed.” Zevander bared his teeth like a rabid animal. “You took from me. You took everything from me!” He charged toward me, and his palm caught my throat at the same time the wall crashed into my spine.

I winced as the pain spiraled up into my sinuses.

An ear-splitting roar shattered the window across the room, and still, Zevander didn’t so much as flinch at the clamor. Not even when a sharp breeze snuffed the hearth’s fire, nor when Raivox swiped his massive claw into the room, still too far away to reach the two of us. Pressure at my throat tightened, and through an explosion of stars, I watched stones bust away from the wall, as Raivox fought to get inside.

The black veins across Zevander’s face had darkened, and the tendrils had crawled into the corner of his eye, devouring some of the sclera there. He released my throat, quickly replacing his hand with the blade.

A flicker of silver lashed through the window, not long enough to reach Zevander, but I knew better. I knew that flame would strike true, if the Corvugon intended.

“Raivox, no!” I managed to scream through a hacking cough. “No!”

As if he could sense my urgency, the Corvugon let out a hiss and settled onto whatever perch he’d found outside the window. Watching. Waiting.

Zevander lifted the blade, tipping my chin up, and again, I could hear the low rumble of Raivox growling through the walls.

Tears welled in my eyes as I stared back at a face that I didn’t recognize.

Grief and rage battled in a tightly woven mask that hid the man I knew. Whatever Zevander was staring at, it wasn’t me. No, he looked beyond me, to whatever demons clawed at his thoughts.

“Zevander,” I whispered, and a tear trickled down my cheek. “My protector.”

His pupils shrank and swelled, his muscles trembling with a wild rage as he held me pinned to the wall.

“I’m Maevyth. Not the one who hurt you.” I dared to raise a trembling hand, pressing my palm to his cheek.

A second of clarity flickered in his eyes, and he winced, his hand faltering. The edge of the blade scraped over my skin with the movement, and I sucked in a breath, stilling myself. I swallowed back the emotions rising to my throat. “You’re not there. You’re safe. With me. Come back to me.”

His eyes held a shine, and he clenched his teeth. “You’re lying. You’re a liar. This is another one of your tricks.”

“I’m not a liar. I’m the one who loves you.” Had I not been treading a fine thread of death, it might’ve surprised me how easily those words rolled off my tongue. Hand still shaking, I stroked a thumb across his cheek. “I love you. Come back to me.”

His pupils shrank again, slowly unveiling those familiar eyes. He stared a moment longer, then breached whatever surface had held him under, sucking in a sharp breath.

He stumbled backward. Blood drained from his face as it slackened with disbelief, as if I’d stabbed him. He dropped the dagger to the floor with a clang.

“Zevander, wait.” I reached out for him, but he backed himself farther away, avoiding my grasp.

His face tightened, his expression shattered, torn apart by shock and something that chilled my blood. A look more frightening than the rage I’d seen moments before. I glanced down at the blade lying on the floor between us, and the moment he fell to his knees, I swiped it up before he could reach it.

Instead of fighting me for it, he gripped either side of his skull and let out a sound of agony, so raw and painful, it brought tears to my eyes again. Every muscle in his body shook, breaths ragged, as he doubled over.

Fists hammering against the door razed the silence between us and snapped me to attention. “Maeve! Are you alright in there?” Aleysia called out. “I heard glass break.”

“Rest assured, I’d already be dead by the time you crawled out of bed to investigate, but I’m fine!” Though there wasn’t a shred of humor pulsing through me, I’d kept the response light for her sake. When no other response arrived, I turned back to Zevander, who hadn’t moved from where he remained curled into himself.

I carefully knelt before him, uncertain whether, or not, he’d slipped back into his head. When he didn’t lurch toward me, I reached out a hand as cautiously as if I were approaching a wounded animal. The second my fingertips met his shoulder, he jerked away from me again and scrambled backward.

“Don’t do this.”

His gaze finally met mine, and I didn’t have to crawl beneath his skin to feel the ruin and shame that was swallowing him. Clawing at him with merciless hatred. “I almost killed you.” His voice held a dangerous tremor, a slowly unwinding restraint. “I almost dragged a fucking blade across your throat and ended your life,” he growled. The anger in his eyes shifted back to pain, as if those visuals had sprung to life behind his eyes. “What I saw⁠—”

“Wasn’t real. Your mind was lost to something else.”

“Yes. My mind was lost, and I almost destroyed you because of it.”

“Whatever you were a moment ago, is not who you are in this moment. Right now.”

“It is who I am!” he snapped, raking his hand over his head. “You are getting generous glimpses of what lives inside of me. What I have dedicated my existence to never setting free. Years, I’ve had to learn to rein this in, and I’m losing control of it!”

“And in spite of what I’ve seen, I still love you.”

“If you knew what writhes inside of me. In my head.” He thumped the heel of his hand against his temple.

“I would still love you.”

“Don’t. Don’t say that again.”

“I love you, Zevander. What you’ve done, what you’ve suffered. It doesn’t change how I feel. None of this changes how I feel about you. That’s the beauty of unconditional love. It requires nothing in return.” I reached out to bridge the space between us and ground him, but he backed away, like a single touch would turn him to stone.

“You deserve more.”

“And you don’t?”

His averted gaze and refusal to answer said it all—a silent confession of his own unworthiness.

“Your fits are temporary. Once we find those stones, you’ll be okay.”

“It isn’t just the vivicantem. That was the catalyst. This? This is years of darkness, steeped in unspeakable cruelty, bubbling to the surface like long-drowned corpses. I have smothered these skeletons under various guises. Brother. Assassin to the king. Cursed demon. But inside of me, they fester and rot. And they are violent, desperate to ruin something beautiful.”

“I’ve grown quite used to seeing corpses, and yours don’t frighten me. I still choose you.”

“I give you nothing in return. Nothing but pain and the threat of death. I am suffering in the flesh.”

“And I am no stranger to pain, nor the threat of death. What you give me is so much more than that. I love you. And I don’t need you to feel the same.”

“Saying those words is a lie while I hold a blade to your throat. How easily I could’ve cut you just now. Sliced you open and watched you bleed out.”

“But you didn’t.”

“But I could have! And what then? How could I live after that? I wouldn’t.” He raked his hands through his hair and slammed the heel of his palm against his temple. “I have stood on the brink of death more times than I can count, have endured all levels of pain, but nothing would bring me more suffering than losing you.” Lips downturned, he shook his head. “I am not your protector. I am your enemy. A danger.”

“You are my first and only love.”

“Enough! I will not defile those words with actions that speak otherwise.”

“Except that you have no blade in your hand now.”

Sorrow flickered in his eyes, even as the tension twisted his face. “I will hurt you, Maevyth. This wrath that lives inside of me isn’t capable of love. It hides inside my skin, waiting for the day when it can destroy. When it can ruin you.”

“The only thing that could destroy me is you pushing me away. Not even the blade slicing across my throat could hurt worse than what you’re doing right now.” I dared to step closer, desperate to touch him. To soothe the pain and agony he clutched in his tight fists.

“I’m not pushing you away. I’m trying to protect you.”

“From what? Who do you see when you slip into these fits?” He didn’t respond, and frustrated, I stepped even closer. “Who is she?”

Still, he refused to say, and I swiped up his hand, pressing his palm against my heart.

“She is not here. I am here. This heart beats for you. I am yours, Zevander.”

“You belong to no one.” Tone bitter and cutting, he spat back the words I’d said to him earlier and attempted to tug his hand free, but I tightened my hold.

“I lied. I belong to you.”

His gaze lowered to my lips, and he ran his thumb across them. “Mine,” he said in an empty tone, like a swish of liquor before spitting it out.

“Yes,” I said assertively. “Whether you claim me, or not, it’s the truth.”

He bent over me, burying his face in my neck, his chest heaving in desperate, uneven breaths as he slid his hand to my waist. “You’re mine.” A turbulent mix of awe and anguish bled through his voice and the possessive curl of his fingertips over my hip punctuated his claim.

“I have always been yours.”

Slow and sure, he dragged his nose over my throat, inhaling me. “A stronger man would tell you to leave,” he whispered, his muscles trembling against the invisible chains that tethered him.

“You’re the strongest man I’ve ever known, and you couldn’t force me away if you tried.”

His lips crushed mine in a ravenous, bruising kiss—wild and starved, breath ragged and urgent as he locked his hand beneath my knee and forced me backward. The wall slammed into my spine, his lips frantic, hands grasping and tearing at my dress. The bodice crumpled to my waist, baring my breasts, and his big palm swallowed one of them as he ground his hips into me. My nipples peaked and hardened with the rough scratch of his calloused hand, and he pinched it just enough to part my lips, twisting my stomach into a frenzy of hunger. Need.

I arched my back against the wall, releasing a quiet moan into his mouth that seemed to excite him the way his arms tautened around me. Sharp teeth grazed my lower lip, his tongue hot and wet as it swept across my own. Hands trembling and impatient, hunting for no other purpose than to feel.

He broke only long enough to send a torrent of flame toward the hearth, igniting the fire that’d been snuffed earlier, then dipped his head, and the moment his lips found my breast, I gripped a handful of his hair, lip curled between my teeth with each maddening suck of my flesh. He hoisted my body up, wrapping my legs around him and stared up at me, the gleam of reverence in his eyes sending a flutter to my stomach.

I stroked my finger over his brow. “I love you,” I whispered.

Hands threading in my hair, he kissed me fervently, desperately, as if the world would split open at any moment and swallow us whole. “You’re the fragile thread anchoring me as this endless night approaches,” he said raggedly against my lips. “My mind’s only tether in a maddening abyss.” With my face held delicately in his strong hands, he stared back at me, brows pulled tight. “I loved you before I even knew your name.”

I smiled and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Tell me again.”

“I love you. I fucking love you.” Again, his lips crashed into mine, and as his body held me pressed into the wall, his hand slipped beneath the hem of my dress to the opened cammyck beneath.

Forehead against my shoulder, his body shuddered when his finger brushed over my bare flesh. “Godsteeth. Touching you is a torment in itself.”

His words wound through my head as he gently ran his finger up and down my wet seam.

My body tensed, my nails digging into his back, and he let out a pleasured sound, his muscles flexing around me. I lifted my gloved hand, noticing the streaks of blood over the metallic tips.

Pain. It was the pain that he enjoyed.

If I could get him to focus on something new, something different, maybe he wouldn’t require the pain. I wanted intimacy with him, but I couldn’t bear the thought of inflicting damage and risking sending him spiraling into his head again, after what had happened moments ago.

“Zevander,” I breathed, my thoughts torn by the masterful work of his fingers. “Perhaps…we might try.”

His body froze in place, and when he lifted his head, his brows were furrowed, his expression twisted into something I would’ve expected had I asked him to dive headfirst off the temple’s roof. “Try?”

“Try to…well …” My cheeks flushed, the words dying on my tongue.

He shook his head, allowing me to slide down the wall to my feet. “No. Absolutely not.” He flattened his hands against the wall at either side of me, his gaze fixed toward the floor.

“Look at me.”

Eyes screwed shut, he shook his head. “I won’t do this. Not with you.”

His words shouldn’t have struck like a slap to my face, and I silently chided the insecurity that left me questioning with whom if not me. “If you…I understand, if I’m not⁠—”

His palm gently gripped my chin, guiding my face to his. “There is nothing I want more. But not at your expense.”

“You told me you wouldn’t intentionally hurt me, and I believe you.”

“I would not intentionally hurt you, but outside of abstinence, there is no scenario where you feel no pain.”

I glanced down at the bulge in his leathers and swallowed a gulp. “Perhaps not the whole thing, then.”

He pressed his lips to my forehead. “Perhaps not at all.”

“If that is your wish, I’ll certainly respect it. But know that it isn’t mine.”

“Why the sudden change of heart?”

I wouldn’t dare tell him my reasons, for fear he’d shut down and abandon intimacy all together, but aside from not wanting to hurt him, I selfishly craved more of him. In my world, sex wasn’t meant to be beautiful and passionate. Its purpose was producing children and nothing more. Marriages were arranged and plotted and miserable. I wanted the forbidden. The passion that came with breaking the rules. I wanted panting breaths, clasped hands, sweat across our skin, and the weight of him against me. Whispers of dark pleasures and the promise of ecstasy. “I want to know what it feels like.” In spite of the flush of warmth in my cheeks, I hardened my expression, staring back at him and didn’t so much as twitch when I said, “You defied the gods to have me. You are my mate, are you not?”

He rubbed his hand down his face and blew a resigned breath. “You are relentless.”

“You forgot stubborn to a fault.”

“And dangerously irresistible.” He drew his thumb down my temple. “For you, I’ll try. But if it becomes too much, you’ll tell me.”

I nodded, and he tipped my chin up, his gaze far sterner than before. “Promise me you’ll tell me to stop.”

“I will.”

Nodding, he glanced to the side, the tightening of his brows urging me to look toward where Raivox still stared in on us, his eyes fixed on Zevander.

I cleared my throat, raising the bodice of my dress up to cover my breasts and crossed the room, carefully stepping around the shards of glass on the floor. At the window, I reached through a gap, braving the cold to pat Raivox on the beak. “It’s okay. You can go back to your roost.” I yanked the heavy drapes closed, the thick velvet closing out the wintry breeze. Peeking through a small gap showed he hadn’t moved, his gaze still fixed on the window.

I sighed and turned around to find Zevander standing beside the fireplace. After another glance over my shoulder, I cautiously tiptoed back to him.

A troubling uncertainty claimed his expression, as he slowly unfastened his trousers, pushing them down his muscled thighs, until they hit the floor.

My pulse thudding in my ear was the only sound as I stared back at his naked body. The sight of his piercings stirred my doubts, but swallowing a gulp, I shoved my dress to the floor, kicked it away, and removed the cammyck beneath.

His eyes gleamed with fascination as they drank me in, his chest rising and falling with his hastening breaths. He closed the space between us, hand cuffing his flesh at the same time he bent over me, pressing his lips to mine. His kiss was gentle that time, lazy and soft as he swept his tongue across my lips. Palms gripped my bottom, lifting me up into the air again, his mouth never breaking the seal over mine. For a moment, he held me there, kissing me. “I need to prepare you for this, Lunamiszka,” he said between kisses. “You need to be wet.”

I glanced over at the bed and back. “Should I be lying down?”

“I will not take you on your tormentor’s bed.”

Nodding, I nibbled on my lower lip, my heart drumming frantically.

“You’re certain of this?”

“What is it that troubles you?”

“Aside from the inevitable pain? That I’ll lose myself.” He winced as though he’d already imagined such a thing. “That I’ll lose track of your voice and fail to stop if you command it.”

Command. The word struck me odd and out of balance, like a single wave commanding the tides. A spark commanding flame. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll keep the dagger within reach.”

The glint of intrigue that lit his eyes turned my stomach, but when he lowered me to my feet, I scampered back to where I’d dropped it and laid it on the floor beside the fireplace.

He stepped closer, the size of him more apparent to me as I trailed my gaze up his chiseled abdomen to his broad shoulders that I couldn’t see past. Palm to my back, he pressed me tight against his body and urged me onto the floor, his arm cradling me on the way down to the blanket still crumpled there. A quivering tension hummed through me as I lay staring up at him and his handsome, ruined face.

“My every instinct is wrapped around you, Lunamiszka.” His fingertips ghosted across my cheek. “Should another man so much as breathe across your skin, I’ll drag him screaming into oblivion.”

Perhaps all men spoke those words before intimacy, but I knew all too well—his weren’t hollow promises. “I don’t want another. I want you.”

He stroked a hand down my temple, his eyes gentle but concerned. Knuckles skimming across flesh, he parted my thighs, his eyes always watching me. A long, maddening stroke of his finger, and he eased it into me, slow and searching.

My lips parted on a breathy moan, and he kissed the edge of my jaw as he plunged his finger in and out of me.

Another finger joined the first, my arousal slickening his every stroke. He inserted a third, each new violation swelling inside of me, forcing past my stubborn flesh.

I clutched at his back as he stretched my insides in a way I’d never attempted myself. In and out, his fingers plundered, until he removed them and buried his face in the crook of my neck. “By the gods, you better tell me if it’s too much.”

“I will,” I whispered.

His lips slanted over mine, and at the first prod against my entrance, my breath hitched against his mouth. “I’ll go slow, A’miszhla,” he whispered across my lips.

“A’miszhla,” I echoed, my accent nowhere near as smooth as his. “What does it mean?”

“It’s Primyrian. It means my love.” The words slipped between us, a promise sealed by his kiss, and my stomach fluttered at the endearment.

I gripped his shoulders, his tense muscles too big for my palms. Heart hammering, I mentally braced myself for agony, but he pushed into me slowly. So maddeningly slowly, I could hardly stand the anticipation. A sharp sting announced his entry, and I sank my teeth into the iron curve of his shoulder, breathing my way through the intrusion. He inched further, and in spite of the pain, my body welcomed him with a slick, wet glide.

His body shuddered around me, taut and flexed, as if he were restraining an army that longed to ravage me. “Gods be damned,” he rasped. “I don’t know if I can do this. I want you too much.”

“My heart is racing right now,” I whispered, kissing his cheek. “But I trust you.”

The tension in his muscles slackened just enough that they no longer twitched against my palms. His hips rolled forward with a razor-thin control. Hot, stuttering breaths fell across my throat where he kept his face buried in my neck, and strong fingers locked with mine, pinning my arm to the floor as he inched deeper.

The ceiling blurred into a mental image of the two of us—strong arms bracing a body that could easily crush me and powerful thighs flexing over mine in measured thrusts. His careful restraint and focus.

Warmth vibrated across my walls when the curved edges of his piercing breached my entrance.

Back bowed, mouth agape, I let out a grunt. My thighs shook as the piercing quivered up inside of me, tugging at an ache I couldn’t describe. A ravenous, hungry beast that clawed at my stomach. I raised my hips, desperate for something I couldn’t name.

“Are you alright?” His deep, rich voice in my ear sent a bubbling heat to my core.

“What’s…happening?”

“The enchantment. It’s designed to give you pleasure.” He squeezed my hand, inching in a small bit more.

I wrapped my legs around his back, desperate to ground myself against something, as tiny, prickling jolts tingled in my thighs. A long, droning moan unfurled in my throat, like that of a wild animal whose fight had withered.

Teeth found my neck. His muscles tensed in my grasp.

“The sounds you make.” Voice low and husky, he surged forward, stoking the flames for more. “It stirs something violent inside of me, moon witch.”

“You won’t hurt me.”

“I won’t.” The words broke from him like a promise he clung to—a desperate vow of control.

Tiny thrusts inched him deeper and deeper. The second bar breached, and I dug my fingers into his back as his flesh swelled inside of me, stretching me. Each delicious thrust dragged those metal prongs across my tight walls, the vibration surging, amplified by the second.

“I won’t go any further,” he said, his voice setting me at ease as he held himself still inside of me. “Are you okay with this?”

“Yes,” I breathed. “It’s two piercings?”

“Barely. I’ve suffered cruel torment, but nothing more vicious than imagining the day you take all of them at once.”

“How many…piercings are there?”

“Ten. The enchantment intensifies with each one.”

“Oh, god.” I couldn’t fathom the day when, or even if, I would accommodate all ten. It didn’t seem physically possible. Every cell in my body had clenched the moment he’d introduced the second, the pressure so intense I wondered if it would split me down the middle.

“I’m okay with this,” I assured him.

Despite the uncertainty sketched on his face, he nodded, and once again, his hips rolled into me. He kept his face turned from mine, but I could see the veins popping out of his neck, the sweat beading across his skin. Like the gentle ebb and flow of a violent sea, he rocked into me only so far as that sacred boundary—the restraint of a vast ocean against a fragile keel. The world around me slowed in one long heartbeat. I pressed my gloved hand to his chest, watching the strange root-like veins pulse and flicker, the heat crawling up my arm and settling in my chest.

Zevander tipped his head back, the cords of tension bursting across his throat.

Desperate to feel that restraint burning inside of me, I lifted my head, ran my tongue across his veins,

A tortured groan vibrated in his neck, across my tongue, his body rigid and shaking.

I understand now.

The joining of bodies. Nothing between us but shallow breaths and the restless beat of our hearts. And the love. So much love, it brought tears to my eyes. The world could’ve burned and kingdoms fallen to ruins, but somehow this felt eternal and everlasting. A fusion of souls that transcended all else.

A clang of metal shattered my musings.

I turned to see the blade lying beside my head. Blood trickled down Zevander’s wrist, his arm trembling as he turned his palm up to reveal a deep gash across the surface.

I snapped my attention back to him, and my eyes must’ve reflected the distress pounding through me, the way he lowered his head, as if he couldn’t bear to look at me.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

“You couldn’t …” It was in that moment I realized how silly a notion it’d been, to imagine that I was capable of distracting him from decades of abuse and torment. How ridiculous to think that a man who’d suffered unfathomable pain could be healed in one intimate moment.

I loathed my ignorance. My naivete.

Brows tight, he pulled out of me on a wet glide and pushed himself away, as if to leave, but I swiped out for his arm.

“I told you. If it’s pain you require, I’ll give it to you.”

“No.”

“Yes, Zevander. And you will look at me. You will look at me, and you will know that it’s me. Us.”

“I can’t do this to you again.”

“You will.” I reached down, gripping his hard length with my clawed hand. It swelled in my grasp, eager and engorged with fresh blood. “I will give you what you need.” I lifted myself from the floor, urging him onto his back. My legs hardly straddled his massive body as I settled myself over his thighs, still gripping him.

Lips parted, he watched me with an anxious tension swirling in his eyes.

I hadn’t a clue what I was doing. What I imagined someone so inexperienced could give him. It didn’t matter, though. Neither of us held advantage over the other.

I scooted my way up his body, and when my bare sex dragged over the piercings, each smooth, steel bead caressing my sensitive flesh, he arched upward and let out a masculine sound of satisfaction that stirred something anew inside of me. Curious, I lowered myself over the underside of his cock and circled my hips. The low vibration scattered over the ball of nerves deep inside of me that had me jerking forward with a grunt. He hadn’t even penetrated me, and that delicious vibration sang across my tender flesh.

A pulsing at my knuckles yanked my focus to the veins on the glove that throbbed as before. I pressed my hand against his heart, digging my nails into his chest, and Zevander surged upward, his back bowed as a sound of pleasure and pain bellowed out of him.

Panic spiraled through me, and I drew my hand back, but he reached out. “No,” he rasped, placing it back in the same spot. “Please.”

Closing my eyes, I dug my fingers into him again and dragged my hips up and down his pierced length, painting my arousal across his skin.

“Fucking hell!” He shuddered, and his palms gripped my backside, pressing me against those wicked little prongs that reached out for my flesh with every stroke.

I mindlessly dug my nails into him as that agonizing hunger coiled low in my stomach, needing to be filled. The vibration sank into me, shaking my thighs as he circled his hips beneath me.

My stomach clenched, muscles tight.

A mewling cry leaked out of me, my arousal spilling across the steel with each drag of his erection. “Zevander, oh, gods.” The heat and pressure swelled inside of me like a boiling kettle, pulling and tugging at some invisible string that wound through my core. Fingers bruised my hips, where they gripped me so tight, I thought he might crush my bones. But there was no pain. Only a dull and numbing ache as the pleasure inside of me expanded, pressing against my muscles. The vibration surged, and I raked my fingers down his chest, my muscles locked so tightly they might’ve snapped any moment.

Light exploded at the back of my eyes, and a tingling warmth dispersed across my limbs, through my stomach and chest. I cried out, breasts jutting outward as I arched my back, letting it ripple through me like a tidal wave.

Fingers dug into my hips and he cursed, a ragged and raw sound tearing out of him like a violent storm breaking through the calm of a cloud.

I felt the warm burst of his release painting my flesh, and looked down between us, watching it smear across our bodies as I circled my hips against him. The physical, messy proof of his pleasure. Pleasure that I’d given him. Shuttering my eyes, I recalled those last moments over again, smiling at the echo of his curse, the seconds before he’d surrendered himself.

I opened my eyes to see him staring back at me, a look of awe carved into his expression.

“You are fucking divine,” he rasped, dragging me to his lips for a kiss.

Starved of breath, I pushed up to break our fused lips, and the sight that met my eyes stole my breath all over again.

Five jagged gashes across his chest sent a gurgling dread to the pit of my stomach. Blood trickled from the wounds I’d inflicted, and I raised my hand, examining the traces of it smeared across the metal fingertips.

“Don’t.” Zevander gripped my wrist, breaking me of the cold shock that chewed at my ribs. “I wanted this. I wanted every second of it.”

“But I …” I couldn’t bring myself to say aloud what I’d done to him. How I’d gouged him with such brutality and hadn’t even noticed through my euphoria. Tears formed in my eyes, the shame of what I’d done clawing at my heart as I wriggled to get loose, but he tightened his hold and yanked me forward until my breasts pressed against those vicious wounds.

“This is what I need. You asked. I’m telling you. I need this. I need to watch you drowning in the pleasure that I give you.”

“While I mutilate you? Is that not what she did to you? Is that not how you suffered?”

“You’re wrong. This is the first time I’ve ever felt something more than the pain. I saw the flush of your face,” he said, brushing his knuckles over my cheek. “The parting of your lips for breath.” His thumb caressed my bottom lip. “I’ve never watched something so beautiful in my life. Like the sun breaking over the horizon. It was ecstasy.”

“I put scars on your body, Zevander. Scars I’ll have to look upon and be reminded of the pain I caused you.”

“I’ll never look upon them as a painful memory. Those wounds mark the first time my heart beat for something more. The first time I gave willingly.”

Tears slipped down my cheeks, and he thumbed them away.

“Don’t punish yourself, Lunamiszka. This was the most exquisite moment of my life.”

I couldn’t begin to imagine how, or why, but it was not my place to judge him for it. He could’ve lied to ease my conscience, but the contentment on his face spoke otherwise. The usually deep lines of tension in his brow had softened a little, and I ran my non-gloved thumb across it to confirm for myself.

“I could never live with myself, if I harmed you.”

“Now you know my pain. The only thing I fear in this world.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead, his palm gripping the back of my head. “I torment myself with the notion of setting you free sometimes. Sparing you of this cruel lust for pain. And there are moments when I imagine I have the strength to follow through. But I can’t. I could burn every village and person in it, and it would be as effortless as blowing out a candle. But I do not possess the power to let you go.”

“Promise me you’ll give up that silly notion.”

His palm gently gripped the column of my throat. “Promise you’ll never try to escape me.” He pressed a kiss to my lips.

“Even if I wanted to, and I don’t, it’s too late for me now. Your hooks are firmly rooted inside of me.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “And, by god, if you turn that into something sexual, I’ll scream.”

Zevander chuckled and kissed me again. “I’ll refrain. This time. Just know my hooks are ready and willing to drag you out of those pious thoughts anytime.”

“I think we should get your wounds cleaned.” As if sensing the unease blooming inside of me again, he cupped my face.

“My obsession knows no bounds, moon witch. I’d tear apart the heavens and sacrifice my own soul for you.”

I gave a reluctant smile, unable to peel my gaze from those vicious gashes. “I would never ask you to sacrifice your soul for me.”

“You don’t have to ask. It was yours the moment fate seared your name into it.” He pressed my palm against his ruined skin, and I winced at the depth of his wounds. “This flesh is temporary, but what you’ve awakened in me is eternal.”
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Ilay with my back against Zevander’s chest, the warmth of the bath soothing my aching muscles as he dragged his palm over my arm. It must’ve been twilight outside, but the darkness of the room with the drapes drawn made it feel so much later. From the floor beside the tub, he lifted one of the bottles of liquor he’d swiped from the pantry and tipped back a long swill.

As he lowered it back to the floor, I grabbed his arm and flicked my fingers for a sip.

“It isn’t morumberry wine.”

“Not everything I consume needs to be sweet.”

“This would knock you on your ass, if you weren’t already lying down.” He handed me the bottle, and I tipped it back for a small sip.

The pungent, earthy liquor burned as it slid down my throat, and I grimaced, shaking my head. “What is it?”

“A shit version of whiskey.”

I tipped it back again for a longer swill, gulping past the burn in my sinuses.

“Easy there, wet tongue,” Zevander said, and I lowered the bottle, coughing as the liquor seared my mouth.

My coughing turned to a laugh as I handed the bottle back to him. “What is a wet tongue?”

“What we called the stumbling drunks in The Hovel. Used to carry around a bottle all the time. Never let their mouths get dry.” One more sip, and he held the bottle as he rested his elbow against the tub. His other hand drew warm water up onto my breasts. “Wouldn’t want them to get too cold.”

Smiling, I gently scraped my metallic nails over his thigh beneath the water’s surface, and his leg twitched. “The last time we lay together, you disappeared.”

“I followed an intruder,” he said, entwining his fingers in my ungloved hand.

“Who?”

“Theron.”

I snapped my head to the side. “Here? In the temple? I thought you killed him.”

“He healed. It’s his blood magic.”

“So, what did you do with him this time?” I pitched upright, the room wobbling with the movement and his arms braced around me, urging me back against him.

“I locked him in the vault below.”

“Is it secure enough to hold him? I’m not sure I feel entirely comfortable sleeping in the same vicinity as an assassin…aside from you, of course.”

“It’s secure.” He sighed, wrapping me tighter. “In the event we don’t find the vein, or vivicantem, I wanted a possibility.”

Aleysia. He’d mentioned the plan before, and I’d chosen to ignore it.

“You told me bonds were eternal.”

“They are,” he said, pressing his lips to the top of my head before raising the bottle for another drink.

“So, why would I wish to bind my sister to a man who seeks to kill us?”

“Mating bonds are very painful, if broken. His loyalties would be to Aleysia, if they were bonded. He’d never hurt her by killing you, because her pain would be his pain.” He stroked his knuckles over my shoulder and kissed me there. “I know you have your reservations, but I dare say Theron would consider it.”

“Why?” I asked, frowning.

“He attempted to make peace with me.”

“You don’t trust him, though.”

“I never have.”

I blew out a breath, trying to imagine myself in Aleysia’s position. This wouldn’t be a simple betrothal, after all. “When, and if, it comes to that, Aleysia will choose for herself.”

“And in doing so, she will choose for you, as well.”

“She has Father now,” I argued back. “She isn’t alone.”

“And you would leave her, along with the father you’ve just reunited with, and return to Aethyria without them?”

“If I knew they were both safe, yes. That’s all I’ve wanted since the beginning.”

“What if safety doesn’t exist here for them? If all of Mortasia has become monsters?”

For me, the choice would be obvious. I’d always been more inclined to choose survival over anything else. Aleysia, on the other hand, tended to let her emotions guide her more often than not. “Then, we’ll revisit your devious plan.” I tugged the bottle of liquor from his hand and tipped back another long swill, frowning as the burn shot to my nose. “But let’s not think about that quite yet. Let’s find the vein—we will find it. My father has been there. He’s traveled to the Lyverian mountains. He can help us.” I handed the bottle back to him and after another sip, he set it back onto the floor beside the tub.

Warmth prickled in my cheeks, my limbs heavy, but my head felt light. I’d been intoxicated before to know the liquor was working its way through my blood, but faster than Grandfather’s wine.

Cupping a handful of warm water, he poured it up the length of my arm. “Your father doesn’t appear fit for travel.”

I couldn’t argue with that. His frail bones hardly seemed capable of carrying him down a corridor, let alone the vastness of Vonkovya. “If we could somehow secure a horse.”

“I’ve not seen one in the time we’ve been here. I’d venture to say there aren’t many that have managed to survive.”

“If he’s incapable of travel, Aleysia might be inclined to stay, as well.” Could I leave her there, though? Was the temple any safer without Sacton Crain?

As if sensing my apprehension, Zevander kissed the top of my head again. “We’ll discuss this in the morning. We need sleep, if we’re going to journey to the mountains.”

It was strange how quickly another day had passed.

He nudged me forward and stepped out of the tub, giving me a generous view of his muscled backside with water spilling down his body. He twisted around and I caught a fleeting glimpse of his chiseled abdomen that tapered to an exquisitely carved V-line before he slipped his arms beneath my legs and back, easily lifting me out of the tub.

“I have the strength to walk to the bed.” I wrapped my arms around his neck as he carried me there.

“I’m certain you do. For now.”

I smiled at that. “Is that a threat of what’s to come when I get there?”

“As thoroughly as I would enjoy that, I have to ensure your ability to travel afoot tomorrow, so I’ll resist the temptation.” Soft pillows met my back, when he laid me onto the bed. “But just in case, maybe I should sleep on the floor.”

“I hear the floor is terrible on the ass, and yours is so wonderfully sculpted.” I hiccuped and chuckled at myself. “I insist you share the bed with me.”

His lips pulled to a grin. “Ah, well, I wouldn’t want to journey with a sore, un-sculpted ass.” He bent down, pressing his lips to mine. “But what if I get ideas in the night?”

“Do you typically get ideas during your sleep?”

His brow kicked up. “Depends on what, or whom, I’m dreaming about.”

I frowned. “Have you dreamed of others and gotten ideas?”

“Yes. All of your personalities. My favorite is anger. She’s lovely in dreams.” As he bent low to kiss me again, I turned my face away.

“I’ve changed my mind. You can cuddle with the rats on the floor.”

He chuckled. “And stir your jealousy? I know better.”

“I’m not jealous. Unless, of course, they turn into beautiful princesses after midnight who want nothing more than to pleasure you for hours.”

His gaze remained fixed on mine, his lips pulling to a smile. “As tempting as that may be, I’d still choose you.”

“Why?”

He pushed a stray hair back toward the pillow beneath me. “You’re more than beautiful.”

I hiccuped again and slapped a hand over my mouth, giggling. “I think you might be a little drunk, if you think I’m more beautiful than magical rats becoming princesses.”

The smile on his face faded for something more serious. “Beautiful is too ordinary a word for you.”

“Ordinary?” I breathed a laugh. “And what would the mighty assassin call me if not beautiful?”

He trailed his fingertip down my temple. “I would call you the soft glow of moonlight in a pitch-black world. A prayer I never spoke aloud, but somehow the gods answered anyway. The strike of lightning I dare to behold without flinching.” His brow flickered as he ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “The reason I breathe.”

I stared up at him, certain that not a single person in my life had ever looked at me with the same gleam of reverence as he wore right then. “Perhaps I’m the one who’s intoxicated.”

He bent down and kissed me again. “Get some sleep, or I’ll be forced to carry you all the way to the Lyverian Mountains.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
ZEVANDER
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Past …

The heady stench that clung to the air clogged the back of Zevander’s throat, triggering the urge to retch. He couldn’t stand the dampness of blood and fluids that’d absorbed into the bedsheets tangled around General Loyce like a lingering embrace. The undying, traitorous thing between his thighs, whose piercings marked each decade of his misery, remained stiff and rigid, thanks to his moon cycle—an agonizing ache Loyce couldn’t relieve no matter how hard she’d tried. She’d grown too jealous and possessive over Zevander to allow anyone else to attempt giving him the release he needed to lessen the pain, which meant he'd have to take care of it himself. Later though, when he’d be alone. When he could draw a blade across his flesh, without the general’s hands guiding it, and fantasize a different face, perhaps his own mate, somewhere far from this wretched place.

He sat at the foot of her bed, stroking his thumb over the skinny, white scars across his palm. Useless scars, linked to power he’d never wield.

Behind him, General Loyce lay sprawled across the bed, naked and satisfied enough to have fallen asleep. He eyed the dagger left on the table, beside cuts of cheese and meat that she’d tried to share with him earlier. Beyond it, a zephromyte guard stood in the shadowy corner of the room, watching him. Daring him.

Always present, even during their fucking.

Zevander no longer cared. The act meant nothing. After decades of it, he felt nothing. Not even shame. How many had he bedded and killed on her behalf? Thousands, maybe. Each one honing his skills. His mind and heart had grown so numb, he wondered if either were capable of perceiving and feeling, at all.

He could almost taste the blood that would splatter across his face, were he to split her throat open. The only complication would be the zephromyte, who’d take a bit more than a stab to the heart to kill, but godsteeth, he contemplated it. Could almost feel the elation of running that blade through her and watching the shock of betrayal fade from her eyes.

A knock broke into his musings. Zevander didn’t bother to cover himself, when the guard strode across the room for the door, and as he opened it to a Solassion soldier, Zevander eyed that dagger again, calculating its proximity to him and then to her.

“I’ve a message for General Loyce.”

She stirred at his back like a writhing serpent. Rough hands came from behind, palms gliding over his bare chest, and Zevander forced away the violent thoughts. “What is your message?” Her warm, humid breath wafted over him like swamp mist, as she planted a kiss on his neck.

The soldier stepped forward, gaze toward the floor, clearly uncomfortable at the sight of Zevander’s unclothed body. “Perhaps I might speak with you alone, General.”

“Perhaps you might get to the point of your intrusion, before I order your throat removed.”

He cleared said throat, glancing to the zephromyte and back.

A wet tongue caressed the shell of Zevander’s ear, and he braced his hands against the bed, for fear he’d reach back and throttle her.

“Mercenaries in Solassion armor were sent to Eidolon castle.”

Zevander froze, his body no longer registering her touch as his blood turned ice-cold.

“Who ordered this?” Loyce asked.

Gaze still cast downward, he shook his head. “I can’t say.”

“Well, I suggest you attempt to say, if you long to keep your cock attached to your body.” She continued to fondle Zevander, further stoking his impatience and irritation, as she issued the threat.

“I was not made privy to that information, General.”

She groaned, a sound Zevander knew as boredom on her part. “Well, then, who told you of this?”

“King Jeret’s advisor. One of them lives.” The soldier kept his answers brief and toneless.

“One of whom?” Zevander interrupted. “Who lives?”

The soldier’s eyes swept over Zevander and back, the pitying look on his face like something one might offer a stray dog. When he tipped his chin up, ignoring his question, Zevander lurched, but was held back by General Loyce’s embrace.

“Who lives?” she echoed.

“One of the mercenaries. He managed to escape.”

“Escape?” She circled the pad of her finger over his nipple, and godsblood, he had to temper the urge to swat her.

“It seems there was a counterattack.”

“From whom?” She kept on with her questioning, while Zevander hung on every word that spilled from the soldier’s mouth, desperate to know who might’ve attacked on his family’s behalf.

“The mercenary mentioned spiders. Hundreds of them.”

Spiders. Branimir’s. While they’d never done more than threaten to attack Zevander and his sister, he imagined his brother’s prodozja were capable of utter brutality, if given the opportunity.

“And what of the Rydainns?” It almost seemed as if General Loyce were asking for his benefit, the way she inquired the very questions pummeling his thoughts.

The soldier glanced at Zevander and back again. “I’m afraid I can’t say.”

“Speak what you know.” Zevander lunged for the soldier, but the General’s grip tightened around him again.

“Still yourself, Love,” she ordered and took hold of his throat. A warning. “I will ask the questions,” she whispered in his ear, and turned her attention back to the soldier. “How many mercenaries were sent?”

“A dozen? I can’t be sure.”

“Where is this prisoner now?”

“In the mines, General. I understand the warden has shown him favor.”

“Has he now?” She unraveled her arms from Zevander’s body. “Well, until we know who ordered the attack, I suppose he’ll remain in the warden’s care. You are dismissed.”

The soldier gave a nod and exited the room.

Zevander kicked his head to the side. “Give him to me,” he growled. “Let me kill him.”

She chuckled and climbed off the bed, swiping up a robe crumpled on the edge of it. “Not a plea for your freedom, but a battlecry for vengeance.”

“I’ve no intention of begging for something you’ll never grant me. I have loyally carried out your vengeance and expected nothing in return. I am asking you to deliver him to me. Allow me this one favor.”

“A favor that could cost me my head, if it was the king who ordered your family’s execution.”

“Would he have been sent to the mines for following a king’s orders?” Zevander challenged.

“No.” She sauntered toward the table holding the meat and cheese and poured herself a glass of wine. “He’d have been sent here for failing to comply. Tell me about these spiders.” She sipped the wine, staring at him over the rim of the glass.

“I know nothing of them.” He kept his face expressionless, as he’d been trained.

She lowered the glass, examining him, undoubtedly gauging whether she was still capable of reading him. “Then, I’m afraid I can’t help you. Return to the Gildona. I shall call on you later this evening.” An obvious bluff, but Zevander didn’t have time for her games, and he knew precisely how long she’d have been willing to keep it up.

“They were my brother’s prodosjza.”

Her brows raised. “I was not aware you had a brother. How intriguing.”

“He’s very ill. Weak and frail.” Another lie, for his brother’s sake.

“And yet, his prodozja managed to attack a dozen mercenaries, allowing only one to escape.”

“Even the frail can summon strength when defending his family.”

Her lips pulled to a smile, and she took another sip of her wine. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. I’ve seen impressive feats of strength when passion drives it.” Slowly, she sauntered toward him and lowered herself between his legs. “Give me your seed. Bond with me. And I will deliver your vengeance on a golden platter.”

For years, she’d begged him for it, and as Zevander had come to learn, it was the only control he wielded over her. The only piece of himself left unsullied by her hands. While his body reacted to her abuses by ejaculating, it wasn’t the same as the binding essence between mates. A silvery opalescent fluid that, upon entering a mate’s body, was known to be the most transcendent pleasure in existence. It required a very sacred ritual and the exchange of blood.

His stomach sank at the thought, but with his last breath, he would see to it that the attack against his family was properly avenged. “I’ll do it.”
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“You long to humiliate me. Is that it?” General Loyce paced in front of Zevander, as he lay bound by his wrists and ankles, the stony slab of a bed beneath him pressing against his spine. The air around him crackled with her rage, and Zevander wondered if he’d ever seen her so angry. For days, she’d milked him for release, exchanged enough blood to make him dizzy, and had forced him to fuck her for hours. She’d even brought in other female servants to initiate the bond.

His body refused.

As much as he’d prayed to the gods, had coaxed himself into believing she could possibly be his mate, he couldn’t bring himself to consummate with the binding essence. Not even when she’d resorted to violent punishment.

He’d heard of arranged bonds before, knew that, unless mated to another, two individuals could successfully form a bond. Why his body was so adamantly against it was a mystery.

Fury flashed in her eyes, and she gripped the hilt of the dagger at her hip. “You’ve bonded with another. You must have!” The palm of her hand came swift, cracking against his cheek.

The slaps to his face no longer fazed him, and he kept his gaze locked on her. “I’ve been a prisoner of these mines since I was a boy. Far too young to have stumbled upon a mate.”

Lines of worry wrinkled her face, as she ran her hand through her long, blonde hair. “I have sought the council of mages. The only circumstance that would prevent a bond is another mate. I will know who you bonded with, if I have to kill every fucking slave and prisoner!” she snarled.

“You are familiar with every inch of my flesh, so you know I do not bear the mark of another mancer.”

“No, and still, your body rejects me.” She stood over him, hands at either side of his body, an unbridled rage clouding her eyes. “You are mine. If I have to draw seed from your corpse, I will have you.” Her chin quivered, her face a battle of emotions, and Zevander would’ve laughed at the indignity of it all, if he weren’t so desperate to exact his revenge. An unsettling calm bloomed through the cracks of her anger, and she caressed his cheek where she’d slapped him. “I will not fault you for what you cannot control, though.” She waved her hand to the other guard in the room, who quickly exited at her command.

Seconds later, he returned with a man, a blond whose face bore the swelling and cuts of a beating.

She urged him to his knees, and with little resistance, he sank to the floor. “This is the mercenary who escaped your family’s home.”

Zevander’s muscles tensed, his eyes fixated on the man with the wrath of a rabid animal. “Free me from the binds,” he growled.

“I’ve some questions for him first.” She casually circled the prisoner, dragging her fingers across his chest, and he flinched when her hand brushed his cheek. “Tell us again what happened to Lady Rydainn.” Clearly, she’d already interrogated him once, judging by the way his lip quivered.

“She …” He swallowed a gulp. “She had been violated.”

“By one. Two of you. Three of you?” the general asked, and Zevander’s blood surged with heat and adrenaline, the need to physically destroy something tingling across his palms.

When the prisoner didn’t answer, she hammered a punch to his face that kicked his head to the side, knocking a tooth loose.

Not enough punishment to satisfy Zevander.

“All of us.” He spat blood on the floor and let out a whimper. “All of us!”

“And the young girl?”

His lip trembled, and he snapped his gaze toward the empty half of the cell. “They went after her next.”

Zevander’s muscles shook, pain streaking across his wrists where the manacles bit into them. If only the gods were merciful enough to break his binds, the man would be nothing more than a pool of blood and bones.

“They?” Loyce asked.

“I…had wandered out to take a piss when…I first heard the screams.”

“Whose screams?” Loyce sauntered back toward Zevander and ran her hand over his arm, which was so rigid, he hardly registered the touch. She gave a squeeze and dragged her palm over his tightly clenched stomach.

The prisoner hesitated at first, wincing when he said, “The girl’s. They had killed the mother.”

What he’d said didn’t absorb at first, spoken so nonchalantly, as banal an observation as a bird having flown overhead. His mother. Violated and murdered.

Dead.

Somehow, the words couldn’t touch him, as though trapped behind a veil of steel. Only a haze of bloody red penetrated his thoughts. A longing to tear skin from bones and limbs from torso. He wanted gurgling screams and pain, his body such a glutton for violence, it shook him into paralysis.

“And so you decided to indulge in the sister afterward?” Her questions were a distant sound in his mind, as if spoken underwater.

“I didn’t touch her.”

Zevander’s vision blurred with rage, the room expanding and shrinking around him.

Loyce chuckled, the sound reverberating off his skull. “And what inspired this sudden sense of conscience?”

“We …. They were attacked. There were…spiders. They came for them out of nowhere. Started spinning an enormous web, trapping them inside of it.”

Zevander imagined the rage it must’ve taken to rouse Branimir from his underground cell—a place he hadn’t left in the years Zevander had known him.

“And where were you?”

“Peering in through the window. Watched the spiders wrap them up like flies. Eating them with those…long fangs and the saliva that burned their skin. I jumped from the balcony. Didn’t care if I died. Landed in a row of hedges.”

“And did anyone, aside from yourself, survive?” She bent over Zevander’s stomach, pressing a kiss there at the same time as digging her nails into his thigh.

“No. There couldn’t have been any survivors. Not the way they were attacked.”

“Not even the young girl?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know if they killed her before the spiders arrived.”

“Free me,” Zevander growled, never averting his gaze from the man he silently vowed would suffer the most gruesome death of anyone he’d ever slain.

She rounded Zevander’s body, her hand gliding over his skin. “The man bound before you is her brother. My slave.”

Zevander couldn’t even bring himself to care that she’d called him slave. He’d have gladly worn the insult for a chance to wrap his hands around the prisoner’s throat.

“Tell me, who ordered this massacre?”

Before he could answer, she drew her sword so swiftly, he hardly heard the chime against the scabbard, and she hacked his head clean off.

“No!” Zevander’s rage bellowed and bounced inside the cell. Fire burned in his muscles as he pulled at the chains, shaking and gnashing his teeth.

She sauntered to Zevander’s side and dragged her nails across his chest. “How disappointing it must feel to have the very thing you want withheld from your grasp.”

His chains rattled, as a raw, seething violence snaked through his blood. “I will never bond with you.”

She chuckled and stretched her arm down the length of his body, cupping his flaccid cock. “While I may not have your essence, remember this: You still gave me your seed,” she taunted, squeezing the soft flesh between his thighs as she kissed him on the cheek. “We’ll try again tonight, my love. I’ve come to learn of an enchantment that might prove successful.”
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Zevander stared at the shadowed ceiling above him. If his heart had bothered to beat in the last hour, he wouldn’t know it. He felt nothing. Not the expanding of his lungs. Not the crescents he’d torn into his palms with his clenched fists. Not even the rage anymore.

He was a breathing corpse. An abomination of life. Empty. Hollow.

Dead inside.

What kind of monster failed to be moved by a loss so great?

He’d dreaded the moment when the pain would wash over him, when the fury would wither to calm and the weight of his reality would cut through him like a freshly sharpened blade. It didn’t happen immediately, he knew that, having suffered the loss of his father. Perhaps he’d endured too much over the years that his heart could no longer be moved, no matter how grievous the pain. Was there a limit to suffering? A point at which a man could no longer feel?

It wasn’t until a face slid into his periphery that he realized the Golvyn had climbed up his body, carrying a ladle of water. Zevander turned away when he attempted to pour it down his mouth.

“You must drink something. You need your energy.”

“For what?” Zevander rasped. “To watch as she takes her pleasure?”

“She is cruel, but she will not be your demise.”

Zevander sneered. “What would it matter if she were?”

Still clutching the ladle, the Golvyn lowered his head and sighed. “I am sorry for your family. It is a spiteful god who takes what we love most.”

“I wasn’t aware Golvyns believed in the gods.”

“We don’t. But you do.”

Once again, Zevander found himself staring blankly at the dark ceiling overhead. “Not anymore. I don’t believe, or feel, anything anymore.”

“You’ve given up?”

“I suppose I have.”

The Golvyn groaned and tossed the ladle to the floor, the clank of the metal against the stone only earning a bored glance from Zevander. “You know why Golvyn’s don’t believe in the gods?” He didn’t bother to wait for what would’ve been a disinterested response. “We need to see to believe. But you …. You believe nothing more than words.”

Zevander remained silent, not bothering to dispute the fact. What more could he have relied upon, if not the word of the man who’d seen it firsthand?

“They say your family is dead. What if they are mistaken?”

Had he heard news through the walls? A confession that Zevander hadn’t been privy to? “Say what you mean, Golvyn. I’m in no state for riddles.”

“No riddle. I’m only suggesting that you see with your own eyes.”

Whatever minute flicker of hope he may have felt in that moment quickly perished in disappointment. “I’ll be a rotted corpse before I’m set free from this hell.”

“So, you waste away for nothing.” He opened his small palm. In it, sat a tiny red ampoule like the ones Theron had given him before. “You see things when you sleep. Perhaps you can see your family?”

Intrigued, Zevander lifted his head. “Where did you get that?”

“From your friend’s supply. He keeps them in a small box tucked inside the wall. These walls are my home.”

If nothing else, it would steal him away from the incessant memory of her robbing him of his revenge, and the revulsion of her climbing atop his body again, determined and relentless and aroused. Godsblood, the visual alone made him ill. He couldn’t stand the thought of her taking pleasure while he seethed. “Give it to me.”

With the fervor of a starving hatchling, he tipped back his head, while the Golvyn broke the ampoule, and allowed him to pour it into his mouth.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
ZEVANDER
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Crooked trees peered down from above, as Zevander glanced around at his unfamiliar surroundings. A forest, but not one he recognized. He carefully stepped forward, but at crunching beneath his boot, he stilled.

Through the thick mist, what appeared to be bones, hundreds of them, lay scattered and broken over the forest floor. The empty sockets of a human skull stared back at him.

Ignoring them, he trudged forward in search of his mother and sister.

Nearly a furlong ahead of him hunched a shadowy beast, the warped curve of its spine and twisted horns leaving him to wonder what kind of animal, or monster, he’d happened upon. As Zevander trod cautiously toward it, studying the bark-like texture of its flesh, he was reminded of his brother’s ruined skin.

Face buried in the broken ribcage of a carcass, it tore at the meat with its teeth, and yet, it clutched and chewed like a man.

At another crunch beneath his boot, Zevander paused mid-step, but not before the creature snapped straight. Threads of bloody sinew strung from its mouth when it turned around, revealing the ruined face of a man.

“How did you find me here?” the creature man asked, slowly rising to its full height. His voice held a familiarity that left Zevander frowning.

“Alastor?”

He snarled and lurched forward, unveiling the upper half of the carcass on the ground, a body skinned to nothing but glistening tissue and fat.

“What is this?” Zevander asked, confused by his appearance.

“How did you find your way into my head?” His voice held a tremble of consternation. “How did you find me here?”

“I didn’t intentionally seek you out.”

“You’ve not come when summoned. Years, I’ve attempted to call you to Caligorya, and you disregard me,” he spat, as if Zevander had done so defiantly.

“I was not aware that you’d summoned me. I no longer felt the pull to return.”

His monstrous face crumpled to a frown. “Then, what brought you here?”

“My family. It’s imperative that I see them.”

“Why?”

“Mercenaries arrived to …” The words caught at the back of his throat like a viscous poison he could neither spit, nor swallow. “I need to see them.”

Alastor stared at him for a moment through frightening, silvery eyes, and the scene around them shifted in a blur. The surrounding trees faded, replaced by the Eidolon foyer. Dark and cold, absent of life.

Zevander darted toward the staircase ahead.

“Wait,” Alastor warned from behind. “No matter what you see, you must not let it destroy you.”

Zevander didn’t spare him another second, but took two stairs at a time, until he reached the top of the staircase where a wall of webs hindered his passage. He clawed through sticky strands, entangling himself in the thick weaves. The silky threads clung greedily to his body, while the stench of decay burned in his nose.

Clumps of dense fibers resisted his tearing and scratching, and Zevander felt like a trapped fly, desperate for freedom. He could feel thousands of eyes upon him, starving and watchful, waiting.

When he finally came upon his mother’s chamber door, he pushed through to find the webs weren’t as thick on the other side. Within, only a few strung about the room, glistening in the small bit of light filtering in through the drapes.

He plucked the remnants of webbing from his body and froze as his eyes swept over the pools of blood around pieces of golden armor and clumps of yellow that reminded him of animal fat. Bones lay piled in a heap, the remnants of pink flesh telling him they’d been freshly stripped. On his mother’s bed lay a mound of blankets, swaddled like a cocoon around a body. The silvery hair spilling out of it, tinged in matted tendrils of gray, all but confirmed it to be his mother.

Zevander rounded the bed, where an obscure shape at the edge of his vision snapped his attention toward where Rykaia lay curled into herself. Nuzzled against her was Branimir, his face buried in her hair.

Tears blurred Zevander’s eyes as he stepped closer, gaze desperately searching for any sign of injury. While he found bruises and cuts, unmistakable signs of violence inflicted upon her, she breathed.

“She lives,” he murmured, and sank to his knees.

Branimir lifted his head, eyes searching the room, and Zevander could feel his spiders stirring somewhere in the shadows.

“He senses you here,” Alastor said from the doorway. “You’ve seen what you needed to see. Now, let us return. Quickly.”

Through a blur of tears, Zevander stared at his siblings. How much they’d changed since he’d seen them last. He wondered if he’d ever see them again. If he’d ever feel Rykaia’s arms wrapped around him, would ever see the sweet smile she’d worn for him. “Is it real?”

“It’s a possibility.”

“Is it real!” he bellowed, jumping to his feet.

“You have somehow found your way into my thoughts,” Alastor said tonelessly. “I suspect it’s real, as I’m not privy to what happened here.”

“How is it possible? Me invading your thoughts?”

Alastor stared back at him and tipped his horned head. “We are connected, you and I.”

“Connected in what way?”

He looked around the room. “Come. I’ve shown you what you’ve asked to see. You will return when I summon you.”

“No. I will not. Why are we connected? Who are you, and why do your afflictions look like my brother’s?”

Like a rabid animal, his demeanor snapped to something vicious. “I am the one who watched as you were violated. Tormented. Beaten and burned. I’m the one who commanded your hands to touch them when you couldn’t bear to look upon them yourself! I brought you here to spare you of such sights!”

“For what purpose? Why would you feel compelled …” A deep, cramping ache spread across Zevander’s stomach, and he pressed his palm there. Doubling over, he exhaled a shuddering breath. “Why would you …” The ache sharpened like the point of a blade tearing across his stomach, and Zevander let out a grunt, wincing as it ravaged his insides. “Want to…control …”

Across from him, Alastor also clutched his stomach, grunting as both of them fell to the floor at the same time.

Zevander clawed at his throat, the scalding burn beneath his skin gnawing its way to his chest.

“What have you…done, boy?” Alastor gritted out, across from him.

Pressure at his chest expanded behind his ribs, and he wheezed. As if he felt it, too, Alastor clutched his chest, gasping and wheezing.

“I…did…nothing.” The stone floor smacked against his cheek, as Zevander collapsed forward, desperately sucking in gulps of air that failed to fill his lungs.

Lying across from him, Alastor reached out a rough, tessellated hand. “If you die…I die,” he rasped.

It was in that moment, a dreadful realization settled over him and he was reminded of the stories his parents had told him. Stories of the mage who’d cursed him all those years ago and the pain he’d suffered from throwing Zevander into those flames as a baby. As he stared at the beastly man across from him, Zevander gnashed his teeth, furious of the trickery. The lies Alastor had told to conceal what rotting soul lived beneath his skin.

“Cadavros!” Zevander called out, before he was yanked into the blackness.
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Zevander’s eyes shot open on a gasp of air.

Panic crinkled Theron’s face, as he stood over him, his voice a distant echo to the clamor of blood hammering inside Zevander’s ear. Only the occasional word filtered through.

“How did you…poison…for General Loyce…who gave…you weren’t supposed…you were dead. Dead!”

He focused on the last word as he stared up at the dark ceiling above him—nothing but a blur through the tears in his eyes. In the silence of his mind, he heard the soft pounding of his heart. Felt the sting of his palms, where he’d clenched his fists earlier. The phantom ache of death lingering in his stomach. The burn of the poison he wasn’t meant to consume in his throat.

Shards of images cut through his thoughts—Cadavros, the imposter who’d claimed to be a friend, dying as he lay dying, his sister lying curled into his brother, his mother’s lifeless body cocooned, peaceful and protected from further horrors—and for the first time, he felt everything. Tears broke down his temples as he lay trapped in the fragile grasp of life.

He’d always imagined death to be the most painful experience of all, but it wasn’t.

Living was far more painful than dying.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
ZEVANDER
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Present …

Sitting in a chair across from the bed, Zevander watched his moon witch as she slept. He’d cracked the drapes earlier, allowing the silvery bands of moonlight in just enough to illuminate her face in the dark.

His mate.

He pressed the heel of his palm into the freshly sealed wounds at his chest, sinking into the memory of watching her succumb to pleasure, her head thrown back in ecstasy, hair wild and damp, as she raked those claws across his skin, whispering his name like a prayer. He’d torn across the world, had heard his cursed name in the dying pleas of men, the vicious roars of beasts, and the breathless moans of women, but not a single one had ever seared itself in his mind and flesh, had ever given it so much worth as when it’d been spoken by her.

He longed to tear the wounds open, to savor that raw, burning rapture all over again. To remind himself of the exact moment he’d surrendered his soul.

That she’d even imagine he’d dream of any other woman was laughable. No one would ever nourish his starving, ruined heart the way she did. He’d been trained by brutal hands to fuck a woman properly and expect nothing in return. Being with her was the first time Zevander had known pleasure through the pain. The first time someone had ever given without taking from him.

Maevyth. Her name stitched itself into the hollow of his chest, a suffocating chamber in his heart that only she could ever touch.

He loved her.

Gods, he loved her.

For a man who’d spent half his life shackled in chains, he could say with certainty that no other woman had ever made him feel so free.

So alive.

And that alone made her a danger, a threat to anyone who might try to take her from him.

His body hardened all over again, his cock straining against his leathers, hands curled to tight fists. Clenching and flexing. The need to touch her bordered on violence, but as much as he wanted to slip back into that euphoric state, to relive that moment over and over again, he forced himself to push those thoughts aside.

He’d spent half the evening contemplating if he should journey alone to the mountains. She’d be safe in the temple, a fortress compared to the small shacks and abandoned homes he’d seen in the mortal lands, and who knew what they’d encounter along the way. As much as he loathed the annoying sky rat, Raivox would protect her.

And the truth was, she could protect herself. She was strong. Powerful, when she trusted herself.

Zevander had already dressed, resigned to leaving before she woke, and yet, he couldn’t stand the thought of it. Not even with the prospect of him becoming more and more of a threat to her without vivicantem.

She shifted in her sleep, the sheets slipping over the smooth curves of her body. “Zevander.” His name ghosted across her lips as a dreaming murmur and his chest tightened.

She was dreaming of him.

He pushed to his feet, crossed the room, and knelt beside the bed. Her hair spilled across the pillow like a silken shadow, and he brushed back the few tendrils that’d fallen onto her face. Her lips parted for the easy breaths that had her chest rising and falling like a gentle wave, and Zevander fought the urge to seize them, to devour her with a breathless kiss.

Godsblood, she was painfully exquisite.

He couldn’t recall a single vision in his life—sunrise, nor sunset; star shower, nor solstice—that’d roused the same awe he felt from just looking at her. She was the wild pulse in his veins. The steady anchor in his mind. An ungodly obsession he had neither the strength nor desire to resist.

A soft prickling brushed the back of his neck, and Zevander turned toward the door just as the knob rattled and shifted. He shot to his feet and summoned a cloud of smoke, vanishing himself in the dark room as the stranger stepped inside.

A blade led the way, as the intruder quietly tiptoed across the room, his eyes narrowed on Maevyth.

Eyes squeezed shut, Zevander pressed the heel of his palm to his temple, recalling the last time he’d thought someone had come for her while she slept.

Not real. He’s not real.

Except, a low growl from outside warned that Raivox had taken notice, although he hadn’t yet made himself known.

Zevander peeled out of his thoughts and resumed tracking the mortal, who edged closer to the bed.

A little over halfway there, the man paused and glanced around the room, unaware of how truly fucked he was.

A colossal form stepped into the window’s view, and the intruder’s spine snapped straight, his gaze slowly trailing upward toward the furious silver eyes stalking him.

Blade already drawn, Zevander slapped his hand over the man’s mouth, muffling a gasp. Before he could scream, or speak a word and wake her, he leveled the blade at the stranger’s throat. “He’s the least of your worries now,” Zevander whispered in his ear, before dragging him out of the room and down the corridor.

They reached the first level of the temple, and once out of earshot, Zevander released him.

The man dropped to his knees, hands clasped, as if his prayers had any power to save him. “Please. The others…they volunteered me.”

Zevander tipped his head, silently watching him. How pathetic humans could be—powerless, yet so fucking bold at the same time. He summoned a scorpion to the palm of his hand, watching the man’s eyes widen and his jaw tremble when it appeared. He might’ve laughed at the sniveling creature who whimpered like an overgrown child, if not for the fact the stranger had snuck into his room with a blade.

“Please. I wasn’t going to…hurt her. I swear it.” Hands up, the man pushed to his feet and slowly backed away, but it didn’t matter what his intentions were.

In Zevander’s mind, he’d meant to kill Maevyth in her sleep. He marked his own death the moment he’d stepped inside that room.

With quick reflexes, Zevander captured him before he could run and pressed his palm to the stranger’s face again, allowing the scorpion to crawl inside his mouth. The snake tattoo on the man’s neck almost seemed to writhe as the scorpion made its way down his throat. His muffled screams vibrated over Zevander’s palm, while the scorpion tore through his organs, stinging him with the venom that liquified them. Blood sputtered from his mouth in violent bursts, splashing across the floor.

Zevander quickly hoisted him up over his shoulder, listening to him gag and choke as he carried him down the stairwell to the undercroft. Halfway down the corridor, he heard a wet splash, and turned to see a trail of blood and organs spilled across the stones behind him.

He kept on through the winding path, until he could see the tomb and the flicker of torches clutched by the eager villagers, undoubtedly waiting to find out if their elected assassin had effectively carried out his duty.

Closer, Zevander strode toward the doorway he’d busted off its hinges earlier, a smirk pulling at his lips when the villagers backed away. Zevander threw the body across the space that separated them, and as it skidded to a stop just inside the tomb, screams echoed through the corridor.

One of the women darted forward, and he threw out his hand when she tried to skirt around him, his movements sharp and cold. Aeryz hurled her backward into the tomb, where her body crashed onto the floor, knocking her unconscious. Once inside, he scanned over the faces cowering from him. Not a single child among them. If there had been, Zevander might’ve spared them from what was to come.

“From this night on, you will never harm her again.” The large scorpion at his back stirred and stepped from his flesh into a living creature. A towering beast that sent them scattering for the alcoves in the wall. Zevander raised both palms, and hundreds of scorpions materialized out of black smoke, scampering across the floor after them.

Horrific screams of pain echoed around him as he lifted one of the heavy iron doors, setting it back on its hinge. While the large scorpion warded off anyone who tried to escape and the smaller ones carried out his killings, Zevander sent a flame over the hinges, soldering them to the door. Bellows of pain and suffering filled the tomb, as he casually retrieved the other door and stepped outside of the tomb, shutting their cries for mercy on the other side. After sealing it shut, he called his pets back to his palm and a black curling smoke seeped beneath the tiny crack at the bottom of the barrier he’d erected. It crawled up the length of his arm and burrowed beneath his skin.

He made his way back toward the upper level but paused when he reached the corridor that housed the prison cells. Fingers of dread tickled his spine, and he strode toward that vault at the end of the adjacent passageway. Ear pressed to the massive iron door, he listened for any sound.

All was silent.

Zevander knocked, and the tolling echo was smothered by the frantic pounding on the other side of it.

“Let me out! Please! Zevander! If you’re there, let me out!”

The sound of Theron’s screams from inside the vault roused unbidden images that slipped in and out of his mind like the ghosts of the dead.

A heavy stone box. Enchantments etched into the ancient, black rock. His fingers sweeping over the symbols.

“Mor samanet.”

Stumbling backward, Zevander blew out a breath and shook his mind free of the visuals. He strode away, turning his thoughts back to Maevyth.

Maevyth.

The memory of the intruder, holding that knife stirred visuals of what he might’ve done with it. The image of him cutting her throat while she slept chewed at his thoughts. Eyes screwed shut, Zevander drowned them in a red haze of blood, recalling the sputtering cough of the man choking on his own organs. He wanted to kill him all over again.

His clenched fists sought more blood, more wrath, more screams.

Hands trembling, he reached into his pocket, tugging out the scorpion necklace, clutching it like a rope in a dark abyss. He needed her. In his veins and in his blood. Needed the calmness of her to settle the brutal appetite that roused his cursed flame. Those softly spoken words that tempered him when he longed for a blade.

He took the stairs back to the temple’s upper level, where he entered the room to find Maevyth still peacefully sleeping. Through the window, Raivox peered in on him, and for the first time, he didn’t sense a threat in the corvugon’s gaze as Zevander crossed the room toward her. As if he understood what Zevander had done.

The assassin gave a short nod, and as he yanked his boots off, Raivox turned away, back to whatever roost he’d made for himself. He tugged his shirt off, keeping his eyes on her, and pushed his leathers to the floor, kicking them away.

She hardly stirred as he slid beneath the covers and pulled her close, desperate to feel her skin against his, to breathe in that sweet citrus scent. With blood on his hands, he held her to his body and pressed a kiss to her shoulder.

A selfless man would’ve slipped out of the castle and journeyed to the mountains alone, sparing her the darkest days he still faced.

Unfortunately for her, Zevander was the most selfish bastard there was.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Sweat beaded on Zevander’s temples as he pushed his body past the point of fatigue. His arms trembled with each upward thrust that hoisted him up off the floor, and he grunted as he lowered himself.

“Planning to go head to head with an orgoth?” Theron asked, the startling sound of his voice buckling Zevander’s arms a little.

Zevander sneered. “Facing off with an orgoth requires little strength,” he rasped, pushing up again for the three-thousandth time. “It’s speed that matters most.”

“Tell that to the Nyxterosi bastard who fought one of them this afternoon.” Theron crossed his arms and leaned against the wall beside him. “With his hands bound together.”

Zevander snorted at that. “In what fantasy realm did this take place?”

“The mines. Ripped his tusks out of his face and stabbed him in the throat.”

“Sounds familiar.” Zevander kept on with his push-ups, unimpressed.

“Tore his head clean off.”

Frowning, Zevander paused mid-push. “Who is this beastly Nyxterosi?”

“Goes by the name of Torryn.”

“Torryn? What’s he look like?” Zevander sank back on his knees, wiping the sweat from his brow on the back of his arm.

“Fairly good size. Thicker than you, for sure. Red hair shaved to the skull.”

Zevander nodded and took a sip of water from the table beside him. “That’s him. I grew up with him. Our fathers hunted together. The hell is he doing in the mines?”

“Overheard others say he killed a few Solassion guards. Been here a few years, from the sounds of it.”

Across the room, an orgoth stepped into the observatory and strode toward the two of them, eyes on Zevander. “General Loyce requests your presence in her chambers,” he said gruffly. “Now.”

Zevander groaned and dragged a hand down his face. Fucking hell, since he’d had the eighth piercing placed, she hadn’t given him one night of peace.

“If she tasks you with another assassination, do me the favor of checking your victim for weapons first.” Theron nodded toward the bandages wrapped at Zevander’s thigh. “Those stabs were a bit tricky.”

“I doubt that’s the purpose of her summoning.”

The orgoth pointed to Theron. “You, too. She has a wound to stitch.”

Zevander and Theron exchanged frowns and pushed to their feet, following after the orgoth through the winding corridors to Loyce’s bed chambers.

A violent crash of glass against wood bled through the door, and Zevander slowed his paces. Screams shattered any hope that she might’ve been in a better mood than the day before, when he’d last seen her. If those vicious ravings on the other side of the door were anything to go by, he dared to say her mood had worsened.

As Zevander swung the door open, an object flew straight for his head. He ducked instinctively, just missing a wine goblet that shattered against the wall behind him. A bellow of rage poured out of General Loyce, as she swept through the room, her hair a pile of ratted knots atop her head. He’d never seen the usually meticulous woman so disheveled.

She spun around and, on seeing him, froze in place.

Eyes rimmed in dark circles, as if she’d not slept, at all, she stood heaving. “King Jeret…has summoned…you.”

Her words failed to register at first, and Zevander stood blankly staring back at her. “The king.” His voice held an air of disbelief. “Are you joking?”

Her face soured to a grimace. “Do I look like I’m in a humorous mood? He’s requested your presence this afternoon.”

“For what?”

“Your freedom.” The words flung from her mouth like daggers. “Your traitorous king has petitioned King Jeret for your release. Oh, he made quite an offer for you. Jeret just couldn’t help himself.” She swiped up a candlestick from the bedside table and chucked it across the room, nearly hitting the orgoth, who flinched as it flew past his head. Jaw tight, she whisked toward Zevander like a gust of winter air, her robes trailing after her. “You must urge Jeret to return you to the Gildona.” Before he could draw back, she held tight to his arm. “Promise me you will, and I will see to all your comforts. Promise me this favor.”

The words she spoke, her pleading tone, it was all foreign to him. He’d never known the general to be anything less than cruel and demanding. Had never seen fear in her eyes until right then. Zevander bared his teeth and, face twisting with revulsion, pried his arm free. “I owe you nothing.”

Tightly wound rage seeped out of her with the quiver of her lip and twitch of her eye. “I could’ve destroyed you.”

“You already have.” Voice absent of emotion, he stared down at her, watching that fury simmer like a kettle.

“No. What you suffered is mild. I took care not to inflict too much damage. You’ve no idea what I’m truly capable of.” Her palm cuffed his throat and gave a warning squeeze that failed to banish his apathy. “If you walk out of here, intent on accepting the king’s proposal, I’ll⁠—”

“You’ll what?” Zevander challenged, watching defeat slip across her face. “Beat me? Force me to pleasure you? Go on, then. Savor it. It’ll be the last time you lay hands on me.” A coiled fury unraveled slowly inside of him, the silence in his abuses screaming, clawing, begging him to reach out and throttle her, but he steeled himself. Because nothing he’d ever inflict on her would be more satisfying than watching her lose composure over his freedom. Watching her forced to unshackle him.

Teeth bared, she lunged to the side and swiped up the blade on the table from beside a glass of wine. The flash of steel curved toward his heart, but like the strike of a snake, Zevander caught her wrist before she could plunge that blade into his ribs. Her hand trembled as the dagger remained held between them.

“I’m finished with you.” With a pitying look, he released her, and without another word, he strode from the room.

A wine glass whizzed past him, smashing against the wall ahead. Zevander ignored it and kept on through the door, her screams and ravings trailing after him.
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Zevander had washed and dressed in the tunic and trousers that’d been left for him by one of Loyce’s servants. He stared down at himself, trying to remember the last time he’d worn something so grand and clean. The silk tunic clung to his neck, the soft fabric catching on his scarred, rough skin. As much as he enjoyed stripping away the things that identified him as a slave, his new clothing felt suffocating in other ways.

“You clean up nicely.” Theron’s voice broke into his musings, and Zevander turned to see the other slave step inside the observatory. “Congratulations on your freedom.”

Lips pressed together, Zevander nodded. “I’ve yet to learn the nature behind it.”

“You seem troubled.” Theron tilted his head, studying Zevander, who shrugged and adjusted that suffocating tunic a bit more.

“No cause to be troubled. It’s not every day a king requests the company of a slave.”

“You’re wary.”

“Wouldn’t you be wary in my position?”

“Perhaps. But what is it that concerns you?”

Zevander shook his head, not daring to voice it aloud, for fear that it might be true. “It’s not important.”

“Anything that manages to hinder a man’s excitement for freedom seems fairly significant, if you ask me. Surely, the promise of leaving this hell hole would lift your spirits.”

“I’m not certain …” Zevander smiled, staring down at his fidgeting hands. Perhaps he was being too cautious in his hesitation.

“Are we no longer friends now that you’re a free man?” Theron narrowed his eyes and pushed himself off the wall.

“I’m not free yet. There’s been no pardon from the king.”

“Well, as you said, a king doesn’t request the company of a slave for nothing.”

“That wasn’t quite what I said, but close enough, I suppose.”

“Then, tell me.” It was Theron who lowered his gaze that time. “This is the closest I’ll ever get to freedom. I’m curious to know what plagues a man’s mind before his shackles are torn away.” There was a sadness in his tone. The kind of acquiescence Zevander had struggled to grasp, even decades later.

“Why?” he found himself admitting. “Why me? Why now?”

“That was the great secret you were clinging to?” Theron chuckled and shook his head. “I expected something a little more…justifiable.”

“You heard the general. King Sagaerin made quite an offer for my release.”

“And you’re not elated?”

Say it, his head urged. After all, maybe it was better to throw the words he feared out into the universe. “I’m cautious. He loved my mother. I suspect he blames my father and me for her death.”

The humor on Theron’s face shriveled to a more serious expression. “You think he wishes to kill you?”

Zevander strode toward the open stretch of the observatory, trying to imagine the world beyond the walls. The vastness of a landscape he hadn’t seen since he was a boy. He couldn’t. “Why would a king trouble himself for a slave, if not to punish him? I see no reason that he would release me. I’m the son of a man accused of treachery and betrayal.”

“Do you intend to share these concerns with King Jeret?” Theron asked, as he approached from behind. “Or decline the offer, as General Loyce advised? She promised you a life of comfort.”

A bitter amusement twisted Zevander’s lips into a cross between a laugh and a look of disgust. “Her promises are lies. Even if Sagaerin chooses to kill me, death is better than remaining her slave.” His words seemed to trouble Theron, who frowned and looked away.

“Zevander Rydainn,” an unfamiliar voice called out from the doorway, and he turned to find a Solassion soldier standing there. “Come with me.”

Zevander nodded and glanced back at Theron.

“May the gods be merciful and kind,” Theron said quickly, before turning back to the view.
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Zevander clenched his hands to tight fists at his side to keep them from trembling, his head bowed as a show of respect. Damn the gods for his rattled nerves.

Dressed head to toe in white silk with regal, gold accents, King Jeret tapped his jewel-clad finger against the arm of his throne. “Seems your king is quite persistent. This is the third time he’s asked for your release. Of course, I declined the prior offers. I found them insulting.”

Zevander couldn’t imagine what King Sagaerin had offered to make him consider it this time.

“Your Grace, if I may—” Loyce’s words faded to silence beneath King Jeret’s disgusted glare.

“You may not. Killing that girl weakened us. I have nothing to barter now!” He slammed his fist against the arm of the throne. “Her brother has staked his claim to Kastellias with twenty thousand cutthroats now standing at his side and trained razorwolves.”

They were undoubtedly talking about Vaelora and her brother, Kael. The king’s bastard children.

All Zevander knew of razorwolves—the largest breed of wolf in the forest—was the lore surrounding them. That they hunted with precision and shrewdness, like men, and sometimes toyed with their prey. Some believed they once were men, hunters who’d gotten lost in the woods, cursed as beasts. Any army capable of training them must’ve been formidable.

“It is humiliating when a king can’t even ward off a band of glorified pirates.”

“Your Grace, with all due respect, his mercenaries are former soldiers. Trained in mageduell.” It was strange to see her so submissive, so pathetic, for someone who enjoyed doling out brutality.

The king’s lips twitched in scorn. “Yes. And our men are useless. I have nothing to counter them.”

“Perhaps you do have something significant.” The vicious amusement in her eyes when she turned toward Zevander clawed at his nerves with razor-sharp nails.

“What could that possibly be?” the king asked in a bored voice.

Never taking her eyes off Zevander, she smirked, the sight of her setting Zevander’s teeth on edge. “I’m told this one slips into Caligorya.”

Zevander’s blood crystalized, his muscles rigid. He clenched his teeth in an effort to remain stoic, emotionless, his mind scrambling for an explanation.

Theron. It had to be Theron. He was the only one Zevander had ever told.

The mage behind the king stepped forward, frowning. “Does he not wear the binding band?”

“He does. He slips into states, regardless.”

“Impossible!” the mage argued, as if he were the one insulted by her accusation. “Bring him here.”

The Solassion soldier who’d escorted him to the throne room took hold of his arm, urging him forward toward the steps of the dais. Cautiously, the mage approached and reached into his robe for a small vial of pearly white fluid.

Vivicantem.

He gave a nod to the guard, who swiped up Zevander’s hand and peeled open his closed fist. The imperceptible scars had blended with callouses and other scars inflicted on his skin over the years. Hardly noticeable anymore, even when palpated.

The mage dropped the vivicantem into his palm and swirled it across his skin. A soft tingling vibrated over his hand, and the blue glow that formed there sent a weight of dread to the pit of Zevander’s stomach, as all the glyphs he’d learned in Caligorya illuminated across his palm.

“Impossible,” the mage whispered again.

“Yes. It is quite impossible.” Hands behind her back, Loyce stepped alongside them. “Those bands are designed to stunt all forms of blood magic. Which proves that he’s been summoned by the gods.”

“He must’ve earned them prior to his imprisonment.”

She waved back at Zevander. “He arrived as a boy. Barely old enough to have ascended into his blood magic, let alone mastered glyphs.”

“Is this true?” The king turned his attention back to Zevander. “Do you dream in Caligorya?”

“I’ve not slipped into Caligory in decades,” he answered honestly.

“But he has, and he can do it again,” Loyce argued, every word that spilled from her mouth driving Zevander further from any hope of freedom. “I believe he’s hiding something. Something he may have been shown in Caligorya. Perhaps a unique power of the gods that would give advantage over the mercenaries. It could very well be the reason Sagaerin insists on his release.”

“To possess a power of the gods would be dangerous.” The mage’s stern eyes tightened beneath the bushy white eyebrows that shadowed them. “Cause to destroy him, if you ask me.”

“Or possess.” The intrigue in King Jeret’s voice told Zevander his chance for freedom was already lost.

He steeled his nerves. “He’s right. You should destroy me. I’d sooner die than fight for the king who enslaved me.”

“No one said anything about death, boy.” The mage’s lips twisted with scorn. “There are many ways to destroy a man, without such finality.”

The king looked thoughtful for a moment, and the mage standing beside him leaned in to whisper in his ear. He rubbed his fingers together, staring at Zevander all the while. “You’ve seen him slip into Caligorya, General?” he asked. “With your own eyes?”

“I was made aware by another prisoner. A healer who attends Zevander’s wounds.”

“He is a traitorous cunt!” Zevander snarled, lurching forward.

Three guards advanced toward him, their weapons trained on him.

“You will show respect in my presence, or I’ll have you strung up and beaten to a bloody pulp.” The king pushed to his feet, hands clutched behind his back. “As for you, General Loyce, I’ll ask you to investigate this matter. If he’s hiding something, I want to be aware. In the meantime, I’ll decline King Sagaerin’s request.”

It didn’t matter that he might’ve been executed upon returning to Nyxteros, Zevander felt the weight of the king’s words pressing down on him, the impossibility of freedom thick in his throat. He sank to his knees as if he’d been stabbed in the back. Couldn’t bring himself to look at Loyce. Couldn’t bear to see the elation in her eyes.

“Thank you, Your Grace.” Through the smug grin she undoubtedly wore on her face, the satisfaction in her voice promised suffering. Retribution for his defiance.

And what did it matter anymore? There was little she could do to him more destructive than watching his freedom slip through his fingers like sand.

“You once demanded to know who conspired to have Aradia betray you,” Zevander said, watching the king and his mage exit the throne room. “I refused to tell you, not out of defiance, but because I knew he’d never survive you. He was weak. Terrified of you. And he would betray you again, if given the chance. In fact, he might just betray your newly found trust with the king.” Zevander hoped for it. Looked forward to the day when she would be forced to reconcile the mistake of not having killed him herself. “It was Theron. He’s the one who plotted against you.”

“I’m aware,” she said, but the twitch of her eye betrayed her confidence. “And he has since redeemed himself tenfold. Under normal circumstances, he’d be food for my pets, but how can I punish the clever mind responsible for the king denying your freedom? Sagaerin offered ten thousand Nyxterosi men to help defeat the mercenaries. And Jeret declined. Do you understand what a feat that was? I thought I’d lost you forever.” Her lips stretched to a wicked grin. “Theron will help me prove that you are capable of slipping into Caligorya, of acquiring glyphs in the dark realm. And if he fails? He will die.” She circled him, drawing her nail over his silk tunic. “Now, Love, let’s get you out of these fancy clothes and into something more appropriate for your stature.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
KAZHIMYR
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The stench of rot and decayed vegetation clogged Kazhimyr’s throat as he stepped over thick tree roots. Bark-covered walls at either side of him stretched nearly fifteen meters above, to the skinny veins of intertwined roots that made up the ceiling. Roots beneath his feet hissed and retreated into the ground with each step he took on his way toward a wooden staircase ahead.

His hair prickled on the back of his neck, like the sensation of someone following him.

He glanced over his shoulder.

Nothing but darkness at his back.

He kept on toward what he hoped was the exit, not immediately noticing the roots that reached out for his ankles, until he felt a tickle at his calf, an almost sentient caress of his skin. The moment he looked down, his legs flew out from under him. The ground crashed against his chin, rattling his teeth, and he turned over, groaning, as stars drifted before his eyes.

Tendrils of bark crawled over his legs, tightening around them. He shot forward, clawing at the painful roots that bit into his bones, holding him down.

The roots climbed higher. Higher.

Kazhimyr raised his hand, summoning his ice glyph. Gnarled branches coiled around his palm and up his arm. One hard yank threw him back against the ground, his spine crashing against the hard dirt. Arms pinned at his sides, he could do little to fight off the attack as he wriggled and squirmed in futility. Skinnier roots banded across his forehead, holding him in place, and Kazhimyr cried out when tiny thorns pierced his skin, wincing as they sank into his bones.

He clenched his teeth, panting through his nose as panic settled over him, and his eyes shot open to a dark figure gliding toward him, its pale white skull face and sunken eye sockets the only other discernible feature, aside from the skeletal legs that made up a spider’s silhouette.

Fear gripped Kazhimyr’s muscles, shaking him as the strange creature edged closer, and pangs of nausea churned in his stomach. Long, silken strands of black hair hung from just above its ears, leaving the top of its skull bald. The strands seemed to move about his head, as if feeling the air, hunting for something. A black substance leaked from the eye sockets like smeared kohl, and as it advanced closer, Kazhimyr could see its carapace was tessellated and bark-like.

The figure reached out a spindly finger with a black-tipped nail, and Kazhimyr grunted as his muscles turned rigid, his body trembling so hard, he could scarcely draw a breath. While he couldn’t see it with his head bound by the roots, the nail pressed into his leg, sending out a hiss when the sharp tip breached his skin.

A bellow of pain tore from Kazhimyr’s throat as a scalding burn snaked through his limb. Below that unbearable pain, an unnerving tickle scampered across his muscles, like the brittle legs of a thousand insects beneath his skin. They settled in his calf, and Kazhimyr cried out as that horrific sensation pulsed through his body, climbing up into his chest.

Stop! Please!

He opened his mouth for a scream, but the sound failed to come forth.
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Kazhimyr inhaled sharply through his nose, fists tightly clutching fabric, and his eyes shot open to a stern green gaze staring back at him, his mouth covered by a firm hand.

Dravien.

The Elvyniran pressed a finger to his own lips to quiet him.

Panting through his nose, Kazhimyr trailed his gaze over the strange surroundings—the thick rafters overhead, a tiny room with a single wooden chair and small table in the corner. No oversized roots, or tree-bark creatures. Ratty curtains covered the only window, beside which Ravezio stood peering out.

The moment Dravien removed his hand, the scent of woodsmoke and stale ale clogged his nose, and Kazhimyr blew out a shaky breath, his nightmare clinging to his thoughts. Only then did he notice a persistent stinging in his leg that reminded him of those last few seconds. He threw back the blanket to find his lower leg wrapped in white cloth.

Just a nightmare.

“Said she was a redhead.” Ravezio spoke low, as he stared down at something through the window.

“I don’t know any redheads,” Dravien said, rubbing his hand over his jaw.

“What’s going on?” Again, Kazhimyr looked around, searching for some shred of familiarity. The last thing he remembered was staring out over a vast stretch of ice after they’d been attacked by the Syrenians. “Where in seven hells are we?”

“A tavern in Veneficarys. You suffered a bite.” Ravezio nodded toward Dravien. “This one managed to keep you breathing. Didn’t think you were going to make it.”

Kazhimyr groaned. Twice, the cockwart had saved his life, which meant no matter how much he loathed the bastard, Kazhimyr had no choice but to be grateful for him. He’d have acknowledged the Elvyniran’s efforts, but Dravien’s gaze remained anchored toward the window.

“They’re still out there?” Dravien asked, brows pulled tight while he scratched at his chin.

“Who?” Confused, Kazhimyr pushed himself to a sitting position, expelling a dry cough that had him scanning the room for any sign of water.

“Solassion soldiers,” Ravezio answered, and as if he’d read his mind, he swiped up a pitcher of water and a glass from a table on his other side, and carried them over.

Kazhimyr poured a glass and, with a shaky hand, gulped it back, grateful for the cool liquid that slipped down his scorching throat. “Solassion soldiers here?”

“Yes. General Loyce and about a half-dozen soldiers, without their banners, or heraldry. Trying not to be noticed. Worked, too, because I didn’t even realize until he said something.” Ravezio nodded toward Dravien, who scratched at his face, digging his nails into his skin.

“Where are they staying?” The quiet gurgling in Kazhimyr’s stomach had him wondering when he’d last eaten. A damned week, it seemed, the way the hunger clawed at him.

Dravien remained staring off. Likely imagining all of the horrible things she’d subject him to, if she got her hands on him.

“She has a room here at the tavern, but we haven’t seen her come, or go. There’s another Bellatryx with her.”

Kazhimyr pressed the heel of his hand to his stomach to stifle the churning there. “Don’t you find it a little odd that she isn’t traveling with King Jeret, seeing as he kidnapped the prince?”

“I suspected she might’ve stayed behind,” Dravien finally answered, his voice flat and heavy with whatever thoughts spun inside his head. “Rallied a counterattack against King Sagaerin. Maybe seized one of the surrounding towns, but I overheard locals saying they were looking for someone who’d fled.”

Hand resting against the pommel of the dagger at his hip, Ravezio chuckled. “Had Dravien’s asshole puckering for a minute there. Thought she’d come for him.”

“She isn’t after you?”

Dravien shrugged. “Perhaps she is, but how would she have known I’d end up here? She ordered me south after Dolion.” Dravien scratched harder at his chin, leaving an angry streak of red there. “Locals mentioned a redhead named Melantha. Might’ve been a witness to the kidnapping. Or maybe she knows something.”

Melantha? The name didn’t strike Kazhimyr as familiar. “So, what’s the plan?”

“It’s gonna be a couple more days before you can travel afoot with that wound.” Dravien nodded toward his legs. “We’ll stay here. If they’re here to rally an attack, I don’t think they’ll get much support against King Sagaerin, so I suspect they won’t stay long.”

“What makes you say that?”

Dravien lifted his gaze to Ravezio. “Tell me, what is one thing you noticed about Veneficarys?”

Ravezio shrugged and sipped an amber fluid—ale, no doubt. “Streets are clean.”

“Not a single spindling child. Why do you think that is?”

“You’re implying King Sagaerin is supplying the city with vivicantem?” Kazhimyr poured himself another glass of water in hopes of drowning his hunger.

“Why wouldn’t he?” Ravezio sneered. “Starves his own people to feed his allies.”

Dravien pushed to his feet and quietly strode toward the window, keeping himself pressed to the wall. “The villagers have been watchful and wary of the Solassions from the moment they arrived. Wary of us, too, though they seem distracted for now. Give the general a couple days to find this woman. Your leg will heal, and we’ll head to Hagsmist. They should be well on their way back to Solassios by then.”

“The longer we wait, the closer Zevander might be to discovering the glyph that Dolion mentioned,” Kazhimyr argued.

“What glyph?” Dravien peeled his attention from the window, brows drawn low in a frown.

Kazhimyr hesitated to tell him at first, but perhaps doing so might light a fire under the Elvyniran’s ass to get back on the road. “I suppose it’s of no consequence to a man like yourself, with no moral compass, but it’s an eldritch glyph that’s apparently powerful enough to bring down the Umbravale.”

“So, we’re heading to the mortal lands to kill Zevander.”

Kazhimyr raised his cup for another sip, but paused halfway and sailed a scowl back at Dravien. “No. Zevander isn’t a threat. He’s a pawn in all of this.”

“For whom?”

“You’re asking a lot of questions for someone I don’t entirely trust.”

“Then why answer them at all?”

Instead of taking the sip, Kazhimyr set the cup and pitcher onto the small table beside the bed. “Because I need you to understand how imperative it is that we get across that Umbravale before it’s too late. And sitting around here like a bunch of hens waiting on eggs to hatch is going to drive me mad.”

“You’re in no position to travel.” Ravezio tipped back another swill of his ale and grimaced. “Fucking hell, this tastes like warm piss.”

“I’m just fine.” Kazhimyr pushed up on the mattress to climb out of bed, and as if a swarm of bees had crawled beneath his skin, his entire leg suffered an intense, swelling pain. Teeth clenched, he fell back onto the bed, clutching his trembling leg.

“A few more days, as I said.” Dravien rifled through a leather satchel and pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle. From it, he handed two pieces of jerky to Kazhimyr, which he swiped from him. “Trust me, I know that pain intimately.”

“You’ve been bitten before?” Kazhimyr tore a chunk of the meat away with his teeth, his eyes damned near rolling back as the savory flavor coated his tongue.

“Many times. They say a bite is deadly to some. Others can be permanently paralyzed, and some even suffer premonitions.”

Kazhimyr frowned at that. “Premonitions?”

“Dreams. Sometimes, the dreams come to pass.”

“Have you ever suffered these premonitions yourself?”

“Yes.” The Elvyniran’s brows came together. “I dreamt that I’d one day be captured and enslaved by a woman in golden armor.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
MAEVYTH
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Rows of bookshelves lined the stone walls of the temple library—a room I had never been permitted to enter before. So many books, hoarded by the clergymen who insisted that reading was not for women and young girls. It left me wondering if those who survived would change the laws, with Sacton Crain no longer ruling over them. Or would they remain forever stagnant in their beliefs?

Zevander stood over a table beside Father, while on Father’s other side, Corwin had exchanged his black mourneclote for a plain white tunic and trousers. All three studied a Mortasian map. As I understood, the journey to the mountains would take from five to seven days, and the terrain, on a good day, was treacherous.

“What, exactly, do you seek in the Sawtooth Mountains?” Father asked.

Zevander and I exchanged a quick glance. “An element found there. One that Mr. Moros discovered a while back,” I answered.

“The white stones?” The guarded tone in Father’s voice left me to wonder what he knew of those stones, and a fragile glimmer of hope slipped through the cracks of my growing skepticism that we’d ever find them.

“You’ve seen the stones?”

“Lyverians guard them rather violently.” Father looked Zevander up and down. “What is your intention with them?”

Zevander didn’t answer, but gave Father that frighteningly stoic look, like he’d have sooner slid his blade across the older man’s throat

“We only need a small chunk of it,” I said, jumping in. “The scorpion you saw⁠—”

“The abomination I saw. An illusory trick of the eyes.”

“Oh, here we go again,” Aleysia groaned, slumping into one of the two velvet chairs set before a small hearth. “Never mind that we all saw the scorpion. We’re all apparently delusional. The map you’re staring at might not be real, either. Did you consider that, Father? Perhaps it’s an illusion.”

Father glared back at Aleysia. “I don’t appreciate your mocking tone, young lady. Many are capable of witnessing an illusion at once.”

That he continued to defend a doctrine which had him branded a heretic, and led to him being thrown into a cell and almost burned at the stake, grated on me. “It’s blood magic. And it’s real, Father. I’m not going to waste time convincing you of this. If you don’t intend to help, say so.”

He seemed to chew on my words like they were an unsavory piece of gristle in his mouth. “The northern landscape isn’t like Foxglove. It’s rife with creatures, the likes of which we’ve never seen in these parts. Dangerous creatures. If we stay along the river, here, that will lead us to the foot of the mountains. The Lyverians are a very protective people, but they are not unnecessarily hostile, so long as you do not pose a threat.” He gave a quick glance toward Zevander and cleared his throat. “They are scattered all throughout this stretch here,” he said, pointing to the surrounding forest along the path. “An advantageous route to ambush Vonkovyan soldiers.”

“Who’s to say how protective they’ve become since the world has gone to hell.” Zevander rubbed his jaw, his brows knitted together as he pointed to a different point on the map. “What about this stretch? Seems we could bypass them here.”

Father rolled his shoulders back, straightening himself upright, a look of concern crinkling his brow. It was strange to see the man I’d always thought of as strong and commanding appear so small and brittle beside Zevander. “That one is…not a good idea.”

“Impassable?” Zevander questioned.

“It’s haunted by the dead.”

The mere suggestion tightened my chest. While I’d moved past the shock of seeing the dead, their occasional visits were still troublesome and, as I’d found, not always pleasant. My trepidation seemed to be shared by everyone else in the room, all of whom wore worrisome expressions—except Zevander, of course, who continued studying the map, completely indifferent.

“In the early part of the century, that land was occupied by an entire village,” Father continued. “Members of Foxglove Parish who felt that our doctrines were far too lax. They followed their high sacton to the northern lands and settled there.” He pointed to a portrait on the wall of a man with white hair and bushy gray brows that, somehow, looked even more stern than Sacton Crain. “Sacton Gansley was rumored to have consumed morumberry wine so excessively, it turned him raving mad. The annals describe him as having suffered delirium, hearing voices, seeing things that weren’t there. He claimed there were demons underfoot, in the ground. One day, a trader from Foxglove traveled to their small village in the woods and found nothing there. Not a trace of the people, their animals, their church. Some believed the sacton burned them. Others say an evil entity swallowed them into the depths of Hell. Either way, an entire village disappeared, and anyone who has traveled that path has never returned.”

“Except for the trader who happened upon nothing,” Zevander argued, his tone brimming with boredom. “If you think your ghosts will scare me off, you’re wrong.”

“I speak Lyverian. I could attempt peaceful passage on the other route, except…”

Zevander huffed. “Except …”

Father lowered his gaze. “Except that I didn’t entirely leave on good terms with their priestess.”

Zevander let out a low groan and rolled his shoulders back. “Which could make them more hostile than usual.”

“I’m certain, if given an opportunity to explain, I could⁠—”

“What in…godssakes!” Corwin strode across the room toward the window, pointing a trembling finger. “Did…d-d-d-did you see something fly by the window just now?” He turned around to face us, his eyes wide. “I swear it was…the most massive…thing I’ve ever seen.” An enormous shadow slid into view behind him, as he stood unaware that Raivox peered in through the window at his back.

“What in God’s name is that!” Father stumbled back from the table, tripping over a chair, which tumbled after him.

Still rigid, Corwin slowly turned his head, and I stepped forward.

“Corwin! Wait.” I held out my hand, shifting my attention between him and the Corvugon behind him. “Quick movements might startle him. Just…before you look, know that he won’t hurt you. Intentionally.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Aleysia said, picking up the brush she’d brought to the library from the table beside her chair. “It is a wild animal and it seems to have its sights set on Corwin. Good thing he can’t fit through that window or I’d say you’d make a nice, juicy worm to chomp.”

“Aleysia,” I groaned, sailing a look of disapproval back at my sister. “You know nothing about him.”

“Him?” Corwin flicked his head to the side as if to look, but hesitated. “We know it’s a him? Do we know what him is?”

Mouth parted, I glanced at Father and back. “He’s a dragon. Of sorts. A bird dragon.”

Corwin forced a smile and nodded, clearly unnerved. “Ah. I see.” When he finally turned around, he gasped and tripped backward, just like Father, only he landed in a nearby chair. “Oh …. Oh. my. He …. He’s quite large, isn’t he?” A nervous laugh flew out of him, as he lazily slid out of the chair, keeping his attention on Raivox while he backed himself to where we all stood. “So, does he eat like a bird, then? Worms? Seeds? That sort of thing?”

“Animals mostly.”

“Of course. I suppose he’d have to eat an entire granary of seeds to fill that body.” Hand to his chest, Corwin closed his eyes and blew out a long breath.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes, yes. As you were.” He waved toward us. “Just slowing my heart before it leaps out of my mouth. Keep on with your map plotting.”

Raivox continued to peer in on him with the kind of curiosity that left me wondering if he was sizing him up as a meal.

Father turned back to the map, probably dismissing the dragon as a figment of his imagination, as calm as he seemed about it. “We were discussing the safest route to the mountains.”

“We’ll be taking the other path.” The sharp edge of Zevander’s tone left little room for dispute. “Unless there’s more than ghosts that consume churches and people?”

“You’re not exactly fit to denounce the supernatural, with your spectral creatures and whims of witchcraft.”

“Spectral.” Zevander sneered. “And you hardly seem fit for travel, so I’m recommending you stay back.”

Father squared his shoulders against the much bigger man. “If you think I’m letting you skip off to those mountains alone with my two daughters, you are sorely mistaken.”

“It’s safe here. With plenty of food. You’ll slow us down.” While there may have been a kernel of truth to his words, I winced at their painfully cold delivery. “Aleysia can stay with you.”

Aleysia scoffed from where she sat raking the brush through her hair. “I am not staying here in the temple where I was almost burned at the stake.”

Palms planted on the table, Zevander hung his head, clearly growing impatient. “The bigger our group, the longer it’ll take to get there.”

Aleysia lowered her brush and crossed her arms. “Is Maevyth going?”

“Yes,” I said, before Zevander had the opportunity to say otherwise.

“Then, I’m going, as well.”

Zevander groaned, running his hand down his face.

“I know where there are horses,” Corwin added quietly. “At least a dozen or so. Well, last I knew, anyway. I was in charge of feeding them at one time.”

“Where?” Zevander’s eyes narrowed on him.

“Below. There’s a stable that was built after the Scallym plague a little over two centuries ago. It can house up to two dozen livestock. Sacton Crain had the pigs and goats slaughtered for meat, so only the horses remain. He felt it was imperative to keep them alive, in the event we had to escape quickly.”

“An entire village and only a dozen horses?” Zevander raised a brow, voicing the same question burning through my mind. “Doesn’t sound like he planned for everyone’s escape.”

Corwin shrugged. “I suppose not.”

“Show me this stable.” The skepticism weighed thick in Zevander’s tone, but when he shot me a quick glance, I was the one who turned suspicious of the assassin’s sudden curiosity.

“I’m going with you.” I stepped toward them as if they might try to run off. How easy it would’ve been for him to slip away with one of the horses and head to the mountains himself.

Zevander’s eyes were on me then, his argument already forming in that resistant gaze. “We’ll need supplies for our travels. Blankets. Any weapons you can scrounge.”

“I’m certain Father and Aleysia can manage that,” I battled back.

“You’re concerned I’m going to leave without you.”

“Aren’t you?”

“And risk that you’ll foolishly come after me, anyway? No. I’d rather spare myself the headache.” He languidly crossed the room toward me with a slow, smoldering confidence and a look of amusement in his eyes. “I’m in no mood to stoke your scheming.”

A smile tugged at my lips. “Well, at least you’re beginning to recognize how foolishly defiant I can be.”

“Indeed.” He bowed toward me and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I’m enchanted by your defiance.”

Corwin cleared his throat. “So…shall we, then?”

Zevander didn’t bother to break his gaze from mine, but a tic beneath his eye hinted at his annoyance, before he strode from the room with Corwin following after him.

Aleysia crossed her arms and tipped her head. “I dunno. I think I see the three of you getting along swimmingly in a relationship.”

“Aleysia Bronwick. We’ll have none of that talk,” Father warned.

“That talk?” Aleysia snorted. “Father if you only knew. The reason I was banished to the woods was for⁠—”

“Kissing Joseph Marowe. Yes, we know.” Lips flat, I gave a subtle shake of my head, knowing damn well Father would’ve persecuted her for admitting to being pregnant with Uncle Riftyn’s child.

“Joseph Marowe?” Father scratched at his face. “Albert’s son?”

Aleysia seemed to chew on the thought for a moment, before she turned to Father, smiling. “Yes, Father. Joseph Marowe. Albert’s son. Who’s probably long dead now.”

“What did Sacton Crain mean by incestuous?” he prodded.

“Oh you know how he likes to throw out accusations. He called you a heretic, and you are perhaps the most devout man I know. To a fault.”

Father frowned and nodded. “True. He was a terrible Sacton.”

A twinge of guilt needled me, but I thought back to Zevander’s words while we were training about not always needing to be empathetic. Sacton Crain had murdered my mother, after all. If nothing else, his death served as atonement for hers. I jerked my head. “C’mon, let’s go pack some things.”

The three of us exited the library into a short corridor that led toward the temple’s main chapel.

“Are you certain about this one, Maevyth?” Father asked, as we crossed through the temple. “Your…companion. I feel like he’s hiding something.”

“You’ve gleaned that after a whole evening with the man, Father?” Aleysia chuckled. “Not that I’m defending him, mind you. While I will give him credit for the incredible entrance yesterday, the fact is, his timing was a bit off if you ask me. And if he hadn’t run off in the first place, we wouldn’t have gotten swiped up by Sacton Crain.”

I slowed my pace, frowning after her. “You are the reason we were in that undercroft.”

“Yes, and good thing, too,” she spat over her shoulder. “Father would’ve starved to death down there, and we’d have never known.”

“We are arguing in circles here.”

“You’re arguing. I’m merely clarifying.”

I growled in frustration. “To answer your question, Father, yes. I trust him.”

“I should hope so. This journey will be long and fraught with dangers, as it is.”


CHAPTER SIXTY
ZEVANDER
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Eyes anchored on the stocky man ahead of him, Zevander clutched a torch in his hand as he followed after Corwin, down the staircase to the temple’s undercroft. On occasion, the mortal would glance over his shoulder, wearing a sheepish smile, but in doing so, his bumbling feet nearly cost him his balance. Once they reached the bottom of the stairs, Corwin turned in the direction Zevander had gone the night before, when he’d trapped the entire village in the tomb with his scorpions.

Corwin unwittingly made his way down the dimly-lit passageway, until something squelched beneath his boot and he came to a stop. “What in heavens …”

A smile toyed at the corners of Zevander’s lips as he watched him examine the trail of liquefied organs.

Corwin ran his finger over the streaked blood and raised it to the torchlight. “It seems something was…injured.” He twisted around, undoubtedly realizing that the trail he’d failed to notice at first stretched all the way from the staircase to the long, dark path ahead of them. “Something was …”

“Yes?” Zevander prodded, amused by the dawning realization on the other man’s face.

“Not sure.” He cleared his throat and hastily wiped the blood on his pants. “Shall we keep on?” Spinning on his heel, he ventured deeper down the passageway, only glancing occasionally back at Zevander, though his nervous smile had hardened into a look of concern.

Good.

“So, have you known Maeve for long?” he asked, a slight tremor in his voice.

Zevander bristled at the diminutive. “A while.”

“We’ve been friends for years.” It didn’t require much instinct to know he was lying. “She was always so sweet. A nice, sweet girl.”

Zevander could sense the nervous vibrations in the air, and while he had no ill intentions, it stirred something predatory in him.

Corwin lowered his gaze again as they approached the tomb, toward where the trail of gore was still apparent. “Wow, whatever it was lost quite a bit of blood.” Again, he sent a quick glance over his shoulder, before turning back toward the iron doors ahead.

His paces slowed, head slightly tipped.

He ground to a stop just short of the door and ran his finger over the soldered seam. “This was…your doing?”

Zevander strode up alongside him, and the other man flinched. “Allow me to be very clear. You speak a word of this to anyone, and I will watch you burn from the inside out.”

Corwin swallowed a gulp and lowered his hand away from the door. “Never cared for them, anyway. A whole village of child-starving bigots.” Without another word, he strode down the adjacent corridor.

Sensing movement on the other side of the door, Zevander held his torch above the crack near the floor, where a shadow flickered beneath. A faint tapping told him one of the villagers was still alive. Ignoring it, Zevander stalked after Corwin.

The end of the corridor widened at a set of wooden doors that Corwin pushed through into a vast room. Twice the size of the tomb, it was filled with stalls. An overwhelming odor of hay and shavings, beneath a slight acrid odor of ammonia, burned Zevander’s nose as he followed Corwin inside.

Puffs of white mist blew from Corwin’s mouth, and he shivered. “Always freezing on the north side of the temple.” He sailed a smile back at Zevander. “Unless that’s just you.” The smile on his face withered beneath Zevander’s apathy, and he twisted back around.

The horses paced, whinnied, and flared their nostrils, as if nervous.

“Only four left. Good God, they must’ve slaughtered the others for meat.” Corwin rushed to calm two of them, while Zevander strode toward the opposite stalls, eyeing a black gelding who paced less than the others. One that reminded him of Obsidyen back home. As he approached, Zevander could hear a sound like bone scraping on bone, and realized the horse ground its teeth, its ears pinned back.

Zevander reached out a hand, and the horse whinnied, side-stepping his reach.

“Oh, that’s Vane. The gelding who thinks he’s a stallion around the mares. Likes to bite, the moody beast. Always thought he had a little demon in him.”

“Hey, now, shhhhh.” Zevander reached out again, allowing the horse to sniff his hand, and again, the stubborn beast recoiled. As the animal turned away, Zevander ran his palm gently down the horse’s neck, then paused, sending out a warm vibration of heat.

The grinding in its jaw stopped, its ears perked up, and Zevander smirked. “That’s it.”

“Of course he likes you. Well, then, it’s settled. Vane is yours. We’ll get them tacked up.” He pointed at a doorway at the opposite end of the stall. “That’s a tunnel that leads out of the temple. Goes beneath the wall that surrounds Foxglove, so no need to fiddle with the gate. Was supposed to be an escape route for the clergy in the event of siege.”

“You’re full of useless information, aren’t you?”

Vane let out a slight whicker as Zevander brushed his hand down its forehead to its muzzle.

“I find it fascinating, actually.”

“Of course you do.”

Corwin fished out some straw from a net hanging just outside the stall and fed it to the horse he petted. “The, um…dragon bird outside. Is it safe? Or should we just remain here until civilization rebuilds itself and avoid the possibility of dying?”

“You’re not required to go. In fact, I recommend you stay.”

“I’d prefer to follow the group. I just thought the group might be inclined to not leave the highly secured temple.”

“Highly secured?” Zevander snorted at that. “Two young women managed to gain entry without breaking much of a sweat.”

“I see.” Corwin’s brows lowered. “I just assumed you blew the doors off. Okay, then. Onward.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
MAEVYTH
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Zevander’s arm banded tightly around my midsection, his other hand relaxed on the reins, as the horse we rode trotted along the misty path. Despite the wintry chill in the air, my cloak had become too warm, the heat of his body leaching through the fabric at my back. High above us, Raivox disappeared into the clouds, only a faint silhouette visible, as he soared overhead.

It’d been years since I’d last traveled beyond the walls of Foxglove. Grandfather Bronwick had occasionally taken us to neighboring villages, peddling his wine, but outside of those few small excursions, I’d never left the village where I’d grown up.

The misty Hadrona River dragged itself at a snail’s pace alongside us, its steam pockets, scattered along the notoriously black banks, expelling white clouds that settled over the ground and melted the frost covering the other side of the path. Hooves clopping through the mud, the horses seemed unbothered by the hissing, each time the river belched its horrific sulfur odor.

“It’s believed that drinking the water of the Hadrona causes madness,” Corwin said from behind, as he rode his own horse, guiding one of the more nervous horses behind him. “There’s apparently a parasite in there that’s known to infect the brain.”

“Parasite?” Aleysia asked, her arms wrapped around Father, as their shared horse plodded along. Father had managed to scrounge one of the red robes from back at the temple, sticking out like a splotch of red against the dark trees and muck.

“Yes, a tiny worm that infects the brain. It’s quite fascinating. I brought the book from the library,” he said, patting the satchel hooked to his saddle. “If you’re interested, I’m happy to read to you.”

“I can read it myself, thank you,” she hurled back with the sharpness of a blade.

Father frowned, peering over his shoulder. “How?”

“Grandfather. He thought it was ridiculous that women weren’t permitted to read.”

Father sighed and faced forward again. “He was probably right. Seems to matter very little these days.”

The path curved through a tunnel of trees. Contained by the wooded canopy overhead, the mist from the river created a veil of fog that made it impossible to see beyond a few meters.

“Help!” someone called from a distance. “Wait!” An obscure figure ran through the trees toward us, and I felt Zevander tense at my back, his hand moving from my body to the hilt of his sword.

I clutched his wrist. “Wait.”

The mist parted for a man wearing the telling surcoat of a Vonkovyan soldier as he hobbled toward us. He held both hands in the air, indicating he wasn’t carrying a weapon. That we could see, anyway. “Please! I’m begging you. We were attacked. My …. My friend is injured. I think he might’ve suffered a bite.” He turned his attention toward Corwin. “Might you spare your extra horse?”

“No,” Zevander said tonelessly. He gave a soft kick to our horse’s flank, setting it back in motion.

“Please, please!” The man lurched ahead of us, bringing us to a stop once more. “Do you…at least have something to eat? It’s been days.”

“No,” Zevander said again before I could respond, and gave Vane another nudge.

Frowning, I glanced back at the man who stared after us, his shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stop the horse, Zevander.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because he’ll likely starve, if we don’t offer something.”

“He’s fated to die, anyway, if he refuses to leave his friend behind.” The way his cold words slipped so easily from his mouth had me scowling.

“What if that were me lying injured? Would you be so quick to leave me behind?”

“No. I’d carry you to safety.”

“Well, not everyone is a nearly seven-foot-tall mancer with blood magic. Perhaps you might offer a bit of grace.”

The stranger shot past us again, this time holding a dagger in his hand. Just as before, Zevander tensed at my back. “I’m afraid I must insist that you give me the horse and some food.”

“You intend to fight dagger to sword?” A cruel and taunting amusement dripped like venom from Zevander’s voice.

“This dagger is laced with poison.” The stranger lurched closer, his free hand outstretched toward my leg, as though he might try to grab hold of me, but he hesitated instead. “It’s a very potent concoction that dissolves the veins, causing internal⁠—”

There was a quick shifting behind me and a flash of black in my periphery.

Zevander’s sword plunged through the soldier’s neck in a snake-like strike.

A collective gasp echoed from behind.

“Oh, my god!” Father exclaimed, giving the sign of the cross.

A slithering cold slipped through my ribs, filling my lungs.

Eyes wide, the soldier gurgled and coughed, and when Zevander withdrew the sword, he collapsed to his knees, hand to his throat, failing to stifle the blood pouring out of his neck.

“What have you done!” I said, climbing off the horse before he could stop me.

“He threatened to dissolve your veins with a poisonous dagger.” He spoke with an unsettling calm that sent a chill rippling through my spine.

“He threatened all of us!”

“Any threat is a threat against you, and I will react accordingly.”

The soldier teetered to the side, sputtering and coughing, until, at last, his mouth gasped for one final breath, and he stilled.

Father strode toward us, his posture tense and hostile. “You stab a man begging for help?”

On some strange instinct, I shot to my feet, holding out my palm. Not to summon a glyph against him, but to warn him away from the danger he was unwittingly inviting. Not just from Zevander, either, as Raivox’s shadow passed over the ground. “Back away, Father.”

“He was starving! Do you not know how desperate hunger can make a man?”

“He’s dead,” Zevander said coldly, never taking his eyes off me. “Nothing I can do about it now. We should be going, if we want to make it there before nightfall.”

“You can’t leave them.” I trailed my gaze over the thick, misty forest. “His friend is injured in the woods, and this one must be buried.”

“You can’t bury every slain body.”

“It wasn’t slain before you plunged your sword in his throat!” I argued back.

“As I told you. He was a threat.” Still astride Vane, Zevander raised a brow and leaned forward, resting his bent arm against his thigh. “Everyone is a fucking threat where you’re concerned, until proven otherwise.”

I braced my hands on my hips, and while I may have been smaller by comparison, I refused to relent in the argument. “And your plan is to kill first and ask questions after?”

“Yes. If that’s what it takes to keep you safe in these lands, I will kill every one of them. That is who I am. That is what I do.”

“You kill bad men. Not innocents.”

His eyes gleamed with a dark and wicked mirth that sent an unsettling chill across the back of my neck. “Is that what you think? That I execute based on their lack of morals, like a vigilante? I kill for coin. It doesn’t matter to me who, or what, they are.”

“Do I matter to you?”

He dropped from Vane’s saddle and stepped forward, looming over me like a storm. “You are all that matters to me.”

“If that is true, then I am asking you not to take innocent lives in my name. If you place any value on my words and my thoughts, you will pause before you lift that blade to a throat.” I stepped closer and lowered my voice. “And if your mind fails you, and you are uncertain, you will trust me to guide you back to yourself. Can you trust me?”

His eye twitched. “I do.”

“Good. Then, we should figure out what to do with his body. Can you turn him into a bloodstone?”

“I’m not wasting what little blood magic I have at my disposal to turn him into a bloodstone.” He jerked his head toward him, lips twisted in disgust. “The animals will feed on him.”

“There are no animals here. They’ve all been killed by those creatures!”

No sooner had the words poured out of me than Raivox swooped down and landed with a thud that shook the ground.

Corwin let out a high-pitched scream, and the horses reared up and whinnied. In trying to control his own horse, Corwin let loose the other, and it galloped off.

Father gathered the reins of his own horse, when Aleysia slid back, clutching him as she struggled to remain in the saddle.

Like a bird picking the seed from its shell, Raivox plucked the soldier from his armor and flew upward, the body dangling from his maw. Tendrils of shock pricked the back of my neck as I watched him toss the soldier into the air and swallow him in one gulp.

“Red God in Heaven!” Hand to his chest, Father looked about ready to fall off his mount .

“Well,” Aleysia let out a small chuckle. “It’s settled then. Shall we be off?”

“No,” I snapped, sailing a glare back at her. “We’re going to find his friend and offer some food. That’s the least we can do.”

Zevander groaned and shoved the horse’s reins toward me. “I’ll go. You stay with Vane.”

“No. I’m coming with you.”

He growled a sound of disapproval and handed the reins to Father, instead.

I glared after him as we retraced our steps back to where the soldier had first ran out toward us. Zevander kept his head angled toward the ground, where footprints marked the soft mud until they could no longer be seen in the vegetation of the forest floor. We kept a straight path through the woods for a few more meters, where we came upon a makeshift camp with the slowly dying embers of a fire, a water sac, another red surcoat, but no sign of an injured friend.

Zevander lifted the sac and poured out the black fluid inside. “My guess is, he drank the water and became infected by it. Lost his senses.” He tossed away the empty water sac and pointed toward a small mound of snow-dusted dirt a little way off. A grave.

“You’ve lost your senses a time, or two,” I said. “I don’t think that’s cause to take a life.”

The moment I spoke the words, it occurred to me exactly what troubled me most of all. Despite his hostility, I’d seen vulnerability in Zevander, those times when he wasn’t himself. As if something inside of him were silently pleading for help, and it crushed me to imagine someone hurting him in that moment.

“That is where we disagree. Had he remained friendly, I’d have spared him. But he didn’t. He threatened us. You.” He strode toward me and brushed his thumb gently across my cheek. “And if ever I raise a dagger, or hand, to you again, no matter my state of mind, I’ll expect you to react the same.” His words spun me back to when he’d plunged the sword into the soldier’s throat.

The very thought had the rims of my eyes tingling with the threat of tears.

“Let’s head back. We’ve got a long journey ahead.” A kiss to my forehead, and he headed back the way we’d come.

[image: ]


“No,” Father said, refusing to dismount. “I say we keep going. Through the night.”

The setback at the river had put us behind a bit, and even setting the horses to a canter for the last hour had failed to put us far enough before nightfall.

“I will not sleep there.” He nodded toward the crumbling remains of a church just a few yards ahead of us, perched on a small, snow-laden hilltop surrounded by the woods.

“Is that the church supposedly swallowed by ghosts?” I asked.

Father grumbled to himself, his face pinched to a scowl.

“According to your map, there is no other village for another half-day’s ride. Besides, it’s better to be on higher ground.” Zevander pointed to the upper level of the church that seemed to remain intact. “That would make the perfect perch to keep watch.”

“And what about that beastly thing.” Father pointed back at Raivox, who sat a short distance away preening his feathers. “I’m sure he does a fine job of keeping just about any threat away.” He looked Zevander up and down. “Except for you, of course.”

“It’s possible he could eat the horses in the night. I’d much prefer they have some form of shelter,” Corwin argued.

“That shelter is undoubtedly crawling with ghosts and evil spirits. Are you comfortable sleeping amongst them?”

Aleysia groaned. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Father. It isn’t haunted!”

“It is! I’m telling you, it’s a bad omen staying here.”

While I might’ve been inclined to defend Father out of principle, after what’d happened earlier in the day, I was too exhausted from travel to consider keeping on through the night. My backside was sore, and I wanted off the damned horse.

“Everywhere we stay is a bad omen these days. Unless you tell me there’s a true threat here, ghosts are the least of my worries.” Zevander gave a nudge to Vane’s flank and headed in the direction of the church.

“Ghosts are a true threat!” Father yelled after him. “An indication of evil!”

While a dilapidated church didn’t exactly promise a luxurious night of sleep, I was relieved that Zevander had put his foot down on the matter.

As we approached the decayed shelter, I took notice of strange fissures along the cracked dirt, much of it covered by the forest’s vegetation. Interspersed in the surrounding forest lay toppled and decayed trees, as if they’d been knocked down by something and left to rot. Frowning, I stared off at an exceptionally large oak that’d been entirely uprooted.

“What do you suppose did that?” I asked as we passed it.

“Could’ve been a violent storm. I’m not entirely familiar with your world to say for certain.”

“We have been known for the occasional tornado, but those roots are so…extensively disturbed.”

Zevander brought the horse to a stop just outside of the church and slid from the saddle. “Stay here. I’ll have a look and make sure the structure is stable.”

“And should it collapse on you while inside?” Gaze trailing up the front of the structure, I estimated it to be about thirty meters in height to the top of its steeple.

“I suppose you’ll have your atonement for what happened in the woods.”

“I don’t wish you dead. Just incredibly remorseful.”

“I’d sooner be crushed by the decayed remains of a church than feel remorse for what I did.” He patted his chest and leg, performing his usual check for weapons, drawing my attention to how many he kept strapped to his body—three daggers across his chest, one at his hip, and, of course, that obnoxious sword at his back.

“And you call me stubborn.”

“I prefer to call it tenaciously protective of what’s mine.”

It didn’t matter that I was frustrated by what he’d done, that damned word still cast a flutter in my stomach. He slipped through the stone archway where a door might’ve been at one time, just as Father, Corwin, and Aleysia trotted up on their horses.

“This is foolish. Absolutely foolish!” Father said, shifting uncomfortably in his saddle.

“Why are you so afraid of ghosts, Father?” My question wasn’t mocking, but curious.

“During my time with the Lyverian priestess, I saw things. The dead. They rose.”

The back of my neck tingled. Could he have possibly seen what I’d seen? Those horribly mangled versions of the dead?

“The priestess showed you visions of this?”

“They worship death. Specifically, a goddess named Morsana.”

It was strange to hear her name in the mortal lands, more so from the mouth of my father, given he didn’t believe in any god but his own. “And what about her?”

“She guides them. And she’s not a benevolent goddess. At times, she is cruel.”

Tell me about it.

“So, you believe the dead still walk the grounds of this place?” I kept on with my prying.

“I’m certain of it. They are angry and hostile. Many of my fellow Red Men have gone missing on their way to Lyveria.”

“Well, there you have it,” Aleysia chimed in, expectedly. “It was a sacton who killed them, so of course they’re angry at clergymen. Probably wasn’t wise of you to wear that damned red robe, Father. You’ve likely doomed us all.”

Zevander strode out of the church, shoving his sword inside the scabbard at his back. “Seems stable. No sign of ghosts.”

While a smile crept over my face, Father’s didn’t carry a speck of amusement.

“It’s early. They’ll be afoot later, and you’ll be sorry you doubted me.”

“Well, until then, I intend to sit on something more comfortable than this damn saddle,” I said, throwing my leg over to dismount.

Hands to my waist, Zevander lifted me off the horse and grabbed the reins, before guiding Vane into the lower level, where stone pillars stood about the broken and busted pews. Inside, vegetation had grown up from the floor, a small sapling taking root where the altar would’ve been, its leggy branches bare and deadened by the cold.

Somehow fitting for the surrounding abandonment. Solemn and burdened by an eerie stillness.

Corwin settled the other horses near a patch of overgrown grass in the corner of the room, where they lowered their head to graze.

I followed Zevander up a narrow, stone stairwell to an upper level of what must’ve once been the gallery. The roof had caved in, offering a view of the twilit sky overhead, while part of the wall across from us had crumbled, the view beyond it drawing me closer. The woods stretched on for miles toward the faint outline of mountains in the distance.

“Strange, isn’t it?” Zevander said, and I turned to see him staring at me. “Seeing beauty through the eyes of something so ruined and ugly.”

Smiling, I turned back to the view. “If you’re referring to yourself, you hardly qualify as ugly.”

“You flatter me.”

“For now. I’m still angry, though, so tread cautiously.”

Smiling, he hiked his boot up onto the crumbled edge of the stone wall and rested his arm against his bent knee. “Fair enough. But know that your anger bears no effect on how swiftly I would kill to protect you.” He reached out, gently caressing my cheek, and from the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a figure standing in the corner.

Frowning, I gripped Zevander’s wrist and sidestepped him for a better view.

A little girl, perhaps no more than six, stared back at us, her tattered white dress and pale skin practically glowing in that shadowed corner of the gallery.

“Hello?” I stepped toward her.

“Who are you talking to?” Zevander asked from behind me.

I glimpsed him peering in the same direction and turned back to her. “Do you not see her standing there?”

“No.”

Sighing, I turned to face him again. “Then, perhaps my father was right about the dead.”

“You see them now?”

“Yes. Well, one. A little girl.”

“Not surprising, I suppose.” His gaze lingered there a little longer. “The Corvi worshipped the death goddess. It makes sense that you’d have visions.”

“Like the Lyverians. How long has the Umbravale separated our worlds?”

“Centuries.”

“Is it possible that mancers could’ve crossed over?”

His brow lifted, and he blew out a breath. “Months ago, I’d have said not likely. Since having learned of the vein here, I suppose there’s a possibility.”

“Interesting.”

“Oh! Oh, this is stunning.” Aleysia jogged up the staircase, clanking what I guessed were jars of food stuffed in a bundle she carried. “And to think you wanted to sleep on the ground somewhere, Father. Absurd!”

“Let’s settle in,” Zevander said. “We’ve got a long journey tomorrow. I’ll take first watch.” He twisted back toward the view, out toward Raivox, who sniffed around as if searching for food. The Corvugon scampered back and forth, almost erratically, pausing to claw at the dirt.

“Probably was a good idea to bring the horses in,” I said. “He seems ravenous, the way he’s sniffing around.”

“Unless he’s looking for something else. Seems rather occupied with that one spot.”

“I wish he’d fly off and find something to eat. Unless, of course, the human he ate was filling enough.” It was hard for me to grasp that, only months ago, the enormous creature was smaller than the rat he hunted with ease.

Behind us, Father, Corwin and Aleysia lit a small campfire out of the kindling they’d gathered from below. Still standing at Zevander’s side, I said, “Your eyes blackened again. Back when you stabbed him.”

“I wish I could tell you what you want to hear. That I was out of sorts when I did it.”

“You weren’t?” A quick sweep of my gaze showed the others busying themselves with jars of food, seemingly oblivious to our discussion.

“No. That time, I acted out of instinct, not madness. And I’d do it again, if necessary.”

“Even at your own expense? The mortal was an easy kill for you this time, but what happens when it isn’t?”

The corner of his lips pulled to a half smile. “Is that what has your brow tight and bunched?”

“You kill for coin, as you said. You don’t have to kill for me. Not if it means your life.”

He sneered and stared out over the vast expanse of trees. “The world has taken everything from me. My morals. My body. My fucking soul. You’re all I have, moon witch. The only thing that gives me worth, and if it takes my life to keep you safe then I will gladly surrender it. For you.”

Gods, was it possible to love someone too much? So much the mere thought of losing them stirred panic in the heart? Felt like a suffocating fist around the chest?

I reached for his arm and his muscles tensed in my grasp. A reminder that he wasn’t a man who loved easily. Or trusted easily.

When I released him, he quickly snatched up my wrist, tugging me close and slanted his lips over mine in a kiss that felt too much like an apology. His brow furrowed and he lowered his gaze, our foreheads pressed together. “I’ll not lie, my state of mind has become unpredictable at times, and I can’t often discern between what’s real and what isn’t. Were we not so far into this journey, I might’ve insisted you stay behind.”

“And I’d insist that you worry about yourself.” I gripped the nape of his neck and kissed his cheek. “As for when you slip, I told you I’d pull you back into reality when the lines begin to blur. That’s what I’m doing.”

A muscle in his jaw ticced and he turned away, staring out over the trees. “You haven’t grown weary of this exhausting waltz?” For as cold and detached as he could be, the rare flicker of vulnerability never failed to yank at my heart.

“We’re nearly there. We will find the vivicantem.”

“Yes, and it will ensure that I am strong. Strong enough to deceive those around me. But what happens when these dark thoughts become stronger than vivicantem?”

“How do you overcome an adversary? You fight them.”

“And if I become a danger to those I love?”

“Then, we fight that, as well.” I slid my hand into his and kissed the back of his knuckles.

His fingers curled into mine, and he pulled my arm into his chest, clutching me like I might try to escape. “Every time I think I could be merciful and let you go, spare you of all this, you remind me why that will never happen.”

Smiling, I pushed up onto my toes and kissed him. “It’s as I’ve told you before. You need to cast those silly notions aside.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO
KAZHIMYR
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Kazhimyr pushed to his feet for the first time since he’d woken up in the ale-rotted tavern two days ago. While he still suffered a slight weakness in his gait, he could at least stay upright without tumbling to his ass.

“No pain?” Ravezio asked, pressing against the spot on his calf where he’d been bitten, while behind him, Dravien examined his every move. Ravezio shifted Kazhimyr’s leg toward the moonlight coming in through the window.

“Nothing.”

“Good. We’re leaving tonight. I can’t stand another minute in this hell hole.” Dravien strode across the room to the door. For two days, he’d paced like a caged animal, hardly bothering to eat, convinced that General Loyce would somehow sniff him out. Seemed he’d been counting down the seconds until Kazhimyr would be strong enough to walk. “You two are going to distract the guards. I’ll steal two of their horses, and we’ll meet up where we discussed.”

The plan was to rendezvous just outside of town, in the small stretch of woods along the road toward Costelwick. In the event Loyce might’ve come after Zevander herself, it’d put them a half-day’s ride ahead of her. And, of course, leaving under the cover of night was safer, for Dravien especially.

Dravien nodded toward Ravezio. “Check the guards again. Make sure there are only two watching the horses.”

Ravezio strode toward the window, pressing his back to the wall as he peered downward. “Two. Saw three of the bastards and the Bellatryx head toward the brothel. Barmaid downstairs told me someone got killed there tonight.”

“Did she say who?” Kazhimyr asked, strapping his blades to his chest.

“Sexsell. Flammapul.”

“Like those in The Hovel.” It was uncommon to hear about flammellians in the more affluent towns and villages.

“You think the woman they’re after might be the one who killed them?” Seemed Ravezio was thinking the same thing.

“Seems an odd coincidence. Any word on whether the Solassions tracked her down?”

“Haven’t heard.” Ravezio slipped his sword into the scabbard at his back.

With his hand on the knob, Dravien exhaled a long breath and cracked open the bedroom door, tilting his head as if surveying the tavern below. “All townsfolk on the main floor.” He turned his head the other way, toward where General Loyce’s bedroom sat at the end of the corridor. “Her door remains closed, as usual. Let’s go now.”

Dravien raised the hood of his cloak and exited the room first, swiftly making his way down the staircase to the first level. Ravezio trailed after him, with Kazhimyr hobbling behind.

Once outside, Dravien turned right, heading toward the center of town, while Ravezio and Kazhimyr flanked left toward the guards and horses.

Both bald and paunchy, one of the guards snoozed, while the other toyed with his dagger, neither of them entirely vigilant.

A glance over Kazhimyr’s shoulder showed Dravien turning down an alley adjacent to the tavern, following his plan to circle back around for the horses. As the two Letalisz approached the guards, Kazhimyr let Ravezio get ahead of him a few paces, then called out, “Hey! Where do you think you’re going, you scum-blooded rat! I want what you stole from me!”

Ravezio turned, his hand on the hilt of his dagger. “I didn’t steal anything, you lying sack of horseshit.”

“Move on, both of you.” The guard waved his hand, urging them away from the stables.

“I’m not going anywhere until this thieving shitkisser pays me what he owes for stealing my woman!” Kazhimyr stabbed a finger into the air.

Ravezio pressed his lips together as if trying to stifle a laugh. “I don’t owe you a damned thing.”

“The hell you don’t! A horse, I’d say. And your boots!”

The guard frowned. “A horse for a woman?”

“’Least I’d get a few good rides out of a horse.” Even Kazhimyr had to bite back the urge to laugh.

The guard snorted and shook his head. “If you ain’t got an official writ then I’m afraid I can’t help you.” He waved them on again.

Ignoring him, Ravezio kept on with the fake argument. “Believe me when I say, that woman wasn’t worth the rash I got afterward. A rash you gave her first.”

The guard chuckled. “Ain’t you Micians known for diseases of that sort? I doubt an unskilled rat suckler like yourself managed to sweep a proper mancer off her feet.”

Kazhimyr didn’t have to look at Ravezio to know he’d bristled at the insult. He could feel the tension vibrating off his friend.

Beyond the soldier, Kazhimyr caught a glimpse of the horses toward the back, two of which moved away from the others, and snapped his attention back to the guard. “It’s true. Disease-riddled bastard is as skilled a lover as a Solassion.”

The smile on the guard’s face soured and he knocked his friend in the arm, jerking him awake. “You hear that Grimbald? This liverpus just insulted us.”

Ravezio shot Kazhimyr a worried look, but the anger had already hooked itself in Kazhimyr’s bones.

Ravezio gave a nervous chuckle. “He didn’t insult you. I’m a savvy lover. I fuck like a god—isn’t that right, friend?”

Kazhimyr kept his eyes on the guard, challenging him.

“So, what is it?” the guard asked, stepping toward him. “Was it meant to be an insult?”

Teeth grinding, Kazhimyr tamped down the rush of adrenaline surging through him and snapped himself out of his rage. “There’s a reason she left me for him, I suppose.” He could almost feel Ravezio sag with relief.

The guard stared back a moment more. His eyes crinkled with a smile, then he let out a hearty laugh, knocking his friend in the arm. “You hear that? We fuck like gods!” He turned back toward Kazhimyr. “Damn right we do, you scurvy cock!” An obnoxious laugh followed and had Kazhimyr not been aiming for a more discreet exit, he’d have knocked a few teeth from the guard’s smug grin. “Now, get the fuck out of here, both of you.”

Still rattled, Kazhimyr hobbled off after Ravezio, down the street, until out of eyeshot of the guard.

Ravezio halted, allowing him to catch up. “You almost got our asses in a scuffle back there.”

“He shouldn’t have talked to you like that.”

“Everyone talks to me like that.”

Kazhimyr skidded to a halt. “They think they’re superior. The chosen. The sun gods. Years, I watched them torture you, and I did nothing. I was nothing back then! Now I have power. I have the ability to make them suffer as much as they made you—us—suffer.”

Sighing, Ravezio nodded. “It’s taken years to erase the pain they’ve caused. But remember what we’re doing, Kaz. While that guard is picking his ass, standing in front of a horse stall and smelling like shit, we’re about to spare all of Aethyria from whatever in seven hells Dolion drew all over the walls. To me? That carries far more weight than a petty insult that I’ve already forgotten.”

Kazhimyr pressed his lips together as he kept on the path toward the woods ahead. “Hope he freezes his cock off.”

Ravezio chuckled, keeping step with him. “You were imagining that, weren’t you? When you got real quiet?”

“I was imagining worse than that.”

The two of them finally reached the stretch of woods and found the two horses tied to a tree, but there was no sign of Dravien. A plant at the base of the tree captured Kazhimyr’s attention—more specifically, a dark substance, which looked an awful lot like blood, dripping from its leaves. He smeared his finger over it, picked up a red fluid. Definitely blood.

A bellow of agony echoed through the forest, and Kazhimyr shot Ravezio a frown. As Ravezio stepped in the direction of the noise, Kazhimyr gripped his arm.

“Wait.”

Ravezio’s brows came together. “I’m going after him.”

“We have two horses. The Solassions don’t give a damn who we are. We could be at the Umbravale by tomorrow evening, if we go now.”

Wrenching his arm free, Ravezio shook his head. “He saved your life. A few times. Literally sucked the venom out of your wound. Personally? I wouldn’t have put my lips anywhere near your hairy fucking leg, but he did it, and he saved your life. You owe him, friend. We owe him.”

Kazhimyr groaned and rubbed the back of his neck. “Fuck. We do this, it won’t just be Captain Zivant after us. It’ll be the whole Solassion army.”

“We’re highly sought out men. What else is new?” Ravezio strode off in the direction of the outcries, and shaking his head, Kazhimyr reluctantly followed.
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Crouched behind shrubs, Kazhimyr surveyed the three guards only a few yards away, who stood with their backs to General Loyce, watching the surrounding trees. The general and another Bellatryx, given her muscular features that suggested she was half-Zephromyte, stared back at Dravien, who’d been secured by barbed bindings to a tree. His shirt had been removed, revealing fresh cuts to his flesh.

Clutching a dagger behind her back, General Loyce paced in front of him. “Imagine my surprise finding you here. Where are my stones?”

“Dolion…is dead. You sent me…chasing after…a ghost.”

Dravien’s lie caught Kazhimyr by surprise. He could’ve given her any number of excuses—the stones had been stolen from him, the mage had overpowered him with the stones. Instead, he gave her a finality that she likely wouldn’t have believed.

Confirmed, when she said, “You’re lying.”

She dragged her blade down the length of his shoulder to his bicep, and Dravien let out no more than a grunt through clenched teeth. “What are you doing here? And before you respond, consider that, when I administer Nilmirth, if your answer differs, you will be properly punished. None of this foreplay.”

The barbs seemed to bite deep into Dravien’s neck, the way he winced and shifted his head slightly. “I found…something better. Something…you want…more than those damned stones.”

“And what do you presume to think I want more than those stones?”

“Zevander Rydainn.”

Kazhimyr’s muscles tensed. “I say we leave him,” he whispered to Ravezio

“No. She’ll kill him.”

“I no longer care.” As Kazhimyr turned to leave, Ravezio gripped his arm, staring back with the most unyielding look he’d ever seen in his friend.

“Wait.”

“And where is Zevander, hmmm?” General Loyce kept on with her taunting.

“He was sent…to kill Zivant…for treason. By order…of King Sagaerin.”

Another lie. How easily they poured out of him.

“So odd.” She tapped her finger against her chin. “I might be inclined to believe you, but we managed to apprehend a Magestroli apprentice who claims that he fled to the mortal lands.”

“And leave…his family? Only a fool…would venture…to the deadlands.”

She drew the tip of her blade over Dravien’s exposed nipple. “And where exactly did you come by your information?”

“In my travels…I happened upon two…other Letalisz.”

“Of course. And they just happened to offer up this incredibly useful information to you?”

Kazhimyr’s patience had finally snapped. “Enough of this. We’re wasting time. Follow my lead.” He shoved his hand into the shrubs, held his palm toward the guard, and sent a blast of cold to the soldier’s boots.

The guard jerked, trying to lift his foot, which had likely gone numb, as Kazhimyr had essentially turned it into blocks of ice.

As if understanding the guard’s dilemma, Dravien’s shifted his gaze from the guard to General Loyce, who hadn’t yet caught wind of what was happening behind her.

“No. They didn’t just offer up the information,” Dravien said. “They told me in exchange for your life.”

The frozen guard finally screamed, but before his fellow guard could react, Kazhimyr sent blasts his way, as well. Both of them cried out, as they attempted to lift their frostbitten feet.

The general glanced over her shoulder then back to Dravien, who wore a smug grin on his face.

Kazhimyr and Ravezio shot up from their hiding spots, and as Kazhimyr sent a mist of cold toward the other guard, Ravezio lopped off the head of the second guard who’d toppled over himself.

Loyce shoved the other Bellatryx toward them. “Kill them!” she ordered, before propping her sword beneath Dravien’s throat as she moved to the other side of the tree.

Kazhimyr ducked when the Bellatryx swung her sword, then jumped back to miss the low slice of the guard whose feet remained frozen. He hurled a wave of ice over him, his body a glistening sculpture as he held his sword up for a parry that he never got the chance to complete.

The Bellatryx railed a powerful blow to his chest, the impact knocking the air out of Kazhimyr’s lungs when his body flew backward, before smacking against the trunk of a nearby tree. He grunted as he hit the ground, and as she lurched toward him, Kazhimyr sent her flying backward on a blast of Aeryz.

The Bellatryx growled, pushing to her feet, but Kazhimyr jumped to his first.

Before she could counterattack, he sent a plume of mist over her, freezing her in place, just like the others.

“Release me! Now!” she screamed, her head jerking in her efforts to move her muscles.

He summoned the lysing glyph to mind, and his lips twisted with a smile when the first pop of her blood cells crackled over his palm.

Her eyes widened, her bottom lip trembling. Seconds later, blood leaked from her eyes, nose and mouth, as the cells in her body split open. She coughed and wheezed, but her lungs had undoubtedly begun to fail her, her internal organs rupturing, hemorrhaging.

Kazhimyr strode past her to General Loyce, who stood with her sword at Dravien’s throat. Across from them, Ravezio kept his gaze on hers, but she didn’t bother to look at him, as if she knew doing so would turn her to stone.

Wasn’t a good idea, anyway, seeing as it would result in that blade being permanently propped at the Elvyniran’s throat.

“Release him, and I won’t turn your organs to liquid.” Kazhimyr raised his palm toward her, and the glyph on his hand tingled with the urge.

“You kill me, and you’ll be hunted by the greatest army in all of Aethyria.”

“We’ll be hunted, regardless.”

She lifted the blade, forcing Dravien’s chin higher, the barbs digging into his throat. “He claims you long to kill me, yet I cannot place your face, at all. Do we know each other? How have I wronged you?”

“It isn’t me you’ve wronged. But examine my face carefully. It’ll be the last you see.”

As she stared back at him, a smile pulled the corners of her lips. She dragged the blade over Dravien’s throat, but failed to follow through, thanks to a dagger hurling through the air toward her and striking her in the side of the neck.

The sword fell from her hand, and Kazhimyr strode toward her, intent on finishing her off. The blood that gushed out indicated Ravezio had severed her vitaelis vein, further confirmed when she gasped for breath.

Kazhimyr snorted. “Nice hit,” he said, nodding toward Ravezio, as the two untwined the barbs from the tree and carefully pulled them from Dravien’s neck.

“Practice makes perfect, yeah?”

The gash at Dravien’s throat was bloody, but not deep enough to sever anything. A quick kill would’ve surely disappointed her. “Here, I thought…you cunts had skipped off…without me.”

One more glance toward Loyce showed her on her knees, blood coating the hand she pressed into the side of her neck. Her mouth gaped as if she wanted to scream but couldn’t. She collapsed to the side, her face turning a ghostly white.

She stilled.

“Wanted to. But I was impressed to hear of your leg suckling skills.”

Dravien gave a weak chuckle. “Don’t imagine…I’ll offer…that again.”

“Good. I don’t want your lips anywhere near me.” Wrapping Dravien’s arm around his neck, Kazhimyr helped him step away from the tree, and the three men stumbled back through the forest, toward the horses.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE
MAEVYTH
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Tingles danced over the back of my hand, and I opened my eyes to see the glove glowing and pulsing, a strange vibration in my nails. Low and menacing sounds of chuffing and hissing drew my attention to the crumbled section of the wall, where Zevander crouched, studying something below us. Behind me, Father, Aleysia and Corwin all lay curled like cats around the fire, their mouths gaping with snores.

I carefully rose to my feet, and on quiet tiptoes went to stand beside Zevander, where the focus of his attention became clear.

Below us, Raivox hopped and flapped his wings, hissing at the ground.

“He’s been doing this for a while now.” Zevander spoke low, never taking his eyes off the Corvugon. “He senses something.”

Faint and rising pulses across my hand intensified in some strange pattern, as if it were trying to communicate.

“Should we leave?” I whispered

“I’ve been mulling that question for the last hour. Without rest tonight, everyone will be exhausted come daylight and we’ll lose time. But his behavior concerns me.”

“I’ve certainly never seen him do this before. He almost seems afraid.”

“Yet, he doesn’t want to leave. Perhaps protecting you from something.”

The thought of that troubled me.

“They’re coming,” a quiet voice said from behind, and I turned around to see the little girl from earlier standing in the corner. “They’re starving.”

“Who?” I asked, and in my periphery, Zevander turned, watching me.

Even from where she stood, she seemed to hear me, as she answered, “Vyrmish.”

“What are they?”

“The flesh eaters. Sacton warned they would come. The demons in the ground. And they did. The ground shook. And the beasts rose from below.”

She turned, and where her back should’ve been gaped a grisly wound of raw, macerated flesh. Her spine dangled free, attached only at the base of her skull. Whatever had ravaged her had left behind little meat on her bones.

Cold tremors surged through me, my heart pounding a rhythm of fear, as I stared at her horrific injuries. “Zevander.” My voice was too quiet, strained by the tightening of my throat. “We have to go. Now.” I spun around. “Everyone, wake up!” I screamed. “We have to go! Now!”

All three of them startled awake, their hasty jerking movements sending a plume of embers into the air.

“It’s too late. They smell you now,” the girl said from behind.

A seismic growl rippled through the air, and the ground split beneath Raivox, sending a tremble that shook the church’s fragile foundation.

Raivox roared and shot upward, hovering in the sky above us.

Around eighty yards off, the ground shifted, and a screeching sound erupted as the dirt and vegetation seemed to cave in on itself. The layer of snow melted away in a perfect circle that stretched at least forty meters wide.

“What is it!” Aleysia called from behind. “What’s happening?”

I stared across the sloping hill, the ground visible only by the faint moonlight. “I don’t know!”

Beneath the erupting clamor rose frantic neighing and squeals from below.

“The horses! I have to set them free!” Corwin scrambled to his feet.

“Corwin, wait!” I screamed, but he was already running toward the staircase.

Turning back around showed chunks of vegetation and soil wrenched free, as something massive pushed upward from underground. Soil and forest debris spilled into a yawning chasm in the ground. From it, emerged a gaping maw, wide enough to swallow the church whole, with rows of sharp teeth, as if the ground itself were the body of the monster. Long, clawed fingers broke the surface, and a figure dragged itself upward, until at the edge of the gaping hole crouched a strange, muscular creature, its form reminding me of a hairless ape with longer arms.

“What is that?” Aleysia whispered, her voice cracking.

“Vyrmish.” The word trembled out of me.

Raivox bellowed another roar. A stream of silver spewed out of him, but failed to strike the creature, when it darted quickly onto the snowy ground, where the color of its skin shifted from a mottled brown that’d blended with the dirt to a grayish white, hardly discernible in the snow.

“Oh, god,” I whispered, as two more emerged from below and crouched at the edge of the hole, their faces tipped back as if they were sniffing.

Torrents of metallic silver sprayed over the terrain in erratic bursts from Raivox’s beak, the arc too close to the church. We ducked, and Aleysia let out a horrified scream. The blast tore through the air above us, and we ran to dodge the bits of metal clinking against the stones of the gallery.

Raivox flew higher.

The pounding of my heart rose to my throat.

Then, as if the world braced itself, stillness settled over the landscape.

But only for a moment before the ground shook.

Dirt and vegetation exploded into the air as dozens of creatures burst through the hole in a frenzy, blindly climbing over each other. A swarm of muscled beasts, whose collective growls raised the hair on the back of my neck.

My body locked into a state of paralyzing shock, and I couldn’t move. Watching them scramble on all fours toward the church sent a cold surge of panic through my blood.

Raivox breathed another blast of silver that struck a few and froze them in place like metallic statues, but there were far too many charging toward us at once, snarling and snapping their teeth.

“He can’t see them,” Zevander said beside me, and I glanced upward toward the Corvugon. “From above, he can’t see them apart from the dirt.” He threw out his arm, urging me behind him. “Get back! They’re scaling the wall!”

Claws met stone, a terrifying sound of desperation and hunger. Scratching and climbing toward us. To consume us, as the little girl had warned earlier, and all I could summon to mind was her ravaged back.

“What do we do!” I cried out.

Zevander yanked his sword from the scabbard, shoving me back a step, as two horns peeked over the crumbling stones. An oversized maw of razor-sharp teeth snapped at the air, its face absent of eyes or a nose.

At either side of its head protruded two skinny appendages that moved like feelers.

Zevander struck out, jabbing the beast’s flesh just outside of its gaping mouth, the leathery texture of its skin making the blade stick just enough that Zevander kicked the creature away on a growl. The creature let out a screech as it slid backward with the force of his boot. When it pounced onto the floor of the gallery, its height measured two meters, or more. Clawed hands and feet scraped over the stones where it prowled, its feelers reaching out for the air.

“Maevyth!” Aleysia screamed from behind, as two more leapt onto the gallery from the opposite end.

Gathering her behind me, we backed ourselves toward the staircase, where Corwin had run moments before.

Zevander threw a blast of black flame toward the first, and the beast let out a wailing sound as it shriveled and shrank into a hardened and deformed black mass.

A wave of relief washed over me—they could be killed. Something was capable of destroying them.

The other two at our backs charged toward us, and Zevander shot a blast of flame in their direction. Three more leapt over the edge of the wall, their feet light against the stones as they landed, and they stalked toward us, snapping their jaws. Four more poured over the edge after them, the gallery floor heaving and groaning beneath us.

“We have to get to the first level. This thing is going to crumble!” Zevander grabbed my arm and yanked me after him, his sword leading the way toward the stone staircase. He paused, allowing Aleysia and Father to go first, and sent a blast of flames over the creatures that bounded after us. From the small pyre of burning flesh, one of the creatures slithered forward on its arms, its lower half-singed away.

Zevander slammed his sword into its head, and the creature trembled and seized, before going still.

A half-dozen more leapt over the edge onto the creaking gallery.

“Go! Now!” Zevander shoved at my back, and the two of us darted down the stairwell toward the first floor.

When we reached the bottom, an ear-splitting crash shook the ground, and we ducked low. Father and Aleysia crouched at the lower entrance of the stairwell, just below us, and I peered over them to see a plume of dust and splintering shards of wood flying about, as the balcony crashed onto the pews. Aside from the shivers of dust raining down on us, the stairwell, set apart from the gallery, remained intact, protecting us from the destruction.

Blood pounded in my ears over a high-pitched ringing, and I squinted, shaking my head. All four of us coughed, the surrounding dust thick in the air.

Zevander slipped past me and wove his way toward the entrance of the stairwell, stepping around Father and Aleysia.

A distant screeching that didn’t sound like Raivox echoed through the church, and Zevander peered around the staircase, quickly flattening himself against the wall and pressing a finger to his lips. He sank to a low crouch, and I quietly tiptoed my way past Father and Aleysia, who sat with their backs pressed against the staircase wall. I reached the bottom, coming to a stop behind where Zevander crouched. Chunks of wood and stone lay piled and crumbled, low enough to crawl over, but high enough to hide behind.

The gallery had crashed down over the center aisle and across half the pews on the right side of the church. The left side held a small bit of damage, but not as extensive. Beneath the wood and stone, I caught sight of limbs and flesh with sprinkles of blood and bits of gore, where the creatures had gotten crushed.

The screeching, louder that time, snapped my attention toward the front of the church, where dozens of the creatures piled inside, some of them standing up on their hind legs, their vicious teeth chomping at the air in a way that reminded me of someone sniffing. One of the creatures leapt up onto the last pew and hopped his way from one row to the next, coming to a stop halfway. Standing upright on the back of the pew, it sniffed again, claws clutching the rounded wood like a bird.

Movement just below it drew my attention to where Corwin hunched over himself, hidden and trembling.

I exhaled a sharp breath and lifted my gaze back to the creature again. The appendages on the sides of its head slowly searched the air, like palpating fingers.

They can’t see us.

It made sense. They didn’t have eyes nor noses, which left me wondering how they perceived movement.

Corwin turned toward me, and even from that distance, I could see the fear darkening his eyes.

I slowly held out my hand and mouthed, Don’t move.

One of the crushed monster’s limbs sticking out from the rubble twitched and shook, smacking against the piled stones beneath it. The beast looming over Corwin leapt across the pews toward it and clamped its teeth down, easily tearing the flesh from its bones.

Two more scrambled toward the ruins, and ear-piercing screeches echoed through the church as they fought over the carcasses of their own kind.

Too close to where we remained hidden.

Zevander slid his hand in mine and, with slow, careful steps, guided me toward the other side of the pews, only a few down from where Corwin remained crouched.

Father and Aleysia followed behind, and the vyrmish snapped their attention toward them.

I threw out my hands, and both of them ground to a halt.

The creatures rose up, biting at the air again.

“Vibrations,” Zevander whispered beside me. “They sense movement through the ground and in the air.”

As if they’d heard us, Father and Aleysia waited until the vyrmish turned back around, then padded softly toward the pews, where they crouched behind us.

Zevander pushed to his feet and carefully peered out of the window to our rear.

The vyrmish swung their attention back toward us, and he ducked down again.

“We’re surrounded by them,” he whispered. “We’ll have to fight them off.”

A silent dread clogged my lungs. “How many?”

“At least a dozen on this side. Who knows how many on that side.”

I twisted that way to see Raivox still showering the ground in silver flame, as he flew past the window across from us.

One of the vyrmish leapt onto the pew, hovering over Father and Aleysia, and my muscles shook as I watched Aleysia slowly cover her mouth with her hands.

Zevander rose to his feet, and the scorpion stepped from his back. In one vicious strike, it slammed its stinger into the body of the too-close vyrmish, and the creature squirmed as the scorpion jabbed it over and over, sending black fluid to spray over the pews, as well as Father and Aleysia.

A second beast scrambled over the pew, its claws gouging the wood as it ran straight for us.

Before it could so much as pounce, Zevander swung wide, his sword slicing through its neck in one quick strike that freed its head from its body.

The other vyrmish snapped their heads in his direction, and my stomach flipped on itself when he strode in the other direction, toward the cluster of vyrmish at the front of the church, beating his sword against the back of the pews.

The creatures whipped around and scrambled after him.

“Get to the back of the church!” Zevander barked, his scorpion snapping at one of the beasts charging after them.

Panic coiled around my chest. “What about you?”

“Go!” He swung out his sword, lopping off the head of another beast that leapt toward him, and I watched in horror as the others surrounded him, pouring in through the entrance, undoubtedly drawn by the clamor. As the scorpion sank its metallic stinger in the one it’d been fighting, another vyrmish lurched toward it, knocking it backward into the wall. Zevander sent a flame over its body, shriveling the beast within seconds.

My heart clenched, seeing him single-handedly fighting them off.

Corwin scampered along the narrow gap between the pews and the wall, toward me. In his hand, he carried a piece of split wood he must’ve scrounged for defense, the tip of it sharp. The overgrown vegetation snapped beneath his feet, and one of the vyrmish turned toward him, hobbling away from the others that Zevander continued to fight off.

I jumped to my feet, every cell in my body quivering with fear. “Please don’t fail me,” I muttered to myself, exhaling a long breath as I summoned the bone whip to my palm.

Such a clumsy weapon to call upon in a confined space, where these creatures seemed drawn to movement and clamor. But it was my most vicious, and I needed to know these damned things would die when struck.

The whip tumbled from my palm, across the floor, past Father and Aleysia, bones clanking as it unrolled itself. “Get to the back of the church!” I called out to them.

“Isn’t that trapping ourselves?” Aleysia cried out.

“There’s a hole in the wall!” Father pointed toward it. “We can escape if necessary.”

As they headed that way, I twisted back to Corwin, who stood frozen in place as one of the vyrmish stood on the pew behind him, sniffing the air.

“Get down, Corwin!” I said, and just as he ducked low, I swung out the whip.

Bones cracked against its leathery flesh, sending that black oily substance spraying into the air as the heavy whip tore a gash in its flank.

A quick glance over his shoulder, and Corwin scuttled toward me. “Not dead. Not dead!”

The vyrmish charged forward despite its wound.

Oh, no.

Terror vibrated through my muscles, and as Corwin slipped past me, I threw my hand out for the Aeryz glyph, knocking the beast back into the rubble of busted pews. A sharp piece of wood sticking up from the stones pierced the vyrmish through the back, bursting out of its chest as it pinned the creature to the rubble. It let out a wailing cry, thrashing its limbs as it tried to get free.

In my periphery, I caught the quick and hasty movements of Zevander and his scorpion, as some of the beasts broke away for the speared vyrmish. It screeched and howled as they tore away its flesh.

“Maevyth, go!” Zevander barked, and to my horror, the flame he shot out at two of them charging toward me was smaller than before.

Growing weaker.

The beasts continued to pour in through the windows and entrance, undoubtedly drawn by the commotion and clamor of Zevander’s sword, the scorpion’s movements, and the obnoxious clacking of bones from my whip.

“Come on!” I shouted toward Corwin, and the two of us made our way to the back of the church, where Father and Aleysia sat crouched.

A clawed hand swiped through a gaping hole in the wall where the stones had crumbled away, as one of the beasts attempted to climb through. A blast of Aeryz threw it backward, and I peered out to see a few creatures sniffing around—nowhere near as many as those that poured in through the front of the church.

Through panic, I looked back at Zevander, watching the beasts swarm him, the vyrmish scampering over the body of the scorpion and hanging from the top curve of its stinger. Beneath the lethal grace of his sword, and his exceptionally skilled strikes, I caught the occasional falter. The slack in his swing. The weak lash of his flame.

Exhaustion had begun to weigh on him.

A silent scream ripped through my head. My chest clenched with the helpless frustration of wanting to fight alongside him, but I knew all too well how easily I’d put him at risk by jumping in like a fool with my clumsy whip.

Father let out a bellowing cry, drowned by Aleysia’s scream, and I snapped my head to see one of the creatures yanking his legs through the hole.

“No!” I dashed forward, my hands just missing his grasp as he was torn through the wall to the outside.

Without a beat of hesitation, I scrambled through the hole in the wall after him.

“Maevyth! Wait!” Zevander shouted from inside the church, but I ignored him, tearing across the open snow, gaze locked on the creature carrying Father toward that gaping mouth in the distance.

An upward glance showed Raivox was nowhere overhead, but I didn’t pause to call for him as I forced speed from my exhausted legs. Father cried out, his hands outstretched for me while seeming to get further away, and a sob beat against my chest. Behind me, two of the creatures scampered after me on all fours, their growls goading me faster.

The beast carrying Father ground to a halt and spun around. A cold branching horror exploded behind my eyes as it bit down on Father’s leg, tearing away the flesh from halfway up his calf.

Father’s head lolled to the side, his body stilled, and I prayed he’d only fainted.

“Father!” I skidded to a halt and threw out my hand for a blast of violent wind that knocked the creature backward. Fear gripped my lungs as I reached Father, and standing over him, I stretched out my arm toward the beasts crawling closer, their bodies poised to pounce.

A roar overhead told me Raivox was still nearby. Not a minute later, a flap of black wings blotted out the moonlight, and the ground shook beneath us as the Corvugon landed beside me. Only a few yards away stood the gaping hole in the ground.

That eerie silence settled over us once again.

More creatures burst from the hole and bounded toward us.

Silver blasted out of Raivox, showering a number of them, just as before.

I drew my whip and snapped at the ones that shot toward us outside the arc of silver flames, sending limbs and flesh flying into the air.

Raivox hopped away from me, the pounding of his massive claws against the ground leading some of them away. The beasts scampered up his body, clawing at his scales as they attempted to swarm him.

Please, Morsana! Help me!

“Strike the ground with your whip.”

The voice drew my attention to the little girl, who stood behind me. Everything around me moved slow, too slow. As if time had been spun backward, somehow, the beasts crawled at a snail’s pace. It was then I noticed her eyes—silver eyes, like my own.

“Morsana?”

The little girl smiled, her body vanishing into a cloud of black smoke, and from it, a raven shot upward into the sky.

I exhaled a breath, and my surroundings sped back into motion. Raivox roared and hopped, as the beasts crawled over him, their bodies turning from gray to black, like his scales. Claws tore at his scales, and Raivox thrashed his spiny tail, hissing and lashing out at the relentless beasts.

Vyrmish surrounded Father and me.

My whole body trembled as I gripped the bone whip in my hand.

The beasts growled, closing in, their teeth snapping in a threat of pain and death.

Jaw clenched, I turned away from Father, and with a held breath, I slammed my whip hard against the ground.

A rippling vibration shook every nerve in my body, rattling my teeth. Below me, Father’s body bounced along the hill’s slope, his limbs flopping like a puppet without strings.

A splitting crack was the only warning, before the vyrmish around me exploded, sending guts and skin flying into the air, and I dropped low, covering the back of my neck with my hands. The ground below Father and I rumbled, my heart hammering as a deep fissure crawled from where the end of my whip lay on the ground, across the snow, toward the church.

I stood slowly, watching the crack widen as it slinked along like branching ice across the landscape.

No.

I dashed after it, chasing the vibrating fissure, watching the vyrmish explode around me. “Zevander! Aleysia!”

Corwin screamed, hobbling toward me. Behind him, two vyrmish burst into bits of gore and black ichor. He ducked as meat and shattered bones rained over him. A third reared back to pounce, and exploded midair, its torso landing hard in Corwin’s path. Another scream tore from his throat and he slammed to a halt, arms flailing when he nearly tumbled over it.

As I approached, he doubled over, wheezing to catch his breath, and pointed toward a figure hunched in the distance. “Aleysia! She’s…she’s…not…herself!”

“Go, stay with my father!” I ordered and kept on toward her and the church. “Aleysia!”

I closed the distance, slowing my pace when she craned her neck toward me, her eyes two black orbs.

“Four, three, two, one. One, two, three, four,” she quietly muttered, and when she turned back around, twitching and coughing, I frowned.

“Aleysia?”

Before I could ask her if she was okay, a bellowing roar of agony tore through the church and split the air like a blade across a delicate petal. My heart shot to my throat.

“Zevander!” I raced toward the church, catching sight of the fissure slipping beneath the foundation. The ground parted, leaving a gaping trench, and cracks spidered down the ancient stones of the building. Panes of glass from the few intact windows shattered as the stone wall collapsed and crumbled to the ground, sending up debris and snow.

“Zevander! No!”

The impact shook the ground beneath my feet and buckled my knees. I collapsed, reaching out for him. A sharp, disorienting pain struck the side of my head in a flash of light.

The world flipped to blackness.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
MAEVYTH
[image: ]



Aviolent jerk of my body wrenched me from sleep, and I opened my eyes to an overcast light, so blindingly bright, I winced. A sharp sting stabbed my temples, and I moaned as it pierced my skull in a deep, throbbing ache that quickened with a high pitch ringing in my ears. Palm to my head, I let out a hiss, jaw flexing as it intensified then slowly faded.

Pain twisted in my legs and arms, a fist of tension gripping my lungs as I turned to my side and coughed. A musky and bitter animal odor lingered beneath the faint tang of smoke and wood. I curled my fingers into the matted pelt covering me, which offered only a little warmth from the blistering cold that burrowed deep in my bones.

Sleep pulled at me, begging me to close my eyes for a bit longer, a nauseating dizziness twisting my stomach as my body jostled to the rhythm of wheels bouncing over uneven terrain.

Where am I?

Rusted iron bars greeted me when I lifted my head. A cage? Above me, the ceiling rattled and swayed with every bump. Beyond the bars, children peered in on me as they followed alongside the cage. Their pale, youthful faces bore the smeared shape of a raven kohled in black over their eyes and forehead.

I scrambled backward, my spine crashing into bars at my back. More of them chased after the contraption that carried me, keeping ahead of the horsedrawn cage that followed them.

Over the steady clop of horse hooves rose the sound of whispers, and I could just make out, “Who is she?”

Memories rushed in, flashing through my head in jagged pieces.

The ground opening. Faceless creatures with teeth. Screams. A strike of the bone whip. Gut-wrenching screams. Stone crumbling.

Zevander.

“Zevander!” Gasping, I shot upright, instantly regretting the abrupt movement when a jolt of pain struck my skull. In palpating the ache, my fingers danced over fabric, a knot, as if someone had dressed a wound. Shallow breaths ghosted out of me in frosty puffs as I frantically searched for my family through the crowd. “Zevander! Aleysia!”

I twisted around and scrambled on hands and knees, wobbling against the rough thrashing of the cage, toward a man who sat hunched forward, clutching the reins of two draft horses that pulled us along. “Excuse me…I need to get out of here. Please stop! My …. My family …. I need to find out if they’re okay.”

The coachman kept silent, never once turning around, not even when I slammed my hands against the bars.

“Please stop!” I gave one more smack against the bars, but he seemed insistent on ignoring me.

Frustrated, I scanned the surroundings outside of the cage in search of something familiar, something my head could grasp in all the confusion. The path wound through a small village nestled in a dark forest, where squatty black cottages with thatched roofs stood shadowed by the wall of rock behind them. I leaned forward, peering up through the bars, to see that the wall disappeared into the clouds.

The mountains?

We still had nearly a week-long journey ahead of us when we’d reached the church.

Had I slept for days?

Hands curled around the bars, I wriggled them, but they wouldn’t budge. “I have to get out! Please let me out!”

The carriage finally rolled to a stop, and more of the raven-faced children gathered around, clinging to the bars as they gawped at me.

“Back, back, back!” The coachman, an older man, given his white beard and matted gray hair, hopped down from his bench and rounded the cage. He waved the children off as he unfastened a lock and tugged open the door. “Come,” he said, holding out a hand to me. Around his neck hung a bird’s skull with a hooked beak, like that of a raven’s.

“Where am I?”

“Out of the rubble.” He flicked his fingers, urging me out. “Perhaps you might be grateful.”

I didn’t budge, but watched him with wary eyes. “Where is my family?”

“They are here, as well.”

“Alive?”

“For now.”

“I want to see them.”

He raised his bushy brows. “To see them, you must first exit the carriage. Now, come.”

Ignoring the needling pain shooting down through my knee and shin, I scrambled on hands and knees toward him and jumped from the back of the cart.

The moment my boots hit the ground, the surrounding crowd gasped in unison, backing away.

I glanced around, noting their dark clothed bodies and the black feathers they wore.

Fingers clamped around my wrist. I snapped my attention toward the older man and wrenched my arm free. The path of gawkers parted as I ran for the next carriage, peering into the cage behind it.

Black wolves paced inside, and breath shot out of me as I jumped back.

I ran to the next after that.

Cords of wood stacked in neat piles.

The next after that held piled stones, like those which had crumbled back at the church. Had they dug us out of the rubble?

Through panting breaths, I turned back to the man.

He stood behind me, brows tipped up. “Would you like to see your family now?”

I exhaled a shaky breath and nodded.

Jerking his head, he led me up black, slate stairs, toward a much larger cottage that sat at the top of a cliff. As I followed him, I searched the sky for Raivox, hoping he might’ve followed us. The last I’d seen of him, he’d been swarmed by vyrmish, who viciously clawed at him. A pang of sadness stirred in my chest at the thought of him succumbing to those faceless creatures.

“You’re looking for your bird dragon.” The man ahead of me glanced over his shoulder. “He flew off. Perhaps back to his nest.”

“His nest?”

He pointed upward, toward the mountain whose summit couldn’t be seen beyond the clouds.

“He nests here?”

“Has been for quite some time.”

That made no sense. None of it made sense.

Breath wheezed out of me by the time we reached the flat of the cliff, my injuries sapping what little energy I’d mustered.

Symbols carved into the wooden door of the cottage reminded me of the ones I’d seen drawn on Elowen’s door. Four vertical lines with about a dozen symbols in each row.

As if noticing my curiosity, the man beside me said, “It’s a warding spell.” He swung open the door, releasing a waft of heat and the scent of burning herbs. The room inside was lit only by a fire that sat in the center of it, which drew my eyes to a cauldron hanging from a soot-caked trammel hook and tripod. Bundles of dried plants hung from the walls, and small sachets dangled about the room, like those I made at home. Wooden shelves sagged under the weight of bottles and apothecary jars, and whatever colorful, strange things had been preserved in them.

Posted about the room were men donned in black feathers, holding black stone spears with white tips that seemed to sparkle in the firelight.

I trailed my gaze to the right of me, where a familiar face offered a small bit of relief. Corwin, sitting beside a table where a woman in a long, black dress and feathers attended to a wound at his head. He gave a slight smile and waved, which I acknowledged with a nod as my eyes swept the room for Zevander and Aleysia, flicking over the blazing firepit at its center.

I spied them on the other side of it, where the two of them lay on wooden beds.

Motionless.

The moment I stepped toward them, an arm smacked against my chest on a hard crack. I let out a grunt, rubbing the spot where I’d been struck, and turned to see a woman, also bearing black feathers, with piles of fabric that made up the long, black dress she wore. Like that of the man beside me, a bird’s skull hung around her neck, amongst other various bones I couldn’t identify. Claws dangled at her waist, clanking as she stepped in front of me. Atop her head sat what appeared to be a human skull, adorned with feathers, like some strange sort of crown.

“They are ill.” Her voice spilled like silk over iron—gentle yet hard and articulate.

“Who are you?” I growled back at her.

“The priestess of the Lyverian tribe,” Father said from behind, and I swung around to see him hobbling toward me on a single crutch, his entire leg wrapped in thick bandages that seeped blood.

My brows came together as I took in the state of him, pale and sickly, recalling the vyrmish that’d dragged him out of the church. “Father …”

“It’s all right. By the grace of our good god, I’m alive.” He waved toward the strange, feathered woman. “The priestess here, she has no ill intent.” His brows pulled tight, and he lowered his gaze. “They’ve determined Aleysia is infected.”

“Infected?” I tipped my head to get his attention, but he seemed reluctant to look at me. “By the plague?”

“Yes.” He dared to look up, staring past me toward where she lay. “There’s a mass on her flank there. It grows inside of her.”

“She’s traveled for days with us. She’s…been herself for the most part.”

“That is a testament to her strength. And yet, the plague continues to feed on her from the inside.” The priestess glided toward one of the bowed shelves, and two of the men with spears quickly crossed the room and knelt low in front of her, their foreheads pressed to the floor. She stepped up onto their backs and swiped one of the apothecary jars from the shelf.

“So…what do you intend to do? Kill her?” Hands fisted at my sides, I surged forward. “Because I’ll kill you, if you so much as⁠—”

“Quiet yourself,” she snapped. She sauntered back toward me, her steps more of a glide, and reached out for my gloved hand that I quickly drew back. Wearing a look of indignity, she reached again, snatching it up before I had a chance to draw back again, and with it in her grasp, she twisted it, studying it. “A rider’s glove.”

“Rider?”

“Of dragons.” Carefully running her finger over the vein that Aleysia had cut herself on, she smiled. “We’ve not seen one for centuries.”

Allura, the bone scribe I’d met in Aethyria, had told me only those who’d lost their senses would attempt to mount a dragon.

As much as I didn’t particularly care for the woman on first impression, she certainly knew how to stoke my curiosity. “I didn’t think that was possible. How?”

“In time. First, we must exorcise your sister.”

“Exorcise. You are not going to even attempt⁠—”

“Maeve, it’s all right.” Father placed a firm hand on my shoulder and gave a slight squeeze. “She does not mean it in the same sense as Sacton Crain.”

“You will not speak his blasphemous name in my house again.” The woman’s lips twisted with disgust.

Father lowered his head. “My apologies, Priestess.” He turned his attention toward me. “They are going to attempt to remove the infection.”

“How? Is that possible?”

The priestess waved a hand and spun away from me, her dress flowing behind her. “It is the will of Morsana. Not mine. Not yours. If she has no use for her, she will return her.”

“Return her?” I rounded the cauldron after her, in which something bubbled around bones sticking up over the top of it. “What does that mean?”

“Maevyth, you must trust her,” Father urged behind me. “Aleysia will die, otherwise. She will become one of those repulsive monsters.”

“Trust her? I don’t even know her!” A shock of pain struck my temples, and I screwed my eyes shut, wincing at the throbbing ache. As I stood alongside my sister’s bed, I noted the easy rise and fall of her chest. “Morsana is death. Will Aleysia die?”

“From death, we rise.”

My gaze shot to Zevander and back. “And him?”

“His injuries required sedation, but he lives. He also bears the mark of infection, though I cannot detect it inside of him. His blood is warm and his scar is telling, but nothing moves within.”

Bones still aching, I hobbled around Aleysia to the Zevander’s bed, and as I knelt on the floor alongside him, I noted the gashes and bruises on his face, and the gouge at his shoulder where his tunic was torn from what looked like a bite. The wound had been packed with a green substance, a salve, I presumed. He breathed, though. His chest moved up and down, and that was all that mattered to me right then. “What do you mean by moves?” I asked, gently brushing the hair matted to his forehead.

“The infection moves in the blood. A curse that lives inside the body. He is not like us, though. His blood burns.”

I hesitated to tell her what he was, but in the event he might wake and set his scorpions loose, I thought a friendly warning might be in order. “He’s not from these parts.”

A knowing smile spread across her face. “Of course not. He is Aethyrian. I would guess Nyxterosi, but his skin tone is a bit darker than most.”

“How do you know this?”

“As I said. In time. Let us attend your sister first.” As the priestess sauntered toward my sister, I remained at Zevander’s side, watching her lift Aleysia’s dress from the black gash at her ribs. To my horror, it seemed to have grown since the last time I’d seen it.

Father stood over me, keeping his gaze cast toward the floor.

“Do you remember anything? Our travels here?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not much. Only that I woke to Corwin shouting at the Lyverians, who of course, couldn’t understand him. It seems they didn’t realize you and Zevander had gotten trapped under all that rubble when the church collapsed. The pain in my leg was unbearable, though, so I don’t recall having been lucid for long. I can’t bring myself to look beneath the bandages. Whatever remains isn’t much of a leg.”

“I arrived later, then?”

“You and Zevander, yes. Somewhere along the way, Corwin apparently found a way to convey his worry, and they sent two of their men after you.”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Corwin smiling back at the woman who’d mended him, the two of them laughing at something. “I’m grateful he didn’t give up on us.”

“And I’m grateful, too. To you. To him.” Twisting back around showed him nodding toward Zevander. “I’ve never seen someone so brave. He fought valiantly against those creatures.”

He’d fought them up until his magic had grown weak, and still, he’d continued to fight until the church had collapsed on top of him.

Threading my fingers in his hand, I gently ran my thumb across Zevander’s brow, where the usual furrowed lines there had disappeared. A grip of panic squeezed my chest as that horrific outcry of pain echoed in my mind, and I glanced around, desperate to banish it from my head. “These people…they’re Lyverian.”

“Yes. They occupy small villages throughout the mountain. They must’ve sedated us. That journey would’ve taken quite a few days.”

Two Lyverian men carefully lifted Aleysia up from the wooden bed, and I shot to my feet, following after them as they carried her into a domed room that reminded me of a cave.

I glanced up toward the black ceiling, where ravens perched on rafters. All around the room, pieces of bones hung from leather strings, and symbols had been carved into the stone walls. Candles stood about the floor, flickering as the guards lay Aleysia over a strange symbol etched into the floor.

The priestess approached, carrying an ornate vial and the jar she’d fetched earlier. She poured the jar of silvery fluid into the vial, where it shimmered in the candlelight. “Nihilisroot.” After handing the vial to Father, she swiped up my arm.

I wriggled in her grasp, but she gripped tighter, digging her nails into my bones.

The moment she yanked back my sleeve, she drew in a sharp breath and ran her thumb along the feather-like scar at my arm. A flicker of recognition flashed over her face, and her mouth tightened as she lowered her gaze.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she answered, but the unfocused look in her eyes, as if her mind had slipped into unsettling thoughts, said otherwise. Before I could question it, she pressed her nail into my forearm, and I flinched, recoiling as she broke the skin.

“Ouch!” I growled.

Keeping a tight hold on my arm, she squeezed the blood until it dripped down my arm, and flicked her fingers toward Father, who handed off the vial to her. The delicate glass glided up the length of my forearm as she caught the blood inside. Once satisfied, she released me and carried the vial to Aleysia.

I thumbed away the fresh bulb of blood that gathered at the cut but frowned to find there was nothing there beneath. Not so much as a puncture left behind.

At Aleysia’s side, the priestess nicked her own skin, adding her blood to the vial with mine.

A cold sensation slithered beneath my skin as she stood over my sister, holding the vial toward the watchful birds. A quiet chant filled the room as she spoke in a language I recognized as old Lyverian. Rustling drew my attention to the ravens, who seemed restless, shifting on their perches and flapping their wings. The more she chanted, the more unsettled they seemed.

The bones around the room began to sway from their skinny ropes, clattering as they hit one another.

One of the birds swooped down from its perch and slammed itself into the wall. It stumbled around on the ground, then managed a few flaps of its wings, enough to lift its body into the air, and flew straight for the wall again. Over and over, it rammed itself, headfirst, blood splashing where it bashed its beak and skull.

Horrorstruck, I so desperately wanted to help the poor creature, but it flew again and, that time, didn’t get up from where it’d fallen.

“What is going on?” My voice echoed the distress pulsing through me.

The priestess lifted the bird’s dead carcass and shook the blood over Aleysia, chanting more words. She then knelt at Aleysia’s side, and my heart hammered in my chest as I watched her pour the vial of motley fluids into my sister’s mouth.

Aleysia’s body jerked, and her eyes shot open, revealing black orbs as she lay convulsing and gagging.

“Aleysia!” I sprang toward her, but the two Lyverian men stepped in front of me. “Move, or I will turn you to dust!”

Neither seemed concerned, but remained there, both staring back at me.

“You will not lay one finger on them,” the priestess said casually, pushing to her feet. The men stepped aside, as she backed away until standing alongside me.

“What did you do to her?” I couldn’t take my eyes off my sister, my muscles shaking as I watched her eyes roll back in her head. Blood leaked out of the corners of her mouth and trickled out of her nose.

“Your blood. Our blood. It carries the ichor of the goddess.”

Aleysia’s eyes snapped shut, and her body stilled once more.

“Death cleanses.”

The walls seemed to narrow, and my chest tightened. “You killed her?”

“If Morsana has no use for her, she will return her.”

The thread holding me together stretched thin and tight. Tighter.

Snap.

I spun toward the woman beside me and grabbed hold of her throat before I even knew what I was doing. “I’ll kill you!” The rage inside of me hooked itself into my muscles and bones, so deeply, it didn’t even register that Father and two Lyverian men were prying me off the woman, not until one of them took hold of my hair. Even once we were separated, I swiped out at her, wanting to gouge her eyes out of her sockets.

A strange clicking sound filtered in through the haze of red that clouded my eyes.

The men released me, and I turned to see something black emerge from Aleysia’s mouth. A leg. And another. The body of a spider scampered past her lips, across the floor.

“Oh, god!” The incessant thump of my heart pounded in my ear over the sound of that clicking, and I watched as two more spiders crept out of her mouth.

The ravens overhead swooped down, plucking them off the floor.

Consumed them.

More poured out of her mouth, and more ravens joined the others, eating the spiders before they could scamper away.

Until, at last, no more came forth and the birds returned to their perch.

Aleysia’s pale body didn’t move. Eyes closed, she looked as if she might have peacefully slept, except that her chest didn’t rise and fall with breath. “She’s dead.”

“Yes. A god does not wish to reside in a corpse.”

“She’s my sister!”

The priestess stepped in front of me. “And you will wait to see what Morsana decides for her!”

“Maevyth?” a weak voice called out, and I looked past the woman standing in my way, to see Aleysia sitting upright, looking around.

Tears wavered in my eyes, the relief so unbearably overwhelming, I couldn’t move at first.

The priestess smiled back at me, one brow raised. “It seems the goddess has decided.”

“Where are we?” Her eyes were the first indication that something had changed—they seemed brighter, the way they’d always shone when we were younger. The sickly pallor that I’d gotten used to seeing in her cheeks had warmed to a healthy pink.

It was her.

My sister.

The one I remembered.

“Aleysia.” I rushed toward her and fell to her side. “How do you feel?”

She looked down at herself, lifting her arm, where grime covered her skin. “Well, in spite of looking like I crawled out of a grave, I feel good?”

I chuckled. “Do you remember anything?”

Brows knitted, she stared off for a moment. “I remember…the church. And creatures coming out of the ground.”

“Nothing after that?”

A darkness clouded her eyes. “There was something else. Dreams. A nightmare, but…I feel like I’ve seen it before.”

“What was it?”

A mist of tears wavered in her rounded and fearful eyes. “A tree. A horribly mangled tree in the woods.” She stared off as if she were looking at it right then. “And there was a beast inside of it.” The fear in her eyes dulled to an unfocused stare. “Four, three, two, one, one, two three, four.”

“What is that? What are you counting?”

“Moros…he took me to that tree and gave me to the spider who wrapped me up in its webs.” Aleysia winced, breaking her stare, her hands trembling in her lap. “I was so scared. I would listen for its movements. When its legs would strum the web. One, two, three, four, four, three, two one. The way it’d walk along the delicate strands. I felt … connected to it somehow. As if it were moving inside of me.”

“You said Moros took you to his mansion.”

Eyes pinched tight, she shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t recall bits of what I told you. There were times I’d have moments of absolute lucidity and then something dark would take over me. Speaking to me in a voice I didn’t recognize.” The focus in her eyes dulled as though she were lost in thought. “Compelling me. I couldn’t tell if the lucid parts were the dreaming moments and I was still stuck in that awful tree.”

“You escaped, though.”

Her eyes held a high shine as she nodded. “There was a break in the webs. I managed to tear through. I ran. Out of the tree. Through the darkness. The Crone Witch found me at the edge of the wood.”

“She put you in that pantry for a reason, didn’t she?”

Lips pressed together, Aleysia lowered her gaze and nodded. “I fear so. As I said, I suffered…fits. I couldn’t remember a thing, but I’d wake and she would show me where I’d scratched or tried to attack her. I left a terrible bruise at her throat when I had attempted to strangle her once.” She raised a trembling hand to her mouth. “Oh god, it was something terrible. I did terrible things,” her voice cracked with panic.

“It’s okay.” I tipped my head to break her of the image in her mind. “Do you remember me finding you back at The Crone Witch’s home?”

“Yes, of course.” Her brows pinched together again. “I was so angry at you.”

“Why did you feel anger towards me?”

She scratched at her head. “I don’t even remember now. I was out of sorts and nothing like myself.” Swiping up my hands, she held them to my chest. “You have to know that, Maeve. I would never feel such hatred toward you.”

“I know.” I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her forehead. “You’re better now. We’ve arrived at the mountains.” I glanced back at the priestess. “We’re safe.”

The smile on her face faded when she turned toward Father and the unnatural shape of his leg. “Father…your leg …”

“I’m fine. Just a scratch.” He chuckled, but as he hobbled over to us, the wince of his eyes betrayed his words.

“We’ll get them properly fed and settled into their own beds.” The priestess waved toward the Lyverian men, who helped Aleysia to her feet.

“I’m staying here with Zevander.” I reached out for Aleysia’s hand one more time, giving it a small squeeze, and once they exited the room, I exhaled a long and shaky breath. “Thank you,” I said, not bothering to look at the priestess. “For helping them.”

“Come. We’ve much to discuss.”

I glanced toward the other room, where Zevander still lay on the bed. “I’m not leaving him. Not until he wakes.”

“Then, we’ll discuss here.” She snapped her fingers, and three new Lyverian guards carried in two wooden chairs and a small table, on which one of them set a pitcher of water and two glasses. The priestess waved me toward the chair, and with hesitation, I sat, never taking my eyes off her. She poured the water into the glasses and pushed one of them closer to me. “Drink. You must be incredibly thirsty.”

“You first.”

“Very well.” She tipped back a long swill, gulping down half the glass, then set it down.

Still, I hesitated for reasons I couldn’t reconcile. She hadn’t harmed us, after all. I wanted to trust her. Snatching the drink from the table, I tipped it back, both desperate and grateful for the clean fluids.

“Your group is lucky to be alive. Vyrmish are quite vicious.” She ran her long, black fingernail over the rim of the cup in front of her. “Even for those with blood magic.”

“Are they at all related to the creatures in Foxglove? The plague?”

Lips flat, she shook her head. “The vyrmish have been here longer than our people. Attacks are rare, seeing most avoid traveling that route. They’re incredibly sensitive to vibration, so I suspect they were drawn to the noise. Your horses, specifically.”

“Are they only found there?”

“Yes. They don’t stray far from their nest. We’ve learned to live in harmony with the beasts that inhabit this land. It’s a shame what happened to the Vonkovyans who settled there.” Her eyes narrowed on me. “Tell me, are you aware of the history of Lyverians?”

I placed the glass down, eyeing the rest of the pitcher as I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand. “It’s a bit disjointed. Vonkovya likes to omit and paint Lyverians as something very bad.”

“Of course they do.” To my delight, she poured more water into the glass. “This land wasn’t always occupied by us. My ancestors arrived as refugees centuries ago. The indigenous here before us took them in. Gave them a home. Hope.”

“Where did your ancestors come from?”

“Aethyria. They were Corvikae who fled to the mortal lands to escape plague and slaughter. Ordered by their priestess to protect the vein here.” As my pulse ratcheted up, she turned to one of the men standing on guard. “Bring me the book.”

Tiny shards of a broken mirror pieced together, forming a distorted image of myself I’d never considered before. “I was told that my ancestry is Corvikae. Is it possible that I might be Lyverian?”

“They are the same. As I said, Corvikae came here from Aethyria.” Her brow raised as she stared back at me. “And you, child. You look very much like my sister.”

Harder, my heart pounded as I searched her face, through the kohl and aging lines, for a flicker of recognition. It was there, if I looked hard enough. Subtle features that I might’ve overlooked. “My mother was a slave.”

“Your mother was the daughter of a great priestess. She was taken many years ago by the Red Men.”

From somewhere buried in the mess of fabrics she wore, she pulled out a pipe that looked to be carved bone, along with a small sachet, setting both of them on the table. Even from where I sat, whatever herb those sachets held carried a strong scent that reminded me of spring lavender. She pinched a tiny amount into the bowl of her pipe, packing it down with her pinky nail.

A guard behind her produced one of the candles, which he tilted toward the bowl, spilling wax onto the table.

The priestess’s cheeks caved as she gave the pipe a few puffs, sending black smoke into the air.

The other guard passed off a book that looked identical to the one Dolion had given me, with its bone spine and the dragon’s eye on the cover. Only, her version didn’t require puzzles to open it. She flipped through the pages, landing on an elaborate painting. She brushed the palm of her hand over the image, and just like those in the other book, it sprang to life.

A line of men, women and children, donned in black feathers, made their way to the mountains. “We did not possess blood magic and, therefore, we did not require the veins in the same way mancers require it for vivicantem.”

“But I have blood magic.” I raised my palm, opening it to show the glyphs etched there.

She ran her thumb over my palm and lifted the sleeve of my shirt. “Do you know what the mark on your arm signifies?”

“Only that I have some strange connection with the dead.”

“Strange connection, indeed.” She sipped the water and cleared her throat. “You are Vasmora.”

“Vasmora?”

“A death vessel for the goddess. It seems you were chosen to serve as her corporeal entity. Through you, she has power in our world.”

Frowning, I shook my head. “That’s where my blood magic comes from? Morsana?”

“Sweet child, it is not a simple blood magic that you possess. It is eldritch. Ancient. Yes, the power of a goddess.” Her finger traced the silvery lines of my scar almost longingly. “Some have attempted to steal the power of the gods. Very few are born with it.”

“I swear I didn’t steal it. I cut myself on the archway to The Eating Woods, and this just appeared.”

A smile lifted the corner of her mouth. “Of course you didn’t steal it, child. You were chosen.”

“Chosen for what?”

“To fulfill her promise.” She flipped the page of the book to another image, which showed men in the telling red robes of Vonkovyan clergy attacking the Lyverians. Blood spattered across the page as the Vonkovyan men attacked, shooting the Lyverian men with their rifles and dragging the women away. My brows pulled together, watching the brutality come to life across the page.

The violence I’d always suspected.

My own father’s violence.

The men who’d been slain sat up. They rose from the ground, from the red pools that surrounded them, pale but somehow stronger, the way their muscles had been painted with far more definition.

“Were they immortal?” I ran my finger over one of the men, and he turned toward me. A breath shot out of me as I stared back at his silver eyes.

“They were Hollowyns. In the early days of man, Magekae, the god of creation, bestowed immortality upon the mancers. And Morsana, the goddess of death, gifted the Corvi people with the ability to rise from the dead. In times of war and plague, our Hollowyns protected us.”

“They couldn’t become infected.”

Her brows lifted in surprise. “Very astute. However, the longer my ancestors remained in Vonkovya, our bloodline thinned.” Her lips flattened, brows tightening. “Particularly when our women were taken by the Vonkovyans. Our ability to raise our dead has waned in time. We’ve not been gifted the blessing of a Vasmora in nearly two millennia.”

I shook my head, my mind resisting the idea that a goddess would have chosen me—a clumsy mortal who lacked the ability to wield a knife properly, let alone ancient magic. “How? How was I chosen?”

“Our fates are written the moment we are born. The gods cannot change that. Unless …” She paused, brow raised. “One’s fate is altered. The veil between what is and what will be is shattered.”

My skin prickled with the realization that crept over me like a cold shadow. “Could a single person alter one’s fate?”

“Our fates are strong and binding. They, too, would have to possess the power of a god to do so.”

Or the stubborn will of one, anyway. Was it possible that Zevander’s interference with my past had allowed Morsana to choose me as a vessel? “And, so, what is this promise that I’m to fulfill?”

“You will restore our bloodline.”

“Restore your bloodline?”

She turned the page to a different image. A woman who bore a striking resemblance to me, with pale skin, silver eyes, and long black hair. “For years, we thought my sister had been chosen. She resembled her so much.” She ran her palm over the image, and it sprang to life, just like the others.

The woman on the page mated with one of the men in black feathers, and her stomach grew, round and very obviously with child. Moments later, a child with silver eyes and black hair appeared on the page. Then another child. And another. Until there were at least a dozen children running across the page—all of whom boasted dark hair and silver eyes.

“These are the visions of a long-forgotten priestess. You bear the seed of our future. You will be mated to our strongest warrior, and the two of you will bring forth a new generation with Morsana’s blood running through them.”

A laugh tugged at the back of my throat, but I swallowed it back. “You’re telling me my fate is to be a baby-making vessel?”

“Your fate is to strengthen the next generation’s bloodline.”

“And if I refuse?”

Her face twisted with an indignant scowl, as if I’d insulted her with the question. “Why would you deny us?”

I didn’t dare speak the truth, for fear that she would refuse to help Zevander. That she would sense I was already in love with him and would sooner watch their bloodline fade to oblivion than choose another man over him. “I’ve seen a different fate.”

The tight furrow of her brows softened as her eyes widened. She reached across the table for my hand. “What is it? What has she shown you?”

“Fire. Black fire.”

A look of terror bloomed in her eyes. “Sablefyre?”

“Yes.”

“Deimos.” She sat back in her chair, and smoke seeped between her lips and her pipe as she fervently smoked it. “She has saved you for Deimos. A sacrifice, I would venture to say. Oh, goddess, what if she longs to restore the vein? To punish us?”

“How would restoring the vein punish you?”

She flipped through more pages of the book and landed on an image that yanked the breath from my lungs. A creature with antlers and bark-like skin. The same one I’d seen peel away Uncle Riftyn’s flesh back in The Eating Woods. Waving her hand over the image brought it to life, and the creature raised his bony hand, where a complicated image burned across his palm. He shot it toward a chasm in the mountains, and a violet glow flared to life on the page.

The priestess flipped to the next page and livened the image of the creature throwing flames at a shimmering wall, surrounded by trees. The Umbravale, no doubt. Another flip of the page showed a massive, rotted tree in the forest, from which hundreds of spiders crawled. The tree split to make way for a horrifying monster—a humanoid spider, but nothing like the Primsleys or Uncle Felix. No, this one carried a dark and ancient aura. Something powerful and otherworldly that sent a shiver coiling around my spine.

I swallowed back the tremble in my throat. “I’ve seen them. These human spiders.”

“No, my sweet child. What you’ve seen is nothing more than a few harmless monsters that possess no power. This is Pestilios. A god. I was certain Morsana would protect us from him. But your vision tells me otherwise. And I will not question the will of the goddess.”

A scowl tugged at my face, and I whipped my gaze to hers. “Why? You would face destruction simply because she wills it?”

“Yes. She is the goddess. All powerful. She sees death. She writes our fate.”

“Do you truly believe she willed my sister back to life?”

“Of course. There is no other way for a mortal to return from death.”

Lips pressed together, I nodded. “Days ago, Morsana urged me to kill her. I refused.”

A look of skepticism crossed her face. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying perhaps the fate written by a goddess can be changed, as well. Maybe none of this is etched in stone. You say I am the vessel of a goddess. Then, trust my words.”

“You bear the mark. And the silver eyes. But your words prove nothing. I’m not inclined to deny the visions of a respected priestess for the empty claims of a young girl.”

Teeth grinding, I stared her in the eyes. “And I will not be used as a baby vessel based on the paintings of a woman I’ve never met.”

Her eye twitched, clearly insulted. “Then, there is only one solution. You must prove your words true.” She drew the pipe to her mouth for another puff and blew the smoke between us. “Tonight, you will show us that you can defy the will of the goddess.”

“How?”

“You will be cast into the vein. Should you walk away unscathed, then I will take your words as truth.”

“Cast into the vein? Is it not dead?”

“It is,” she said and raised a brow. “But like our people, it, too, was fated to rise from death.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE
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Past …

Arms and wrists bound in manacles, Zevander lay across the stone bed, his body bruised from the beating he’d endured earlier.

“That you would betray me. My loyalty!” General Loyce paced beside him, but he didn’t bother to look at her.

He no longer cared what punishment she doled out. What pain she inflicted. Whatever sliver of hope he may have harbored, imagining that King Sagaerin had come to take him away from this miserable existence, had since dissolved into a murky sludge of resentment.

Theron stood off somewhere in the room behind where Zevander lay.

“You will return to Caligorya.” In his periphery, she lifted her gaze. “How do we establish proof?”

“The glyphs,” Theron answered quietly, and Zevander snapped his gaze toward him, venomous hatred bubbling to life inside of him. “If he returns with a new glyph, he’s communed with a god.”

“He’s done this before?”

“I’ve …” Theron seemed hesitant to answer her, at first. “I’ve not seen his glyphs, specifically, but he told me himself that he slips into Caligorya and sees visions.”

“Coward!” Zevander spat. “Are you so desperate for her affection?” The question was an insult to any other slave, but Zevander wondered if Theron had yearned for it all along.

“And what brings him back?” Loyce asked, ignoring his outburst. “How do we ensure that he will return?”

“In part, it’s his will to return. But I’ve found other methods, as well. Vivicantem. Inhaled.”

“How resourceful you’ve been, saving the rations of vivicantem I gave you.”

Tethered and seething, Zevander lifted his head, and the growl that slipped through his clenched teeth promised violence. He’d never seen another slave offered vivicantem, and he couldn’t help but wonder what dastardly deeds Theron had done to earn it from her.

“Oh, does that bother you?” Loyce ran her palm down his bare chest. “His loyalty has earned many privileges. While you lie on a stone bed, he lounges on silks and feather mattresses in his own chambers. While you feed on gruel, he dines on fresh meat and bread.”

“General, please,” Theron urged, his gaze lowered. “Shall I administer the elixir now? This one must be swallowed.”

“Yes. And if you attempt to temper me again, I’ll remove your tongue.” She gave a nod toward an orgoth waiting in the corner of the cell, and the beast stepped forward.

When his massive hands clutched either side of Zevander’s head, his grip was so strong, Zevander couldn’t so much as twitch. Theron approached, and every muscle in Zevander’s body flexed into a rigid plane of tension. The tight clamp of his jaw sent jolts of light to the back of his eyes, and his nostrils flared as he attempted to calm the rage pulsing through him like liquid metal.

“You’re going to die for what you did,” Zevander gritted out. “Mark my words. I’ll have my vengeance.”

“You’ll have no such thing.” Loyce chuckled, rubbing her hand along his inner thigh. “Theron will be escorted by an orgoth, and you will be confined here. Completely at my disposal.” She dug her nail into his thigh, dragging her wretched talons down his flesh. “There are so many pleasures I long to explore with you, my love.”

Zevander grunted, his body so wired in fury, he might snap any moment. “Perhaps you’re not aware that your loyal wound stitcher tried to poison you once.” A smile pulled at Zevander’s lips as he watched Theron’s face ashen. “I consumed the poison he intended for you.”

The corner of her eye ticced and she turned her attention to Theron. “Is this true?”

Face a ghostly white, Theron lowered his gaze. “It’s true that I possessed poison. And it⁠—”

“Didn’t kill anyone,” Loyce said, and hands behind her back, slowly paced beside Zevander. “Do you wish to kill me now, Theron?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never desired to kill anyone.”

“Liar!” Zevander growled. Surely the general wasn’t foolish enough to take him at his word. If not for the promise of pleasing the king by proving her claims about Zevander true, Theron would’ve likely been tossed in the pit long ago. “Twice, he’s betrayed you.”

“And you’ve defied me countless times, yet you live. I can assure you, no one gets away with betraying me.” She waved toward Theron. “Continue.”

Theron broke the ampoule open, and Zevander clamped his mouth shut in defiance.

Thick fingers jabbed at his lips where the orgoth holding his skull pressed his thumbs into Zevander’s jaw and forced it apart. Intense pressure brought tears to Zevander’s eyes as he fought the pain, desperate to keep his mouth closed, but the orgoth pried it open with ease.

With trembling hands, Theron poured the fluid into his mouth, spilling a few small drops on his bottom lip.

Zevander held it captured at the back of his throat for a moment, intending to spit it out at him the moment his jaw was released, but the orgoth held steady. Loyce pinched his nose, and his throat jerked with the desperation to swallow.

“Oh, come on, you stubborn mule. Swallow it!”

His throat went lax, and the fluids slipped down. Zevander coughed and gasped as the elixir burned its way down his throat.

The room widened and blurred, while the pain in his muscles and bones dissipated in the warmth. Pressure at his skull loosened, and he rolled his head back and forth, his eyelids heavy.

Loyce leaned over him, her face misshapen and out of focus. “Return to me, Lover.” Her words arrived distorted and fuzzy, as if she’d spoken them underwater, and Zevander let out a moan as the elixir sent him drifting into the black void.
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The scent of sulfur burned in Zevander’s nose, and he opened his eyes to a wall of shimmering, black stone, its skinny purple fissures telling him he stood in a sleeping vein. He’d only ever seen one in his life, as a boy, when his nursery tutor had taken him to visit one for study. With the veins considered to be royal property, it was typically forbidden for anyone to approach, but Master Gannick had been given clearance by the guards.

A tapping sound drew his attention to his right, where a cloaked figure crouched, chipping away at the stone with a small hammer and chisel. “I’ll show them. All of them,” the stranger muttered to himself.

There was a vague familiarity to his voice, and Zevander quietly approached the toiling man.

“Even a spindling can wield power.” He grunted as he brought the hammer down hard against the flat end of the chisel. “Even a spindling can rise to be a high mage.”

Zevander glanced around, noting two guards off in the distance, but something about them seemed troubling. One held a sword in his hand, the angle of it too burdensome for what it must’ve weighed. Surely, his arm should’ve trembled with weakness. Instead, he remained far too still, while the other reached for the hilt of his weapon, but never withdrew it.

As if both had been frozen in time.

An outcry had Zevander swinging his attention back to the cloaked figure, who must’ve brought the hammer down upon his thumb, the way he rocked on his heels and cradled it.

The stone he’d been chipping had crumbled away, lying in a heap at his feet. Within the cavity of the rock, Zevander spotted an object deeply embedded. As if noticing himself, the cloaked stranger reached inside and tugged at the object. When it didn’t give, he grabbed his chisel and hammer, seemingly no longer bothered by his injury, and chipped away the surrounding rock. The object popped loose and fell onto the rock below. Black and round, about the size of a small ampulla, it was covered in rock dust that concealed any notable characteristics about it, but the stranger lifted it from the ground and ran his thumb over its surface as if there was something mystical hidden there.

A black spider, the size of a keltzig coin, scampered down the stranger’s arm, and he let out a yelp, dropping the object onto the stone. The hood of his cloak fell back, revealing the face of the man Zevander had seen many times before.

Alastor, or Cadavros as he’d come to realize, but significantly younger.

With a full head of dark hair and bright blue eyes, he’d have surely caught the eye of many women his age. He shivered and brushed at his arm. “Cursed spiders. I hate them.” Once again, he lifted his find, but paused as if spying something else inside that cavity. He fished through his satchel, yanking out a wax tablet and its small metal stylus, and began drawing.

Zevander crouched beside him, silently watching him fervently drag the stylus over the wax, etching the design into the tablet. As he scribbled away, Zevander peered in on the cavity, himself, and caught sight of what had captivated him.

Embedded in the wall, like it had been inked in silver, shone a symbol Zevander had never seen in his life. A glyph, perhaps, but one so intricately detailed, he wondered if that was even a possibility. Zevander couldn’t help but stare at it, mesmerized by its complexity as the image slowly burned itself in his mind.

“Zevander!” The feminine voice that called out to him was so out of place, it broke his concentration. “Zevander, please!”

Frowning, he turned toward the angelic sound that sent a blossom of warmth through his chest.

Had he heard it before?

An ethereal glow to the left of him shimmered across his eyes, so blinding in its brightness, he winced and raised his hand to shield it. In the center of that light, he could just make out the willowy shape of a woman, her hair dancing about her shoulders, her legs and arms outstretched, as if she were chained to something.

His feet carried him toward her by their own command.

“Zevander! Please! Wake up!”
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Zevander gasped awake and shot upright, startling me back a step.

The priestess drew back her hand where she knelt beside him. Her finger carried the remnants of vivicantem dust she’d placed at his nose for him to inhale.

Pupils wide and round, he glanced around, undoubtedly surveying his unfamiliar surroundings, then his wild gaze landed on me. His hand lashed out as he jolted out of bed, and letting out a grunt, he pulled me close, backing me to the wall with his hand outstretched. The way his arm shook told me he was both in pain and alarmed.

I placed a gentle hand on his arm, encouraging him to lower it. “It’s all right. We’re safe.”

He spun me around in front of him, his eyes frantically assessing me, hands gentle but brisk, brushing over my arms and neck.

“I’m okay,” I said, grabbing his wrist. “Just a few bruises from the rubble, is all. A little bit of a headache.”

He scanned over the room again, no doubt taking stock of how many guards he’d have to fight off, if I was wrong. “How did we get here?” His voice carried the harsh rasp of little water.

“Carriages. Cages, essentially, but they’re not hostile. They’ve been attending to everyone’s wounds.” I placed both hands on his cheeks. “How are you feeling?”

As though reluctant to peel his gaze from the others in the room, he offered only a quick sweep of his eyes toward me. “Fine.”

Nodding, I smiled. “She only administered a small bit of vivicantem. She said too much would be toxic.”

Head tilted downward toward me, he peered at her from beneath the mantle of his furrowed brows—gaze steady, threatening. “Who is she?”

“Erithanya,” the priestess answered for herself. “Welcome to Crovenrock Temple. My home. The village is Wraithmire.”

Zevander tipped his chin up. “You’re speaking Nyxterosi.”

“I’m speaking Lyverian. You’re speaking Lyverian with a very distinct Nyxterosi accent.” She chuckled, but Zevander’s expression remained intensely annoyed, as usual.

Once again, I found myself confused by the lack of distinction. “What is it you hear when Aleysia or Father is talking?”

“Vonkovyan,” Zevander said, never taking his eyes of Erithanya.

Still convinced I was hearing all the same language, I puzzled that over. “And you know how to speak this?”

“Yes, my mother called it a romantic language. A dead language.”

I remembered him telling me once that he was familiar with it.

“It so happens I am also fluent in Vonkovyan. A few of us are here,” the priestess added.

Strange that I hadn’t noticed myself. “Why can’t I discern the different languages? They all sound the same to me.”

“Language is arbitrary to a goddess. A clumsy human design. Or mancer, if you will. You are Vasmora and therefore, do not require interpretation from one form of a word to another.” Pipe between her lips, Erithanya took another inhale, cheeks concaved. White ribbons of smoke curled upward in an unhurried pace.

“But there was a language that I didn’t understand.” I frowned, trying to recall the name of it.

“Primyria,” Zevander answered, his gaze still flicking between the priestess and her guards.

Smiling, Erithanya nodded. “Ah yes. The ancient tongue. It was spoken by early Aethyrians when they didn’t want the gods to know their thoughts. A secret language.” She waved her hand toward Zevander. “As he is up and on his feet, allow me to show you where you will sleep.”

“Sleep?” Zevander asked.

“Yes, it will be dark soon.” She nodded toward a window behind us, beyond where twilight had settled over the mountain. “We will be celebrating our Winter Somnial prior to taking you to the vein.”

Zevander didn’t respond to that. Perhaps he thought she meant to show us the vivicantem there. I wanted the opportunity to speak with him about her challenge to me in private, so I didn’t bother to respond either.

“Where is my sword?” he asked.

Of course, he’d notice his lack of weapons.

“What weapons we could gather were taken to your sleeping quarters.” The priestess waved us toward the door. “Shall we?”

En route to the door, I noticed Corwin gathering up a small apothecary jar from the table where the Lyverian woman smiled up at him and I brushed Zevander’s arm, bringing us to a stop. “One moment,” I said, and crossed the room toward Corwin.

On my approach, he turned around and lowered his gaze. “My sincerest apologies, Maevyth.”

Frowning, I tipped my head in confusion. “Apologies?”

Still, he kept his gaze from mine. “For abandoning your sister back at the church. She was…out of sorts and…well, she made me a bit nervous when her eyes blackened. And the strange counting and clawing at the ground was a little terrifying. She tried to bite me at one point, as well. But regardless, it was weak of me to run. I should’ve stayed.”

My expression eased to a smile. “Corwin, you saved our lives. Saved the horses. Stayed by my father’s side. You’re far from weak.” I gathered his hand in mine and he lifted his gaze. “You’re braver than you think. Thank you.”

Lips pressed together he nodded. “Thank you for your interesting…hand…” He flicked out his palm as if to demonstrate. “Bone whip thing. On the ground. That was incredible. And brave.”

I gave his hand a small squeeze and smiled. “The priestess is showing us to our sleeping quarters.”

“Oh, um …” Corwin glanced back toward the Lyverian woman who smiled and lowered her gaze. “Zelaia is going to show me to mine. But thank you.”

Nodding, I hurried back to where Zevander and Erithanya stood waiting for me. The priestess led the two of us out of the temple, back down the stone stairs to the main stony path that stretched through the village. Following after her, I sensed eyes watching us and turned to see children hiding amongst the trees.

The path split around a tall, stone sculpture of a woman holding a scythe that appeared to be made of smooth bone. Silver eyes left no doubt as to whom she was—Morsana.

While the village wasn’t as sophisticated as Foxglove, with its shops and roads, it wasn’t entirely primitive, either. Certainly not what I’d been told, of women running naked and homes no more than small huts. The houses, built from wood and stone with thatched roofs, looked to be as sturdy as any well-crafted home in Foxglove.

Zevander gripped my arm, slowing our pace to allow distance between us and the priestess. “You’re not telling me something,” he said in a low voice, as we made our way through the village, greeted by the stares of the Lyverians we passed.

“You don’t always have to be astute, you know. Sometimes, it’s okay to be oblivious to things.”

“I trust you’ll tell me eventually.”

“I will.”

“Just let me know now if I’ll be killing anyone before night’s end. I may need one more dose of vivicantem.”

“No, I suspect not.” Smiling, I trailed my gaze over the curious faces that watched us, not detecting an ounce of hostility in them. An older woman we passed bowed and gently brushed her hand against mine.

He made a sound of disapproval in his throat. “Perhaps I’ll wait and be the judge. You’re a bit too kind when it comes to these things.”

I chuckled. “And you’re a bit too quick to judge.”

Erithanya smiled over her shoulder as we approached a row of cottages. “Shall I separate the two of you? There are some who’ve eagerly expressed wanting to share a bed with each of you.”

“No,” Zevander growled.

The priestess chuckled and waved us toward one of the small dwellings. “The rest of your family were placed together.” She pointed to a home two down from ours. “They are there. You will be given fresh clothing, and there’s a fresh basin of lavender water to wash, along with some food inside.” She leaned to catch Zevander’s attention. “For you, I’ve provided a small bit of vivicantem. I estimated your weight for it. Hopefully, I wasn’t too far off the mark.”

Zevander gave absolutely no reaction, confirming that he still didn’t trust the woman.

“You’re very kind, Priestess. Thank you,” I said on his behalf.

“My pleasure. Someone will come to fetch you for this evening’s festivities. Rest and eat.”

Like that of the temple, the door leading into the cottage held warding spells etched into the wood. I pushed inside to a small but warm room with roughly-carved stone walls, arched wooden beams that made up a domed ceiling covered in thatch, and a crooked cobblestone floor. A fireplace blazed on the other side of a small table and two chairs, where a bowl of fruit, a slab of smoked meat, and a pitcher of water had been set. At the opposite side of the room stood a wooden bed covered in thick pelts and a knitted blanket, alongside a separate table that held the basin, a pitcher, and cloths.

Sachets and small bones hung from the ceiling, one of which Zevander gathered in his palm and studied. “Charming,” he said, and stepped deeper into the room.

I slipped my aching feet out of my boots, flexing my toes to ease the ache in them. A wooden foot bucket filled with water waited on the floor beside the fireplace, and I dipped my toes to find it was already warmed. I stepped into it, delighted by the heat, as I warmed myself by the flames.

Glancing over my shoulder showed Zevander assessing the weapons that’d been left out beside the bed, and he yanked his sword from the scabbard, checking it over.

Once warm enough, I dried my feet off and made my way toward the bed, swiping up a frostfig from the fruit bowl on the way. Two piles of clothes sat on the bed, and I lifted one to find a long, sleek, black dress with a feather collar. From the waist, hung a chain of red jewels and blanched, white bones.

Zevander strode up, running a rag over one of his daggers, and I turned to see him admiring the dress. “I look forward to seeing you in that one. But first, how about you tell me what in seven hells is going on?”

“The priestess believes I am Vasmora.”

“Death vessel,” he said tonelessly.

“Yes. Chosen by the goddess because, at some point in my life, my fate changed.” Lips flat, I tipped my head and stared back at him, but he remained as stoic as ever. “They believe I’ve come to restore their bloodline.”

His brows pinched together. “How?”

“By mating with their best warrior.” I folded the dress back onto the pile, imagining the look on his face right then. “Which I have no intention of doing.”

“Good. I’d have hated to spoil their Winter somnial by killing him.”

Sighing, I turned back around to face him. “But to prove that isn’t meant to be my fate, I agreed to be cast into the vein this evening. Should I emerge unscathed, she’ll take my words as truth.” I pressed my finger into his chest. “Which is why I need you to stay away tonight. If they detect that you have anything to do with the black flame, they will doubt me and force me to lay with one of their warriors.”

“And if I kill them all? What then?”

“My father and sister won’t have a safe place.”

“We’ll leave tonight. I’ll track down where they keep the vivicantem and gather enough to make it for a while.”

I blinked and shook my head. “Stay in Mortasia? And what of Cadavros? What if he hunts you down? At least in Aethyria he can’t touch you.”

“I’ve not seen him since the night I fell into Caligorya. Perhaps he’s given up on me.”

“Or he’s waiting for you to find the vein and regain your strength.”

He shook his head, a slight smile tugging his lips. “You are far too smart for your own good.”

“I think you like to lessen my worries by avoiding the obvious.” Curling my fingers around the fabric of his tunic, I matched his stare with unyielding determination. “Let me do this. I’ll prove to them that they can defy the fates that have been written, and they will respect me. Perhaps even let my father and Aleysia stay with them. And then …”

“Then what?”

I loosened my grip on his shirt. “I can return with you to Aethyria.”

Those pensive eyes studied me, undoubtedly searching for the slightest hint of uncertainty in my words. “Is that what you want? Your family is here.”

“You would’ve given up your family to stay with me. The only difference is, going with you instead means saving the world from a plague.”

“It doesn’t spare this world, though.”

A thought I’d contemplated since the moment we’d pulled Aleysia from that pantry. Those creatures would remain ever present in this world, but there were dangers on both sides of the Umbravale. “No, it doesn’t spare them. But at least they’re equipped to fight them. It’s as you said, imagine those creatures with blood magic. If they cross to Aethyria, somehow, or Aethyrians cross here and become infected, they won’t stand a chance.”

His jaw tightened as he seemed to digest my point with grudging contemplation. “The vein is dead, yeah?”

“It is. You see? So long as you stay away from it, from me, it’s a fairly simple task to ensure the safety of my father and sister.”

He let out a sharp exhale and lowered his blade onto the bed beside us. “Fine. I’ll keep my distance. But if any of them attempt to harm you, know that I will kill them. All of them.”

“I believe the priestess is my aunt. I don’t think she means me any harm.”

“My warning stands, regardless.” He leaned forward to kiss me, but I placed a hand on his chest, eyeing something on his face.

“Is that vyrmish guts on your face?”

He reached up to scrape a small fleck of what looked to be bits of meat off his jaw. “Likely from when they exploded, yes.”

“Well, allow me to wash it off you first.”

He offered the first smile I’d seen in a while. “I hear it’s a delicacy.”

“By whom? The dead?” I sauntered over to the basin, not realizing he’d followed after me until I glanced to the side, noticing he was standing at my back. As I reached for the cloth beside the basin, he grabbed it first.

His arm came around, his hand hovering over the basin, until steam rose up from the water. He then dipped the cloth into the bowl and one-handedly squeezed it out, before dragging it across my throat.

The heat sank into my skin, and I closed my eyes, stifling the urge to moan, as he stood at my back and dragged it over my collarbone, shoving the dress off my shoulder along the way. “A bath would’ve been nice, but this will certainly do,” I said with a smile in my voice.

Brushing my hair aside, he kissed my shoulder where he’d washed me and planted a trail all the way to the crook of my neck, where he buried his face, wrapping his arms around me, and held me close for a moment. “I thought I lost you back at that church. When I couldn’t see you through the rubble, I prayed those stones were heavy enough to crush the life out of me.”

“I’m glad the gods don’t seem to favor you.” I felt him smile against my skin, and turning to face him, I took the cloth and dipped it into the hot water, before dragging it over his mouth and cheek, careful to avoid the cuts that crossed over the black veins. My attention lingered on them a moment longer. “Aleysia was infected. The priestess detected it in her and cured her.” I dipped the cloth again and washed his neck and jawline, where tiny vyrmish bits clung to his skin.

“How?”

“My blood. Her blood. She mixed into some sort of elixir. According to her, Aleysia died for a minute, or so. When she woke, the infection was gone.”

Hooking his finger beneath the hem of his tattered tunic, he peeled it off, and I ran my palm over the hard planes of his chest.

“Zevander…it’s possible that you might be infected, too. The scar on your face. It resembles Aleysia’s.”

“Is this your way of telling me you want to kill me?”

“No.” My smile faded. “Erithanya said that Morsana chose to return Aleysia. I’m not certain that she would return you, and the thought of that terrifies me. But if you changed into one of those things …” The rims of my eyes tingled with the threat of tears, perhaps a result of all the pent-up emotions from what happened back at the church and thinking Aleysia had died. I hadn’t had a moment to process, or absorb everything that’d happened, and throwing the possibility that he was infected on top of it all felt too heavy. Too much at once. I turned toward the basin beside us so he wouldn’t see the emotion that consumed me right then.

A finger hooked my chin, guiding my attention back to him. “I’ve had this scar for centuries. I don’t see why I’d turn into one of them now.”

“I hope not.” I quickly blinked away the mist of tears in my eyes. “It’d be strange kissing a spider.”

He chuckled and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Are you telling me you’d stay with me, even if I became one of those grotesque things?”

“I’d have to. We’re mated, aren’t we?” The humor in my voice died. “I couldn’t bring myself to kill you, knowing you were still there somewhere inside.”

“You remember what I told you? Don’t think. Act on your instincts. That includes me.”

“Let’s not talk about this right now,” I said, pushing away those somber thoughts. “There’s still plenty of vyrmish bits to clean.” I lifted a clay pitcher from beside the basin, poured fresh, warm water over the washcloth, and dragged it across his chest. The scent of lavender calmed my rattled nerves, and I paused to kiss where I cleaned.

Hands fumbled around at my back, and seconds later, the neckline of my dress slipped down, held only by my arms still caught in its sleeves. I slipped them out and let it fall to the floor, standing bare in front of him.

He rinsed the cloth in fresh water, as I had moments ago, and ran it over my shoulders and down across my breasts, where he paused to massage them through the heated cloth.

Eyes shuttered, I tipped my head back, and he bowed forward, taking one of my nipples into his mouth. He growled against my flesh, the vibrations tugging an ache between my thighs. Switching to the other breast, he gave one, long, painfully delicious suck, and I gripped his biceps, arching into him.

A soft moan escaped me as he flicked his tongue and ran his teeth over it.

Strong arms cradled my neck and back as he lavished both breasts with equal attention.

He dipped the cloth into the water once again, and eyes on me, he slowly lowered to his knees before me, his head conveniently level with my chest. The cloth glided down over my stomach, and he kissed my navel, before sweeping it over my hips to my thighs, where he pressed a kiss to the inner, fleshy part of my leg. After tossing the cloth aside, he lifted another from the clean stack and wet it from the pitcher. Eyes on mine, he hiked my leg over his shoulder and gently dragged the fresh cloth over my throbbing flesh in slow, lazy strokes. Rinsing it in the water again brought fresh heat, and I clutched the edge of the table to steady myself as a wave of dizziness swept over me. He lowered his face and dragged his tongue up that wet slit with the greed of a man who’d stolen the world’s last ripened fruit.

I fisted his hair and let out a moan, my toes curled into his back as he held my leg over his shoulder.

Hands gripped my bottom, the cloth pressing against my cheek as he urged me to his face, devouring me like a man who hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days.

I mindlessly circled my hips against his face, while he sucked and licked my flesh. Two fingers pushed up inside of me, the slickness of my arousal making for a wet glide. My thighs trembled as I fought to keep them from buckling beneath me. Moans slipped out of me, and I bit my bottom lip, a knot of tension winding tight inside of me.

Tighter. So tight, my whole body shook, muscles rigid.

One long drag of his tongue across that bud of nerves, and I tipped my head back, my body unraveling, splitting open with a burst of pleasure. A sound of ecstasy and agony ripped from my throat, as Zevander masterfully flicked his tongue, pressing me hard against his face as he sucked the juices he’d roused.

Ragged breaths sawed in and out of me, my flesh pulsing and throbbing as it fought to settle.

A knock at the door sent a jolt of panic to my muscles, and my breath hitched.

“Maeve!” Aleysia called from the other side of it. “Are you in there?”

“I’m…washing! Please don’t come in!”

“I just wanted to show you this dress! I look like you!” She chuckled, and I slapped a hand over my eyes, still trying to calm my shaken nerves.

Zevander dragged his tongue up my flesh again, and my hips bucked forward as I let out a grunt.

“I’ll be out soon!” My voice cracked, and I lowered my leg from his shoulder. “Let me …. Let me finish washing!”

“Okay! I’ll come back later!”

Zevander rose to his full height, his face glistening as he shoved his fingers into his mouth and sucked them clean. “The only one coming later will be you.”

Pressing my lips to fight a smile, I tapped him with the back of my hand. “You’re shameless, you know that?”

“Shamelessly obsessed with your cu⁠—”

I slapped my hand over his mouth and pointed toward the door, where a shadow beneath told me Aleysia was still standing there. “Did you need something more, Aleysia!”

“Oh…no! I …. I was just…going back to check on Father! Later, then!”

He shook his head and clicked his tongue. “Nosey, isn’t she?”

“I suppose both of us have had our nosey moments.” I tugged the cloth from his hand and rinsed it in the water that had already cooled. “You might want to warm this again. I don’t want you to freeze when I wash you this time.”

Zevander placed his hand over mine and gently pried the cloth out of my grasp. “Go eat something. I’ll wash.”

“I’d hoped to reciprocate your generosity.”

He smiled and leaned in to kiss my neck. “Tonight. I don’t want to start something we can’t finish.”

Lips curving, I turned to his ear and whispered, “I look forward to it.”

His arms closed around me, pressing me tight against him, and he squeezed my backside as he kissed the crook of my neck. When he released me, his tongue swept over his lips as he raked his gaze down my body. “As do I.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT
MAEVYTH
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The black feathers at the neckline of Aleysia’s dress bounced around her, as she danced alongside an enormous pyre. Two warriors from the village had taken an interest in her—both of them performing what I’d come to understand was a ritualistic dance, akin to two peacocks vying for her attention. Both clanked bones in their hands and wore headdresses made of black feathers.

“They’re best friends.” A woman who must’ve been only slightly older than me scooted closer, as I glanced around in search of Zevander.

While he’d agreed to stay back for the evening, I didn’t imagine he’d actually keep his distance the entire night, and I fully expected that he was lurking somewhere unseen.

“Whichever one she doesn’t choose will protect her and watch over her, as if she had,” the woman kept on, drawing my attention back to my sister.

I chuckled, watching her weave between the two men, holding her cup in the air. “I don’t think Aleysia is looking to choose a partner. I think she may just be a little tipsy from her drink.”

“The mortelias dance is a rite of passage. An aphrodisiac,” the Lyverian woman said, rubbing her round belly. “I was with child soon after my mate performed.”

I looked back to Aleysia again, imagining her mated to one of their warriors. Happy, as she was right then. Was it possible?

Behind her, Father sat with Erithanya and Corwin. All three of them donned in feathers, laughing and drinking in merriment. I closed my eyes, imagining their lives here, without me.

“Vasmora,” a feminine voice said, and I opened my eyes to find an older woman kneeling in front of me, holding a black rose with silver tips, just like the one I’d seen back in Aethyria. She placed it on the ground in front of me, along with a loaf of bread. Clasping her hands, she bowed her head and gingerly brushed what looked like a small bone fragment against my arm.

The woman beside me leaned in. “A gift of gratitude for Vasmora.”

“Thank you.” I smiled at the older woman, and as she rose to her feet, another knelt before me—that one younger.

She laid a knitted blanket and honeysticks on the ground beside the loaf of bread and flower. “Vasmora,” she said, bowing her head like the other and brushing the smooth edge of a bone over my arm.

Again, I offered my thanks with a smile.

Warmth filled my cheeks as I quickly looked away. All my life, I’d been shunned, spat on, ridiculed for what I was. An entire village had once looked down on me, but tonight, they knelt. As I trailed my gaze over the surrounding faces, I found myself humbled by their show of reverence. My throat tightened, and I reached for my drink with a slight tremor in my hand, burying my discomfort in another sip of wine.

A tall, sturdy man, muscular in stature, lowered to one knee before me and bowed his head. “Vasmora. I would be honored to give you my seed.”

A spray of wine shot out of me, and the woman beside me let out a quiet chuckle as I dragged the back of my hand across my face, remorseful for the errant drops that covered his.

A small smile pulled at his lips as he subtly wiped it away. “I would be incredibly grateful to share a bed with you. To fill your belly with child⁠—”

“Wait,” I interrupted and cleared my throat. While I didn’t wish to insult him, I had no intention of entertaining his offer. “Thank you,” I said, wearing a sheepish smile.

Brows pulled tight, he gave a nod and, like the others, brushed a small fragment of bone against my arm. As he rose to his feet, he squeezed the bulge between thighs and strode off.

“He is our greatest hunter. Every woman in the village has sought him.” The woman beside me sighed. “I did once.”

“I mean no insult. I’m…mated to another.” As many times as I attempted to acclimate to the word, it still struggled to pass my lips.

“I understand. The warrior who arrived with you. Were I not already bonded to another, I would want to mate with him, as well.” Her comment left me struggling to smile. “Our priestess has assured us that our bloodline will one day be restored. No matter what you choose.”

I was relieved to know that she was suggesting a choice in the matter. I’d fought betrothal before, and I would certainly do it again.

So lost in my thoughts, I didn’t immediately notice Father hobbling his way toward me, until he plopped down on the ground at my side.

The rosy color of his cheeks told me he might’ve had a tad too much wine.

“You seem to have gained much admiration tonight,” he said, waving toward the gifts.

“I’ll admit, I’m not entirely accustomed to this.”

The smile on his face faded, and he stared down into the cup of wine he held against his thigh. “I’m sorry, Maeve. I’m sorry I didn’t do a better job of protecting you from the others.”

My skin prickled with a discomforting chill, as, once again, I swam through a foreign sensation. “Father, you don’t⁠—”

He patted my shoulder. “Please, allow me to finish. I’ve spent endless hours in that cell, imagining what I’d say to you if I ever saw you again.” His eyes held a shine of tears that had me blinking away my own. “I thought that becoming one of the Red Men would earn us favor in Sacton Crain’s eyes, but it seems he tormented you regardless.”

“It isn’t your fault. He was a cruel man.”

Father nodded, a slight smile on his lips. “I always liked to think, perhaps there are circumstances that made us the way we are. What a cruel god to willingly inflict such torment.” It was strange, hearing Father speak that way about The Red God and I wondered if the wine influenced his thoughts. “For centuries, we’ve condemned Lyverians for their worship of Morsana. We tried to change them, convert them. We feared what they embraced. And yet, Caedes, The Red God, incited bloodshed and war.” Staring off, Father shook his head. “In the end, we were all worshipping death to some degree, only they were far less violent.”

The two of us stared off toward Aleysia, who was still laughing and dancing amongst the other women who’d joined her.

“You were treated as an aberration. The seed of blight.”

I turned to see his jaw quivering as if he fought to hold back tears.

“You were just a child. A child who sought nothing more than love.”

His words, as painful as they were for me to hear, fed my starving heart, and tears broke from my eyes, slipping down my cheeks. Arms wrapped around me, and I rested my head against his shoulder, surrendering myself to the acknowledgment, the validation and acceptance I’d fought so many years to grasp.

Through tears, I caught Aleysia slowing her steps, but seeming to catch sight of us, she smiled and gave a knowing nod, then resumed her dancing.

“This Zevander…do you love him?” The serious tone of Father’s voice failed to hide the lingering emotion in it.

Smiling, I sat upright. “I do.” Strange, how easily I could admit to that at last. “I feel like I’ve loved him all my life.”

Father nodded. “I felt that with Aleysia’s mother, as well. Her death felt like my own.” He lifted his cup for another sip of wine, but hesitated. “You long to return to wherever he came from.”

My chest tightened, not yet having considered how to broach the topic with him and Aleysia. “Well, I …. I’m not sure⁠—”

“You love him, though. You’re certain about that?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Do you feel safe with him? Comforted and happy?”

“I do, yes.”

“Then, you should go.”

“You and Aleysia can’t cross the…boundary to where he lives.” Considering he seemed to struggle with the acceptance and possibility of another world, I remained careful with my words. “To go with him, I’d be leaving you behind.”

“This is our world, Maevyth.” Surely, it must’ve been the alcohol talking. “It’s the only one we’ve ever known.”

“I didn’t think you believed in other worlds.”

“I didn’t.” His brows pulled together as he stared off. “But nothing of this world could’ve fought those creatures back at the church. And we lived. Because of him. Because of you and your…abilities. We defied evil.” He raised his wine and tipped back a sip. “From the time you came into our family, I worried that our world, our hatred of others, would destroy you. I’m proud to be your father. And I’m glad The Red God chose our family to raise you. I want you to go where your heart leads you. Aleysia and I will be just fine.”

Through more tears, I glanced up to see her resting her head against a Lyverian man’s chest, as she slowly swayed with him. “Will the two of you be safe here?”

“Far safer than Foxglove ever was. The Lyverians are far more accepting than we are. I betrayed their priestess, told Moros where to find the vivicantem. It resulted in the slaughter of her people, and still, they’ve accepted us. Tended to our wounds. She has forgiven me, in spite of my wretched betrayal.”

“You are good, Father.”

“I want to be. Which is why I’m urging you to lead with your heart. Promise me you will.”

“I promise.”

From across the pyre, the priestess stared back at us.

“The somnial, is this similar to our solstice celebration?” I asked.

“In some ways yes. The somnial pays homage to the gods. It’s become exceptionally important for the Lyverians in recent years. They believe their inability to rise from death is their penance. Your presence gives them hope.”

“I’m not interested in birthing an entire generation. I’m not meant to be a vessel.”

“Perhaps not. Or perhaps Morsana has chosen another fate for you.”

As though privy to our conversation, the priestess rose to her feet and waved her hand toward me. “It is time we seek the vein and learn what blessings, or curses, our future holds.”
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The jagged edges of the dead vein pressed against my back, as I lay outstretched with my arms and legs bound by chains. Staring up at the sky left me wondering if Raivox might’ve been up there, looking down right then. If he was, the position in which I’d been placed certainly didn’t look all that friendly.

Beneath me, chalked onto the black stones, was a strange symbol that I’d come to learn was associated with Deimos. At the edge of the vein, at least five meters above where I lay, stood the villagers, all peering down at me with curious eyes.

I trailed my gaze over them, in search of Zevander, but only found Father, Corwin and Aleysia, whose worried expressions told me they weren’t entirely at ease with the plan.

“The vein is, in fact, dead, is it not?” A chuckle died in my throat, when the priestess gave a sharp tug of the chain.

“For centuries.”

“Good. And you’re not secretly capable of reigniting it?”

“Only a god can reignite a vein. Once dead, a vein remains dead.”

“That’s a relief.”

“We will summon Deimos. If he spares you, the prophecy bears no truth. If he doesn’t, you will burn.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “And you intend to summon him? Why not just allow him to show on his own, if he’s so determined.”

The priestess raised a brow, tightening the binds at my feet. “Do you fear his judgment?”

“Of course not. I’m perfectly confident.” Again, I searched the crowd for Zevander, trying to decide if I preferred him there, or not.

“Very well, let’s begin.” She turned toward the crowd of villagers and raised her hands. “From the time our ancestors arrived in the mortal lands, centuries ago, we have guarded this vein.” Her voice echoed through the deep trench. “We mean the Vasmora no harm. Fate has shown two paths—one of birth and life, one of sablefyre and death. Morsana will choose. As her humble servants, we will accept whichever our beloved goddess decides.”

Erithanya turned back toward me and knelt at my side, yanking a small, skinny blade from her cloak. Arm bound too tight to wriggle free, I watched as she slid the blade over my palm. A white-hot sting trailed behind the tiny dagger as a skinny rivulet of blood spilled onto the rock below me. “God of sablefyre, lord of flame, we call upon you by your name. Deimos. Deimos. Deimos. Blood is spilled upon the vein. Through sundered bones, we call your name. Deimos!” The crowd chanted along with her, their unified voices echoing through the chasm. “Deimos! Deimos!”

Unless I imagined it, heat warmed my back, and in that split second, the first tendrils of doubt crept over me. The crowd repeated the chant along with her, the rock at my back getting warmer, taunting my nerves.

Had I made a mistake?

Again, I searched the crowd for Zevander, wondering if he could see, could sense the panic rising to my throat. I tilted my head back toward the sky. How quickly could I summon Raivox, if needed?

Hotter, the rock burned, and as if she realized herself, Erithanya shifted on her feet, frowning. She scampered away, toward the crowd, and three of her Lyverian men pulled her up by the arms, lifting her out of the vein.

I closed my eyes to calm myself as they kept on with their chanting.

The heat beneath me dissipated like a dying candle. The rock turned cold. At first, I couldn’t tell if it’d gotten so hot that I’d turned numb, but I opened my eyes, and the chanting silenced.

Minutes ticked by as I lay staring up at the stars above me, an ache blooming in my back where the stone pressed against my spine.

At last, the priestess waved toward the Lyverian man standing beside her. Without hesitation, he climbed down into the vein and placed the flat of his palm onto the stone.

“It is cold,” he said. “The rock has gone cold!”

“Then, it is decided. She lives! Morsana has chosen her path, and we will welcome her and protect her. We will await to see what wonderful blessing she brings!”

The crowd behind her cheered, and my muscles sagged with relief. A cloaked figure caught my attention, slipping through the crowd, and lips pressed together, I shook my head.
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Arms crossed, I stood across from Zevander, who sat sprawled in a chair, looking painfully delectable with his tunic untied. “You just couldn’t help yourself.”

A smirk played on his lips as he shrugged. “It was harmless.”

“Maybe, but I did feel something.”

“Yes. You were shaking. I assumed you were cold and sent heat through the rock.”

I tipped my head. “How did you do that from so far away?”

“Radiant heat.” He held out his palm toward the floor and warmth leeched into the soles of my feet up to my chest where it sank into my bones like a smoldering ember. “Same way I warmed you and Aleysia on the trek toward Foxglove.”

Lingering pulses of heat swept across my skin like fevered hands and a shiver rippled up my spine. “Well, you had me terrified for a moment. I thought they’d actually summoned a god.”

Zevander sat forward, curling his fingers around my waist, and yanked me close. “Moon Witch, not even a god should dare to touch you without consequence.” Pushing a curl behind my ear, he drew my lips to his for a kiss. “I have been very patiently waiting to strip you out of this dress.” He cocked his head slightly, trailing his gaze from my face to the high slits that exposed my thighs, and ran his finger up my skin there.

Desperately trying to ignore his caress, I narrowed my eyes on him. “Did you watch me at the Somnial, too?”

“Are you asking if I watched the pathetic mortal proposition you with his seed?” He snorted a laugh. “Yes.”

Brows raised, I tilted my head. “I’m impressed. I was expecting a more violent reaction.”

He raised a shoulder. “Not at all.”

Studying the impassive expression he wore, I frowned. “What did you do?”

Lips pressed together, he shook his head. “Nothing serious.”

“What’s nothing?” I asked in a flat tone.

“Just added a small tincture of purganroot to his wine.”

Eyes wide, I slammed my mouth shut to stifle the laugh crawling up my throat. “Tell me you didn’t.”

Purganroot was a potent laxative known to last for hours. “Where did you find that?”

“The priestess has quite a collection of elixirs.”

“You broke into her temple?”

“The door was unlocked. Unguarded. I considered it an invitation to take what I wanted.” With a nudge of his arm, he urged me onto his lap, and the dress raised to just above my thighs as I straddled his legs. He lifted his hips high enough to fish out small vial of pink fluid from his pocket, holding it up for me.

“What is that?”

“An aphrodisiac,” he said and leaned forward to kiss my neck.

I nabbed the vial from his hands and set it down on the table beside us. “I don’t need an aphrodisiac with you.”

“Is that so?”

“Mm-hmmm.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, as he kissed a line along the edge of my throat. “Very easily aroused.”

“Not nearly as aroused as I’ll be when this dress comes off,” he said against my neck, hooking his fingers into the tops of the slits at my thighs. He lifted it up around the bare curve of my bottom, palming my cheeks as he tipped his chin up to seize my lips. It was in that kiss that his demeanor switched.

Hands that had, only moments before, gripped me with unfaltering intent trembled over me, not with want, nor lust. He clutched me with the splitting tension of a dam just before it breaks. His gaze lowered, severing the kiss. His brows knitted together, and once again, that rare flicker of vulnerability flashed over him. The only time he seemed to let his guard down. “I need …”

I pressed the pad of my thumb to his lips and kissed the top of his head. “I know,” I whispered. “You don’t have to ask me for it.”

The sharp intensity in his gaze dulled to something haunted and hollow, brimming with unspoken nightmares. Gentle hands slid to the small of my back, as he seemed to search my eyes for any sign of hesitation. Perhaps a faltering blink, or a flicker of repulsion. Instead, I kept my gaze steady, assuring him I was okay, despite my loathing to hurt him.

His palm cupped my cheek, and through that tormented stare, he looked at me as if I was something sacred, a secret he longed to keep for himself.

I’d watched him lash his blade through men and monsters, with unflinching brutality, but the way he held me with such reverence, like a fragile relic in his scarred hands, had my heart clenching for him.

“I had dreams of you, Moon Witch. When those things swarmed me and the church crumbled.” He dragged my lips to his and greedily swallowed every exhaled breath in a kiss that was graceless and raw, devouring and clutching me as if I’d vanish from his arms. “Through the pain, you came to me.” He kissed my jaw. “An elixir in my blood.” Lips trailed down the column of my neck, and he kissed the base of my throat. “A calming breath to this rage that seethes inside of me. You quiet the noise in my head. The ringing and screaming.” He ran his palm over my shoulder and kissed the curve of my bone. “I can’t find peace without your touch.”

I threaded my fingers through his hair and wrapped my arms around his broad and sturdy shoulders. “Let me give you what you need.” With a gentle tug, I tipped his head back and kissed his throat, smiling when a masculine sound of satisfaction vibrated against my lips.

Higher, the dress rose, his palms trailing after it, touching every curve and dip of my body. Until he reached my arms, forcing them up as he peeled the dress over my head and tossed it aside. Light from the hearth’s flame flickered over his eyes, illuminating the glimmer of reverence in them as he stared back at me. He gathered my hands behind my back and drew one of my breasts into his mouth, groaning as he sucked on my nipple.

The tug of his lips had me tipping my head back, and I moaned, circling my hips against the bulge in his leathers.

He leaned back and lifted his tunic over his head, exposing the chiseled stone of his muscles. His hands swiped mine up and pressed them to his chest, where, beneath all that iron and ruin, his fragile heart beat against my palm.

The deep ridge of the scars I’d left there slipped beneath my fingertip and while I understood their meaning for him, they still troubled me. I bowed forward to kiss them, feeling him tense then shudder around me.

He raised his hips again and unfastened his trousers, and I stood just enough for him to push them down his thighs, his manhood springing free. Stiff and engorged, it stood high from his thighs, those wicked bars glinting in the light.

As I gently ran my metallic fingers over his delicate skin, he snatched up my wrists, his eyes pleading as he stared back at me.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked.

“There’s an urge inside of me.” He dragged my clawed nails across his chest, and a fevered lust pulled at his gaze, his head tipped back in surrender, as if that single brush of my nails had yanked the strength right out of him. “I can’t think. I just want. And your touch…it does things to me. Begs me to take,” he said through clenched teeth, muscles hardening under my tracing fingertips. “I’ll take too much.”

“You can’t take too much. Not when I’m giving myself freely. All of me. For you, Zevander.” I leaned forward and kissed him as I lifted my hips. “Take from me. Take what you need,” I said against his lips, and I guided his hand toward his engorged cock, lining it where I needed him. “I am yours.”

“Every breath. Every heartbeat. Every prayer you whisper to the gods. You belong to me, A’miszhla.” Seizing my lips, he curled one firm hand around my waist and pressed down on my hips, urging me over the curved tip of his flesh. Small thrusts breached my tight entrance.

Lower lip caught between my teeth, I breathed through my nose as the first rung slipped inside me. A deep, aching vibration, like a ripple in a pond, fluttered through my core, and stomach clenched, I leaned back, digging my nails into his thighs.

Zevander released a pleasured groan. “Gods alive, I need more,” he rasped. “Can you take another?”

At my nod, he gave another thrust, inching himself deeper. The second rung slid up into me, and my whole body shuddered as the vibrations intensified, the heat of his flame crawling up my stomach.

Still biting my lip, I let out a small whimper, as he held my hips, guiding me up and down, no more than those two rungs. My arousal slickened his skin, those bulbous prongs scraping over my sensitive flesh each time he withdrew and plunged again.

His thrusts were precise, practiced, the perfect tempo toward a maddening crescendo.

“Are you alright?” he asked, his deep, husky voice tickling my senses.

I nodded, and he slowed his pace, gently raising his hips as he lowered mine. The third rung pushed inside, and my breath hitched, my body convulsing as the vibration sank into my thighs, up through my stomach to my breasts. “Gods!” I cried out, clutching at his thighs as the sensation shook my nerves.

He groaned, tipping his head back, and I didn’t have to look down at his thigh to know I’d torn a gash in his muscles.

My stomach twisted, heart shriveling inside my chest as I imagined the blood there, but I couldn’t bear to turn and confirm.

A relieved smile pulled at his lips when he lowered his head again and gently coaxed my hips, his thighs flexed, trembling.

I jolted forward, wrapping my arms around him, my breasts pressed into his chest, wanting every part of me touching his skin. He was my gravity in a world of chaos. A reminder that the gods could be generous, even when cruel.

He braced his arms around my back, gripping the nape of my neck, as he kept on with his small thrusts, never more than three rungs. The wooden chair creaked, the air thick and heady. Tight cords of tension pulled at his muscles that twitched beneath my hands. Sweat coated our bodies, my breaths arriving in shallow bursts against his damp shoulder.

I imagined my nerves shimmering like bolts of lightning each time he thrust his hips into me. Muscles taut and coiled, I clung to him, my lips brushing his neck, tasting the salt of his skin.

A string of tension inside of me wound tighter, relentless, squeezing my lungs. I pressed my forehead to his, jaw slack with the hot, dizzying pleasure that surged through me, quivering like the delicate string of a bow stretched too tight.

Our breaths merged. His eyes clamped shut, jaw clenched, as if flames tore through his body and he refused to burn.

I dug my metallic fingers into his shoulder, and he tilted his head back, letting out a deep, pleasured sound that sent a surge of want through me.

“Look at me.” My command arrived on a ragged breath. “Open your eyes and look at me.”

Brows pinched, he shook his head. “Can’t.”

“You can. Please look at me.”

Holding him against me, I fought to resist whatever was rising, building inside of me.

His eyes screwed tighter in a way that made me wonder if he was bracing for the pain. The agony that must’ve accompanied his release during his abuses.

I kissed his cheek and whispered, “I love you. Eternally.”

Molten flames devoured me when his eyes shot open, and he stared back at me, gaze turbulent but determined, like a man who’d just crawled his way out of Hell. “Say it again.”

“I love you.” How easily the words spilled out of me.

How true.

I loved him. Not simply because we were fated but for the way he trusted me with the vulnerable parts of him long hidden behind steel and violence. My beautifully broken protector whose scarred and blood-stained hands held me as if I were a coveted treasure.

He upped his pace, his grip on the back of my neck tightening. “I love you, Lunamiszka.” The words trembled from his throat like a solemn vow. “I’m a godless and selfish bastard, but I’ve never loved anything, or anyone, more.”

Waves of pleasure shot across my thighs, and I tipped my head back as a strained sound tore from me, robbing me of my voice and breath.

He held me tighter, his muscles shaking around me, and against my own heart, I dragged my nails across his back, my stomach clenching as a pained sound, raw and broken, tore from his throat.

Warm spasms of heat surged into me, filling me with his release, and I let out a shuddering breath as it trickled down my thigh. I moaned his name, my voice weak with pleasure, and rested my forehead to his damp shoulder, panting against his skin as the aftershocks pulsed through me. “It’s still vibrating…inside me,” I said in a ragged voice, twitching over his thighs.

“Good.” He pressed down on my hips, palm still clutching the back of my neck. “I want you to remember this the next time some petty mortal offers you his seed.” Arm banded around my back, he held me tightly to him. “We are written in blood. Born for each other. And not even the gods can tear us apart.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE
ZEVANDER
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Aquiet scritching reached Zevander’s ears, and his eyes shot open. The hearth’s fire offered a small bit of light as his gaze swept over the room and landed on movement across from the bed. His surroundings flickered. Had he fallen into dreams? Frowning, he unraveled himself from Maevyth’s naked body, leaving her sleeping, and focused his attention on the far wall where an invisible entity chalked an image across the dark stone there. Never taking his eyes off the anomaly, he dressed quickly, then gathered up his sword as he stalked toward it.

The white chalk kept steady lines over the stones, though Zevander couldn’t yet make out what it was. Am I dreaming? He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. When he opened them again, the chalk still moved. Sword held loosely in his grasp, he lightly swung, the steel glinting as it clashed with the wall, proving that nothing, nor no one, was there. And still, the chalk moved on its own. Lowering his sword, he ran a finger over one of the chalked lines and when he looked down a small chunk of vivicantem was clutched between his finger and thumb, white dust coating his hand and scattered over his tunic.

As if he’d drawn it himself.

A long creak had him twisting around, just in time to catch a shadow slipping out through a gap in the door.

“Fucking hell!” Zevander muttered. A quick glance back at Maevyth showed she was still asleep. In quick strides, he swiped on his boots, not bothering to lace them, and chased after the intruder.

Once outside, he glimpsed a cloaked figure hustling past the small cottages, toward the mountain. With measured and weightless steps, Zevander stalked after, through the village and up the path in the direction of the vein.

Lyverian men stood at intervals a few meters apart along the vein that stretched at least two furlongs, guarding it with their vivicantem-tipped spears in hand, as the figure surreptitiously slipped between two of them. Completely unnoticed, it seemed, when the stranger disappeared over the edge of the vein.

Zevander called upon his vanishing glyph and thick curls of smoke slithered around him like ink floating in water. As he snuck by the guards, one of them turned in his direction, and Zevander froze. The guard looked right through him while at the same time, seeming to sense him there.

After a few seconds of vigilant scrutiny, the guard turned away and Zevander climbed down into the vein after the intruder. He trailed him until they reached the flat, stone floor of the vein.

Careful steps brought the stranger to the middle of the trench where he knelt to the rock and ran his palm over the stony base of it like the two were old friends reunited. From his cloak, he retrieved a blade and jabbed the sharp end of it into the stone, chipping away at the rock.

Sparks flickered around the blade with every strike, and he grunted with the task, gouging the stone, until at last, a flash of white slowed his strokes. He ran his finger over the glittery white surface and jabbed again, over and over.

Laughter drew Zevander’s attention back toward the guards who still hadn’t taken notice, their voices carrying over the trench as they talked amongst themselves. The white stones popped free, and the stranger held them up to the moonlight, confirming they were vivicantem. Clutching them, the stranger scurried farther across the vein to a flat section in the rock and dragged the vivicantem over the black stone.

Still hidden, Zevander prowled closer, and as he did so, a surging pulse of his heart had him pressing the heel of his palm into his chest, as if he were trying to keep the damned thing from bursting through. His blood slithered in his veins like an oily sludge, crawling with something vile that chewed at him for escape. His skin prickled, the black flame stirring, and the scorpion on his back shifted the way it did whenever he felt threatened by something.

In time with the erratic beat of his heart pulsed a dark and ancient aura beneath his boots.

Rising up from the depths of the stone below.

The stranger lowered his hood, revealing himself to be Cadavros, not in his monstrous form, but that of his old mentor. “Incredible, isn’t it?”

Could he sense Zevander through the vanishing glyph?

“At one time, this chasm was filled with flames hot enough to melt iron in seconds.” He ran his palm over the stone and, pushing to his feet, faced Zevander. “I never quite appreciated the significance of it. The potential. Sablefyre dies in these veins, but they can be brought back to life.”

Calling back the smoke, Zevander gave only a fleeting glance toward the symbol Cadavros had drawn. “What are you doing?”

“Dipping my hand in fate.” The other man looked around, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth. “This vein, it is a source of great power. Eldritch power. We were foolish to imagine that we could ever fathom what lies buried beneath its molten surface.”

Zevander finally got a look at the symbol he’d drawn—one vaguely familiar to him. Frowning, he stepped closer, desperate to remember where he’d seen it. “Did you follow us here, to the mountains?”

“I’m not here at all.”

Zevander glanced around, noting the position of the guards who stood with their backs toward them. “This is Caligorya.”

“It is.”

“Why are we here?”

“I spent years studying the godsflame,” the mage kept on, while Zevander’s eyes traced over every detail of the symbol. “A perilous pursuit, given any form of demutomancy had been outlawed.”

Zevander quietly studied him. “What is it that you seek?”

Hands behind his back, Cadavros stood alongside the symbol, pulling Zevander’s attention there again. “Would you believe me if I told you my intentions were noble in the beginning? That I only wanted to design a means to revive the dead veins. To produce more vivicantem that would feed thousands of spindlings.” Again, he twisted around, arms outstretched. “Do you have any idea how many of these dead veins exist in Nyxteros alone? How many could be brought to life?” He shook his head. “We’re told it's impossible. That only a god can reignite a vein.”

It was true. Zevander had always known a dead vein to be useless. Nothing but an empty promise for those starved of vivicantem. So he couldn’t help the curiosity stirred by Cadavros’s words.

“Unfortunately, the king had no intention of equally distributing the vivicantem produced. That which I’d spent a good portion of my life researching served as nothing more than a means to fulfill his greed. And in my desperation to prove myself, I found something profound. A discovery that would’ve had the entire magehood hunting me if they’d known what it was.” Cadavros lowered his gaze to the symbol on the ground and as Zevander examined it again, memories cut through his mind like a dull blade.

A cloaked stranger chipping away at stone. A metal object falling loose. A silver symbol embedded into the rock.

“Buried in the wall of a dead vein was the amulet that housed the curse of Pestilios. Broken by a single sacrifice. One life.”

“Dorjan. You bound Prince Dorjan’s soul to it.”

“Yes.” Tipping his head, Cadavros circled the image he’d drawn. “Even I feared the amulet’s power. As I studied it, learned what it was, I found myself changing, my thoughts darkening, as if molded by something unseen. I had become infected by the amulet.” A wild glint shone in his eyes. “Obsessed with that chthonic glyph, the most intricately complex glyph I’d ever seen. It was said to have derived from deep in the pits of Nethyria. A means to destroy two worlds.”

“And who hid these wonderful gifts inside the vein?”

“That is a true mystery of the gods. A subject for scholars to postulate for centuries to follow, had I chosen to share it. But I refused. You see, what I’d discovered was useless without sablefyre.” The man’s words were a distant sound to the quiet thud of blood in Zevander’s ears as the glyph burned itself into his mind.

A deep sizzling pain raked across his skull and Zevander clenched his eyes as it seeped into their sockets.

“I could guide the flame, of course,” Cadavros kept on. “Manipulate it—that I possessed the skill to do. But I had neither the power nor skill to harbor it. To summon it from nothing and let it feed on my vivicantem as it bent to my command. I’d read countless tomes about the Emberforge ritual. How dangerous and impossible it was. Nothing but a myth to some academics. But possessing the flame was the only way to enliven the vein.”

A piece of the puzzle snapped into place.

Zevander had never quite grasped what it was that Cadavros had wanted of him, not until that very moment. From the time he was a child, he’d heard stories of the monster who’d cursed him, had been told vague speculations. But as he stared down at that symbol, he could see an image in his mind. A version of the flame he’d been cursed with, but stronger, far more destructive. It wasn’t the vein Cadavros sought, nor the vivicantem. He’d wanted the most devastating form of sablefyre.

“You proved centuries of speculation wrong, Zevander. You proved that a mere mancer, a child, could house the power of a god. A power strong enough to unravel creation.”

“And so, what? You long to consume me, as you attempted to when I was a baby?”

Cadavros chuckled. “Unfortunately, Deimos bound us in a way that would destroy me if I attempted such a thing again.”

“It isn’t Deimos you need to worry about. I’m not the weak and helpless boy you manipulated all those years ago.”

“Manipulated?” Cadavros scoffed and waved his hand dismissively. “I trained you to become a powerful ally. An equal.”

“You long to destroy the Umbravale entirely. We are not equal.” Zevander fought to look away from the glyph he’d drawn. Willed his mind to discard what he’d seen. Against the pull of the symbol, he lifted his gaze to Cadavros.

“The Umbravale has served as the door to my prison for centuries. But do not mourn its destruction. It was prophesied to fall by the goddess of foresight. Those in the mortal lands would cross freely, carrying their tainted and diseased blood into Aethyria. With the Gods’ Glyph, the vale shall fall. An ancient power loosed from thrall. Two worlds smothered by a pestilent pall. From the tree of rot, the insects crawl. Decay and blight unslain by steel, will bring the strongest men to kneel.”

The ground shifted beneath Zevander’s feet, and he looked down to see a fissure glowing purple between his boots. Enlivened, the molten rock flickered with the first pulse of life.

Cadavros held his arms out. “An impossibility proven true. A dead vein brought to life by the power of a single glyph! And sablefyre, of course.” He gestured toward Zevander. “I could not have managed without you. And with this vein, we shall feed the army of infected that I intend to bring to Sagaerin’s door.”

“How could you ignite the vein, if this is Caligorya and I am dreaming somewhere?”

“The same way you endured the general’s abuses, your body moved by my command, while your mind remained in a dreaming state.”

“Why?”

The mage let out a cold, mirthless laugh. “You, of all people ask why? Have you not suffered enough at the hands of tormentors? Tell me, if your beloved death goddess were to fall into the general’s hands, would you not burn the world to the ground for her?”

Jaw clenched, Zevander pressed his lips together, knowing damned well he would.

“You and I are not so different.” Hands behind his back, he paced. “Do you know what happens to spindlings when they die?” Not giving Zevander the opportunity to answer, he continued. “They’re not given the honor of being thrown into the vein like mancers or even Nilivir, who harbor enough vivicantem to make them worth gathering up. No, spindlings have so little vivicantem in their blood, they’re deemed too useless to replenish the vein.” Pausing his steps, he stared off, his brows pinched together. “Their bodies are carelessly ground up and used to fertilize the fields of fresh fruits and vegetables they never got to eat in their lifetimes. While they die on nutritionless slop, with just enough vivicantem to keep them from losing their senses, the high bloods gorge themselves, nourishing their bodies with food spun from spindling remains. And the sanitation fog they send over The Hovel?” Hand waving in the air, he growled. “It causes horrific blood diseases that result in mortality for spindlings and Nilivir.”

It didn’t make sense that the mage whose very existence threatened both worlds would give a damn about spindling children. But before Zevander could question the purpose behind his criticism, heat coiled across his palm, and he looked down to see the flame burning there. He clenched his fist over it, then yanked his sword from its scabbard.

Cadavros held up his hands and chuckled. “I do not wish to fight. What I hoped to accomplish is already done.”

Zevander swapped the sword to his other hand and opened his palm again to find the glyph from the stone glowing across his flesh.

No.

He swung out with his sword, but before he could land the strike on his old mentor, the other man disappeared into a cloud of black smoke and an explosion of spiders that scampered toward the wall of the vein.

“You there!” one of the guards called down to him and Zevander summoned his vanishing glyph again, cloaking himself.

He climbed along the narrow path, up the edge of the rock and slipped past the guards who peered down into the vein, searching for him. As he stepped onto the path for the village, his surroundings shifted to a blur, coming into focus on a dark passageway with arched stone walls.

He was standing in the temple’s undercroft.

Frowning, Zevander twisted around, and the path he’d just walked from the vein was nothing but a long stretch of darkness. A tight fist clenched his chest, and Zevander dragged his hand down his face. It was then he noticed a weight in his other palm. He looked down to find two large stones of vivicantem captured there, his skin and nails coated in black dust, haunting visions shimmered in his mind.

Jabbing at the stone with a blade. Breaking loose chunks of vivicantem. Chalking an image in vivicantem across the stones. An intricate glyph. The violet glow of the vein as it rose from death.

Zevander shook his head, stuffing the vivicantem in his pocket. No. That wasn’t him. It was Cadavros who’d drawn that image. Cadavros who’d ignited the vein.

“Zevander?” A soft voice broke his thoughts and Zevander turned toward the corridor, where Maevyth stood wearing his tunic, her hair a mess.

When he stepped toward her, a wavering shimmer flashed before his eyes and he winced. “Are you real?”

Smiling, she tipped her head. “Can you hear me, Zevander? Wake up.”

He studied her, searching for any sign that she was an illusion. “Am I dreaming?”

Or was it reality? Had they never left the temple? Had their travels to Lyveria been nothing more than a dream in Caligorya?

“You slipped again,” she said. “Into another fit. Come. Let’s go back to bed.” She ran off down an adjacent corridor and Zevander set off after her.

When he rounded the corner, though, he found nothing but an empty passageway, lit by the sconces on the wall.

At the end of it stood the massive vault where he’d stored Theron.

Slow and uncertain steps brought him closer, until he could reach out for the handle.

He gave it a light tug.

Locked.

He twisted the iron lever beside it to disengage the lock and opened it with ease. Zevander stepped inside and summoned a flame to his hand, illuminating the suffocating space.

The vault stood empty.


CHAPTER SEVENTY
MAEVYTH
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Aclamor of noise roused me from dreams, and I sat up in bed, twisting toward an empty spot where Zevander had lain earlier. Scanning the room showed no sign of him. The only movement came from the flickers of fire in the hearth, but my gaze caught on an image across from me, chalked onto the wall. A strange tree with some sort of massive hole in its trunk, depicted in frantic scribbles. It reminded me of the one I’d seen in the book the priestess had shown me. Frowning, I threw back the bedcovers and slipped into a thick black dress that lay waiting. Carefully padding toward the image, I kept my eye on the hole, the darkest part of the drawing, and as I did so, a feeling of dread coiled around the back of my neck.

Pounding at the door wrenched me from my thoughts and my muscles jolted with a startled gasp.

“Maevyth!” the priestess called from the other side. “Are you in there?”

Quick steps took me to the door and I swung it open to Erithanya’s worried expression. Behind her, villagers bustled about, frantic and shouting. “What is happening?”

“The vein…it’s been reignited.” She tugged on my arm. “Come.”

A branching cold slithered over my chest. “Have you seen Zevander?”

“I haven’t. But you must come with me.” She gave a hard yank, but I drew back and twisted from her grasp.

“I need to find him.”

“Please.” Her eyes were genuinely pleading. “One of our own has been bitten. He’ll die. His mate is with child.”

I scanned over the crowd one more time, finding no trace of Zevander. While my head urged me to ignore her and go after him, I allowed her to pull me along toward her cottage. Once inside, the priestess hustled toward the shelves, swiping up jars and herbs. Screams drew my attention toward the other room where Aleysia had been exorcised the day before.

I crept toward it and found the pregnant woman I’d met at the Somnial beside a man lying motionless on the floor. She sobbed into his chest, her arms stretched over him, as two other guards stood by.

“Get her away from him, you fools!” The priestess waved her hand as she entered the room. “He’s been bitten for goddess’s sake!”

The guards darted for the woman and hand thrashing through the air, she batted them off, screaming. “Leave me! Get away!”

I lurched toward her and placed a gentle hand on her outstretched leg. “Please. Let her help him.”

The woman lowered her arm, and her body shook with a sob. I flicked my fingers, urging her toward me, and she scooted across the floor, until she curled up beside me, clutching at my arm. Her trembling vibrated across my bones, as I held out my arm and allowed the priestess to prick my skin with her finger, and add my blood to a vial.

“You’ve treated the ones who’ve been bitten before?” I asked, looking toward the man on the floor. He’d turned paler—an unnatural shade of white that reminded me of the creatures back at the cottage.

“Not successfully.” She spoke low, glancing at the woman clinging to me. “But perhaps your blood might make a difference.” Just as she had with Aleysia, she pricked her own skin, adding her blood to the mix. Scurrying back to the guard’s side, the priestess spoke a chant. She raised the vial up into the air and tore away the man’s shirt, revealing thick, black, pulsing veins, not unlike those on Zevander’s face, but these seemed to be the beginning stages of the carapace seen on the spider creatures. No gash, like that on Aleysia and Zevander.

A bird swooped down from the rafters and flew itself straight into the wall, crushing its skull on impact.

Flinching, I turned away, burying my face in the Lyverian woman’s hair.

When the thumping sound faded, I turned to see the priestess gather up the bird, and she shook its blood over the fallen guard, then administered the elixir by pouring it down his mouth.

A sickly white pallor crept over the guard’s face as each second ticked off.

“Eryx?” The woman unraveled herself from my arm and leaned forward, reaching out a hand toward him. “Wake up.”

His body jerked, convulsed, but his eyes remained closed. Spiders crawled out of his mouth, one of them darting straight for the pregnant woman.

As I lurched to keep it from reaching her, one of the birds flew down and scooped it up into its mouth. More birds landed on the floor around the man, hunting the spiders, until every one of them had been consumed, then the birds flew back up to their perches.

The guard stilled again.

Silence settled over the room as everyone watched. Waited.

Seconds turned to minutes, and the pregnant woman whimpered as she rocked, holding her belly.

The priestess knelt beside the man, setting her fingers to his neck, then her ear to his chest. When she straightened, the expression on her face sobered. “The goddess has chosen to keep him.”

“No!” the woman cried out, crawling toward him on hands and knees. “Eryx!” Stretching across his lifeless body, she wailed, the sound of her cries stirring my worries over Zevander.

The priestess lowered her head and sighed. “What happened?”

One of the guards stepped forward, his lips quivering. “The man she arrived with,” he said, pointing his spear toward me, which trembled with his shaky hands. “I saw him. Moments before it cracked open and fire rose up from the rock. He did it.”

A sickness settled in my stomach as I swept my gaze over the faces staring back at me, angry and brimming with condemnation. Everyone except the priestess who seemed to chew on the accusation.

“You’re saying a man did this?” Frowning, she shook her head. “Was there anyone else with him?”

“No, Priestess. Only him. He spoke to himself, as if he were communing with the gods.”

“No.” She shook her head and slowly made her way toward me. “Only a god himself could ignite that flame.”

I stared off, silently absorbing her words. “Or a vessel?” Turning to face her, I searched for any possibility of truth in her eyes. “Perhaps he was chosen. Like me.”

“How? To be chosen by Deimos, a lesser god, would require⁠—”

“Sacrifice. He was sacrificed as a baby. Thrown into the flame and lived.”

A wheeze of breath escaped her. “And you brought him here? To us? To the vein?” Brows pulled tight, she shook her head. “I told you the danger and you kept this to yourself. Why?”

“Because I love him.” Tears wavered in my eyes. “Because I am not the precious vessel who was destined to lay with your warriors and bear your children,” I said through clenched teeth. “I love him, and I would put the whole world in peril to save him.” Hot tears spilled down my cheeks as anger and uncertainty burst inside of me. “And perhaps that makes me just as evil and wretched as any of the gods you fear, but it’s true.”

The priestess’s eyes softened and as she raised a hand to my face, I recoiled, but she rested a gentle palm against my cheek. “No, sweet child. It is the will of the goddess. Morsana chose Deimos. And she chose you well.”

Lips pressed together, I fought the urge to break. “Did you see where he went?” I asked the guard.

He shook his head. “My friend was bitten. We hurried back.”

“How did the guard pass so quickly? My sister carried her infection for days.”

“Your sister bore a scratch across her ribs. I have reason to believe the gashes inflicted directly may be the purest form of the plague. The origin.” She nodded toward the guard still lying on the floor with his mate beside him. “He had no scratches. No bite marks that I could see. They crawled beneath his flesh.” She shook her head. “The ichor in our blood has grown weak. Centuries ago, those spiders would have perished inside of us, expelled with ease. Each generation grows more vulnerable. Frail.”

“Then we learn how to be stronger. Not just future generations but now.” I turned toward the other guard. “How did you escape unbitten?”

“I stabbed the spiders with my spear.”

I swung my gaze back to the priestess. “You see? Not with magic, or blood. You fight.”

“For now. But when they infect those who carry blood magic, our spears will be useless.”

“You’re exactly right.” I turned away from her but as I strode toward the door, I felt a grip of my arm.

“Where are you going?” the priestess asked.

“To find Zevander. And keep those damned spiders from crossing into Aethyria.”
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“The Rotting Tree.” The priestess stood alongside me and pressed her palm to the drawing on the wall that I’d woken up to earlier. “There’s still warmth. He cleaved.”

“He had to be with someone. Zevander doesn’t cleave.” Again, I found myself staring at what appeared to be a gaping cavity in the tree. “And what is this tree?”

“I’ve seen it.” The sound of Aleysia’s voice had me spinning around to find her standing in the doorway. A look of fear claimed her face. “That’s where I was kept before I escaped.”

“Can you take me there?”

Her face pinched to panic, and she shook her head. “You shouldn’t go there, Maeve. Terrible things…I saw terrible things.”

“I understand. I won’t ask you to come with me, but I am going after him.” I twisted toward the priestess. “Do you know where this is?”

She shook her head and sighed. “I would venture to guess your dragon knows where to find this tree.”

“Raivox?”

“They’re very wise creatures, the Corvugons.” She lifted my gloved hand and sighed. “Perhaps it’s time I showed you what this is.”

Flexing my fingers, I nodded. “Can you give me a moment alone with my sister?”

“Of course.”

As soon as the priestess exited the cottage and closed the door behind her, I felt the first fissure in my heart.

“You’re leaving,” Aleysia said before I spoke a word.

“I want to tell you to come with me, but …” I cleared my throat in a poor effort to swallow back the rising emotion. “Mortals can’t cross the boundary.”

“So, in terms of leaving, you mean Mortasia.”

A sharp sting burned across the rims of my eyes, and I turned away. “We could try something. Zevander captured the man who’s been stalking us. Theron. He could…force a bond. There would be an exchange of blood that might allow you to cross.”

Aleysia chuckled and I lifted my gaze to see her eyes wavering with tears. “Do you hear yourself? If I didn’t know better, I’d think Agatha had inhabited you just now.”

“It’s a terrible idea, I know. But Agatha sought our betrothal for personal gain. I only want to keep you safe.”

“And you have.” She sighed and strode toward me, lifted both of my hands in hers. “You are the most selfless person I know, Maevyth Bronwick. And perhaps the most misunderstood. All our lives, you’ve lived as an outcast. Despised for reasons that you could not have possibly controlled. For heaven’s sake, you were just a child when the world decided to cast you off.”

Realizing where she was going, I shook my head. “Aleysia, please. Now isn’t⁠—”

“You will listen to me. Every word. If you go after him to that tree, I might not get to tell you again.” Her voice cracked on the last word and the tight squeeze of my hand emphasized her point. “I want to wrap you in my arms and tell you not to leave, but you have to go. And you are strong and powerful. You exploded demons from the underground, so I know you can take care of yourself.” The two of us laughed, as morbid as her comment may have been. “At the same time, you are kindhearted and vulnerable.” She exhaled a sharp breath and cleared her throat, as if to stave off tears. “You have suffered the most despicable prejudice, and you faced it with such grace. You never once let the hatred of this world change who you were. You never judged me for the hardships I placed on you. You were prepared to watch me give birth to an illegitimate child and hold my hand through it all. Loyally and without question.” The waver of tears in her eyes had me looking away to hide my own. “And you never asked for anything but love in return.”

“You are my sister. It is my duty⁠—”

“No.” Hooking my chin with her finger, she guided my face to hers. “No, it was never your duty, Maeve. But it is your turn, my sweet sister. You love him and it’s abundantly clear that he loves you.” She gave a tearful smile and glanced around the small cottage. “I’m ready to make this my home. I have Father and Corwin. I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t even like Corwin.” I chuckled through tears.

She rolled her eyes and smiled. “He’s grown on me. And this is as good a home as any in this new world.”

“You don’t speak their language, though. You can’t understand a word they’re saying.”

Aleysia shrugged. “I’ve managed—I’ll learn. Father learned, and I can, too.” With my hand clutched in hers, she kissed my knuckles. “I’m going to miss you so much. But we found each other once. We will find each other again.”

“I came all this way…All I wanted was to find you. I can’t just abandon you. I won’t.”

“You’ve never abandoned me. Not once. You came back for me. You did as you’d hoped. You kept me safe. We’re simply parting ways. For now.”

“And if something happens?”

“Maevyth…you cannot serve as my shield your entire life. That leaves nothing for you. You have to let me go.”

“I can’t.”

“You will. And if the fates are kind, our paths will cross again.”

I threw my arms around her, holding her tight to me, the feeling that I might not embrace her that way again tearing through my chest. “I love you.”

“Only a fraction of how much I love you.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE
ZEVANDER
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Past …

Black poison slid down the blade Zevander twisted in his grasp, one he’d been entrusted with to take the lives of Loyce’s enemies. One he intended to use on himself as he sat in the bath across from two women, both part of General Loyce’s Gildona. The intrigue in their eyes wasn’t for him, but what hid beneath the surface of the water.

His tenth piercing had been placed days ago, making him the only slave alive with so many. Like everyone else, they watched for a glimpse of it. To confirm whether the rumors they’d heard were true or not. They whispered to each other, giggling like children.

Zevander ignored them, turning his focus to that blade, ensuring there was enough poison to coat the entire surface. The last time, he’d only lost consciousness a few short hours. This time, he’d make sure it destroyed him entirely.

And when his empty husk of a body lay lifeless, his soul far away from this place, they could gawp all they wanted.

The blade trembled in his grasp as he held it to his chest where within that vicious organ still relentlessly pounded a rhythm of life. One nick of the flesh. Seconds. The thick layer of poison was enough to stop his heart in seconds.

He hadn’t wanted to do it for an audience, but Zevander no longer found time alone, nor peace, not since she’d turned him into a walking anomaly.

Let them watch if they’re so curious.

One of the women submerged herself under the water. There he sat, a heartbeat from death, while they sought a glimpse of his cock. He’d have laughed if the monster inside of him weren’t whispering in his ear right then.

Do it.

For years, he’d fought the voice, the hope of seeing his siblings urging him to keep going. To keep breathing when his body was so battered and ruined, it ached to draw breath. But that night, Loyce had professed her love for him while she took from him again, as she’d done for so many years, he lost his will. He was weary. No more than a hollow.

The woman emerged from the water, her face soaked as she leaned into the other woman and whispered.

Tears wavering in his eyes, Zevander ground his teeth and pressed the blade against his ribs.

The heavy pounding of approaching boots didn’t break his determination, until rough hands gripped his arms and the blade fell into the water.

Zevander’s muscles tensed as he was hoisted out of the bath and forced to his feet. Cold air rushed over him, his body naked and shivering as he stood on display before two Solassion soldiers.

“You’ve been summoned by King Jeret.”

His head still trapped in a state of resignation, their words failed to penetrate his mind, and with little reaction, Zevander twisted around to search for his fallen blade in the bath.

When his body was yanked backward, he swung out at the soldier who kept him from the silent void he so desperately craved. He landed the punch in a powerful blow to the soldier’s nose and a spray of blood splashed across his face. Three soldiers wrangled him to the floor and held his arms behind his back.

“You will dress and prepare to stand before your king as you’ve been summoned.”

“He is not my king. He will never be my king!”

A fist shot toward his face and smashed into his cheek. Growling, Zevander kicked and wriggled, fighting for one split-second when he might retrieve that blade and end it.

Another brutal strike to his cheek and a flash of light dimmed to blackness.
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Acold, dead sensation claimed Zevander’s limbs as he stood before King Jeret, the man’s voice nothing more than a scratchy noise that hummed in his ears. The summons of the king was nothing new. Zevander had been called upon numerous times over the last few years with inquiries of new glyphs. Each time, he’d been sent back to the same miserable observatory.

His eyes remained fixed on the guard no more than two steps in front of him who stood with his back to Zevander. A new face Zevander couldn’t recall having seen before. Young.

And foolish, given that he wore his blade on the right side of his thigh.

All guards knew to wear their weapons away from the prisoners they escorted or cross-draw—all except this one, it seemed.

“What news do you have for me?” Jeret asked Loyce who stood alongside Zevander.

Split seconds.

That’s all it would’ve taken to swipe that blade up and sever her precious vitaelis vein.

Swipe, slice. Swipe, slice. Swipe, slice.

The words toyed with him as he stood wedged between her and Theron to his left, slightly behind the guard. The other slave had become nothing more than a stranger to him in the last two decades

Perhaps he wouldn’t try to stop him.

“Your Grace, I can assure you, we’re getting closer to knowing the truth about his visits to Caligorya.”

Swipe, slice. Swipe, slice.

“I’ll ask again. What is the news you bring today?” The words arrived as a threat, but Zevander had listened to her excuses every time before. Had heard the cunning way she spoke to the king, convincing him of her lies.

The truth was, Zevander hadn’t successfully slipped into Caligorya in decades. Not since the first night Theron had fed him the elixir while he’d lay bound.

“I’m not interested in the same boring news you bring every time you’re summoned.” He pounded his fist against the throne. “What has changed?”

Bound in chains in front of him, Zevander’s hands shook. What more did he have to lose?

Swipe, slice. Swipe, slice.

Before his mind could register the movement, he’d lurched for the guard and snatched up the dagger at his hip. In one fluid move, he leveled the blade against that precious vein, could feel the shaky breath that passed her lips as she fought to hold her composure.

“Back down, boy!” King Jeret shot to his feet. “Now!”

Zevander ground his teeth. Killing her would be cause for execution, particularly with her not having proven that he possessed any special power. Even so, the prospect of the cruelest death held more appeal than returning to her Gildona.

“Go on, then. Cut me open. I know you’ve salivated over it,” she taunted.

“You’re half orgoth. Cutting your vein would be certain death.” While his voice was strained, his hand remained steadier than he could have imagined, as he watched the surrounding guards close in on him.

“Perhaps you might recall what I told you the first day you arrived at the Gildona. I’ve learned to protect my vulnerabilities. You and I are both cursed in that regard.”

“How so?”

“Step away from the general at once!” Sword drawn, one of the guards approached with slow and measured steps.

“Severing that vein is useless,” General Loyce kept on. “It is enchanted to heal.”

“You’re lying,” he gritted out.

“It’s true.” It was the mage standing beside King Jeret who’d spoken that time. “I supplied the elixir she drinks every night.”

“Go ahead and cut me. It’ll hurt, but only for a moment. Not like the wounds you carry.”

Zevander’s grip slackened, and with a roar of frustration, he shoved her forward.

Two guards charged toward him, one taking hold of his arms while the other ripped the blade from his hand.

He didn’t bother to fight them. It was futile. He’d suffer the consequences later and perhaps she’d go too far the next time. Maybe her anger would get the better of her, and she’d sever his throat instead.

“Enough of these theatrics.” The king waved toward his mage. “Check his palm.”

Jeret’s high mage approached cautiously, his robes swaying at his back as he descended the dais. He lifted Zevander’s hand, turning it over for the flat of his hand. A small drop of vivicantem cooled the itch still scratching over Zevander’s palm from the longing to hold that blade again. After massaging the fluid into his skin, the mage placed a magnifier to his eye, studying the scars there, just as he had the last time Zevander had stood before the king. “I see nothing. No new patterns or glyphs.”

“Your Grace, please⁠—”

“Enough of this. I’ve given you plenty of time. King Sagaerin has offered ten thousand more men to join our army against the squatter of Kestellias in exchange for him.”

Zevander frowned and lifted his gaze from the floor.

“Twenty thousand men won’t ensure your victory. You know this. The eldritch magic that I am certain Zevander is capable of⁠—”

“I lied.” The voice that interrupted wasn’t Zevander’s that time.

No. The voice that spoke belonged to Theron who stood trembling at his side.

“I lied about the glyphs. Caligorya. I supplied the ampoules which made him unconscious.”

King Jeret frowned down at him. “And what of the glyphs on his palm?”

He reached into his robe and pulled out a book. “I stole it from the high mage. I carved those glyphs into his palm.”

“Theron don’t. Don’t do this,” Zevander warned.

Ignoring him, Theron kept on. “When I heard that King Sagaerin had petitioned for his release, I told General Loyce about the glyphs.”

“What motive would’ve driven you to carve useless glyphs into my palm?” I threw the question out there in hopes they’d see the gaping holes in his story.

“They’re only useless to those who perceive them as such,” he said, his words holding deeper meaning. “I’d hoped Loyce would notice them on her own, but you covered them up quite well.”

Lies, but he answered with the ease of a man who’d rehearsed the moment in his mind dozens of times before.

“Why would you do such a thing?” Jeret asked.

“I was jealous, Your Grace.” The quiver in Theron’s voice told Zevander he was terrified. “I’d heard of King Sagaerin’s prior attempts to secure his release and I sought to sabotage it.”

Jeret turned toward his mage. “They glowed under the vivicantem. Surely, false glyphs wouldn’t appear that way.”

The mage looked thoughtful for a moment. “If they are associated with his bloodline, they might.”

“How would Theron know that?” Loyce argued. “He’s lying. He did not carve those into Zevander’s flesh.”

“Whether he’s lying, or not, the fact remains—you’ve not produced a new glyph in two decades. Sagaerin claims his only interest in this young man has to do with his mother. Rather than rely on useless claims of magic, I’d much prefer the guarantee of men. I will accept Sagaerin’s offer. Zevander Rydainn of Nyxteros, you are hereby released of your sentence per order of the king.”

Zevander’s knees buckled beneath him and he fell to the floor. Freedom.

Freedom.

Freedom.

He raised his shackled hands and through tears, stared at the scabs and callouses where his skin had grown used to the metal.

The glance he threw at Theron was fleeting but potent the way it struck his gut like a sharp blade. The other slave stood shivering. Terrified. His face white as fresh snow.

Loyce was going to kill him. Slowly. Painfully.

Zevander turned toward the general, his throat tight, begging him to remain silent, but he pushed out the words trapped in his chest. “I’ll stay. Don’t lay a hand on Theron and I’ll refuse the offer.”

“You’ve no choice in the matter.” The mage sneered. “It is already decided.”

Zevander slid closer toward the king on his knees. “I demand that my friends are released.”

King Jeret laughed and gave a dismissive wave. “You’re in no position to make demands.”

“You’re wrong,” Zevander said boldly. “I know who the squatter of Kastellia is to you. I know why you long to see him killed. It is a secret that will die with me if you grant four of my friends their freedom.”

The king’s eyes narrowed like a snake. “I could have your head for such a threat.”

“You could, yes.” Zevander’s voice trembled. “And I would welcome a swift blade. But that will not earn your twenty thousand men from King Sagaerin.”

“A very generous offering for a slave.” Disdain dripped from the mage’s voice like venom. “Perhaps you might show some humility.”

“I have paid for a crime I didn’t commit.”

“Which four?” The king held out his goblet and without hesitation, his cup bearer surged forward to fill it. “What difference does four slaves make, after all? You’re all useless.”

“Well, hurry up, then.” The mage turned away, his robes dancing after him. “I’ve more important matters.”

“There are three in the mines. They go by the names Kazhimyr, Ravezio and Torryn. And then …” He only gave a fleeting glance toward him. “Theron.”

Loyce stepped forward. “Your Grace, it is my opinion that Theron should not be granted his freedom. He lied to a king.”

“Agreed,” Jeret said in a bored tone. “I’ll grant freedom for the other three. Theron must be punished.”

Zevander turned toward the other slave whose face had gone ghostly pale, his body trembling so hard, it was a wonder he managed to stay upright. “I’m begging Your Grace. General Loyce will subject him to brutality.”

“He admitted his lies.” Just as before, the king waved a dismissive hand and tipped back a drink of his wine. “He would be fortunate to breathe at all. The matter is closed. Fetch the three from the mines and prepare them for release.”

“I refuse!” Zevander jumped to his feet, his chains clattering.

“Guards! Get him out of my sight.”

As two guards gripped Zevander’s arms, Loyce strode up to him. “I’ll be sure to keep him breathing through it all,” she whispered.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO
ZEVANDER
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Present …

Zevander stared at the flickering shadow of fire dancing over the lifeless, gray walls of the vault.

Someone must’ve set him free. It was the only reasonable explanation for Theron getting loose.

“Come now,” a familiar voice said from behind, and Zevander turned to see Cadavros standing in the doorway, his eyes glowing like that of an animal’s, despite him taking Alastor’s form. “Why hide from the truth?”

“What truth?” No sooner had Zevander asked than a vision trickled into his thoughts.

A heavy stone box. Enchantments etched into the ancient, black rock. His fingers sweeping over the symbols.

Mor samanet. Words Theron had once said to him.

Death awaits.

‘What is it?” Zevander asked Dolion beside him, not daring to attempt the puzzle lock.

“A griefcoffer. A cursed gift of grief and guilt. Whatever is inside will make for a painful discovery. That much I know,” Dolion said.

King Sagaerin stepped forward, brows lowered. “You do not need to open this.”

Zevander screwed his eyes shut and shook his head. “No.” He turned and strode for the door but stopped short when that same black box from his memories appeared on the floor, blocking his path.

“Open it,” Cadavros urged.

Zevander stared down at it, slowly shaking his head.

The scorpion on his back stirred across his spine and tore away from his skin before stepping out onto the floor.

“I’ve seen the darkness inside your mind, Assassin. The shadows that plague your every thought. The ever-present hell you fear to descend.” As the mage knelt before the box, reaching to open it, Zevander’s muscles tensed. “Your king was wrong. The only way to relieve yourself of this misery, is to face it.”

“Don’t,” Zevander warned, but as Cadavros set his hands on the lid of it, Zevander’s eyes shuttered to more memories flickering through his mind in rapid succession.

A click of the lock. Opening the lid with trembling hands. Theron’s severed head. Terror burning in his one milky-white eye. Long fibers of torn flesh dangling at his neck, indicating it’d been ripped away. The serrated marks of teeth confirming Zevander’s fears—General Loyce had fed him to her pets. More wounds. Unnatural wounds. Patches of missing skin. The missing eyeball. An ear that looked to have been torn away, not by sharp teeth, but careless shredding of strong hands. The deformation of his nose where skin and cartilage looked as if it’d been melted away.

He suffered.

Gods, he must’ve suffered.

Zevander opened his eyes just as Cadavros pulled back the lid and spiders, hundreds of them, spilled out of the box, encircling him, as Zevander backed himself deeper into the vault. Zevander summoned his flame, casting a protective halo around him. The spiders hissed and reared up but didn’t dare to cross through it.

“She tortured him for days after you were set free. Not with the intent of keeping him, as she had with you, but to destroy a small part of him every single day. Starved. Mutilated. Violated in ways even the gods would fear to say aloud.”

Zevander shook his head. “How would you know this?”

“From your thoughts. Someone told you. You’ve chosen to forget.”

“I warned him. I begged him to remain silent.”

“And still, he spoke. For you.” Cadavros rose to his feet, his shadow stretching over Zevander like a dark stormcloud.

“I never asked that of him. I offered to give up my freedom for someone I hardly knew,” Zevander growled. “A man who stabbed me in the back!”

“A man who, in spite of his flaws, you viewed as a brother. One you knew longer than your own brother, or father, for that matter.”

A sharp, agonizing pain pierced Zevander’s back and he collapsed to his knees. Searing heat shot through his veins like wildfire and Zevander clenched his teeth as it sank like blades into his muscles. He turned to see the massive scorpion rearing up for another strike and before Zevander could dodge it, the stinger struck his ribs, his arm, his back.

He let out a bellow of pain as it stabbed him repeatedly.

“Did you know that a scorpion is immune to his own venom?” Cadavros stood inside the circle of flames, his bare feet slipping past Zevander as he paced beside him. “Yet, when girt by fire, they sting themselves. Over and over. A desperate longing for death when there’s no means of escape from their suffering.”

Zevander’s arms trembled as he fought to hold himself up while the metallic stinger punched into his flesh once again. He collapsed onto the floor, his body twitching, curling into itself. “He was real. I saw him. He fucking stabbed me!”

“You stabbed yourself.” The moment he spoke the words, a memory split through Zevander’s mind like a festering wound. He winced at the image of him standing alone in the middle of Foxglove’s village, icy rain pouring down on him as he ran his own blade across his abdomen. How he’d sliced his own arm while walking through the broken window of the empty chandlery. His lip twisted in disgust, the stones of the floor beneath him blurring as he stared off, lost in the memory.

“The guilt you’ve carried all these years, the hell that lives inside your mind, has grown like rot inside of you. Vaelora, poor Vaelora.” Cadavros’s voice was a distant sound beneath the thud of blood pulsing in Zevander’s ears. “The father you couldn’t save. The mother and siblings you couldn’t protect. And Theron. She killed him when he spoke for you, when he willingly chose torture to ensure your freedom, and your mind cannot forgive you for it. The absence of vivicantem brought it to life with such scathing clarity that you can’t even face it.” Cadavros knelt beside him, a look of pity in his eyes as he stared down at him. “And at your weakest, your own venom has destroyed you. Corroded your insides.” The scorpion drew back for another strike and Cadavros threw out his hand, blocking the attack. The tip of the stinger met his palm but failed to penetrate it. Cadavros lifted his nose in the air and sniffed. He held out his other hand and the vivicantem that Zevander had stuffed into his pocket shot out into the mage’s palm. Cadavros smiled as he held it up in front of him. “It is time to embrace those flames. To remember the pain you suffered while two kings watched in apathy. An assassin does not feel empathy or guilt. He neither mourns nor loves. This self-destruction ends now. We have a ward to destroy.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE
MAEVYTH
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“Why am I here again?” Brows pinched together, Corwin glanced up at the sky and back, while standing wedged between the priestess and Aleysia in a clearing where we had a much better view of the mountain’s summit.

Arms crossed, Aleysia shrugged. “I thought since you’re good with horses, you might be able to help Maevyth out.”

I’d have found her logic amusing, if my head hadn’t been locked in a state of panic right then.

“Horses? Yes.” His eyes trailed upward again, as if Raivox might swoop down at any moment. “The unnatural beast that follows you around? No. I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“Well, how about some helpful pointers,” Aleysia said. “That would be a start.”

“Hold on? Don’t spit into the wind? Ehhh …” He shook his head. “Try not to piss him off?”

With a groan, Aleysia rolled her eyes. “Well, if you’re not going to help then you may as well leave.”

“Isn’t she the mystical all-knowing woman of the mountains?” he asked, gesturing toward the priestess.

Erithanya huffed. “It’s as I already told Maevyth. I can show her how to use the glove. But I don’t know about riding the beast.” She waved a hand at me. “Call on your Corvugon.”

“Now?” Corwin stepped back, fingers toying with a feather he’d worn the night before and hadn’t bothered to remove. “Shouldn’t we prepare somehow? Perhaps have a goat ready in case he’s hungry?”

Sighing, I tipped my head back and cleared my throat, cheeks burning with humiliation. I whistled for Raivox, and when he didn’t appear right away, I glanced toward her. “Perhaps he’s opted to ignore me this time. He’s somewhat stubborn. Frustrating, really.”

“He’s also massive,” Aleysia added. “Perhaps you might give him a minute?”

Moments later, an immense winged shadow sliced through the clouds and Raivox let out a screech.

The priestess smiled, turning toward me. “They are stubborn but loyal.”

Raivox touched down on a thunderclap and shook his feathers, stretching them outward in either direction.

“My goodness, you never really get used to the size of him, do you?” Corwin let out a nervous chuckle, backing up a few steps.

Raivox croaked and sharpened his beak on the rock underfoot.

The priestess stepped closer to him “The glove connects the two of you. Soul to soul. Touch him.”

Impatiently, I strode up to him and reached out my hand, running my hands over his rough scales. A fierce vibration thrummed across my palm, and I drew back with a frown. I reached out again and as if our heartbeats were one, I felt a steady thud at the top of my hand, up my arm, into my chest. Raivox shivered but didn’t break our connection.

“Good. He senses you. Now climb onto him.”

I yanked my hand away and trailed my gaze up the length of his body. A wall of scales and feathers that must’ve reached fifteen meters in height. “Climb him?”

“How else do you imagine riding a Corvugon?”

That was the problem—I hadn’t gotten so far as to imagine myself riding him, let alone climbing onto his back. A dizzying wave of nausea gurgled in my chest at the thought of falling off.

With a swift grip, she seized my arm. “Do you want to find him or not?” She placed my gloved hand on Raivox again. “Climb onto him.”

Exhaling a breath, I curled my fingers into his scales, the rough texture gritty like sandpaper. As if recognizing my intent, he lowered his head, waiting. The claws clung to the scales, and I easily hauled myself up the length of his body until I reached the mantle—the flat stretch between his wings—where I settled myself.

“Find something to hang onto. Tightly.”

Through the mass of scales and feathers, I spied two small horns that curved back from his neck, as if designed intentionally, and leaned slightly forward to grip hold. A strange vibration hummed across my palm, the veins of the glove glowing, and Raivox lurched a step, jerking me against his body. My heart slammed into my ribs, pounding a rhythm of fear. Not daring to look down, I closed my eyes, breathing through my nose. The wind blew through my hair as I took a moment to calm myself.

“Now what?” I croaked.

“Now speak to him.”

“Speak to him? Is there a language I’m supposed to use?”

“He doesn’t speak in any language. He knows your thoughts. Speak to him with your mind.”

As foolish as it sounded, I nodded and shuttered my eyes. “Raivox? Take me to The Rotting Tree.”

A long, dragging scrape grated in my ear and I opened my eyes to see Raivox preening his feathers again.

“I don’t think the glove is working.” I peered down to where Erithanya stood beside Aleysia and Corwin, my stomach twisting at the height. “He doesn’t seem to understand what I’m saying.

“Try a different command!” she shouted back.

“A different command,” I muttered. “Okay. Stop preening.”

Raivox kicked his head to the side and slowly lowered the leg he’d been picking at.

“Sharpen your beak on the stones.”

His head jerked forward, and just as he’d done when he first landed, he scraped his beak over the jagged rocks.

“So, it appears he does understand.” The priestess’s voice held a hint of amusement, and I turned to see her smiling up at me.

“Take me to The Rotting Tree.”

A deep, guttural growl rumbled in his chest, and he let out a caw, but didn’t move.

“Raivox, take me. To The. Rotting Tree.” I articulated every word that time.

He hopped a step.

I slid across his back, scrambling to take hold of those horns again, and exhaled a shaky breath.

“What happened?” It was Aleysia who asked that time.

“I firmly believe he’s refusing to take me.”

The priestess shrugged. “Well, then. You have your answer. You can’t force a dragon to take you somewhere, after all. They are bigger.”

“And vicious,” Corwin added.

Teeth grinding in my head, I scowled back at his neck. “Zevander is in danger. I need to go to The Rotting Tree. Right now.”

Still the bull-headed beast refused to move!

“It seems Morsana chose a stubborn one for you.” The priestess’s chuckle grated on me. “How unfortunate. If it’s all the same to you, I’m going to return to the village now.”

I shot her a glare. “You’re not going to show me how to ride him?”

“It seems he’s not planning to take you anywhere.”

“Well, how do I get him to take me somewhere?”

“I’m not entirely certain. Morsana never gave me a Corvugon of my own.” Bitterness clung to her voice as she smiled back at me. “I only know from reading.”

I stared at the feathered neckline of my stubborn bird dragon and huffed.

“Listen to me. I know you don’t care for Zevander much, but I do. We need to return to his home⁠—”

Raivox lurched forward and raised his wings. With one flap, we surged upward, and I flattened my body against him, clutching the horns with white knuckles. Nausea and dizziness waltzed through my senses, the wind barreling over the top of my head. My thighs burned against his scales as I squeezed my knees into his body. Higher he soared, until my cloak could no longer stave off the cold and my breaths arrived as thick white mist. I kept my eyes on his scales, clinging to him, and at last, he leveled. I shuddered an exhale and mustered the courage to sit upright. The air felt thicker, forcing itself into my throat, as it rushed past us.

The mountain’s summit stood ahead of us and below, daring myself to peer downward, I could only make out three small specks where they stood through the density of the clouds. The distant sounds of their screaming and cheering failed to spur on a feeling of victory, they only incited a jealous longing to be back on the ground. Vertigo spun through my head, the world tilting and I clenched my eyes, hoping for it to pass.

Raivox flapped his wings, his body angling slightly upward, forcing me to clutch tighter, and he landed with a sudden thud. Face buried in his feathers, I trembled as I peeled myself away from where I’d buried my face in his feathers and found we’d landed on a jutting stretch of rock. My knuckles ached when I finally unraveled them from his horns and straightened.

Raivox lowered his head as he had before, and I slid down from his neck, tumbling along his rough scales in an awkward ejection. The rock slammed against my knees, sending a jolt of pain across my bones, when I smacked down against the surface. On hands and knees, I breathed, calming the pounding of my heart, then pushed to my feet and glanced around. A shallow cave ahead of us housed a wall of branches and bones, one of them a skull that stared unseeingly toward us.

“Where have you taken me?” I asked, peering out over the nauseating stretch of sky and mountains behind us.

A rough nudge of his beak sent me stumbling forward, toward that wall of piled bones and branches.

Scowling back at him, I edged toward it and stared up the tight weaving of what reminded me of a nest. “This is your home, isn’t it?”

He chuffed and ruffled his feathers as if he were excited to show me.

Taking hold of a piece of bone, I pulled myself up and stepped onto a bent branch. I reached again, pulling and stepping my way up the height of the wall, until at last, I reached the top of it. Nestled inside, sat two black-scaled eggs—exactly like the one from which Raivox had hatched.

Smiling, I looked back at him. “They’re yours.” I glanced around in search of another Corvugon that might’ve been flying about, but there was only Raivox. Perhaps they’d arrived the same way he had. “You’re a father.”

Again, he ruffled his feathers and flapped his wings, the pride beaming off him.

The smile on my face faded for the worry still writhing in the pit of my stomach. “Raivox, I need you to take me to that tree.”

He stretched his wings and flew upward, disappearing over the mountain.

Leaving me there, alone with his eggs.

“No,” I muttered, climbing back down the nest. “No, no, no.” When I reached the platform, I stalked toward its edge, wondering if I might be able to climb back down.

A dizzying height with no bottom visible from where I stood had me backing up again. “Raivox!” I called out, searching the sky for him. “Raivox come back!”

Seconds ticked off.

Minutes.

I summoned the whistling glyph to mind but dryness in my throat dulled the usually sharp sound.

Dread swelled in my chest after nearly an hour must’ve passed and he still hadn’t returned.

“Raivox!” I called out again, my voice hoarse and scratchy.

The dread sharpened and coiled into anger that cut through me like blades. All I could think about was Zevander. I needed to find him.

“Raivox!” I screamed and a growl answered, but not one I’d heard before. Slowly turning around, I looked up the length of the nest wall to find an enormous lizard, at least four times my size, sitting on the edge above. Once again, my muscles locked into a shudder, breath waning in my lungs. With its clawed, scaly fingers, it popped one of the eggs into its cheek, creating a lopsided bulge in its face.

“Oh, no. No, you don’t.” I called the bone glyph to mind and as it unraveled onto the ground, only one of the lizard’s eyes shifted, while the other remained trained on me, as if it were sizing me up to fit in the other side of its cheek.

I could’ve.

Easily.

But not without a fight.

I drew back the whip and the lizard flinched but didn’t scamper away.

A deep growl curled in its throat, rattling my nerves, and I hurled the whip with a quick strike against its flank. A gash bloomed across its scaly body and the lizard spat the egg out onto the ground. It scuttled down the nest wall toward it and I lashed the whip again, striking it on the nose that time.

The lizard let out a roar and charged toward me.

A blast of Aeryz sent it flying backward but not before it quickly scrambled to its clawed feet. As I threw my arm back to strike again, something unfurled toward me and looped around my neck with such force, I dropped the bone whip. The lizard’s tongue stretched between us, from my throat to its opened mouth and the pressure had me clawing at the bands.

A rough yank took me closer to its mouth, but I dug my heels into the ground and leaned back, tightening its whip-like tongue around my throat. Stars exploded across my eyes and panic pounded through my chest. Gripping tight to its tongue, I summoned the death glyph. In seconds, flesh and scales crumbled to dust, and the moment its tongue fell away, I stumbled backward, desperate to catch myself.

It was too late, though.

I tumbled over the edge of the mountain.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR
ZEVANDER
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Zevander’s hand shook as he held it outstretched toward the shimmering Umbravale—the only barrier that separated the two worlds. He kept his hand curled to a tight fist but could feel the flame slithering through his veins, lashing at his palm for release. He hadn’t summoned it. He’d refused, yet it had risen from its slumber.

“How maddening it must be, to possess an immense power that can be manipulated.” Cadavros stood alongside him, smiling. He hadn’t called on a glyph nor spoken a chant. The power the mage siphoned had come from somewhere inside of himself.

Zevander could feel it moving about, an invader in his blood. “How?” he gritted out, resisting the pull that tensed his muscles—a rigidity that sent a cramping ache deep into his bones.

He eyed his sword, out of reach on the ground.

“As I told you before, I had become infected by the amulet. The night of the Emberforge ritual, I infected you. And in doing so, I created a way to control you. And your flame.”

“The flame inside of me burns infection.”

“It is not a simple disease which inhabits your body, but an ancient malediction. A pestilent curse.”

“Why?”

“A boy should not possess the power of a god without a means to temper him. To control him. You possess an unrivaled power, but the body, the mind that houses it is nothing more than flesh and bones. Easily broken by skilled hands.”

Zevander gnashed his teeth, refusing to relent. He’d spent years at the mercy of vicious hands that longed to break him. Had pieced himself together through sheer will. He’d be damned if he’d let another attempt to control him that way again.

“I didn’t have the strength to reach you beyond the Umbravale. It was only in Caligorya that I could grasp that dormant power inside of you. But only a flicker. A mere sampling of what should’ve belonged to me.”

Caligorya.

Pressure throbbed in his skull, but he called propulszir to mind, desperate to keep from revealing the idea that sprang to life.

Cadavros laughed. “Do you think your petty glyph can keep me out of your head?”

But as the mage clawed at the thin veil of his thoughts, trying to work his way past the resistant glyph, Zevander could feel the shift of focus, the black flame settling inside of him.

Caligorya had been his refuge from General Loyce. A means to escape her abuse. It’d always taken pain or elixirs to initiate, but Zevander had learned in his assassination training to slip into the dark state during intense interrogations. It required a bit of trickery was all. He merely had to convince his mind that he was on the brink of death. Elixirs made it easy, but another means was turning the flame on himself. Essentially like holding one’s breath. He needed to call upon it himself and trap it inside his chest—a subtlety Cadavros might fail to notice, might perceive as resistance.

He felt the nudge to his mind as Cadavros fought to break through.

Zevander forced his thoughts out, turning his mind back to the flame, keeping his hand clenched. As Cadavros meddled around his head, he let the flame simmer and boil inside of him. Let it rise into his ribs where it twisted and curled inside its bony cage. His heart hammered in his chest in a restless thud of panic. His pulse hastened. Breath shuddered out of him as he fought to hold the flame inside, his scorpion once again stirring at his back. Tighter his muscles held, his body shaking, sweat beading and dripping down his temples. An inky blackness crawled in from the fringes.

“What are you doing?” Cadavros’s voice was a distant sound that barely reached him as Zevander slipped, deeper and deeper into that void.

Finally, he collapsed.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE
ZEVANDER
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Where in seven hells am I?

Zevander glanced around the unfamiliar surroundings in search of something he might recognize. Crude cob walls and a dirt floor released the pungent odor of damp soil and mold. The sound of a woman’s moans bled through wide cracks in a wooden door ahead and through them, Zevander could make out two bodies fucking each other. The stench of rot clung to his nose and frowning, he stared down at the decaying corpse of a rat on the floor.

Quiet whispers reached his ears, and Zevander turned toward a small wooden table behind him, following the sounds to the two children, no more than ten years old, who sat huddled beneath. The boy, pale and thin with pink eyes and two small horns protruding from his forehead, bore the telling characteristics of a spindling child. The little girl clutched in his arms looked to have suffered the worst deformities Zevander had ever seen on a child: one eye black and sunken, her face sallow and scarred.

Vaguely familiar, somehow.

“I’m going to find the cure, Melisara. I’ve been reading endlessly. There is a way to cleanse you,” the boy said, kissing the girl on the top of her ratted hair.

“Perhaps I can still ascend into Mother’s bloodline.” She stared up at him, but the boy seemed unbothered by her deformities, didn’t so much as wince when he lovingly gazed back at her, stroking her long red locks. “I can change faces, just as she used to.”

“She is Nilivir. If her blood magic was going to pass onto you, there would’ve been signs by now.” He affectionately kissed the top of her head, where the hair had thinned at her hairline. “Only knowledge, studying the scrolls, will change our circumstances.”

“No spindling has ever been permitted into the House of Sages. You’ll never have access.”

“I will.” Brows pulled tight, he flattened his lips. “Someday I will be the most powerful mage in the world.”

“And I’ll be the most beautiful.” She smiled up at him.

A loud gurgling scream broke their quiet whispers and Zevander turned for the bedroom door, beyond which, he’d heard fucking.

“I can make him stop. He’ll never lay a hand on her, or us, again,” the boy said, his words grinding through clenched teeth.

“Don’t Alastor. You have no power against him. It will do nothing. Besides, Mother says we need the coin.”

Zevander froze at the mention of his mentor’s name—one he’d thought was given out of deception. He tipped his head, studying the boy’s face, hidden behind his long black hair. Beneath the obvious malnourishment, he could see a glimmer of his former mentor there. Could hear the slightest resemblance in his young voice when he said, “The rotting drunk deserves to die.”

He was staring at Cadavros as a young boy.

Alastor must’ve been his birth name.

The door creaked and then thudded open, and a man stumbled out, his finer clothes giving Zevander the impression he hadn’t been borne from squalor. He tipped back a tankard of ale, running into the wall as he made his way toward where the children hid. “C’mon, you little monster. Let me see your ugly face.”

The little girl turned into the boy, hiding her face in his chest.

“C’mon you wretched little beast. Give me a good scare and show me where you are!” The stranger stumbled over his own feet and tumbled to the floor. The moment he caught sight of the children, his lips stretched to an evil grin. “There you are.” Lips peeled back he swiped out a hand for the girl. “Get over here you little bitch!”

“Leave her alone!” the boy screamed, shoving at his arm.

The drunk took hold of her bony little leg and gave a hard yank that sent her body flying out from beneath the table. As she flipped around, clawing at the dirt for the boy, he gave another yank, drawing her dress up, exposing her bare lower half to him.

The drunk gripped her hair and tipped her face into the light.

A howl ripped from the man’s throat as the boy lurched forward and bit the drunk’s arm. The little girl scrambled in the opposite direction.

“You fucking rat!” The drunk shot a blast of Aeryz that sent the young boy flying back into the wall behind him.

Zevander’s muscles tensed as the drunkard twisted around for the little girl who lay trembling, staring back at her tormentor from the corner of her good eye. “You are the most repulsive creature I’ve ever set eyes upon. You should be burned.”

“You’re going to die today,” she said in a quiet voice.

At first, Zevander might’ve thought she was a seer, but he turned to see the young Alastor quietly sliding a dagger from a holster on the table. The boy tiptoed toward them, his footsteps hardly making a sound against the dirt, as he approached the man from behind.

“By whom?” The drunk belched in her face and laughed when she grimaced. “You and your little spindling brother? Murdered by a monster and her weak, powerless⁠—”

The boy jabbed the blade into the back of his neck and backed away as the drunk reached for his throat, gasping.

The girl scrambled out from beneath him only seconds before he collapsed face-down in the dirt. Blood pooled around him, his body twitching as the last remnants of life escaped him.

“Alastor!” the little girl whispered. “What have you done?”

Eyes wide and panicked, the boy glanced up at her and back to the dead man. “He…He was going…to hurt you.”

Her face twisted to worry, jaw trembling. “They’ll throw you into a vein for this. He was a highblood.”

The dread in the boy’s eyes hardened and he crawled toward the man on hands and knees, and rifled through his pockets, until he pulled out a small rock of vivicantem, dangling from a chain. Alastor glared at the man as he held it up to the light. “Nothing more than jewelry for them.”

Words Zevander had said himself a time or two.

The boy unclasped the chain and pulled it through the hole in the white stone, leaving it free in the palm of his hand. “I could take it all at once. They would blame me, not you.”

“No. You’ll become Carnifican.”

“Better than burning in the flame.”

Zevander’s stomach clenched as he watched the boy pop the stone into his mouth and swallow it.

“No going back now,” he said, tears wavering in his eyes as he held the young girl’s hand in his. “I love you, Melisara. No matter what happens.”

“What are you doing here?” a voice growled from behind, and Zevander turned to see Cadavros standing behind him.

“You lied about who you were,” Zevander said. “You were nothing more than a spindling child.”

“Yes. I was born a spindling. Not even the king is privy to my past.”

It made sense now, why a mage as powerful as Cadavros would criticize the king and highbloods. Why igniting the vein may have once been important to him for innocent reasons.

Good reasons.

“Do you know what happens to a spindling when he’s given an excessive amount of vivicantem at once?” Cadavros pressed his lips to a hard line, as if he were holding back a surge of emotions. It was strange to see him that way when Zevander had always known him to be cold and detached. “His bloodline magic is restored. But we wouldn’t know because we continue to starve our spindlings. More mouths in search of vivicantem. More competition for power. Spindlings aren’t worthless, after all. I became Magelord. An impossible feat, as I’d been told the entirety of my life.” Cadavros crept toward the children who sat curled into one another on the floor. “I acquired my mother’s ability to steal identities rather easily after that. Face eater, she’d once been called. Sanguidin. A vampiric blood magic my sister inherited naturally. The ability to summon fangs at her will.” He nodded toward the drunk lying on the floor. “Eventually, I assumed his son’s place as an apprentice in the magehood by stealing his identity as well. It wasn’t as easy as drinking blood, like Melisara. I had no fangs to call upon for the task, therefore, I had to consume them whole.” His lips curled in repulsion. “A disgusting dilemma. To conceal who we were, I went by Cadavros. She went by Melantha.”

Zevander froze and swung his gaze back to Cadavros. “Your sister is Melantha. Apprentice to the Magelord?”

A memory sprang to mind, of sitting in a tavern across from an old woman who bore an awful disfigurement. The one who’d gotten Zevander’s father arrested. The one who’d insisted on keeping young Zevander for reasons he couldn’t understand at the time. “You hoped to cure her. That was your intent.”

“We all begin with good intentions, don’t we? Even the darkest of souls.”

More revelations came to light as Zevander pieced together snippets of thought. “It was her. Killing the sexsells in The Hovel.”

Cadavros chuckled. “She always harbored a bitter resentment toward our mother, though it was our mother’s vampiric magic which offered her a way to stay youthful and beautiful, drinking the blood of attractive women.”

“Why flammapul? She used that to kill them.”

The old mage sighed. “She loathed conflict. It was easier for her to seduce her victims in brothels. No rituals or ceremony, nor violence or ancient chants. Just hunger and the desire to walk amongst other mancers without judgement. Flammapul simply kept them from fighting. As a child, Melisara was gentle as a butterfly.” A darkness shadowed his eyes. “The world made her a monster.”

“Zevander?” The sound of Maevyth’s voice had Zevander twisting around, searching for her.

The small hovel blurred and shifted.

Zevander stood before a colossal tree, the width of the trunk about the size of the home he’d just stood in moments before. The dark hollow had him staring, recalling a time when he’d seen it once before. Weeks ago, in the woods.

“Zevander?” The distant sound of Maevyth’s voice called him from inside the tree.

“Go on, then,” Cadavros urge. “Find her.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Zevander strode forward, and stepped inside the cavity of the tree.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX
MAEVYTH
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Hand outstretched, I watched the ledge drift farther away. Wind hurled at my back, my dress flickering around my legs as I fell.

Down, down, down.

A scream ripped from my throat—useless and futile, as I continued to plummet toward what would ultimately be a painful death. I only hoped my body would give out, that I might slip into darkness before hitting the ground.

Air exploded from my chest as my spine struck a hard surface, and my stomach rose into my throat.

Already? Surely, the mountain had been taller than that. As I turned over to cough, my fingers curled into feathers. Soft black feathers. Retching and gagging, I flipped onto my stomach, hacking and coughing for one sip of oxygen, while the wind rushed over me like a thief, swiping up the air in a vicious gale. I buried my face in Raivox and gasped a breath, pulling my knees beneath me. Clawed fingers digging into scales, I grasped my way toward those horns, the wind tearing at my face. Once secure, I exhaled a shuddering breath and closed my eyes.

Pushing to my knees, never once taking my hands off the horns, I looked to see that we were flying away from the mountains.

Hopefully, toward The Rotting Tree.
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Adistance that should’ve taken days to travel, only took a matter of hours for Raivox, who soared through the skies at a dizzying speed. My legs trembled when I climbed from his back, and they nearly buckled beneath me when my boots finally hit the ground. I’d have kissed it, had we not been standing smack in the middle of The Eating Woods.

When Raivox straightened, the view he’d been blocking had my stomach twisted in knots. Through the white fog, stood a towering tree, weathered and gnarled like every other in the forest. But what set that one apart was its size and the way its roots stuck up from the ground, like a small labyrinth, leading up toward the gaping hole in its trunk. I swallowed a gulp, keeping my eyes on that dark cavity as I approached with careful steps.

Raivox stalked alongside me, quietly growling in his throat.

Stepping over thick, knotty roots, I swept my gaze across the surrounding trees in search of Zevander but found only the eerie stillness of the forest. When we reached the mouth of the entrance, Raivox lowered his head, sniffing, his body far too big to fit through the opening that seemed to be waiting to swallow someone whole. He growled again and I placed my hand on his neck to calm him.

“It’ll be okay. Maybe I’ll get lucky and he’s not even in there.” A nervous laugh escaped me as I peered into the hole, where a flickering light shone over a staircase that looked to be covered in a leathery texture and descended below ground level. Every dozen steps, or so, smooth, ivory bowls, which looked to be carved from bone, held kindling and oiled cloth that crackled beneath small flames. Seen through what little light there was, the stairs curved beyond a wall, the space around which was so dark, it nearly consumed that small bit of light.

“I’ll return soon,” I said to Raivox then carefully ducked inside, trailing my gaze over the spider webs I spotted overhead. Even though I’d gotten somewhat used to seeing them while visiting Branimir, the sight still cast a shiver down my spine.

As I took the first step, my hand brushed a small handrail, the surface too smooth to be wood. I glanced down.

Not wood, but skin.

It brought to mind the corpses often found at the edge of the woods, absent of their skin.

Drawing back my hand, I held it tucked close and tiptoed on down into the depths of the tree. The unsettling feeling of something watching me sent a prickling over my skin. That, or perhaps it was the cold swallowing me the deeper I ventured.

The stairwell opened up to a vast, cavernous space, the height of it impossible to estimate through the thick webbing overhead.

I stepped cautiously, careful not to get close to the bits of webbing that hung lower. A cocoon-looking lump in the web dangled by a silky gossamer strand and held the shape of a body trapped inside of it.

Zevander?

I glanced around for something to cut through the webbing and raised my hand with the sharp, metallic claws on the glove.

In quick slashes, I cut away the webbing which didn’t seem to stick at all to the glove’s scaly surface. Instead, it fell away in flitting tufts to the ground, revealing Mr. Thurman, the village carpenter, and his half-decayed face.

Grimacing, I stepped back.

His eyes shot open.

I exhaled a sharp breath staring back at the black of his pupils which bled into his irises and sclera.

He wriggled in the cocoon and let out a growling, moaning sound.

Slow and guarded steps carried me backward, away from him, and I kept on, scanning over the webs for whatever creature had spun them. The deeper I ventured into the tree, the thicker the webbing. Another cocoon stood off in the distance and as I made my way there, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye.

A shadow shifted overhead, and I lifted my gaze to find hundreds of eyes watching me. Shallow breaths stuttered out of me as I tore at the cocoon quickly and in three quick slashes, confirmed the body held within wasn’t Zevander’s.

The spider didn’t stir when I backed myself away and kept on.

When I turned back to my path, my breath hitched. Dozens of cocooned bodies hung from the web, none of them giving any indication of who might be inside. I clawed at the first three, panic rising into my throat, as none of them revealed Zevander’s face. I swiped my claw across another, splitting it open at the face to reveal Ms. Yarbrough. Like Mr. Thurman, her eyelids lifted to show black, bulging eyes and she hissed, chattering her sharp teeth.

The hissing seemed to stir the other cocoons, because they too wriggled and hissed—a terrifying symphony that coiled around my spine.

As I backed away, the web caught in my hair. Hands flailing to get loose, I managed to tangle my arm in the silken strands, and lifting my gaze to see the spider inching its way toward me, I clawed at the webbing with my gloved hand, setting my arm free. Breath shuddered out of me as I darted away from it and when I turned, I found Zevander.

Arms and legs outstretched, but not cocooned, he hung trapped in the webbing.

I bolted toward him, dodging the stringing bits of sticky webs, fear quickening my strides.

“Zevander!” I whisper-yelled, tearing away endless layers of the web that secured his wrists and ankles.

He didn’t so much as twitch in response.

The sensation of being watched prickled the back of my neck again, and I spun around. My heart caught in my throat as I stared up at the massive figure towering over me, his tessellated skin and crooked antlers springing forth terrifying memories. The creature in the woods.

The wrathavor.

“Hello, Maevyth,” He spoke in a voice too human, too articulate for monsters, yet even so, the tearing sound of Uncle Riftyn’s flesh echoed inside my mind. He tipped his head toward Zevander. “You found each other. How lovely.” With his bony, branch-like hands behind his back, he crept closer, and I backed up a step, maintaining distance between us. “I do not believe we’ve formally met.”

“Release him,” I commanded with a faltering crack of my voice, ignoring his comment.

“He is at peace, I can assure you. Dreaming of you.”

“I know what you want with him. You led us to the vein to strengthen him so you could use him to burn the Umbravale down.” I steeled my muscles and met his gaze, refusing to look away. “I will not allow it. You will have to kill me.”

The slightest curve of his ruined lips told me the threat amused him. His gaze drifted upward, trailing over the webs. “Do you know what resides in this tree?” He didn’t give me an opportunity to answer. “A god. An ancient power that could pluck you from this world like the soft petal of a rose.” Fingers outstretched toward me, he stepped forward, as if to touch me, but I jerked back. “You are delicate and fragile. But beautiful.”

“You’re forgetting roses have thorns.”

A deep, languid chuckle rolled out of him. “Yes. And what a tragedy, how quickly you wilt and die. Mortality is…depressing. But I can offer you everlasting life. Power.” He waved his hand and a soft tickle across my skin drew my attention to the dress I’d worn seconds ago, as it faded away to be replaced by an elaborate, rose dress. Something itched above my brow, and I scratched there, pricking my finger on a thorny object that sat atop my head. I palpated it. A crown of thorns? When I lowered my arms, skinny black vines and roses covered them.

“Bond with my blood and you can have both of us,” he said.

My lips twisted in repulsion.

“Ah. Forgive me.” His body twitched and contorted, bones pushing against the bark-like skin, splintering and crackling, until he took the form of a more terrifying face.

A distorted version of Moros smiled back at me and the sensation of a thousand insect legs crawled over me. “Is this more satisfying?”

“What do you mean, both of you?” I asked, the tension in my throat squeezing my words.

“He and I share this curse. Our lives are entwined as one. I feel what he feels. I love what he loves.”

“You’ve no idea what love truly feels like. The sacrifices. The pain.”

“Show me.” He stepped around me, as if trying to maintain the invisible boundary between us. “Become our queen.”

“I would sooner die,” I gritted out.

“And you will. Or…I can delay your demise.” A tickle at my scalp rattled my nerves and I swatted on instinct, but he quickly moved away. “You are what gives him purpose.”

I snapped my head to the side, catching his form in my periphery. “To murder at your behest? To infect the innocent and turn them into mindless creatures that feed on the living?”

“The way the living has fed on the weak? The poor? The powerless? Have you forgotten your past so quickly, girl?” A hint of irritation clung to his voice. “The hate and vitriol they cast upon you?” The steady clack of his footsteps told me he was pacing behind me. “Tell me, if I were to go back to the moment when you sat in that cell, after they picked and prodded and beat you…what would that girl choose? Mercy? Forgiveness?”

How could he have known what I’d suffered?

I lifted my gaze to Zevander. “Yes,” I said without hesitation. “If it means sparing them, myself, from becoming one of your monsters, then yes.”

He paused alongside me, his proximity setting my nerves on edge. “Is Zevander a monster? Did Aleysia appear as a monster?” A glide of Moros’s palm down Zevander’s arm stirred the scorpion on the back of his hand to life. “Zevander has been infected his whole life. Branimir, too. Without balance, a weakness, he would’ve been more powerful than any creature in existence. There is no element more destructive, nor chaotic, than the flame.”

“The flame was never the cause of Zevander’s affliction?”

“The flame is all that keeps the infection from consuming him. A balance, so to speak.”

“And Branimir?”

“If Branimir didn’t possess a small bit of sablefyre, Aethyria would look quite a bit like Mortasia.” Again, he lifted a lock of my hair, the tickling at my scalp sending a jolt through my muscles.

I turned away from him, shrugging to release his hold but, unfazed by my reaction, he kept on with his fondling and explanation. “Branimir controls his spiders, keeping them contained. So, you see? Not everyone becomes a monster.”

“Why me? What do you want?”

A cold finger brushed across my throat as he swept my hair from my shoulders. “A trifecta of power. Disease. Destruction. And Death.”

“If it’s death you want, all you had to do was ask.” I raised my palm but he swiped out with his arm, catching my wrist before I could summon a single glyph.

“Perhaps you’ve forgotten what would happen if I were to perish.” His rough words, spoken through a growl, never faltered the unnerving smile on his face.

“The same fate as if you live and Zevander burns down the Umbravale.”

“Wrong. I am the only thing that stands between Aethyria and a vengeful god. Without me, you will become the monstrosity you fear and find yourself at his merciless command. Become my queen, and I will protect you and those you love.”

“I choose death.” I spat in his face and grabbed his fingers still clutched around my wrist.

The sound that tore from his throat was a cross between agony and fury as his fingers crumbled to dust. His good hand slammed into my chest and the ground rose to meet my back with a painful crash.

Lips twisted with a snarl, he stared back at me, his face twitching, changing, morphing again, as the bones sank into his skin and his skin hardened to bark. “I’ve been too merciful. Too patient. I will take what’s mine.” He waved his skeletal hand toward Zevander whose eyes snapped open, his pupils wide and dilated. A void of black that seemed to look right through me. Spidery black veins laced the eye above his scar where infection had climbed into his sclera. As the sticky white strands holding his arms and legs dissolved, he stepped down from the web.

“Zevander?” I kicked myself away from him and when his gaze cut to mine, gleaming with malicious hunger, I jumped to my feet.

Ragged breaths tore out of him and those depthless eyes shone with an evil I didn’t recognize. He’d fallen into fits before and I’d seen his eyes turn, but not like this. Not in such a way that had me convinced there was nothing for me to grasp. Nothing that could pull him out of it. Something ravenous clawed inside of him, begging to be cut loose.

I spun around and ran.

“After her!” Cadavros bellowed behind me.

Ahead stood a dark passageway, beyond a cavity that looked like the one I’d passed through to get inside the tree. I dashed inside of it, and a frigid blast of air sank its teeth into my skin. Slowing my steps, I glanced around, found crooked branches looming over me like ancient sentinels, muted by a veil of fog.

Where am I?

Through the blackness above, I couldn’t discern if there was a sky overhead, whether I’d escaped the tree. There was only the green pulsing glow across the ground that offered any light. My boot struck a hard surface and I tripped forward, falling onto a green patch where something crawled. Hundreds of tiny, slithering, worm-like creatures wriggling across patches of lichen and moss.

A scream tore out of me, and I scrambled backward, pushing to my feet.

Chills palmed the back of my neck, and I felt eyes watching me from overhead, waiting like silent spectators in an arena.

“Raivox!” I called out. “Raivox!” My voice echoed, as it would were I in a cave.

Trapped.

I kept on, directionless. Aimless.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN
KAZHIMYR
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Atop a hill that sloped down to the edge of Hagsmist forest, Kazhimyr peered around the mossy tor. He, Dravien, and Ravezio crouched there, watching one lone guard who slouched in the saddle as his horse aimlessly plodded along the stretch of woods.

“A single guard? That’s all the king could spare?” Ravezio asked beside him.

“I suppose everyone is busy chasing after someone. Besides, we’re the only fools reckless enough to seek out the mortal lands. Poor bastard’s probably bored to death.”

Dravien groaned. “Are we doing this or are we going to stand here whispering all day?”

“I’ll do it,” Ravezio said, pushing to his feet.

Kazhimyr yanked him back to the ground. “I’ll do it. Last thing we need is a statue to commemorate the moment.”

“Ah yeah, better that he collapses into chunks of meat all over the lawn. I’ll bite my lip, spit on the bastard and it’s done.”

“Hurry up about it, will you? I gotta piss.” Dravien gripped his groin where he sat on the ground beside us.

The moment the guard turned away, making another sluggish circuit along the treeline, Ravezio jumped to his feet and tore across the lawn toward him. He managed to get right up on the guard, knocking him off the horse which galloped off without him. They rollicked across the grass for a moment as Ravezio fought him, wrangling him beneath his body.

Kazhimyr pushed to his feet, striding toward the two with Dravien hobbling along just behind him.

His wounds were mostly healed, except for the blade he’d suffered to his knee that’d penetrated the bone. That one would take another day.

“Is he killing him or fucking him?”

“Must be savoring the moment.” Kazhimyr sneered, hastening his pace when Ravezio finally spat in the guard’s face.

The guard seized and convulsed on the ground and all three men strode past him into the woods. Once cloaked by the trees, Dravien drifted off, presumably to piss, returning minutes later.

“Took you long enough,” Ravezio muttered as he sharpened his blade on a rock.

Dravien sailed a mirthless smile back at him. “Big cocks take a while to drain.”

“Enough of this. Let’s get to that archway,” Kazhimyr said and in swift strides they tore through the trees, ignoring the annoying spiritynes that buzzed at their heads or the catallys that watched from their perches.

Over fallen trees and vegetation, they trekked deeper into the woods until, they finally reached the boundary and the archway to the dreaded mortal lands.

From his pocket, Kazhimyr fished out the scroll that Dolion had given him—the chant that would grant them passage. “Anyone know how to read this?”

“I could try. Not sure about my pronunciation. If I’m wrong, we all plunge into the chasm, right?” Dravien yanked the scroll from Kazhimyr’s grasp and pressed his palm to the shimmering ward. He spoke the words inked on the parchment. “Zi da’dignio, septmiusz me liberih iteriusz.”

The barrier flickered and Dravien glanced over his shoulder. “Here goes.” He pushed his hand through the ward and disappeared to the other side.

Kazhimyr exhaled a breath and followed after him. A strange vibration pulsed through his muscles as he stepped through to the other side where he found Dravien, in a clearing of thorny bushes, looking around. There, the forest had darkened to twilight.

Ravezio stepped toward them, also glancing around. “Strange. I imagined the deadlands to look…dead.”

“C’mon…we’ve no idea what the rest of it looks like.” Kazhimyr took the lead, using his sword to hack away the thorns that reached out for him as they crossed through the bushes.

“How do we even know where to begin?” The question had barely passed Ravezio’s lips when Kazhimyr spied a familiar object ahead.

He hastened his steps toward the black sword lying on the ground and lifted it up to examine it. “It’s Venetox,” he said, confirming that it was Zevander’s sword.

The distant sound of a thunderous screech tensed Kazhimyr’s muscles.

“The hell was that?” Ravezio asked.

“Not sure,” Kazhimyr answered. “But it sounds big enough to have overpowered Zevander with a sword.”

Trudging over bracken and decaying vegetation, they followed the echo of that roar. A crackling sound beneath Kazhimyr’s boot brought him to a stop and he looked down to see bones and skulls scattered over the ground. “Must be some sort of hunting grounds.”

“How wise of us to eagerly follow what sounds like a vicious predator then,” Dravien said humorlessly.

The mist thickened around them, and Kazhimyr raised Zevander’s sword when it became far too difficult to see ahead of them. The roar of whatever creature they’d heard at a distance sounded closer now and Kazhimyr scanned the trees for it.

A colossal shadow cut through the mist and the three of them stepped cautiously toward it. Black wings gave the impression that it might’ve been a bird, a massive bird, but the scales on its four legs and the teeth lining its beak indicated a dragon of some sort. The monstrous beast raked its talons over the ground, just outside of an enormous tree that appeared to be rotted, the way bare branches reached upward, curled and gnarled.

“What in seven hells is that thing?” Ravezio asked from behind.

The beast swung around, and let out a roar that ruffled Kazhimyr’s hair, sending a cold blast across his skin.

Godsblood, he hadn’t perceived cold in years.

The dragon bird lurched for them, and those bladed teeth snapped a threat seconds before it lunged toward Kazhimyr. He raised the sword and the beast paused. It sniffed the weapon frantically, as if it recognized it.

“Do you know Zevander?” Kazhimyr asked and to his surprise, the creature growled at the tree, clawing the ground.

A deep cavity in the trunk of the tree seized Kazhimyr’s attention and he stepped closer. “Is he inside the tree?”

The bird ruffled his feathers and chuffed, restless.

Frowning, Kazhimyr stared back at the hole where light seemed to flicker from within. “Let’s go inside.”

Dravien snorted. “You speak bird dragon now?”

“I just feel like he wants us to go inside.”

“Of course he does. There’s probably a nest full of them inside, all starving.” Hand resting on the pommel of his sword, Dravien jerked his head toward Kazhimyr. “The two of you can go. I’d rather take my chances with the one out here.”

“What happens if one of us dies?” Ravezio smiled, his voice taunting.

Dravien groaned and rolled his shoulders back. “Fine. The sooner this is over the quicker I can get rid of the two of you.”

Ravezio patted his shoulder as he passed him. “What meaning is your life going to have without us?”

The three of them entered the tree to a descending staircase.

“Fucking hell, is that skin?” Ravezio followed Kazhimyr down the staircase where small, white bowls of flame lit their path.

When they reached the bottom where the stairwell opened to a cavernous space, Kazhimyr glanced up toward the mass of webs. “Branimir would feel cozy here.”

Ravezio chuckled, trailing after him.

Ahead of them hung a swath of webs around a human body. Kazhimyr studied the man’s face where the surrounding webs looked like they’d been torn away.

The trapped man’s eyes opened to black orbs. He snapped his teeth and Kazhimyr sank Zevander’s blade into his throat watching as a black substance oozed out of him. The man twitched and wriggled, dangling from the web, and movement inside his mouth captured Kazhimyr’s attention. He frowned when a small black spider emerged past the dead man’s lips.

Ravezio backed up a step. “Ah hell, that’s revolting.”

Another spider scampered out of the man’s body. And another.

Kazhimyr backed away and when two of the spiders darted for his boots, he stomped on them.

The man’s face contorted in an unnatural way right before a mass of spiders poured out of him.

“Get back!” Kazhimyr yelled and sent a blast of misty ice toward the horde, stopping them in their tracks. A jerk of his hand exploded their guts.

“I don’t like this,” Dravien said, peering toward all the webs overhead.

“C’mon.” Kazhimyr jerked his head. “We’ll do a quick search for Zevander and get the hell out of here.”

As the three of them strode on, a foreboding chill slithered over the back of Kazhimyr’s neck. The webs and thick roots they’d seen outside of the tree bore an unsettling resemblance to the dream he’d had while recovering from his bite. A scritching sound brought all three men to a halt.

“Do you hear that?” Kazhimyr asked, cocking his head to listen. He slowly lifted his gaze to the webs overhead. Hundreds of spiders peered down on them. Some the size of a bear, others small as mice.

“Get out!” Kazhimyr sent a blast of cold toward them, but they scampered down the webs quickly, faster than he could freeze them in place. In seconds, the three were overwhelmed, separated from each other as they maintained their own halo. Dravien swung a sword while Kazhimyr showered them in the white mist. Ravezio slid his blade across his arm, flicking them with his blood which landed on the ground in a hiss of steam they seemed to avoid.

Kazhimyr backed himself away from a larger spider that prowled toward him and when it reared up, he frowned, staring back at the human face embedded in the dark carapace underneath. His boot slipped over the edge of something and Kazhimyr fell through the dirt floor, watching it close overhead. His spine smashed into the ground, knocking the wind from his lungs and he turned over to his side, coughing. He shook his head and groaned at the ache in his neck, rubbing the spot where he must’ve hit the ground hard. He sat up, glancing around to find himself in a cavern similar to the one above, but without the mess of webs. All around him stood walls of roots.

Dread curled in his stomach as he pushed to his feet, eyeing a door ahead of him.

A door that looked precisely like the one in his dream.

Fuck.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT
MAEVYTH
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Skinny, brittle roots crackled beneath my boots as I stepped through the dense fog. In search of a way out of the strange woody labyrinth, I’d turned around, retracing my steps back toward the hole I’d stepped through. Surely, I should’ve made my way to the center of the tree again, but the more I walked, the more lost I felt, surrounded by tall roots that seemed to reach out for me as I stepped over them, and that awful green glow.

Where do I go?

I lifted my gaze toward the darkness overhead, certain that something was watching me, and stumbled forward. The tip of my boot sank into a soft depression in the ground and a white pocket of air hissed out. The stench of rot and decay filled my nose and I slapped a hand to my face, stumbling away. Another hiss told me I’d stepped on a second pocket. And a third.

My vision flickered and wavered, my head light, as dizziness claimed my balance. I threw my hand out to steady myself against one of the roots, and a prickle raced across my knuckles as tiny, vine-like branches crawled over them. Yanking my hand free, I staggered on, vision growing wobbly and unfocused.

Once outside of the steam pockets, the dizziness seemed to lift a little, and a tickle of nausea settled in my stomach.

The crackle of roots from behind sent an urgent rush to my muscles and I hastened my steps. Over roots and under low-lying branches, I traversed the strange landscape by nothing more than that unnerving glow of light.

Another crackle.

Hiss.

Someone was following me.

With light steps, I moved faster, in no particular direction, desperate to find a way out of the damned labyrinth of trees.

More cracking. Closer than before.

Not daring to turn around, I dashed through the darkness. As my boot struck an upturned root, a force crashed into me, knocking me to the ground and the air exploded out of my lungs on a scream. I turned onto my back, horrified as Zevander’s massive body scrambled up mine, his eyes, black as pitch and barely discernible in the darkness. He pinned my wrists at either side of my head, his gaze wild and ravenous.

“Zevander?” I whispered, desperate for one flicker of recognition.

There was nothing.

Not the man I’d made love to the night before. Not the one who’d fought back at the church until his body had given out on him and the walls collapsed around him. Not the angel who’d whispered to me in the darkness of my cell.

Something else stared back through his eyes. An ominous presence with no soul.

“Come back to me.” Through a mist of tears, I watched for a twitch. A shift of his eyes that told me he was still there, fighting. The small glimmer of hope that I’d seen the few times he’d slipped into his head.

He wasn’t there.

The man I’d grown to love was gone.

A golden heat bloomed in my wrists where he gripped me, a kindling of warmth at first that settled the chill across my skin. It sank beneath my flesh, clinging to my bones. The gold shifted to orange as the heat writhed in my muscles, lashing and curling through me as it pulsed through my body. Sweat trickled down my skin and my breath hitched with the feverish grip of my lungs.

His eyes held no tension. No sign of restraint.

He was burning me from the inside without a flicker of remorse.

Tears streaked down my temples as a sharp resignation cut into my heart. I needed to trick him into consuming my blood—a perilous gamble, seeing as the Lyverian guard had perished. My very soul shook at the thought of possibly losing him, but he didn’t deserve this fate. Even at the risk that he might also perish, he’d suffered too much in his life to live as a mindless, monstrous beast at another’s command. I loved him too much to let that happen.

“Bond with me,” I whispered. “I accept.”

The surge of heat slowed to a lazy pulse, and as he pulled back, the rage from moments ago slackened to something that turned my stomach. A greedy, sickening lust burned in his eyes, but not one that belonged to Zevander. It wasn’t borne from love and trust. What reveled in my surrender was something predatory. Something that sought power.

The monster who longed to make me his.

“I belong to you,” I lied, forcing myself to believe that somewhere behind that rapacious mask, Zevander might’ve been touched by my words.

He released one of my arms and took hold of my jaw, but not in a loving way. His grip was steadying and painful, as he yanked my dress up to my thighs and pressed his groin into me. Eyes rolled back, he let out a deep groan, and when he lowered his face to mine, I turned my head, giving him access to my throat.

He was too hasty, too willing to take from me to be my beloved assassin.

“Make me yours. Bond me to you eternally.” Despite the steely resolve of my words, my voice wavered with tears.

He dragged his nose over my throat as if he were savoring his prey. “Eternally,” he echoed, mesmerized, and loosened his grip on my wrist.

I sank one of my metallic nails into the delicate skin on my neck and slashed a quick line, gasping at the ease with which it cut.

A sharp sting burned across my throat, and eyes wide with what I could only surmise was bloodlust, Zevander clamped his lips over the wound. Pressure stiffened my jaw as he sucked at that small cut, a sickening gurgle chasing each pull. His muscles tightened in my grasp, his body rigid, his hands hasty and frantic, touching me everywhere.

“No!” a voice roared from somewhere distant, thundering around me.

“I love you,” I whispered. “Please come back to me.”

Zevander fell to the side and raised a trembling hand to his lips, his black eyes wide, brows pulled into a look of panic. Perhaps the first flicker of emotion I’d seen in him.

His scorpion stepped from his back, stumbling on its insectile legs. Its stinger sank into its own body and Zevander arched his back, a roar of pain ripping out of him.

“I’m sorry.” I reached out a trembling hand but hesitated to touch him. “Oh gods, I’m sorry.” My body shuddered as I watched him succumb to my blood. What have I done?

He fell onto his back, mouth gaping, choking. His chest rose and fell in labored spurts of breath.

Spiders scampered out of his mouth, fading into black smoke that drifted toward me before dissipating.

Behind him, the scorpion buckled, falling to the ground where it twitched, its stinger still reflexively stabbing its body.

Until at last, he stilled. The scorpion stilled.

A deafening silence settled around us, as if the world held its breath.

My lips trembled as I fought to hold back the sob pounding at the back of my throat.

On hands and knees, I crawled toward him and reached for his hand. The cold of his skin had me recoiling, but I pressed my ear to his chest.

Stillness.

The world around me spun too fast when I pushed up from him and I clamped my eyes shut, shaking my head. “Wake up now. You’re supposed to wake. You’re supposed to be okay.”

I shook him, a sharp gasp of a sob tearing from my throat. I clenched my teeth, biting back the emotion, refusing to accept that he was gone.

“Wake up, Zevander! Wake up!” I shook him again, harder, my voice splintering beneath a wretched pain that threatened to tear me open.

Still, he didn’t move. Didn’t gasp for breath. His skin grew colder, his face, paler.

“No, no, no. Breathe!” I pounded my fist against his chest. “You promised! You promised you wouldn’t leave me!” I pressed my lips to his, forcing breath in his lungs. “Wake up!”

Hands fisting his tunic, I hauled his upper body just enough to lift his head and cradled him in my lap. My body shuddered with another sob, and I tipped my head back, the anger pounding through me in violent waves.

“Morsana! Give him back to me!”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE
ZEVANDER
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Zevander shot upright from where he lay on the ground and found himself surrounded by a field of silver-tipped, black roses. Bodies lay bloody and mutilated around him, as if he’d awakened in the thick of a battle. He frowned and looked down at his own hands, coated in blood and dirt. Beside him, lay Cadavros, unmoving, the pallor of his skin drained of life.

Movement in his periphery prompted him to turn toward where a willowy figure glided toward him. Long, black hair danced about her face, her eyes silver like the silky bands of moonlight that beamed down around her.

“Maevyth?” The slight blur in his vision sharpened into focus, and while she and Maevyth looked very much alike, the figure moving toward him wasn’t her.

“I’ve been waiting for you, my beloved.” She knelt before him and took his hand in hers, the startling cold jerking his muscles. “You’ve returned to me.”

Zevander shook his head. “I’m not who you think I am.”

“You are Deimos. And I am Morsana. We were in love once.” A sadness clung to her voice.

“Deimos was banished to sablefyre.”

“Yes. And he chose you as his vessel, just as I chose Maevyth as mine. So that one day, we would reunite. It is time for you to transcend. To cast off this flesh.” She took his face in her palms. “Kiss me and you will know.”

Before Zevander could stop her, the goddess seized his mouth in a frantic kiss. A cold detachment lingered between their joined lips.

It was wrong. All wrong.

Morsana broke away, her brows pulled together as her silvery eyes stared into his. “He does not kiss me back. He resides in you, but he doesn’t not want me.”

“He’s taken over my body, perhaps my soul, but he does not command my heart.”

Brows pulled tight, her lips twisted to a bitter snarl. “Then why should I return you to her?”

“Because you know the pain.” While unnatural for Zevander to be so tender toward another woman, a part of him reserved only for Maevyth, he somehow knew it would be the only way he could make her understand. “You’ve had your heart ripped open by brutal hands. And even if you threw me into the darkest abyss, tore me limb from limb, I would find my way back to her. If I had to crawl through the cold and hollow belly of death itself, I would find a way to return to her.”

Her eyes wavered with tears, and she placed a gentle hand against his cheek. “I will grant you until the time she transcends, when she and I will become one.”

“How will she transcend?”

“Through death. She is fated to die.”

As a mortal, Zevander knew his time with her would be cut short, but her words struck panic in his chest. “How?”

“Go now, Zevander Rydainn. We will meet again.” She faded, leaving him a dark void that swallowed him whole.


CHAPTER EIGHTY
ZEVANDER
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“Give him back to me or I swear by all that is holy, I will awaken the god of disease and wreak havoc on both Mortasia and Aethyria!” Maevyth’s voice echoed in the dark space of Zevander’s mind, her words, the sound of her voice, like an anchor of light in darkness. A tight clench of his chest loosened its grip, as he gasped the first breath, and his body hurled back into consciousness.

“Who’s…selfish now?” he rasped then coughed, as the air slowly seeped back into his lungs. He opened his eyes, and a deep chuckle rumbled through his chest when he looked up to see her bent over him, the fury and determination that burned in her eyes, softening to a look of utter relief.

She gave a tearful laugh and smothered him in her arms, kissing his face. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

He attempted to rise, but she held him cradled in her lap, kissing his cheek, his forehead, even his nose. Zevander smiled and wrapped his arms around her, yanking her across his body as he sat forward, holding her in his arms.

“I thought I lost you.” Her brows tightened as she ran her thumb over his bottom lip. “I was certain she was going to keep you.”

He’d have told her that not even death could come between them, but his mind was too hung up on checking her over, scanning over her face and arms and legs in what little light they had.

“I’m okay,” she said. “I’m not hurt.”

Still, he kept on, lifting her arms and sifting through long locks of hair with his frantic search for the slightest bruise or injury. At her throat, he found a small cut marked by dried blood, and his brows tightened.

“I asked you to do it,” she said. “You consumed my blood.”

Gods, what had he done that she’d resorted to such a thing? He couldn’t stop staring at the wound left behind and the bruising around it where he must’ve drawn out her blood.

“Zevander, truly.” She gripped his wrist, and he froze. “We have to get out of here. Is there any chance you know your way?”

“No, but we need to find an exit before I burn this fucking tree to the ground.” An idle threat given that his first priority was getting Maevyth safely across that Umbravale without waking a slumbering god in the process. From the moment he’d first discovered the tree in the woods, he’d felt a presence of something cold. Ancient. Destructive. A power that led him to believe it must’ve harbored Pestilios for centuries.

He hadn’t sensed Cadavros since he’d awakened to Maevyth, though, but if Zevander had died in those moments, it was possible Cadavros had perished alongside him. Which meant Dorjan would’ve perished too, breaking the spell.

“We might’ve awakened a god with your antics,” he said.

“Antics? While it’s true you didn’t harm me, you certainly looked eager a moment ago.”

Zevander winced at that. “I’d like to think a small part of me would’ve recognized you, but I can’t recall anything after I stepped inside this damned tree.” He pushed to his feet, stumbling a step. With her hand in his, he led her through what felt like an endless maze of roots, nothing discernible to indicate he was headed in the right direction. A familiar figure hobbled toward them, and he felt Maevyth’s fingers curl into his arm.

Kazhimyr.

Zevander’s guards went up, as he stared back at his friend, studying him for any sign of trickery or illusion. After all, how convenient that his friend appeared right then—in the heart of a rotting tree in the mortal lands.

“Fucking hell, don’t stare back at me like that. I’m on the verge of tearing my eyeballs out, trying to decide what’s real or not,” Kazhimyr groaned and held up Zevander’s Venetox sword. “We found this in the woods. Followed the sounds of a massive bird dragon that somehow told me you were in here. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

“If that didn’t make complete sense to me, I’d probably think you’d lost your mind, too.”

Kazhimyr snorted and handed over Zevander’s sword. A slight smile pulled at his lips, and he gave Zevander a pat on the arm. “You look like shit, by the way. Like you crawled back from death.”

Zevander glanced over his shoulder to see Maevyth’s lips flatten. He’d have laughed at his friend’s comment, but his mind was too wrapped up in getting the hell out of that tree.

Kazhimyr squeezed Zevander’s bicep. “Gods alive, it’s good to see you again, though. When Dolion told me you’d gone to the mortal lands, I wasn’t sure if I’d set eyes on your ugly mug again.”

“Dolion sent you?” The thought eased the tension in Zevander’s muscles.

“Yeah. Had a vision you might be in some shit.” Kazhimyr glanced around the strange cave. “Seems he was right.”

“Cadavros might be dead. We need to get out of here. Back through the Umbravale, assuming it’s still standing.”

“I know the way out.” Kazhimyr jerked his head. “Come with me.”

Zevander frowned. “You’re familiar with this tree?”

“I stepped through a door just a short distance off.”

“A door.” Still, Zevander’s senses flared, but what choice did he have? They didn’t have time to wander in circles.

Reluctantly, he followed after Kazhimyr, through creeping passages, where the roots seemed to shift around them as they went. They finally arrived at a wooden door, just as Kazhimyr had said.

Kazhimyr slowed his steps and paused, rolling his shoulders back.

“Everything okay?” Zevander asked.

“Yes, of course.” He tipped his head staring back at the door. “Just felt a strange sense that I’ve been here before.”

Brows pulling together, Zevander tugged Maevyth close. “You did say that you stepped through this door.”

“Yeah.” His voice trembled as if he were lost in thought. “Come on.” Kazhimyr took the lead and opened the door. On the other side, was a vast cavern filled with webs that looked vaguely familiar. The sounds of shouts echoed from ahead and Kazhimyr rushed toward them. “Ravezio and Dravien! I lost them earlier!” he shouted over his shoulder.

“Dravien?” Zevander asked. A face flickered through his thoughts—green hair, Elvyniran. “Nockvayne?”

“You know him?” Maevyth asked from behind.

Zevander’s jaw tightened. “Years ago.”

“It’s a long story.” Kazhimyr hastened his strides, swinging his sword at the overhanging webs that reached down from the ceiling. “He helped us get here.”

They finally came upon a stretch of webs where two bodies squirmed and wriggled, caught in the sticky strands. A spider loomed over Ravezio, its fangs bared, poised to bite him, as he spat blood at the creature.

Zevander shifted Maevyth behind him and sent a blast of flames against the creature’s flank. It hissed and shriveled away, its body burning into a charred husk.

“Thank gods they can be killed,” she said at his back.

“Seven fucking hells am I glad to see your pretty face.” Ravezio chuckled, as Zevander burned the webs around him, careful not to singe his friend.

Ravezio dropped to the ground while Kazhimyr worked to cut Dravien loose with his blade.

Zevander glared back at the Elvyniran who watched him, undoubtedly recognizing him, too. The sound of Vaelora’s screams echoed in his head and he clenched his fist around the sword still captured in his palm, biting back the urge to lop his head clean off.

Dravien’s boots hit the ground, and the cavern shuddered with a shriek so loud, the webs swayed overhead.

Zevander turned toward a spider, its leg span on par with Raivox’s wingspan, inching its way down the web.

He backed away slowly, taking in the size of the damned thing.

“What the hell is moving across its back?” Ravezio asked, holding a blade outstretched.

Hundreds of spiders spilled from the larger one’s back onto the web, their bodies a cross between human limbs and carapace.

“Go! Now!” Zevander shouted, spinning on his heel. He hoisted Maevyth over his shoulder and dashed after Ravezio and Dravien toward a staircase ahead. Kazhimyr followed after him, pausing to send a frigid mist over the pursuing creatures.

“Come on!” Zevander ordered, taking two stairs at a time.

They breached the entrance of the tree and Zevander ground to a halt, waiting for Kazhimyr.

Maevyth tapped at his back. “You can put me down! I’m okay to walk.”

Reluctantly, he lowered her to her feet, his eyes anchored on that hole.

Seconds ticked by and Zevander’s patience grew thin.

“Where is he?” Ravezio asked, shifting on his feet, his weapon at the ready.

Kazhimyr’s silvery hair emerged through the cavity as he crawled out of the tree. “Run!”

Behind him, a horde of spiders poured out of the trunk after them, some with human faces and limbs.

A distant roar echoed from ahead.

“Raivox!” Maevyth dashed toward the sound.

“Maevyth! Wait!” Zevander shouted after her, leaping over tree limbs and decayed foliage with his sword ready to strike.

The monstrous spiders chased after them, pouncing out of the trees.

In his periphery, Zevander caught a glimpse of Dravien racing toward him, his sword drawn. The Elvyniran leapt into the air, as if he might tackle Zevander to the ground.

Zevander lifted his sword to strike first.

“Watch your head!” The Elvyniran swung out and as black ooze rained down on Zevander, he slowed his paces just enough to glimpse one of the spiders twitching on the ground behind him.

With a quick exchange of nods, both men fell back into a sprint through the trees, chasing after Maevyth.

Another roar from the Corvugon and Maevyth flanked left, hustling through a thick copse of woods where she skidded to a halt. A mass of webs stretched through the trees overhead and within them, Raivox hung, captured, his outstretched wings tangled in the strands.

“Raivox!” Maevyth screamed, assessing him from beneath.

Zevander twisted around, sword at the ready, as he scanned the trees for the chasing spiders.

No sign of them.

As if they’d scampered off at some point.

“The hell size spider do you think made that web?” Dravien’s question had Zevander swinging back around, watching as the Elvyniran stepped cautiously toward it, examining the fine gossamer threads.

Maevyth lurched toward the Corvugon, but Zevander gripped her shoulder.

“Wait.” He pointed upward, toward the dark canopy overhead where what looked to be hundreds of eyes glowed.

Raivox roared and hissed and Zevander could feel the tight clench of Maevyth’s muscles in his grasp.

“Help him. Please!”

“Watch for the spiders,” Zevander said to Kazhimyr and Ravezio behind him and both Letalisz drew their swords, watching the woods at his back.

Zevander raised his palm and sent a blast of flame over the web, careful not to get too close to Raivox’s wings.

The Corvugon roared and hissed, its tail tangling in the thick, sticky strands, the more it moved. The scales on his chest looked to have been melted, burned away by something, where a raw patch of glistening skin peeked through.

“Something’s moving overhead!” Dravien shouted, pointing toward a twitching leg that stepped below the dark canopy. “Damn thing must be massive.”

Zevander focused, setting one of the wings free, leaving the bird dangling by its other wing, cawing and flapping.

“Something’s coming!” Kazhimyr warned from behind. “I can hear them!”

In Zevander’s periphery, Dravien stepped back, his sword held out. “Fucking hell.” Fear trembled in his voice. “That thing is massive.”

Zevander didn’t bother to look but kept his focus on the Corvugon. Looking would undoubtedly sway him to walk away, and as much as he loathed the shit tosser, he wouldn’t hurt Maevyth by abandoning him.

“We have to go, Zevander!” Kazhimyr backed himself toward the group, tightening the circle. “They’re getting closer.”

Jaw tight, Zevander forced the flames around the other wing, as a colossal shadow stepped into his periphery.

“Let’s go!” Dravien growled. “Unless you want to become spider food!” He spun around and dashed into the woods.

The bird dragon finally dropped to the ground, flapping and cawing, the residual webs still clinging to its body. He lashed out with his tail, just missing Zevander and Maevyth as it swung wide. A spider roughly the size of Raivox pounced on him and the Corvugon let out a hiss, his talons scratching over the carapace.

Zevander shot a blast of flames toward the monstrous arachnid, watching them lick over the shiny exoskeleton that seemed completely unaffected by the black fire. Dread settled over him and he threw out his palm again, watching with unsettling focus as it fizzled across the carapace.

Maevyth lunged toward Raivox, but Zevander gripped her arm.

“We have to go!”

“I can’t just leave him!” she cried out, her arm outstretched toward the creature.

Raivox let out a roar and a blast of silver sprayed across the broad side of the spider. The arachnid twitched and hissed, scampering off the Corvugon.

“He’ll be fine. He can protect himself.”

The patter of footsteps and crunching vegetation echoed through the forest around them.

Kazhimyr sent out a blast of white mist and as the shadow of a horde moved in closer, he and Ravezio spun around, darting in the other direction. “Move! Now!”

“Let’s go!” With a yank of Maevyth’s arm, Zevander led her away from the Corvugon and deeper into the woods.
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The thorny bushes tore at his leathers as Zevander ripped through the line of shrubs surrounding the archway. Once cleared, he swiped Maevyth into his arms and within the clearing, the four men formed a line, surveying the surrounding trees for any sign of the chasing spiders.

No movement.

Zevander could hear them though. Their collective sound of clicking, somewhere in the distance.

A glistening streak shot through the air and hit the ground beside his boot with a hiss. Dirt and vegetation curled into itself as the acid burned it away. Beside him Ravezio let out a growl and he turned to see acid had struck his arm, chewing away at his leather sleeve. More saliva arced toward them and Dravien cursed.

“Get back!” Zevander shouted.

He summoned the flame around them, creating a boundary that crackled each time the spiders spat at them, the flame consuming it before it reached them.

Shadows unfolded from the darkness as the spiders scampered toward the flame. A grotesque, half-human hybrid streaked between Zevander and Ravezio, a ball of violet flame that breached the fiery wall. It squealed and crackled, twitching on the ground then darted straight for Maevyth.

A fast strike severed the head from its body when Dravien struck with his blade.

As he held the boundary steady, Zevander glanced over his shoulder. “Get to the other side!”

“I’m not leaving without you!” Maevyth argued back.

Two more spiders tumbled past the boundary, their bodies crawling with a violet glow of the flames and Zevander’s growl died in his throat.

Before Dravien could strike again, Maevyth’s whip lashed out with a powerful strike, shattering the bodies on impact.

“Balls of Castero!” Ravezio said beside him. “When did my girl learn that trick?”

“Call her yours again and I’ll have her aim for your groin next time.” In the distance, Zevander caught the hulking shadow of a massive spider—one that might easily step over the boundary.

“Shit on a shamrock, I think our luck just fizzled out,” Kazhimyr said beside him. “Go on, I’ll hold them off.”

“No. The moment I step through that boundary, this flame will die. Go. I need someone I trust on the other side when Maevyth steps through.”

Kazhimyr frowned but nodded. “I’ll see you there,” he said and the two clasped forearms. Kazhimyr gave one more pat on his shoulder and strode toward the shimmering boundary. En route, he swiped up Maevyth’s arm. “Follow after me, yeah?”

Scowling, she gave that stubborn shake of her head that stirred another growl out of Zevander.

He strode toward her and gripped her arm. “Please. I need to know you’re safe. Do this for me.”

Her eyes widened, gaze trailing upward, telling Zevander the beast must’ve loomed over them. “Is that the same one that attacked Raivox?”

A quick glimpse showed no sign of the melted carapace where his flame had burned it earlier. “I don’t think so.”

Before it could reach the flame, Maevyth struck out with her whip again, the spinal bones clanking to a useless pile onto the ground. “Oh gods!”

Sword in hand, Ravezio swung out at its leg as it stepped over the flames and the beast let out a roar that shook the ground. It lurched toward the other Letalisz, snapping its fangs at Ravezio who met each lunge with a fast strike of his sword.

“Go!” Zevander crushed his lips to Maevyth’s wishing it was another time, another place.

“Promise you’ll follow after me.”

“Believe me when I say I’ve no intentions of staying here.” He turned to face the beast, and she tugged on his arm, swinging his gaze back to her.

“I love you.”

“And I love you. Now go!” He spun back around, sending a blast of flames toward the creature which abandoned its attack on Ravezio. Sablefyre skated over the thick black carapace, causing nothing more than a few distortions in the surface.

“Fuck! Something’s pulling me!” Kazhimyr’s shrill outcry cost Zevander a split second when he glanced back toward the archway to see his friend digging his boots into the ground, an unseen force dragging him toward the Umbravale.

A hot searing pain streaked across Zevander’s arm, and he looked down to see the wet glisten of saliva sinking into his leathers. The creature lunged for Zevander, fangs first, just as Ravezio swung out his sword, slicing through the beast’s hind leg. It tumbled backward, those vicious fangs just missing Zevander’s face.

“Help, Kaz!” Ravezio shouted, drawing the spider back toward him. “I got this one!”

Zevander joined Dravien who yanked at Kazhimyr’s arm in a futile attempt to pull him away from the archway.

“Godsdamn, I see the chasm!” Kazhimyr shouted, his voice pitched with panic.

No. The Umbravale was rejecting his passage.

Zevander glanced back to see Ravezio fighting off the spider’s snapping fangs. He exhaled a long breath, in an attempt to clear his head, and summoned the new glyph to mind. Each intricate symbol was memorized in perfect detail—the one he’d learned back in the Lyverian mountains. He held out his palm and shot a torrent of flame toward the barrier that was absorbed into its shimmering surface.

It flickered and wavered, the silvery barrier dulling to a dark gray.

Kazhimyr flew backward as it released its hold, and the gap in the barrier flickered back to silver as if it repaired itself.

Zevander lowered his hand and breathed hard through his nose. “I’m going to open it again. You have to slip through quickly before it seals itself again.”

Dravien stepped forward. “I’ll go first, just in case.”

Zevander frowned but didn’t dwell too much on it as the Elvyniran rolled his shoulders back and hunched forward, ready to dart through it. “I’m ready,” he said.

Again, Zevander let out a long exhale and called upon the glyph one more time, focusing on the shimmering wall. “Go!”

Dravien leapt through, just before the barrier sealed itself again.

Zevander’s knees buckled beneath him, his energy slowly fading, as his body shook with weakness, but he held his hand out again. “Both of you! Go!”

Kazhimyr nodded, pushing to his feet, and before she could protest, he swiped Maevyth into his arms.

“Put me down! No!” she screamed, clawing at his grip, but thankfully, Kazhimyr held steady. As much as it crushed Zevander to see her in distress, he had to ensure her safety.

The moment he shot the flame toward the barrier again, Kazhimyr slipped through, Maevyth’s screams fading behind them.

Zevander collapsed to his palms, breathing hard as the glyph devoured what little energy he’d gotten from the vivicantem. He twisted around to see the massive spider had pinned Ravezio to the ground, but the beast didn’t snap at him. Instead, its eyes were focused elsewhere.

Mesmerized.

A crackling sound emerged over the dying hiss of the creature as the black carapace of its body slowly turned gray, the lifeless shade crawling over it like frost. A quick twitch of its leg slowed as the joints froze, its entire body turning to granite.

“Fucking hell,” Ravezio said, sliding from beneath the spider’s monstrous maw. “Glad those things have a hundred eyes. Think that was the fastest I’ve turned anything that size to stone.” The moment he’d cleared it, the stony statue fell forward, the spider’s face smacking into the ground with a hard thud.

Both Letalisz chuckled as Ravezio rose to his feet.

“Come on,” Zevander said. “Everyone else is already through.”

As Ravezio stepped forward, his spine snapped ramrod straight, eyes wide with panic. A figure stepped through the wall of flames that fizzled away at his back. Gnarled antlers at his head. Long bony limbs that looked like tree branches. Cloven feet.

Cadavros.

In his beastly form, he stood with his hand outstretched toward Ravezio, his other palm, which appeared to be missing fingers, was directed at Zevander.

“Let him go,” Zevander growled.

“Yes. I will let him go freely on the condition that you join me in burning down the Umbravale.”

It was then Zevander realized there was no pull at his mind, none of the strange tugging at his thoughts that he usually felt around the mage.

Their connection must’ve been severed when he’d consumed Maevyth’s blood.

“I do not wish to fight you. Agree to help me and your friend will live.”

“No!” Ravezio rasped, his voice tight with tension. “Don’t…do it!”

Zevander summoned a flame to his palm. “I’ll not tell you again. Release him!”

A deep, ominous chuckle rumbled out of the mage as he turned his palm upright and a flame appeared there.

Cold shock crawled over Zevander’s chest as he watched the telling black fire flicker over the flat of the mage’s hand.

“It seems I’ve acquired the power of both Pestilios and Deimos.”

“Then what do you need me for?”

“Unfortunately, the body can only accommodate so much power. What little I’ve acquired from Deimos isn’t enough to destroy it myself.”

Zevander threw out his palm, sending a torrent of flames toward the mage.

Cadavros released Ravezio and, with both hands, parried a blast of his own flame that collided with Zevander’s.

Zevander’s arms shook as he held them steady, pushing past the force opposing him. In his periphery, he watched Ravezio jump to his feet and charge toward the mage.

“Ravezio! No!” The distraction sent Zevander flying backward beneath the force of Cadavros’s flame slamming into his chest and knocking the air from his lungs.

He gasped and wheezed, twisting around to see Ravezio floating in the air, his arms outstretched either side of him.

His leather tunic stripped away from his body by an unseen force and the sight of him took Zevander back to the days in the mines when the guards would hold him outstretched that way.

“No!” Zevander gasped again and clawed at the dirt toward them.

Ravezio managed one small glance over his shoulder and the look of fear in his eyes sent a slithering dread beneath Zevander’s skin. The wet sound of tearing flesh echoed over Ravezio’s agonizing bellow of pain. All of his scales ripped away from his body at once, exposing the raw, glistening flesh beneath.

A frigid jolt ground Zevander’s muscles to a halt like the slow-moving granite that’d crawled over the spider moments before.

Ravezio collapsed to the ground in a bloody heap, wheezing and writhing.

“No!” Zevander roared and with as much strength as he could muster, he sent a blast of flame back at the mage.

Cadavros blocked it with his own counter flame and the two once again stood locked in a battle of power.

Muscles shaking with rage and wrath, Zevander held steady. He yanked his sword from its scabbard and against the unbearable force pushing against him, he stepped closer. Closer.

Cadavros side-stepped and circled around Zevander, breaking the clash of flames. He swiped up Ravezio’s fallen blade and held it outstretched as he inched closer toward the Umbravale. “I told you. I don’t want to fight you.”

As Zevander drew nearer to Ravezio, he took in the state of his friend and felt a tight clench in his chest. The irreparable damage that would ultimately kill him.

He collapsed to his knees.

Blood seeped out of the small pockets scattered over Ravezio’s raw flesh where his scales had been torn away. Long, ragged breaths sawed in and out of Ravezio as he lay on his side and he coughed, sputtering blood onto the snowy ground. “Kill me,” he rasped, coughing again. “Please.”

Zevander wanted to take his hand and assure him that he’d live but touching him in his state would be deadly. “I’m going to return you to Aethyria. You’re going to get help.”

Ravezio sucked in a sharp, strained breath. “No. I won’t…make it.”

“It’s true,” Cadavros said, standing at the archway, as if he intended to block their passage.

A deadly fury burned in Zevander’s heart as he stared back at his dying friend through a mist of tears. His muscles trembled, teeth clenched so hard they could’ve cracked from the pressure.

“Please. Do it.” A tear spilled down Ravezio’s temple and Zevander turned away, nostrils flaring as he fought to hold himself together.

He nodded.

“Thank you …” Ravezio wheezed and sucked in another rattling breath. “For your…friendship.”

“Dormisz qumeht lunadei, meh’amij.” Rest with the gods, my friend. Zevander rose to his feet and held a trembling hand out to the man he’d known as a brother. One who’d never hesitated to fight on his behalf. He closed his eyes and summoned the flame.

Ravezio let out a single quiet grunt and when Zevander opened his eyes again, nothing but small blood stone remained on the ground where his friend had lain only moments ago. He swiped it up, stuffing it in his pocket and turned his attention toward the mage still standing at the archway.

“I didn’t want to harm your friend. And I don’t wish to fight you,” he said, as if that would erase the wrath Zevander intended to inflict on him.

Zevander let out a bitter and mirthless chuckle and shifted his sword in his hand. “Perhaps you should’ve thought of that before you killed him,” he said, and charged toward Cadavros.
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Twenty minutes earlier …

The moment Kazhimyr carried me through the boundary, I squirmed and clawed for escape. “Let me go!” I screamed and he finally set me on my feet. Twisting around, I bolted for the archway where I could see Zevander on the other side of it. Beyond him, the gigantic spider that’d attacked only moments ago had turned to stone, and I exhaled a relieved breath, watching Ravezio crawl from beneath it.

“Come on, Zevander. Hurry,” I muttered, watching the two of them smile as they made their way toward the archway.

Ravezio froze in place, his eyes wide with panic.

Kazhimyr surged to my side. “What is he doing? Come on!” He smacked his palm against the watery shield, and while it flickered, it didn’t give. “Hurry!”

A figure stepped through the flames and dread twisted in my stomach as Cadavros slowly approached.

“We have to go back.” Pushing at the boundary was futile and a paralyzing helplessness tremored beneath my skin. “We have to go back right now!”

A battle of flames ensued and my breath hitched every time Cadavros slung his flame at Zevander.

“Where’s the scroll!” Kazhimyr patted at his trousers, his eyes wide and panicked. “Where’s the scroll? I need to find the scroll!”

The stranger named Dravien at the other side of him rifled through his cloak and I frowned.

“What is it? What are you doing?” My limbs trembled as I held my palms pressed to the barrier.

“I need the scroll to go back through!” Kazhimyr kept on with his search for it and I turned back to see Ravezio suspended in the air, his arms outstretched.

“Oh, gods.” The words shook from my throat, as his clothing tore away from his body.

“No. No, no, no.” Kazhimyr pounded his fist against the barrier. “Ravezio! Ravezio!” He twisted around to where Dravien patted and rifled.

“I must’ve dropped it somewhere!” Dravien sank his hands into his pockets. “Fuck!”

A gut-wrenching outcry ripped from Ravezio’s throat as his scales were torn away from his body.

Terror burst through my chest, gripping my lungs.

Beside me, Kazhimyr collapsed to his knees and the sound that tore out of him rivaled the painful cry of his friend on the other side. He pressed his forehead to the barrier and his body shook with a sob. “Ravezio!”

Tears blurred my vision when Zevander collapsed beside him, the expression on his face tearing at my heart.

Kazhimyr let out a roar of anger, hammering his fists against the cruel, shimmering wall that refused to give. But it was too late.

Ravezio was gone.

Zevander charged for Cadavros and the agony in my chest tightened. Swords clashed and clanged as they fought each other, Zevander’s skills far more honed than his enemy’s.

Cadavros swung out at Zevander, his strike weak, as the grip of his sword—minus the three fingers I’d dissolved—faltered. Zevander parried with a powerful strike that knocked the mage backward with fumbling steps, bringing him closer to the Umbravale.

The fight lasted only minutes before Zevander gained the upper hand, standing over his opponent whose back faced us.

Cadavros shook his head, weakly raising his sword. “Deimos wasted his power on you. A foolish boy! You could’ve been king! All of Aethyria would’ve bowed to you!”

“You must’ve forgotten your history, old man,” Zevander rasped through heaving breaths. “Deimos didn’t long to be king. He longed for Morsana.”

“Yes,” the beastly man hissed. “And that is precisely why he perished in the flames. He was weak for a woman! Just like you!”

“Why show me visions of her?” In spite of his obvious exhaustion, the slouching of his muscles and contractions of his chest, Zevander held his sword steady.

“I misjudged. I thought you longed for more than your pathetic life. Instead of conquering kings, you cowered for the love of a woman.”

Zevander pressed the tip of his blade to Cadavros’s throat. “I cower for no one. Man, king, or god.”

“Killing me will unleash the plague,” Cadavros taunted. “Go ahead, if you love her so much.”

Zevander sneered. “She’d kill you herself if she were here.”

I would’ve laughed at his remark, true as it was, if my body weren’t locked in a state of panic.

“Get to your feet. I’ve no intention of killing a man on his knees,” Zevander ordered.

“Fucking hell, he’s going to unleash a plague on Aethyria!” Kazhimyr shouted beside me. “What is the chant!”

“I can’t remember!” Dravien growled.

A frantic tension slithered beneath my skin turning my muscles rigid as the two bickered beside me.

“How dare you.” Cadavros rose to his cloven feet. “I am a high mage who wields the power of two gods!” The fury in his voice shook the barrier.

“Remember that as you fall,” Zevander gritted out and as the mage raised his palm, Zevander lashed out first, sending him hurling backward on a gale of Aeryz.

My heart beat an anxious rhythm.

I couldn’t see where Cadavros had fallen. Only that he’d disappeared out of view.

Zevander collapsed to his knees, chest heaving, and I noticed a small patch of blood at his side where he must’ve been struck by a sword. He raised his hand again showing an intricate glyph glowing across his palm.

“Zevander, hurry!” I said, too impatient at him remaining on the wrong side of the archway.

The barrier flickered and wavered.

Beyond him, just a short distance away, figures wisped toward his back, the shadows of a horde barreling right for him.

Not just a horde.

In the thick of spiders and the grotesque, humanoid monstrosities that rushed toward him flew those strange, wraith-like creatures that I’d seen crawling out of the spiders that’d chased Aleysia and I weeks ago.

“Zevander!” I screamed and as if he heard me, he glanced over his shoulder, toward them.

Slowly, he rose to his feet, facing the oncoming horde, and held his hands outstretched, just as Ravezio had stood moments before. “Come for me, Pestilios! I defied death for her. I’ll fight you and any other god who seeks to take her from me!”

My chest cracked like shattered glass, splinters of panic stabbing at my heart. “No!” I screamed, clawing at the wavering wall that separated me from him.

The creatures descended quickly, swarming him, clawing and snapping at him with sharp fangs.

Dravien yanked the scroll from one of the small pockets at his thigh. “I found it!” He one-handedly unrolled the scroll, the other hand against the barrier as he spoke a chant that I recalled from the night Melantha had granted me passage.

On the other side Zevander teetered at the archway, frantically swinging his sword at spiders and wraiths that surged over him like a vicious, black cloud. He stumbled backward, his body disappearing, just like that of Cadavros moments before.

“No! No!” I slammed my palm against the ward, and it slipped through. As I pitched forward, my body was yanked backward, and I tumbled onto my bottom beside Kazhimyr.

“Got him!” Dravien lay on the other side of me, his face contorted in pain and teeth clenched, half his arm disappeared into the flickering barrier. “He’s slipping!”

“Don’t let him go! Please!” As I collapsed to my knees on a shuddering breath, Kazhimyr yanked me away. “Please don’t let him go!”

“Fuck! He’s slipping!” Dravien’s face reddened, his muscles shaking.

“Hang onto him!” Kazhimyr scrambled forward and as he shoved his hand toward the barrier, it flashed and sent him hurling backward until his spine crashed against the tree behind us.

I dove for the edge of the archway and peered down at Zevander, dangling by Dravien’s outstretched hand. Below him, gaped a bottomless black chasm. A terrifying and vast void below his feet. I scrambled closer to reach for his hand, but it was coated in thick blood that had his fingers slipping through Dravien’s.

“Hang on! Please hang on!” Tears and panic wavered in my voice, as I reached down to clutch his forearm, both Dravien and I grasping him.

An unseen force seemed to pull at his feet, as his body tugged unnaturally at my arm. A thousand unspoken words passed over his eyes when they locked onto mine, the expression on his face grim.

He slid further, my hand gliding to his wrist.

Teeth clenched, I blinked away the tears and dug my clawed nails into the ground for stability. “Don’t you dare let go! Please don’t let go!” I screamed, my voice echoing around me. “I love you. You hear me? I love you, Zevander Rydainn! You hold tight!”

“Through every…thread of fate, I have loved you. Please … live.” He let out a grunt and his hand slipped from Dravien’s. Then mine. A single brush of our fingertips like smoke across my skin.

Time slowed around me, my heart caught in my throat.

A heart-wrenching regret burned in his eyes as he fell. Farther and farther away from me, his hand still reaching out as the abyss swallowed him. He silently mouthed my name, but I couldn’t hear it over the pounding in my skull and the scream that ripped out of me as if my soul had been wrenched from my body.

A grip of my ankles hauled me backward, and Zevander slipped from view.

Dravien rolled over to his knees and peered down. “No!” He yanked back his hand.

Empty.

Gone.

The reality in those words didn’t sink in. The visual lingered in my head—his face, the fall—but my heart refused to let it in. I felt suspended in time. Frozen. The horrific truth swirling around me as a mist of confusion and disbelief. A hollow clamor of noise that I didn’t dare acknowledge.

“Zevander?” I crawled back toward the barrier, resting a trembling palm against the surface that wouldn’t budge. The image of him falling flickered through my head again. “No. No, no, no. Please.” Harder, I pushed, desperate to see him again.

Something cold and hollow expanded inside my chest, but I didn’t bother to acknowledge it, as I slapped my palm across the barrier in search of a break. I need to see him! “Please, gods!” A merciless wave of panic crashed over me, and I slammed at the unyielding wall with both hands. Harder. Frantic. Grasping at hope with the same desperate tenacity as when I’d clutched his hand moments ago. “I need to see him! Please let me see him!”

All that remained on the other side was the forest and the creatures that scampered toward the archway, before vanishing from sight.

There was no sound. No screams.

Only moments before, Zevander had stood before those beasts, fearless and monolithic.

A power carved in shadows and flame.

Immortal.

It was incomprehensible to me that something so strong, so formidable in my eyes, could be taken with such graceless simplicity as a fall. A stumble.

No. Not him. Not him.

Sliding to my knees, I pressed a hand against my chest, my heart beating too fast, so fast, my lungs couldn’t grasp the air. “I can’t breathe.” Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply, and still the air came too fast, my lungs too tight, like my ribs had busted open to a raw, aching cold.

An unbearably sharp pain sank its teeth into my heart, and I gasped.

“Calm down, Maevyth.” Kazhimyr gripped my shoulder, but I batted him away.

“We have…to go…after him.” A numbing frost crept through my veins, my body shivering. I needed him to know he wasn’t alone in that darkness.

“There is no going after him. Nobody ever returns from Nethyria,” Dravien said, his words echoing through my head.

No return.

“And what is this grave misfortune you’re supposed to suffer if one of us dies?” Kazhimyr gritted out, their voices nothing more than noise around me. An irritating clamor that clawed for my attention. “Because I just lost two of my friends and I don’t see you suffering much at all.”

Dravien’s jaw ticced, his gaze locked on Kazhimyr’s. “I suppose that remains to be seen.”

Ignoring them, I stared down at my hands that still carried Zevander’s blood. Hands that were too weak to hold him. Too powerless. “I have to find him.” A sob tugged at my throat but failed to break free. “I’ll find him! I’ll find him and bring him back.”

“You can’t, Maevyth.” Kazhimyr pulled me close, but I pushed at him, refusing to let his words penetrate my skin. He gathered my arms and held me tighter. “He’s gone.” His voice broke as the pain seemed to rise into his throat. “He’s gone.”

“No!” I shoved at his chest, but he failed to move. “You’re lying! Let me go!”

He didn’t say a word, just held tight, refusing to release me.

“Let me go!” The fight inside of me withered and I collapsed to the ground. The sound that ripped from my chest was foreign, so laden with agony and heartache, I didn’t recognize it as my own. I screamed until my voice was raw and hoarse and empty.

Kazhimyr held tight as it tore through me in violent, shuddering waves. He stroked my hair. “I’m going to keep you safe.”

I tried to shove him away again, but his grip was unyielding. Strong. I didn’t want him. There was only one man whose arms held me safe. One who now lay at the bottom of a void.

And I wept for him.

Until my eyes burned and there was nothing left but a deep, suffocating throb in my ribs as my heart mourned for whom it was beating. And still I wept because I couldn’t bear the silence as I kept my eyes on that archway.

Watching. Waiting for him to climb through to me. To hear him curse and say something witty as he crawled out of that chasm. The same way he’d defied death so many times before. I longed for his smell—that delicious scent of leather and steel and something that lingered on the tongue with a molten sweetness. I needed his embrace.

But there was nothing.

I couldn’t taste. Couldn’t smell. Couldn’t feel.

He was gone.

Gone.

A dull and miserable ache settled over me, like the knot of a stitch had unraveled, and I’d only begun to come apart at the seams. The sharpest pain would come later, when I was alone and reality would tear the wound wide open with its blinding truth. For now there was still a shred of hope. A glimmer of expectation. If I waited there long enough, he might come back to me.

Please come back to me. You promised. You promised you’d never leave me.

A flash of his face—the sadness in his eyes when he must’ve realized there was no hope, no saving him—lingered in my head like a constant, pricking agony. I rubbed the tips of my fingers over where his had slipped through them, desperate to recall the feel of his skin. Those hands that’d held me, protected me, caressed me.

No, this is not real. Not real.

“Why?” I asked, staring off at that mesmerizing shimmer. “Why would he fall into the chasm?”

“He tried to burn the damned thing.” It was Dravien who answered. “The Umbravale rejects anything it perceives as a threat. Aethyrians true of blood and purpose.”

I recalled Zevander having told me that once and still, the reason wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t acceptable.

A skittering in my periphery drew my attention to a spider darting down Kazhimyr’s arm.

“Kazhimyr!” I shouted, pushing at his chest.

Seeming to notice it himself, Kazhimyr released me and flicked at his arm, sending the creature flying just a few inches away from us. “Fucking hell!”

Instead of scurrying off, it twisted around for Dravien. A white mist seeped from its face covering the leaves and vegetation in frost. It darted toward Dravien, but before it could reach him, I slammed my boot down and splattered its black guts.

Over and over, I stomped and grunted, tears in my eyes as all the rage of watching those wretched beasts come after Zevander tore out of me in a malicious attack. I stomped until the guts of it were well stitched into the vegetation, and for good measure, I touched one of its legs, turning the damned thing to a pile of dust.

Then I stomped on the dust.

“Maevyth. I think it’s dead.” Kazhimyr reached for my arm again, but I shrugged away and crawled toward the barrier.

Zevander's words echoed in my head. Ones he’d said to me not long ago.

“Fate could change the path a thousand times over, but in the end, it’ll always be you and me.”

I crumpled into myself. Lifeless. Hollow. Broken.

As if I’d tossed my own heart into that chasm and watched it shatter.

“Well, well. What have we here?” a feminine voice said from behind, and as Kazhimyr muttered a curse behind me, I spared only a quick glance to find the blonde woman I vaguely remembered from The Becoming Ceremony.

At her back stood at least a dozen, or more, soldiers, all of them armed with weapons.

“Your vein…it was severed. We killed you.” Dravien’s voice hadn’t held so much as a tremble when he’d fought off those colossal spiders, but the words shook out of him right then and his face ashened as if he were staring into the eyes of death itself.

A white bandage wrapped at the blonde’s neck held remnants of dried blood—details I didn’t care to ponder as I turned back for the boundary.

“Bring me Melantha,” the blonde ordered and not even the mention of a familiar name could pull me out of my thoughts.

Whoever they were, whatever they did, it didn’t matter anymore. My world had already collapsed, and I was suffocating in the dust.

“That’s her. Maevyth. His beloved mortal.” A more familiar feminine voice spoke that time and it was only because she’d said my name that I glanced over my shoulder.

A horrifically disfigured woman, who looked to have an empty eye socket stood alongside the blonde.

Not the same Melantha I remembered.

“Godsblood, you’re…Melisara.” Kazhimyr stumbled backward, his voice strained with shock. “You hired me centuries ago to steal the mortucrux. Your brother was Cad⁠—”

“Silence yourself!” General Loyce spat back at him. “Or I will see to it that your tongue is cut from your skull. And you …” She turned her attention back to Dravien. “Oh what wonderful things I have in mind for you, my sweet.”

My mind screamed at me to pay attention. Stay sharp. There was a reason two powerful men like Dravien and Kazhimyr had suddenly grown quiet, but exhaustion weighed heavy on me. I couldn’t focus.

I twisted back for the archway. Completely disinterested in them.

“Bring the girl to me,” the blonde said behind me.

Kazhimyr growled and jumped to his feet, the abruptness of his movements drawing my attention back to them. He threw out his palm and nothing but a white blur whizzed toward the two guards approaching me. What looked to be snowflakes struck their throat and forehead, blood trickling where they’d hit and both collapsed to their knees. Their skin turned an unsightly shade of blue, as if freezing from the inside out and one after the other, they fell face first into the ground.

Kazhimyr hurled an oversized icicle with a pointed tip through the air toward Loyce. A short man, half the blonde’s height, stepped forward and threw out his palm. The icicle melted midflight and fell like rain to the ground. The strange man turned toward Kazhimyr, one eye covered in a peculiar purple eyepiece, while half his face was covered in what looked like melted silver. Kazhimyr threw forth his palm again, but before he could summon his next glyph, he let out an agonizing cry and crumpled to the ground, his body curled inward and twitching.

Frowning, I pushed to my feet, frantically searching for whatever unseen entity had attacked him. “Stop! Stop it!” A glance back at Dravien showed him locked in a rigid stance, his eyes screwed shut, as if he couldn’t bear to watch. Whatever courage he’d mustered in the mortal lands must’ve remained trapped there. I swung my gaze back toward the small man. “Stop now or by the gods, I will send your limbs flying from your body!”

The blonde chuckled. “I’m dying to see that.”

With his palm still outstretched, the small man clenched his hand to a fist and smoke curled up from Kazhimyr’s wrists, leaving behind a skinny black band that looked like it’d been seared into his skin.

“Fuck!” Kazhimyr growled, shaking as he held his wrists close to his chest. “No!”

I summoned my bone whip and struck fast.

The guard beside the smaller man exploded around his armor on impact, the bits of meat and bone dropping in clumps onto the ground. The other guards backed themselves away with wide eyes, some cursing. Some laughing.

“Well, that was impressive,” the blonde said.

I drew back for another strike.

The smaller man extended his arm, and the bones snapped into his grasp, as he took hold of the other end.

Gasping, I nearly tumbled backward, but he gave a yank, pulling me closer and raised his palm. A deep, burning sensation slithered through my veins. I opened my mouth to call on Raivox but all that spilled out of me was a raspy scream. White smoke curled up from my wrists, just as it had Kazhimyr’s, leaving a delicate black script behind, like the flames seared into Zevander’s skin.

The pain quickly subsided, my chest expanding with a deep breath. I dropped to my knees and rolled to my side, coughing. A lingering burn marked the black bands that remained.

“Where is Rydainn?” the blonde asked, sauntering up toward Dravien, who hadn’t moved a muscle to help us.

“He’s gone.” Dravien didn’t bother to look at her, his face paler than before. “He fell into the chasm.”

Fell into the chasm. Gone.

It was wrong. It sounded so wrong when spoken aloud. He couldn’t have died. I refused to believe it.

Tears welled in my eyes and I shot forward on hands and knees, slamming my hands against the barrier.

“Seize them,” the woman ordered, her voice trembling as if she were affected by the news. “I have a special punishment in mind for the girl.”

Rough hands wrenched my arm, and I spun around, gripping the soldier’s hand with my blackened fingertips.

Only, he didn’t crumble to dust.

He chuckled and held fast, hauling me to my feet. “Those pretty fingertips are going to be the first to go.”

The blonde strode up to me, her hands behind her back. Gold flashed in my periphery right before knuckles struck my cheek with a bone-rattling crunch, jerking my head to the side on impact. Pain shot to my sinuses and a throbbing ache swelled in my jaw. Through the waver of tears in my eyes, I glimpsed the blood sprayed across the snow below me. “I don’t believe my pets have had mortal flesh before. I look forward to introducing you to them.”


CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE
ZEVANDER
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Death would’ve been easier, Zevander was certain of it.

Every muscle in his body screamed in pain as he stared up at the edge of the cliff, the memory of her face clinging to his thoughts. He lay in the mouth of a black void, his life teetering on the edge of a jutting protrusion of rock. An unlikely twist of fate, as he listened to the hissing and screeching of spiders and the human-like creatures who spilled over, slipping past him in the dark as they plummeted. His legs dangled over the precipice, the width of the ledge only long enough to have captured his upper body. One wrong move and he’d slip to his death.

Another hiss of a spider whizzed past his ear, but he didn’t dare turn to see its demise. He was far too weak and battered. Instead, he turned his mind to Maevyth, recalled the relief he felt watching her return to Aethyria. As he’d clung to Dravien’s arm, he’d seen her face, heard her voice calling out for him. Felt her once more.

That was all he needed.

He’d never believed in the gods but as he lay there, bleeding and broken, he prayed that she’d find Dolion.

Maybe the gods would be kind, and he’d slip into Caligorya. He’d see her one more time.

The screeching of creatures and whatever hell resided miles below him broke through the serenity of that thought, reminding him how cruel the gods could be.

The edge of the cliff must’ve been sixty meters above him, or more, with nothing to grasp. Impossible to climb.

Hand stiff and trembling, he forced it inside the pocket of his trousers, fingers fumbling in a frantic search for the necklace there. The moment he felt the chain, curled the jewelry into his grasp, he calmed. Careful not to drop it, he slid it out and held it to his chest.

He closed his eyes to memories of Maevyth. The first time he saw her—not in her bedroom, but in Caligorya as young girl. Her first smile. The way her hair danced in an errant breeze and light caught the silver in her eyes. He committed every detail of her face to memory, every moment with her.

Lunamiszka. His moon witch.

His heart slowed. A sense of peace washed over him. He began to ponder foolish things like attempting to climb the rock, even when he knew there was no chance of reaching the surface.

Death would be easier, he thought again.

A thunderous roar from above invaded his mind and Zevander peered up at two glowing eyes watching him from the edge of the cliff. How that damned thing had traversed the boundary was a mystery he didn’t have the energy to ponder.

Raivox roared again, flapping his wings and leapt into the air, hovering over the chasm.

A smiled tugged at Zevander’s mouth. “Hello, shitbag. Nice of you to show up.”
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