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For Sonita, who wished for these stories to be set in ink.


1
Nelle


When I was fourteen, I was promised to another.

Promised to a sullen Crowther.

It had been me they’d wanted all along—not my elder sister.

Whenever the Houses had come together and I’d been allowed to attend, for some strange reason, my gaze had always been drawn to his.

But I thought little of him and he felt the same.

Both of us were from powerful Houses.

House Crowther was old and ruthless.

Great House Wychthorn ruled over them all.

While he was a young lord raised in the art of violence, I was a princess.

A princess of the underworld.

A princess whose subjects weren’t just thieves and murderers, but stealers of souls, enders of lives.
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Tonight, my sister was the sacrifice for Great House Wychthorn.

“Shoes, Nelle… Shoes,” Evelene muttered while batting her fingers at my too-big dress and the tiny bristles hooked into the grass-stained fabric.

Glancing down, my bare feet greeted me. I wiggled my dirt-crusted toes and grinned.

Our eldest sister Annalise tossed me a pair of ballet flats while shooting a pointed look—now.

I poked my tongue out in her direction and shoved my feet into the shoes. My entire body recoiled at the restricting sensation—I hated the feeling of confinement. Of being separated from the ground.

Annalise pulled a face back before moving behind my short figure, trying to tame my hair. Her fingers plucked out leaves and snagged on a knot. I winced, yowling loudly.

Evelene wiped at something smeared upon my forehead. Her thumb came away soot-stained. “She should change—”

“There’s no time. They’ve already arrived.” Annalise fussed with my hair before hissing between her teeth and flinging up her hands in good-natured commiseration. “I give up. That’s the best I can do, little sister.”

Evelene nudged me with a hip, unbalancing me, and earning herself a pinch from my wicked fingers. Our joyful laughter bounced off the vaulted ceiling as we shared cheerful grins.

I laced my hands with Evelene and Annalise. I loved my sisters. We were a trio, and it pained me we were slowly breaking apart.

Annalise was already promised to House Reska.

And no one would marry me at fourteen.

So that left Evelene. I hated that the Crowthers would soon be coming between us, stealing Evelene away.

“Girls.” My father’s baritone voice cut through the room. “Now.”

My sisters hurried over to where my mother stood next to the arrangement of elegant seating facing one another. I remained in the great room as my father strode toward me, tall and distinguished in a three-piece suit. He came to a standstill, his smooth slender fingers curling about my forearms while his sharp gaze scanned my face as if reading one of his reports. “Are you burned out?”

I’d spent the last two hours in the woods preparing for this meeting. I nodded—I’d burned myself out as best as I could, considering the circumstances of tonight.

The older I got, the stranger I’d become. My father didn’t know what to make of me and neither did I. Of late, I could hear whispers across the room as if they’d been spoken into my ear. I didn’t even need to lurk outside my father’s office to overhear his conversation. Instead, I’d lingered at the far end of the hallway and heard him inform my sisters in hushed tones about this intended visit from House Crowther. That’s how I knew the reason the Crowthers were here and what they wanted. Annalise and Evelene had been briefed, but my parents wished to keep the knowledge from me. To keep me safe from them.

House Crowther had been granted a boon. They could ask for the hand of any daughter from any House for any one of their sons. There were four brothers in total. All with unruly black hair and a mixture of violet eyes. All but for the second-eldest—Graysen—he was the only one with eyes as black as a crow’s feather. Rather appropriate, I thought. The color of his irises and the roguish waves of dark hair fitted his surname perfectly.

One of the brothers would marry Evelene. Most likely the eldest.

The Crowthers visited each of the Upper Houses and their daughters, but it was a mere formality. Everyone knew they’d pick our House for marriage. An alliance with Great House Wychthorn was more than advantageous. It was practically a promise to raise their family to an Upper House.

Resignation pinched Evelene’s beautiful face.

Jittering on the spot, I whispered, “Maybe they won’t pick Evvie. Maybe they’ll pick another daughter from another House.”

I met my father’s furious stare, shrinking a little under the anger of the man who ruled over all the Houses. Godsdammit, I’d given myself away. He now knew I’d overheard him talking to my sisters about tonight. Both my parents agreed to keep this from me. Only telling me that our two Houses would be meeting. An introduction. A formality.

“Can’t we overturn it?”

He shook his head, his severe features tightening. We both knew that would not happen.

He cupped my chin, tilting my face up. “Calm,” he advised. “Calm, Nelle, calm.”

I nodded, rolling my shoulders to ease away the tension. My wrist was bound with a necklace of beads, not formed from glass, but made of a much stronger material—adamere. Freeing a loop long enough to slide through my fingers, I rubbed each bead between my thumb and middle finger and recited my own prayer. With each bead, each heartbeat, each breath, my mantra—My roots are deep. My strength is stone. My breath the wind. I bow to none.

My father led me over to my mother and gave her arm a reassuring squeeze before he took his place beside Evelene, nodding to the servant to allow the Crowthers to enter our domain.

I didn’t like the look and feel of the Crowthers as they strode in. They were a blot of darkness in our great room with its white marble floor and walls, our antique furniture adorned in silver and gray. They seemed made of night and shadows, sucking in the light of the room.

The brothers ranged in age from fifteen to twenty-one. There was something wild and untamed about them that was at odds with their elegant suits and polished leather shoes.

The air in the light, spacious room was thick with tension. There were more of my family guards in attendance than usual. I wasn’t sure what the outcome would be and who would remain standing between us if our visitors struck. The Crowthers were enforcers who oversaw the cartels and crime syndicates for the Horned Gods. Even I’d heard the whispers about Lower House Crowther and their enhanced strength and speed. They were deadly weapons and dealt in violence. It was an art to them—death.

We stood in a row. Evelene’s arm was curled tightly around our father’s. Annalise stood beside her. Then came my mother and me.

Evelene would sit by my father. The Crowthers’ attention would be on him and her. While Annalise and I were purposely dressed in muted colors, Evelene wore resplendent burnt orange. Saint Laurent had designed the haute couture dress, especially for this occasion, and its sleek lines curved precisely to her figure. At seventeen, Evelene was breathtaking. Tawny hair burnished with gold hung over her shoulders in a cascade of soft waves. And her eyes, the color of a sun-drenched ocean, lit up further with her smiles.

We politely greeted the Crowthers, one by one.

They bowed.

We did not.

Varen, the Crowthers’ patriarch, was bigger and broader, and more weathered than my father. My father exuded power, bending dangerous men to his will. Varen felt just as powerful, but lethal in a different way.

His twin sister Valarie reflected his black hair with a few locks streaked with gray. Her violet gaze pierced through mine as if she wanted to empty my head of every single thought. My mother’s breathing was erratic. A thin sheen of sweat coated her upper lip and her hands trembled. She was more than nervous of the elder Crowthers.

Then came the brothers. Curiosity caused my gaze to slide over what I could see of their tattoos peeking beneath the collars of their crisp white shirts. They were all tattooed, though the younger brothers less so than the elder two with the ink crawling up the column of their necks. The tattoos were similar with whorls of flames, yet the patterns were individual and distinct from one another.

Lastly came their baby-sister Ferne, clinging to the arm of the second-eldest—Graysen.

Ferne was a few years younger than me, but I was short and slight for my age, so we were the same height. Like her brothers, her hair was an inky darkness. A great curtain of hair swept across her forehead and covered one eye. An eye I might have been able to see if not for the delicate white lace strapped across her brow, obscuring her sight.

As I stood beside my mother, I stared unashamedly at the other girl, unconsciously swaying my weight from foot to foot. Halfway through my mother’s conversation with Ferne, I realized the other girl was mirroring my movements. It wasn’t as exaggerated as my own, but I caught it. She lingered too, much longer than the time she’d spent talking to my father and sisters, but despite her small talk with my mother, her entire focus was fixed on me. I could detect her interest humming like a live wire, while her brother barely glanced my way. And when he was forced to answer one of my mother’s questions, he replied in a bored, flat tone.

He wasn’t as disinterested in me as he was trying to make out. I sensed his intrigue—my skin prickling with awareness—as it crackled back and forth between us.

I shouldn’t have. My father warned me implicitly not to, but I sent my senses swirling outward in a featherlight brushstroke against Graysen, curious to feel him. Sometimes, not always, I could discern the essence of the person, their soul, I suppose, like the sun on my skin. Purity was a dry summer’s heat. Kindness and sincerity were a spring afternoon. Some souls warmed my flesh like dappled sunlight on a crisp fall morning. But others, the worst kind, mostly the souls born into the Houses that served the Horned Gods, leaked a bone-chilling coldness like twilight creeping on a wintry afternoon.

This Crowther, his soul, who he was, was a contradiction. It was the cold snap before dawn. But there was warmth, a purity too, and I didn’t know what to make of it. Of him.

Whatever lurked beneath my skin purred.

Graysen’s attention sliced my way. His nostrils flared as if he suspected what I was doing and hated it.

Guilt and worry urged me to rein my senses in, much like reeling in a loose skein of wool. My fingers went for the beads twined around my wrist—a comfort and reminder to keep myself in check.

I smiled at Ferne. “You can see me.”

“I can feel you,” she replied, her voice low and raspy.

The temperature in the room dropped. Every single one of the Crowthers swung my way. Their attention was honed and frigid.

“Why are your eyes covered?”

“It makes people feel more comfortable.”

“I’ve seen blind people before. They don’t cover their eyes.”

She replied coldly, “I don’t have eyes.”

“Nelle,” my mother hissed in warning.

But it spilled from me. “What do you mean?” No eyes? Had she been born that way? If I were to pull back the lace, would I find empty pockets of flesh?

Graysen bristled. His dark gaze brimmed with violent emotion. Ferne brushed a comforting stroke along her brother’s hand while my mother squeezed my arm so hard I almost winced. A silent warning not to say another word.

Ferne angled her head, and the dark locks of hair swayed with the gesture. “My eyes…they were stolen from me.”

I blinked. So many questions swirled in my head. The first, the loudest—Who had stolen them?

Ferne politely dipped her head, ending our conversation, and her older brother guided her across the veined marble floor to one of our velvet armchairs. His movements were gentle and precise.

The brothers gathered into a tight pocket behind their sister. The eldest stood perfectly still, his expression stoic, much like his father’s, while the two younger male siblings fidgeted, almost as if they found it impossible to remain motionless.

My family seated ourselves first as the rulers in our world of casual royalty dictated.

Then the heads of the Crowthers’ family sat, and Ferne too. The brothers remained standing behind their sister. Graysen angled himself a little in front, his icy gaze fixed on mine as if he thought I might lunge and strike her.

I snorted in derision. He caught it and knew it was directed at him. And a muscle in his jaw twitched.

I tried not to grin and failed.

Another tic.

Chancing a glance at my mother, her serene smile at the Crowthers was a little too tight. Her hand slipped inside her skirt pocket. It gave her a little reassurance perhaps to hold her vial of pills. She’d already taken two, swallowing them dry as we were readying ourselves for the Crowthers’ visit.

I eased off the offending shoes, sliding them with a pointed toe into the shadows beneath the chaise, nearly sighing with relief as I stretched my toes wide.

The younger brothers murmured to one another quietly enough that none of my family could hear, but I could.

“Is she really fourteen? She looks ten, eleven at the most.”

“No shoes. She’s muddied. Is that…a twig in her hair?”

“Gods, she’s some kind of street urchin.”

It was me they were talking about. I gritted my teeth at the smirks they tossed my way. The youngest boy didn’t even bother to be discreet as he messed with his cell phone, as if bored with his family’s visit before it had begun.

Irritated with them, I focused on Evvie instead. She sat straight-backed and regal on a leather couch beside my father.

Annalise, reclined on an armchair, didn’t seem in the slightest perturbed since she’d already been promised to House Reska. But I could tell by an almost imperceptible downturn of her mouth she felt the same way I did. Disgusted that the Crowthers should think they were good enough for our House. That they dared to claim Evvie for themselves.

Evvie offered the eldest Crowther brother a dazzling smile.

He glanced away.

And I hated him for the slight.

The creature inside stirred with my spike of ire. I gripped a bead. Calm, calm, calm.

My mother leaned close to whisper to me to leave and go to the aviary. I rose, padding out of the great room, glad to be gone, not even bothering with a backward glance even though the attention of every single Crowther remained heavily on my retreating back. A sensation that made my skin crawl.

When it got too hard being around people, I’d seek refuge and silence outside, mostly in the woodland surrounding our estate and, if not there, in my mother’s aviary.

Her aviary was a rather grand affair. A gigantic birdcage two stories high encompassed a small grove of trees and pretty shrubs. It was beautiful and peaceful and I spent a lot of time sitting beneath a tree or on a bench, an open book on my lap, with the birds flying overhead. But they’d never be free. They might experience the wind on their wingtips, but they’d travel no further than fifty feet in either direction.

Trapped.

Sometimes that’s how I felt.

Though it was a summery night, it was still dark, so before stealing outside, I snatched up several flashlights. Stashed in my skirt pocket was a backup. I sat another in the grass near my feet, its yellowy light splashing upward, while I clasped the third flashlight loosely between my fingers.

I’d settled down to lie on the cool grass in the aviary, digging my feet into the cool earth, upturning dirt with my toes. Grounding—I needed grounding and to disappear into the void of nothingness. I squirmed, assured I’d not be called back in until they’d left. I lay staring up at the night sky prickled with faint starlight. It was a full moon tonight, and my mind was full of dark thoughts regarding the Crowthers, wondering if my mother had sent me to the aviary to ensure I wouldn’t listen to their conversation.

So when he silently entered my domain, I didn’t hear him. I only felt my flesh prickling and the creature stirring beneath my skin before his filmy shadow fell across me.

Startled, I sat up quickly, scrambling to my feet.

Graysen Crowther.

My gaze narrowed on his tall figure cut into a dark suit, annoyed that my personal space had been invaded. Darkness wrapped itself around him as if it welcomed him into its fold of shadows. He was eighteen, nineteen perhaps. I couldn’t remember. Handsome, as all the Crowther brothers were, with natural golden-bronze skin and bluntly cut features that were almost brutal if not for the supple line of his mouth.

He sketched a shallow bow, straightening to stare at me as if he’d already judged me and didn’t like me.

I glared back. He knew nothing about me.

Though the thing that prowled beneath my skin was intensely curious about him, I was not. Shoving away that prickling sensation, I ignored the hyperawareness of him that seemed to hum between us like a musical note drawn out by the strings of an orchestra.

I angrily swiped at my dress where my skirt had been scuffed with grass stains and now more dirt. Godsdammit. “What are you doing here?”

He glanced away, answering in that same flat tone he’d used earlier in the great room. “Same as you, I suppose.”

I shot him a curious glance.

Is he hiding too and needs to settle himself?

He drifted deeper into the aviary. His sharp eyes shone like an animal that hunted at night. The shapes of the roosting birds should have been indistinguishable, but he clearly made them out as his head tilted upward in their direction. “Rather a dull choice of bird,” he muttered. My mother could have chosen all kinds of exotic birds—brightly plumed parrots, lorikeets, or even hummingbirds—but she preferred thrushes and sparrows and finches.

How did he find me here?

Is it coincidence, or has he sought me out on purpose?

Graysen twisted around, pushing his wavy hair back from his forehead, but the cowlick curled at his hairline forced a wayward hank of hair to slip over his eyes. He shook his head, flicking it back, but it wouldn’t settle into place. Arching a brow, he asked, “Why are you rarely seen?”

I tensed. I’d been purposely kept away from the other Houses. Someone like me should have been handed over to the Horned Gods at birth.

To keep me safe.

To keep me from people like you.

Instead, I offered a shrug, as if I didn’t know.

“Do they keep you caged, little bird?”

The name rankled, and I glared. “Don’t call me that.”

The way his eyes lit up, I realized I’d just done the worst thing possible. Inwardly, I groaned.

“Little bird.” He rolled the name around in his mouth, tasting it. Liking it.

I folded my arms across my chest. “If you’re after Annalise, you’re too late. She’s in love with Aldan Reska and already promised to him.”

His brows rose slowly, perhaps because I’d been so forthright, but his tone remained flat and bored when he said, “Your sister wants to marry that Reska asshole—”

“Takes an asshole to recognize another,” I muttered.

He was surprised. And he seemed to like my bite, judging by the wolfish grin. “Doesn’t it just.” He strolled closer. “If we want that betrothal overturned, it will be.”

I gasped. But my sister loved Aldan Reska. He was all she talked about. Granted, it’d become a little tiresome to hear how perfect he was. I had my own opinion of Aldan ever since I’d seen his appreciative gaze drift over the curve of another girl’s ass, but I didn’t want to admit to Graysen that I might agree with him.

“Pick another daughter. Another House,” I urged.

He didn’t smile, but there was a cruel amusement in his dark gaze as he shook his head.

I blew a frustrated breath, taking a sideways step, crushing soft grass beneath the soles of my feet. “Which one of you is this betrothal for?” Which one would Evelene be forced to marry? I’d already decided on the eldest, Kenton. A respectful choice.

“Betrothal?” He frowned, speaking the word as if he didn’t recognize it.

“Kenton,” I pressed. “It’s only right the eldest should marry Evelene.”

“Marriage?” I’d confused him. “Marriage,” he repeated, tasting the word as he’d done with little bird. He shot me an odd look and drifted over to a birch, scratching a fingernail against the papery bark. “It doesn’t matter which of my brothers is chosen to wed. Only which one of you we choose.”

Of course. It made perfect sense to join by marriage to Great House Wychthorn. We were, after all, their rulers.

He continued. “Even with Annalise promised to Lord Asshole, there are still two daughters to choose between—”

“Two?” I interrupted. Shock creased the lines on my face.

Two daughters.

Icy fear settled into my stomach. Why hadn’t I considered the possibility that I might be desired? “But I’m fourteen.” It spilled from my lips rather wobbly sounding, just like the child I was.

“No one is going to marry you at fourteen,” he drawled as he turned to face me. For a fleeting moment, relief flooded through me, until he added, “They’ll wait until you’re a little older.”

Gripping the flashlight in my hand, I paced our small arena.

He pushed into motion.

We circled one another, confined by the wrought-iron birdcage. Grass rustled beneath my feet as I stalked, keeping a safe distance from him, while there was a predatory gracefulness to his stride.

His features were shadowed with night. No one should have been able to read him in this darkness. But I could. He despised me.

Still, it made little sense why anyone wouldn’t want my sister. Beautiful, charming Evelene. “But…my sister…”

He cocked his head to the side, a bird-like movement, and his thick brows nudged closer. “Why would we want Evelene?”

I scoffed at his idiocy. “Are you stupid? Of course, everyone wants my sister.” She was as sweet as she was beautiful. Kind and considerate. When we were curled up on my bed eating popcorn and watching a movie, Annalise would tease her about all the boys from the Houses who’d noticed her.

“She’s a simpleton with no backbone and utterly worthless.”

I sucked in a sharp breath, stilling. How dare he insult my sister? Anger seethed, and something inside me uncoiled and slithered along my bones.

An ice-kissed breeze stirred in the aviary.

Leaves rustled and branches groaned with its growing tempest.

I was a Wychthorn—he should be bowing at my feet, groveling for forgiveness. It must have shown on my face because, for the first time, actual delight shone in his gaze.

The unnatural wind ruffled his hair. “Didn’t like to hear that, little bird?”

He took one step toward me. I supposed he thought I’d yield a step.

Not likely. I moved forward. My hands balled into fists, white and burning hot, itching to bestow violence.

The bloodline of the Crowthers had bred cold, vicious hunters—their senses heightened, stronger, faster. But my temper had been stirring of late. Things had a habit of breaking around me. I was sure I could break Graysen if I wanted to. Right now, I really, really wanted to. I wanted to snap him like a twig.

We met with barely an inch between us. He was so tall that I craned my neck to glare up at him.

“You’re so young,” he said softly, though the words bit. He bowed closer, smiling. He smelled of boy and something woodsy with a promise of smoke. His scent was nice, pleasant even. My gaze flicked upward, and I realized that smile didn’t reach his eyes. They remained cold and impassive. His breath kissed my temple. “Just so you know, little bird, there’s no way in Nine Hells I’d ever fucking marry you.”

No one dared speak to me like that. For a moment I was so shocked, I could only gape back.

“Why would I want to marry an entitled mouthy brat?” His disparaging scowl took in my scrawny frame—from the top of my wild hair to the tips of my dirty toes. “Gods, you look like you’ve been dragged out of the woods kicking and screaming.”

Aghast, I whirled away, only to spin back. “What makes you think I’d want to marry a lowly Crowther? You’re no good for anything but mopping up messes.” This was something I’d overheard my mother say to my father when I shouldn’t have been listening to their private conversation. My father did not agree, but he also did not dispute it.

“A Lower House? Lowly foot-soldiers,” he ground out. “Are we deemed so lesser, so unworthy of the great and mighty Wychthorns?” He took another step closer. “We bleed for your House, Wychthorn. It’s our blood that spills so that yours does not.”

Standing there quivering, my hands fisted, I snarled, “Oh, go shove a knitting needle up your ass.” And I added something that started with mother—and ended with—ker.

We were toe-to-toe, scowling at each other. I thought he might be so angry he’d have smacked me one. My mother sure as hells would have if she overheard what spilled from my mouth. Except Graysen didn’t. He straightened, and his tight features softened. Then a sound came out of him I did not expect. A whispering huff of laughter as his shoulders jostled.

It only provoked that unnatural wind to whip faster.

I tipped my chin at him, parting my lips to hurl something cruel. My finger stabbed his way, and the movement was jerky. The beads tied about my wrist—clinked. The delicate sound reverberated in my ears, reminding me to leash my temper. Calm. Calm. Calm.

That eerie wind died.

My mother’s voice cut through the tension. “Nelle?”

We jerked apart and swiveled around to face my mother, standing beside the aviary’s door. She darted a concerned glance back and forth between us. “You’re both needed inside.”

Graysen dipped his head in acknowledgment. He spun on his heel and strode off.

My mother said nothing, but there was a stiffness in her shoulders and her hand was in her pocket, no doubt gripping those pills, as she watched Graysen’s retreating figure.

She remained silent while drawing me into a tight hug, her honeysuckle scent whispering against my nostrils as she pressed quivering lips to my temple.

Why is she worried?

As soon as my mother led me back into the mansion and down the twisting hallways toward my father’s office, I knew why Graysen and I had been sent for.

Stupid, stupid me.

The door swung open, and I stepped inside. My heart pounded in my ears. The office was large and spacious and filled with rare antiques. But with Graysen and both elder Crowthers in there too, the room seemed far too small, too confining.

My mother gestured to a dark brown leather couch where Graysen sat leaning forward, his elbows resting on his knees, as he fiddled with something in his hands. I watched an agitated muscle in his jaw tic as I sank beside him, making sure there was plenty of space between us.

Valarie stood close to her brother, her hands clasped before her, listening to Varen and my parents. They gathered around my father’s desk, where a parchment had been spread across the glass. When Varen stabbed a finger on the document biting out, “Eighteen years old,” my stomach sunk. It was true then. Staring askance, I arched a brow at Graysen. And he’d sworn he would never marry me.

He glared back like I was a bug he wished he could squish beneath his expensive leather shoes.

“That’s too young,” my mother appealed, wringing her thin hands.

“Eighteen,” Varen stated once more. I had a feeling they’d been arguing about this for a while now.

“Twenty-five,” ground out my father.

“Twenty,” Valarie spoke firmly. “And at nineteen, they’ll get to know one another.”

My father went to reply when Varen held up a hand to stop him. He let out a tired sigh through a nose that appeared to have been broken a long time ago. “Twenty.” But the way his jaw clenched, he was furious at giving that much. “Or I’ll take her right this moment.”

My father’s shoulders slumped. It was the first time this great ruler showed defeat. It stole my breath and terrified me.

He nodded once before leaning over the parchment and amending it with black ink and a quill. Our world held to tradition tightly. No modern-day pens for these types of transactions. Always quills and ink.

My father turned back to us, strength returning to his elegantly attired figure. “Nelle, Graysen, come here.”

We rose as one from the couch. Graysen allowed me to go first, following closely as we joined our fathers. Mine clasped something between his fingers. He waved at me to hold my hand out, and I placed it in his. His hand was warm while mine was cold.

My father held my gaze—an apology, a desperate need for forgiveness etched into his features—and then something pierced my thumb.

A knife.

The blade sliced a thin line across my thumb pad, stinging and burning the flesh in its wake. He held my hand over an ink well and beads of blood splattered into the small metal bowl. My mother pressed a quill into my other hand, gesturing toward the parchment spread upon his desk. What was it?

My mother spoke. “This is a marriage contract—”

“An Alverac,” Varen cut in, shooting a sharp look at my father.

My mother carried on speaking as if Varen hadn’t interrupted her. There was a slight crack in her voice. “Promising you to Graysen Crowther.”

I stared at the parchment. At all the words cutting across its width. I had to sign my name in my blood.

Graysen paused. For once, his impassive, bored face creased deeply in fury. For one reckless, hopeful moment, I thought he’d toss the quill down and refuse.

Do it, do it, do it—because I was too weak to go against my father.

That muscle twitched again. His nostrils flared and lips thinned before he whipped his furious gaze from his family and canted forward to sign his name in blood—a neat scratch against the parchment.

My signature was wild and wide.

My father’s smooth fingers dug into the ornate silver urn that sat on the mantle behind his desk. He blew the ashy substance onto the contract. It was the bones of our ancestors, ground to dust.

The elder Crowther must have brought a pinch with him from their ancestral home, as a moment later, a swirl of fine bone settled over our own like a thin coating of frost.

For the first time, Graysen and I shared a look, both of us reflecting the other’s horror.

I felt it then. I was sure he did too, the magic of the Horned Gods weaving around us like filament.

A rattling noise erupted inside my head, grinding against my bones—a turning of iron teeth, a clicking and a grating sensation—as if a heavy lock was sliding with finality into place.

It was done.

We were bound to one another.

There was no way out of this but death.

My future husband didn’t bother meeting my gaze as he cut a curt bow, retreating with his father and aunt before slamming the office door behind him as they left.

I was still in shock. I think we all were. My parents had vainly hoped Varen might not choose one of their daughters, and certainly not me. But why should Evelene be sacrificed to keep me out of their clutches?

Anger burned brightly.

My father was a Wychthorn, a king amongst the Houses. Perhaps not in title but in the lofty placement of our House. We were it, the highest you could rise in serving the Horned Gods—Great House Wychthorn. He could have demanded for Master Sirro to overturn this ridiculous boon.

And now, at twenty, I’d be forced to marry that egotistical brat from a House that dealt in death.

“You could have stopped them!”

A wind that had no right to be there in the office swirled about me, circling locks of pale hair around my head and ruffling my skirt.

“Nelle,” my father murmured, his tone at once soothing and commanding. “Calm.”

Calm? Calm? How could anyone be calm about this? I’d been bartered and sold like chattel.

That creature inside me unfurled, raging with my anger, snapping and snarling—Let go, let go. Let. Me. Go!

Power surged and I unleashed it.

My mother took several nervous steps back.

My father reached for me—

I screamed.

I screamed because they couldn’t go against the Horned Gods. Master Sirro. The Crowthers.

I screamed because they’d given me away to that sullen boy and made me sign a contract that now wrapped itself around me with iron teeth.

One moment, the desk was there separating us from one another—

The next—

Glass shattered, funneling upward and tinkling against the ceiling, obliterated into tiny fragments that sparkled and shone like a rainbow as it rained down between us.

Nothing of the desk remained.

Nothing but that parchment.

Seemingly, even my wild power couldn’t overturn that.

I stumbled backward, my breathing a wet rasp. The backs of my knees caught on the couch and I fell onto the seat, bursting into hysterical laughter.

My parents exchanged urgent whispers, which, of course, I heard, but I was too busy focusing on my selfish thoughts—I couldn’t get out. I couldn’t free myself. I was a bird trapped in an aviary.

My laughter died as cold fear swept through me.

My hands clenched and unclenched and, as I made the panicked gesture, my knuckles brushed against something.

I glanced down and frowned to find something in the space that Graysen had vacated. Something that was nestled upon the soft leather material of the seat.

I plucked it carefully between pinched fingers. It fitted perfectly into the cup of my palm. Small. Delicate. Crafted from neat, precise folds of paper torn from a book. A creature with wings spanned wide, ready for flight.

Graysen Crowther had left me a gift.

A tiny paper bird.
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I saw Graysen Crowther over the years when the Houses came together. We sent hate-glares every time our gazes clashed.

I was pretty sure both of us wished the other had some kind of accident, so we’d never have to marry.

I know I sure did. I thought about it a lot—him dying.

It was even tempting to go to House Simonis to buy a curse.

I wanted to, yet I never did.

At nineteen, I was glad I hadn’t.

At nineteen, Graysen Crowther saved my life.
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FIVE YEARS LATER
Nelle


Sticky, sweat-damp hair irritated the nape of my neck as I stumbled out of the woods, struggling to catch my breath. My legs shook with every faltering step and I collapsed with utter exhaustion into a messy heap at the edge of the lawn.

Thankfully, the thing that lived inside me had curled up into a tight knot, sated and spent.

I sighed in bliss as a welcome breeze rustled through the tall, wild grass and caressed my hot skin. The burning in my lungs eased as I dragged cool air through my throat. Dredging up the energy to change my position, I rolled over to lie on my back and rest within the lengthening shadows of the woodland tree line that hugged our estate.

I’d burned myself out, needing to since House Pellan was about to arrive at our home any minute now. This coming weekend was going to be a grueling task, keeping that strange power prowling inside me tamed and unseen from our guests. Tamed, that was a joke. The creature lurking beneath my flesh ran wild and unchecked. All I could do was unleash it and burn it out daily. And now I was older—it maturing with me—the creature needed to be let loose twice a day.

Aware I’d received a few texts while finishing up in the woodland, I slid my phone from my skirt’s pocket.

At the foot of a gnarled oak, Sage—my wraith-wolf—padded forward, glaring toward the grand mansion beyond the long stretch of lawn. A ridge of mist-wisped fur hackled along Sage’s spine as he shimmered in and out of existence, drawing my attention from my phone to him. He’d been my constant companion these past few years and my best friend. The wraith-wolf’s massive paws dug into the earth as he bared vicious teeth and snarled. Every muscle in his powerful body tensed.

My stomach sank, and I bit back a groan. There was only one person who drew that kind of savage reaction from Sage—Graysen Crowther.

With a tap of my finger, two messages appeared on my phone’s screen. Sure enough, both from the same jerk. I had saved Graysen under a more appropriate name in my contact list than the one given to him at birth.

LordofDarkness: Meet me at six sharp at your front door. And for fuck’s sake, remember to wear shoes this time.



And here I thought I could spend my evening without his miserable company. Godsdammit.

At 6:02 p.m. he’d sent another message.

LordofDarkness: Typical. Simple instructions, Wychthorn. Get. Your. Ass. Here. Now.



Sage shifted closer, placing his ghostly body in front of me. Obviously, Graysen was making his way here since I hadn’t met him on time at the front door, as so courteously requested.

Sage had been my protector for the last few years, and his presence eased back security on the family estate. No one had to shadow me after my wraith-wolf’s arrival. The Crowthers gifted Sage to me after I signed the farce of a marriage contract all those years ago. It was the nicest thing Graysen had ever done for me and, funnily enough, Sage hated Graysen. My wraith-wolf was an excellent judge of character.

Sage erupted into motion, dancing on the spot, snapping and snarling.

Expensive leather shoes stepped into view. A low rumbling voice, like sliding rock, gritted out, “Call off your fucking dog before I kick it.”

My smile faded into a thin line. Graysen always issued the same threat. But he never had kicked my wraith-wolf. Though I suspected that this time would be no different from all the others, I whispered, “Sage,” and snapped my fingers.

Sage gave Graysen a threatening growl, but the wraith-wolf listened to my command and backed away.

Graysen leaned over me, squinting. “Gods, you’re a mess.”

“Charmed,” I puffed out, glaring up at him.

The intoxicating masculine scent of him, a woodsy cedar with a faint nuance of leather and smoke, drifted over me. Burning out the creature dulled my enhanced senses, but not to where I couldn’t feel his strange essence that sang to me every time we were in each other’s company. He was a contradiction—darkness wrapped in light.

I was also hyperaware of him, and I hated it.

It didn’t help that the creature inside me was intrigued. As always, it stirred, its power stretching out to twine around him much in the same way a cat rubbed against a wooden post, before it reluctantly withdrew.

Graysen’s shoulder twitched as if he felt the interest like a tangible caress. The angle of where he stood obscured his black eyes, but I couldn’t mistake the dislike for me rolling off him in heavy waves.

The gangly boy he’d been when we’d signed the marriage contract five years ago had been shredded away. He was tall and muscular, broad but in a more streamlined way. His voice was deeper, dark, and always bored-as-fuck.

“Looking sharp,” I said, taking in the elegant black suit hugging his body. He wore no tie tonight. This evening was a casual get-together, but I knew everyone attending would be dressed in fine custom suits. The top buttons of Graysen’s shirt were undone, and it allowed me a peek at the tattoos that coiled up from his chest and along one side of his neck, grazing just beneath his jawline. His tousled hair needed a trim, and a wayward hank dipped in front of his right eye. I’d never admit it, but I liked his hair slightly ruffled. It suited him.

Graysen’s irritated gaze slithered over me. “You sure as fuck don’t.”

“Gods,” I snapped. “I don’t know why I bother.”

“Me neither, Wychthorn.”

I tore blades of grass from the earth and ground the handful angrily until it was a sticky, green clump in my fist.

Graysen spun away and retreated to lean against an ash tree. He bent a knee and rested a foot against the tree trunk before shoving a hand into the pocket of his pants. Both of his wrists were thick with leather straps and thin silver chains. He dug his free hand into the inside pocket of his jacket and fished out a blunt and zippo. Clamping the blunt between his teeth, he lit it, dragging in a breath, and expelled it a few seconds later. The sweetly rancid smoke swirled from his mouth.

I’d always thought it was deceptively casual, the threat Graysen carried with him. His size, the glimpse of tattoos coiling up his throat, and the sharp intelligence in his eyes gave him away. He practically hummed with dark intent, promising violence he could deliver. An arrogant self-assurance that no one could touch him.

He was a thief and killer with devastating good looks.

And I was going to marry him.

Marry? I almost snorted in derision.

Not if either of us had our way.

Silence settled between us like a scratchy, threadbare blanket.

I stared up at the sky and the clouds stained ocher with the sun’s descent while I regained my strength. I just needed a little more time for the shaking in my limbs to abate. Thankfully, Graysen wasn’t in any hurry to join the family gathering.

In the periphery of my vision, Graysen’s movement caught my attention. He pocketed the zippo and turned his head toward the mansion, lost in thought. Good. If he was ignoring me, he wasn’t suspicious. He ran his thumb over his bottom lip with the hand holding the blunt, a frown creasing his forehead.

He’d only smoked a handful of times in front of me.

Part of me was curious. What was it like? Why did he smoke weed? Did he need it or merely desire its effects? The other part didn’t want to ask him anything, even if it allowed me to poke into his mind and find out a bit more about the man to whom I was promised.

Ever since I’d turned nineteen, we’d been forced to spend the last day of every month together. On the very first occasion, I tried to talk to him just to be polite. He’d arched an arrogant brow and went back to messing on his phone, ignoring me. And that was how we’d pass those obligatory days in each other’s company. Strangely, it had settled into something comfortable. There was the odd time we’d talked, or rather, snarked at one another. But more often, he’d join me wherever he found me, sit down, and use his phone to check and reply to his emails or make business calls. Sometimes he used the time to sharpen his blades or pretend to read while he kept an eye on the comings and goings of our household. Once I’d caught on to that fact, I confined him to places that denied him of intel on my family—much to his annoyance—like the library or the aviary or woodland. One time, I forced him to spend the entire day in the kitchen while I baked endless batches of cookies. I’d even boxed a special batch for him to take home. He’d strode to the rubbish bin, his narrowed gaze fixed on me as he dumped the box in the trash, growling—I never eat sugary crap.

Pity, because those cookies, I’d purposely replaced the sugar with salt.

Graysen tipped his head back and heaved a weary sigh.

I blinked. Astonished. He rarely showed anything but barely concealed contempt. I levered myself up by my elbows. “Bad day at the office?”

He usually didn’t answer me, so it came as another surprise when those dark eyes slid my way. “The worst.”

Snorting, I poured distaste into my words. “People not die easily enough for your liking, Crowther?”

Some dark feeling washed over his features, and then he shuttered it away.

I stilled, my brows nudging together with intrigue. Something had unsettled him. Pushing up, I sat with my knees bent, genuinely interested in what was bothering him. “What happened?”

He glowered, shaking his head and pressing his mouth into a firm line.

Ah, of course, he’d never explain—

Although tonight was an exception. After a lengthy pause, he answered, “People did die. Not by me.” And before I could ask, his hand cut through the air. Thin threads of smoke curled from the blunt clamped between his fingers. “You don’t want to know, little bird.”

Chills spider-walked down my spine. He was right. I didn’t want to know. Yet…my mind imagined terrible things. This world of ours skulked in the shadows. And what we were, what we did serving the Horned Gods… I’d never felt comfortable with it.

I glanced around the endless lawn, at my family mansion shining brightly like a doll’s house while chewing on my bottom lip. Whatever happened today disturbed even him, a seasoned enforcer.

Maybe that’s why he’d lit his blunt?

Movement drew me back to Graysen. He pushed off the tree. Jerking his chin toward my home, he asked, “You ready?”

I smiled, not for him, but for my sister, Evvie. Her fiancé was due to arrive with his family—the Pellans. This weekend, their engagement party was to be held at our estate, which was the reason Graysen was here. As my intended, his presence was mandatory at family gatherings.

My elder sister, Annalise, would fly in tomorrow with her husband, Aldan.

And my friend, Danne Pellan, might even be here right now.

My smile bloomed into a grin.

Graysen caught me beaming and scowled. “What the hells are you grinning at?”

My grin faltered. None of your business—sat on the tip of my tongue. But not even Graysen Crowther was going to spoil my good mood. Ignoring him, I drew in a deep breath, gathering my strength and steeling myself for what I had to do—get back on my feet.

Pushing upright, I took a moment to brush the sticky locks from my forehead and peel the sweat-damp fabric of my dress from my legs. The dress needed to be thrown away. It was torn in several places and filthy with splatters of mud. The sooty hem of the skirt had been singed. I wasn’t sure how to explain the soot and scorch marks if Graysen noticed. Which he didn’t. He never noticed.

I began looking for my bag. I’d dropped it here in my haste this afternoon. Sage padded up to my side and nuzzled my hip with his nose as I poked about the long grass.

Graysen raked his gaze over my messy state. As far as he knew, I rambled the woods on daily runs. “Ever hear of activewear?”

“I don’t like activewear,” I tossed back as I crouched down to search the dim depth of the woodlands for my canvas messenger bag. Activewear was too tight. I didn’t like tight clothing. It felt constrictive, smothering. Loose-fitting dresses of natural material that didn’t cling, that’s what I preferred.

I unfurled, turning to find Graysen taking a long drag on his blunt as he considered me with half-hooded eyes. “You’re always in those too-big dresses. As if being bound in material is…suffocating.” A silvery haze wisped from his lips and nostrils like dragon smoke. His glance became calculating. As much as I liked to push him, he did the same. He shot me a smug smirk. “Don’t like clothes that are too tight, little bird?” He ducked under a low-hanging tree branch as he prowled closer, swiping his gaze all over my body, becoming intensely interested. For once, he dropped his bored tone and his voice changed into a rough purr. “Please tell me you’re wearing underwear.”

I almost rolled my eyes. Of course I was. Instead, I gifted a sly smile. “Maybe…maybe not.” I regretted teasing him the moment something sensual and predatory glinted in the depths of his gaze.

I made a disgusted noise at the back of my throat. Gods, he was a pig—and whirled away to return to my search.

Ah, there. My bag.

I’d tossed it into the tussock that feathered the roots of a willow. I spent so much time out in the woodlands that I always packed a supply of snacks, bottled water, a book, and a cozy blanket. Scooping out the water, I drank deeply, relishing the cool liquid that soothed my parched throat. Capping the bottle, I spoke to Graysen. “I’m good now if you want to go.”

His head swiveled my way, staring at me as if I was stupid. You know what—he was right. I was stupid in actually talking to him like he was a nice guy. Because Graysen Crowther was not a nice guy. At all.

He flicked his finished blunt at me. It fell short, smoldering in the wild grass beside my left foot. “I’m not going anywhere with you looking like that.”

What could I say to that? Seriously? “Gods, you’re an asshole.”

He ran a hand through his thick hair, shrugging as if to reply—yeah, so?

I slung my messenger bag over my shoulder and walked away. I would have liked to have stalked across the lawn as fast as possible, but that wasn’t my reality right now, so my steps were slow and measured. Sage kept pace beside me while I heard Graysen grumbling something so low even I couldn’t make out what he’d said, but he caught up and the three of us headed toward my family mansion.
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Tonight, Graysen was full of surprises.

He was waiting for me outside my bedroom. Leaning his back against the hallway wall, a deep scowl creased his features as his thumbs stabbed a message on his phone.

My mouth gaped a little, stunned to find him there. “You waited for me?”

I’d showered and slipped into a dress of ivory, excited and skitterish with anticipation to be seeing my new friend—Danne Pellan. I’d slicked on lip-gloss and mascara and tamed my hair into a fishtail braid. Pretty, I hoped.

Graysen glanced up, squinting as if something was different about me, but he couldn’t work out what. His gaze lowered back to his phone and his thumbs recommenced moving. “I’m in no rush to meet those wanker Pellans.”

I hissed through my teeth. Of course, it was about the Pellans and nothing whatsoever to do with me. I strode past with Sage at my heels.

Behind me, I heard a low, irritated growl that didn’t come from my wraith-wolf.

I spun back. Graysen was still leaning against the wall, but his head was tipped toward the ceiling as he stared upward with a black glare. “Shoes. For fuck’s sake—shoes.”

Glancing down at my bare feet, I burst into laughter that bounced down the hallway. Traipsing to my rooms, I rummaged around in my walk-in closet and found a pair of high heels. Right before I left my quarters, I snatched up an old dusty tome I’d unearthed recently in my family library.

When I rejoined Graysen, my smile was gone and my jaw clenched tighter with every annoyed step as I fell in beside him. I shot him a dark look—one he returned.

I really hated shoes.

Perhaps I hated Graysen more, which was certainly saying something.

Liar—the creature chuckled.
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Nelle


Graysen and I strode in silence through the vastness of my home. We left the emptiness of my wing to traverse the endless hallways and elegant open spaces that showcased our wealth and reign in antiques and treasures, heading toward my mother’s favorite room, where we all were gathering tonight.

Even before we reached the smoky-glass doors at the end of a long stretch of hallway, a wave of noise crashed over me. Clashing sounds fought for my attention. It was like scrolling through the bandwidth of a radio—opposing stations cutting through minuscule pockets of silence. A reckless symphony with no melody.

With my enhanced hearing, I could hear every single person behind those doors and what they were saying and doing.

Gushing over Paris—its fashion and nightlife.

Polite comments on the room, our mansion, and our taste in furnishing.

Questions regarding our family—When was my elder sister’s baby due?

How was the journey from the Carpellean mountains to our estate?—Long and dull.

I hummed a low note.

Graysen cocked an eyebrow, giving me an odd look, but I ignored him to concentrate on the vibration in my throat. I latched onto the deep timbre to drown out the chink of crystal and pouring liquid; chewing mouths and swallowing throats; whispers of fabric, footsteps, and conversation.

Just focus.

Focus on silence.

It took as long as the walk down the hallway, Sage keeping pace beside me, to push aside all those sounds and bring up a wall of white noise.

Guards stood on either side of the doors. At our arrival, they opened them up for us, and then we were sweeping past, stepping inside the room.

This was a smaller, more intimate room than many others that graced our home. Gold embossed paper with a garden motif adorned the walls; a theme which was followed through by the potted plants beautifying the space. Light spilled from a crystal tear-drop chandelier onto parquet flooring, polished cane, and rattan seating.

My mother greeted me with a slight slur to her speech. “Nelle, sweetheart.” She never drank, but she chewed back those tiny, white pills like tic-tacs.

Graysen bowed. “Marissa.”

She gave a polite dip of her head. “Graysen.” Nervous fingers twitched as she brushed a hand over the graying hair at her temple before averting her gaze as if the very sight of him scalded her.

She frowned. “Oh, come here, Nelle. Let me fix your hair.” I hugged my book to my chest, trying not to squirm as she fussed with the tendrils that I hadn’t quite woven into my fishtail braid. She tucked them into place before drawing a step back to stare at me with wonder. “You look so pretty this evening.”

I tried to ignore the dark eyes by my side, studying me. A slash of inky brows drew forward as Graysen finally took me in—how I looked and what I was wearing. Surprise flared across his handsome features. Yes, it wasn’t often I played up my looks with makeup. But tonight was different. Tonight, Danne was here.

My gaze skipped about the room, over his family and brothers, but I couldn’t spot Danne among them.

“Come, come,” my mother urged. “We’ve been waiting for you both.”

As she walked beside me, I noted the glassy sheen to her eyes and the rattling noise of the pills in her pocket that always accompanied her movements. She’d become more anxious and frailer in recent years. However, the vast planning needed for this engagement party of Evvie’s, and the oncoming wedding, had been good for her. There’d been more smiles, more excitement than I’d seen in a long time. But these days, it seemed it was all she and Evvie did—sifting through dress fabric; organizing seating arrangements; choosing the perfect invitation font and making choices between flora. It left them both with little time for me.

I was lonely. That was the sad truth of it all.

So I took what I could from her at this moment, linking my arm around her bony one, letting my body warm and cradle her fragile frame.

As we moved deeper into the room, our guests, the Pellans, stared blatantly.

Sage might be at my heels, but another wolf was stalking beside me as I headed toward my father. There was as much wariness of Graysen as of Sage.

Graysen dominated the room with his presence. An intoxicating mixture of power and ruthlessness. An ominous hint of a winter storm.

Everyone here, including my father, wielded words as their weapons, but Graysen’s entire body was a honed weapon. He didn’t need the knives and swords I’d seen strapped to his powerful physique. He could end every single person here without a drop of blood staining his shiny leather shoes.

And he knew it, too. The slight, smug curve to his lips gave him away.

He was a cocky sonovabitch.

I scanned our guests.

The elder Pellans had produced seven children with freckled skin and varying shades of red hair—from deep auburn to strawberry blond. The two younger sisters leaned closer to one another, their noses wrinkling and mouths puckering as they stared at me while they whispered amongst themselves.

I was well aware of the rumors of me floating about the room, why I was rarely seen and kept myself to the estate.

Odd.

Too many people made me nervous.

I suffered from panic attacks.

In some way, they were right.

Yet, they never suspected I was other. Usually, at a young age, it became apparent a child was other from temper tantrums that flew out of control. But the wrong people had never caught mine out. The creature could shield itself from prying sight. And no one here would suspect what I was, as long as I kept calm.

Ignoring the younger girls, I loosened a loop on my adamere necklace I’d wrapped around a wrist as a bracelet and comforted myself by weaving the beads through my fingers.

Servants were handing out champagne flutes as our two families gathered about my father. Curiosity itched like a stinging insect. It was supposed to be a casual gathering marking the arrival of House Pellan from their seat held in the Carpellean mountain ranges. But there were other Heads of Upper Houses here tonight, too.

Not all of them, but enough to worry me. Their presence spoke of more than an informal get-together.

What is going on?

I frowned, shooting Graysen a swift glance. He’d had a bad day. I’d made a joke of it, referring to his place of work as an office. Graysen didn’t work in an office like most businessmen did. The Crowthers were positioned below Upper House Novak, who ruled over the cartels and crime syndicates. They were our distribution line to the mortal masses; funneling drugs down and money up. Graysen and his brothers worked as enforcers for the Novaks, keeping the crime lords under control.

We took a position near my father. Graysen stood beside me, but not close enough to touch me. He had never touched me, not once in all those years since signing the marriage contract, nor on the days we were forced together once I’d turned nineteen. Yet this time, his hand hovered at the small of my back. That mysterious hyperawareness sparked along my spine.

Does he feel it too?

I glanced up at him. Despite the mask of boredom, there was a razor-sharp tension in the line of his body.

What… Or who inspired such a reaction?

My eyes widened.

The Pellans—being hemmed in by them—he didn’t like it at all.

His dark gaze flicked to mine, aware of my intrigue, and he knew I’d figured it out.

I shot him a hate-glare, one that said I wished he’d be bitten by a plague-ridden flea.

He merely smirked in reply. Curiously, I realized, the tension eased from his taut shoulders as if my bitter scorn re-centered him. And his hand remained near my back.

My father had always seemed large and intimidating, but standing close to Graysen, he seemed somehow diminished. His authority reminded me of a suit he put on every morning—something that could be easily stripped off and discarded. Graysen’s authority came as easily as breathing. Even the heads of the Upper Houses straightened their spines and angled themselves in his direction.

Now that I was getting older, I saw the chinks and dents in my father’s tarnished armor. The romantic eyes I used to hold him in as a child had been worn away. I could see him a little more clearly these days. The mantle of ruling over the Houses was too heavy for him. He was tired and suspicious, which made him more ruthless with us, his daughters.

Evvie had been his sacrifice to the Crowthers five years ago. The Crowthers hadn’t taken our bait. Instead, they’d chosen me. But this time Evvie was to be sacrificed to another House—the Pellans.

At my arrival, all the Pellans bowed respectfully, some darting nervous looks at the enormous wraith-wolf standing beside me. Sage’s ghostly, misty form bristled as he surveyed the room for any threat.

Carola, the eldest daughter, took advantage of sweeping her upper body into a bow to reveal a generous cleavage for Graysen’s sake. By the smug smile I caught him making, the gesture didn’t go unnoticed.

A flash of irritation heated my blood.

But whatever, they were welcome to one another if they wished.

A servant handed me a flute of champagne as we waited for my father to begin. “The Horned Gods.” My father’s voice rumbled through the space as he raised his glass.

The room echoed with the sentiment.

Our world was steeped in tradition. We were a criminal underworld lurking at the fringes of polite society at the beck and call of those we served—the Horned Gods. We were their servants and had been born into our roles, as our ancestors had before us, for millennia. Though we might live in a modern world of freedom, we were still enslaved to those otherworldly beasts.

We raised our glasses and took a sip of champagne before my father continued. “To Evelene and Corné.” His smile was broad as his proud gaze landed on Evvie. She glowed shyly under everyone’s attention while she stood next to her fiancé, his arm wrapped around her waist. “To the joining of House Pellan to Great House Wychthorn. Welcome.”

My father spoke further, but I’d already tuned him out as I searched through our guests for Danne. I couldn’t see his sunny smile amongst any of his brothers.

Disappointment crushed me.

He wasn’t here.

I didn’t understand why he hadn’t come with the rest of his family.

When the welcome speeches ended, our party broke up into smaller groups as we all drifted apart. I clasped my mother’s arm. “Momma, do you need anything?”

She smiled, patting my hand. “No. Best I go speak with Irma.” She nodded toward the Pellans’ mother. She was a cold, aloof woman. However, I’d begun to wonder if it was a mask she wore. One that had become attached through hardship and habit. I didn’t like that one bit. It didn’t bode well for my sister.

Evvie slipped to my side, looping her arm with mine, shooting Graysen a foul glare that warmed my soul. She might be gentle, but she was all claws when it came to me.

Graysen rolled his eyes before stalking off to a quiet corner of the room to make a phone call. I didn’t bother listening in. I didn’t care.

Over the past five years, my sister had grown into an ethereal beauty. She wore a simple dress tonight that was several shades lighter than her oceanic irises. Her tawny hair, a sheen of gold and bronze, was swept up on one side and pinned with a barrette glittering with diamonds. But it was her bright soul that made her eclipse everyone else in this room.

I loved her dearly.

Suddenly, my stomach grumbled so loud anyone in the near vicinity heard it. She laughed, bumping her shoulder into mine, earning herself a grin. “Come on, let’s fill you up.” She knew I’d be ravenous after burning myself out in the woodland. And I was starving. My body would soon enter that languorous phase and I’d be falling asleep on my feet.

Servants offered canapes on silver trays. However, there was an oak side table holding delicacies and more substantial dishes. I fished around in a diced salad and found a handful of vegetables to gnaw on. Evvie laughed. “That’s not going to fill you up.” She snatched the entire bowl and swapped it for the ancient tome I clutched in my other hand. Her gaze dropped to its title, which was barely legible on the leather-bound cover. “You and your fascination for dusty old books,” she grinned. Then teased, “More monster hunting?”

Little did she know how close she was to the truth.

She placed the book at the end of the running table before clasping my upper arm with a hand and leaning closer. I popped a piece of broccoli coated in a lemony dressing and small chunks of almond into my mouth, chewing and savoring the deliciousness. Finishing my mouthful, I tried asking lightly, “Danne…is?” hoping I didn’t sound like a disappointed idiot.

“Ascendria, working,” Evvie whispered back, squeezing my arm in shared commiseration. “I’m sorry he couldn’t make it tonight. I know how much you were looking forward to seeing him.”

I shrugged. “We’re just friends.”

But do I want us to be more than friends?

Maybe.

“Mhmm,” Evvie hummed, an amused arch to her brow.

“Friends,” I reiterated. Then I crunched down on a sliver of carrot, indulging myself in a fantasy of possibilities, muttering, “Though I’d much prefer to marry him rather than the Lord of Darkness,” as I took in Graysen’s tense physique. The language seemed terse as he spoke into his phone with his broad back turned to those gathered. My interest prickled with sudden curiosity as I wondered who he was talking to. Honing in on his voice, I overheard him grit out his older brother’s name, Kenton, as he interrupted some banal question.

Turning my attention to my sister, Evvie and I breezed through the room and the guests. Wherever I walked, a path was cleared for me. I knew it wasn’t just because of my status—a Wychthorn—but my enormous companion prowling at my heels, his mist-shadowed form rippling with a predatory gait.

We drifted near open French doors. Storm clouds were rolling in, dousing the warmth of the evening, and there was a moist promise of rain in the air. In the distance came the sound of trucks rumbling across the lawn as a few of the contractors finished delivering equipment. Tomorrow they’d begin assembling the colossal marquee, and the event planner my mother had recruited would oversee an extensive orchestra of employed help to build a stunning setting where we’d entertain all the Houses and host the engagement celebration two nights from now.

My gaze roamed the room.

Here we were: the next generation of Wychthorns and Pellans to serve the Horned Gods.

Everyone wore expensive bespoke suits or designer dresses with red-soled shoes. Ostentatious jewelry sparkled from all the women attending too. I found it hard to wear such things, not because the touch of them itched my skin, but because it seemed wrong.

Our wealth came from our empire.

Drugs.

Illegal gambling.

Prostitution.

All of it woven through with magic to entice one more high, one more bet, one more mind-blowing orgasm.

The money we reaped on behalf of the Horned Gods paid for our expensive toys, the private jets, the mansions, and travel to exotic places. All we had to do was to serve the Horned Gods and protect them with our lives. We also needed to provide their whims and fancies with flesh—mortals.

“I can’t wait to see Lise,” Evvie said, interrupting my dark thoughts. Excitement punctuated every syllable as her long fingers fluttered around my arm.

I shook off my unease and grinned back at her. We hadn’t seen Annalise for a few months, and she promised we could rub her pregnant belly anytime we felt like it. She’d be arriving here on the evening of Evvie’s engagement celebration.

“Aunties,” Evvie sighed, her gaze going a little distant. “I’m so excited. It’ll be a girl.”

“A boy,” I shot back. Lise and Aldan had chosen to let it be a surprise.

Evvie nudged me with her elbow. “A girl. It has to be. Just like us.”

Evvie’s fiancé, Corné, suddenly made his appearance right beside my sister, his stare shifting between us as his mouth curved into a curious smile. “What are you two talking about?”

“Becoming aunties,” Evvie told him, shyness creeping into her voice and into the way she looked at him.

Corné was the same height as Evvie. He wore a dashing navy suit that was tailored to fit his lean body. With his ginger hair slicked back, he reminded me of a younger version of his father, but his features were less narrow and pointy, more pleasant to look at. But I’d seen the careful way he watched my sister. Often checking to see how she carried herself and how she spoke to others. I’d begun to suspect she wasn’t Evvie to him, but a reflection of how everyone else saw him.

I wondered what might happen if he became displeased with her.

“The Horned Gods took one of House Simonis’ children,” Corné replied, twirling his tumbler, golden liquid lapping the crystal sides. Derision tainted his tone. “They’d tried to hide the boy. Some little cabin in the middle of nowhere.” He snorted. “Stupid of them to even try.”

My blood chilled. Firstly, because why the hells did he have to say that? To us, who’d just been talking about our pregnant sister? Evvie paled as her thoughts naturally turned to Lise and her unborn child.

Secondly—here I was, standing before him.

My father had been clever. I was a secret hidden in plain sight.

“What kind of other was the boy?” I asked.

“He could manipulate aether. A storm-weaver.” Corné took a sip of his scotch, his bitter breath feathering out to irritate my nostrils. “They were lucky their entire House wasn’t wiped out. But the child’s mother sacrificed herself.”

I stared at Corné, shocked at how dismissively he spoke. House Simonis was their Lower House. The Simonises were pledged to the Pellans and worked for them. He probably knew the child’s parents, and yet he showed absolutely no compassion for the child or for the mother whose life was taken in exchange for the safety of her family.

I blinked, as I realized that Corné’s attention was now fixed on Graysen, who paced the corner while raking a hand through his hair as he continued his conversation with his brother.

Corné’s hazel eyes glowed with intense dislike. “Shame. I’m sure Crowther would have delighted in the slaughter.” Because it would have been House Crowther who would have delivered the bloodletting if the order had come to make House Simonis an example.

My gaze narrowed.

Who is my sister marrying?

I had never been sure of Corné. I hadn’t been able to feel his essence whenever we’d met, so he’d kept his true nature hidden from me. But the way he revealed himself in the conversation about the Simonises, as if we were simply discussing the weather, not the fate of some small innocent child… I didn’t like him.

I didn’t like the idea at all that my sister was betrothed to him.

That she’d soon be married to him.

My temper flared, heating my chest with gusts of anger. Maybe I might gift him a taste of what someone who was other could do to someone as fragile and breakable as him.

Sage nudged into my side, rocking me off balance. Evvie steadied my stance, and my attention skipped to my wraith-wolf, which instantly extinguished the rage fizzing through my veins.

Without realizing the danger he’d been in, Corné continued talking, thinking we were hanging off every word, and not repulsed by the sickness pouring from his mouth. “The Horned Gods are seeking others. More these days than before.” While we served the Horned Gods and were allowed the use of magical items that assisted our roles, we were not permitted to be born with magic. That was their right, not ours.

“What do they do with them? Those they find?” My sister asked, deliberately not looking my way.

“Anything they feel like. It depends on what kind they are.” He shrugged a slender shoulder. “Some are sent to us for…experimentation.”

As he took another sip of his drink, Evvie and I shared a quick look of horror.

A shiver rippled down my spine.

I didn’t want to think about what happened in the Pellan’s laboratories buried deep in the Carpellean mountains. Nor wonder about what kinds of experiments went on there. Or what kind of pain the little Simonis boy might experience if House Pellan had subjected him to experimentation.

But those ghastly thoughts crept in, fraying my nerves and making the creature inside me stir.

Corné wound an arm around Evvie’s waist to pull her close so he could press a kiss to her temple. “No need for you ever to worry, Evelene.”

She gave him a radiant smile.

And he handed her his empty tumbler.

My sister, not one of the many servants in attendance.

It was the smallest of gestures, but it spoke volumes.

Her smile slipped a fraction. No one else would notice, but I did, and one other—Corné. I caught it, the sly gleam in his eyes.

It spiked my ire, and the creature inside me snarled.

Evvie accepted her role more gracefully than I would have done. I might have shoved the tumbler back in his hands and barked at him to fucking get it himself.

My sister made her way toward the wet bar, and I trailed after her. “Evvie,” I hissed in a low whisper. “Give it to someone else to do.”

She gave me a slight shake of the head, telling me silently to keep my mouth shut.

I tried again, “You’re a Wychthorn, not his lapdog.”

But Evvie ignored me and poured Corné a measure of scotch while I fidgeted beside her, moving bottles of alcohol about the wet bar.

And as my fingers wrapped around a bottle of whiskey, a sly idea took root.
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Graysen


Don’t look.

Don’t look.

Don’t fucking look—

Ah, godsdammit!

That strange hyperawareness of her coated my skin with a wash of goosebumps and in my ear—Where is she? Where is she where is she…

From the first moment Wychthorn and I had encountered one another as children at a gathering of Houses, I felt her tugging at me to shift my trajectory to orbit a new celestial body.

I hadn’t understood it then and I sure as hells didn’t understand it now.

As if the same thing that pulled at me pulled at her too, Wychthorn shifted, twisting around until her gaze collided with mine. Her eyes were the color of sheets of glacial ice that had been there for millions of years. Cold. Unaffected. But beneath the ice were fire and brimstone. All for me.

Her smile melted away.

I’d earlier noticed that she’d coated her mouth in pale pink lip gloss.

Was this prettiness for me or someone else?

She despised me.

Definitely for someone else, but who?

A cold feeling settled in my gut.

Surely not one of the Pellans.

Even if I hadn’t noticed the fucking Pellan brothers’ attention slithering all over her slight form, the spike of lust filling the room would have been a dead giveaway. I wanted to annihilate them all.

She was mine.

But there’d been no one here she’d singled out. And those piss-scared brothers were put off by the haughty way she carried herself and by the wraith-wolf snarling at anyone daring to venture closer. And me. No one would dare cross me.

Wychthorn’s gaze locked with mine, turned half-feral.

She unwound her bracelet, leaving a loop caught on the back of her wrist, then swung the long length upward and snatched the tail-end in her fingers as it descended. She repeated the motion, releasing the length to swing it back and forth like the twitch of a cat’s tail. I wasn’t sure if she even knew she did it. And always when that temper of hers flared. When she got really fired up, she’d pause, and her fingers would work through every single bead, treating it like a rosary.

Wychthorn’s scowl deepened. The hate-glare she gifted me, like if she had her way, I’d implode in a raging inferno, my bones turning to cinder until nothing remained but a handful of ash—

It transformed her into a glorious creature.

She’ll fight me every step.

Thank fuck.

I returned her death-scowl with a mocking grin, tipping up my glass to her before swallowing the last of my whiskey. One of the staff handed me a fresh glass. I had been here so many times in the past year, they were familiar with my drink of choice.

Wychthorn spun away, her entire body bristling. The baggy ivory dress embroidered with ivy leaves made her look like a waif. My gaze dragged over the messy braid hanging like a rope over her shoulder. I was torn between fisting it and making better use of that pretty mouth or using it to wind around her elegant throat and strangle her.

Strangle her, definitely.

Liar.

She stood with her sister beneath one of the potted palms in the room, its glossy fronds reaching so high they brushed the ceiling. Ignoring my presence, she leaned sideways to sift slender fingers through Sage’s ghostly, misty fur. Wraith-wolves were rare, but my brothers and I hunted one down with a newly born litter of pups.

Sage wasn’t a gift, not like she thought.

Sage couldn’t be bought and no leverage would manipulate the wraith-wolf to do another’s bidding. He would protect her with his life.

But more importantly, we knew she wouldn’t need to be shadowed. As my family anticipated, her father relaxed the leash on his bodyguards and made it possible for someone like me to be tolerated in her presence without minders. Yet Byron still commanded his men to lurk and watch my every move outside the estate.

Not that they could interfere.

No. Not since the day Wychthorn turned nineteen, and the Alverac came into play.

Movement in my periphery caught my attention. Carola Pellan approached with a suggestive smile and a swing in her hips. I rubbed my mouth with a hand to hide my grin. I was here for the entire weekend and I had a job to do.

But, I could have some fun along the way… If I wanted.
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Nelle


Ignore him.

Ignore him.

Ignore—

Godsdammit!

Why was my internal compass set not to the north, but to him?

It didn’t matter which way I faced. Without even realizing it, I’d slowly adjusted my position until Graysen was in view. Right now, he was engaged in a flirtation with Carola Pellan.

Annoyed, I twisted away.

My parents were busy with the elder Pellans and my sister’s time was being monopolized by Corné and a few of his younger siblings, which left me, yet again, alone.

No one spoke to me. Maybe it was Sage’s presence, his glower, the fangs bared at anyone who dared come too close, but I thought it was more the Lord of Darkness than Sage.

That stupid marriage contract that bound us together.

And maybe, I guess, a little bit of me put people off. The utter stillness in which I held myself. I usually fidgeted, but too many people overwhelmed my senses. It was an effort to block out their conversations no matter how low they whispered. Their scents, twining together, assaulted my nostrils. Yet I picked them apart, the heady sandalwood scent of Corné; the smoky cigar smell clinging to Ennio, the Head of House Battagli; the musky scent of sex on Yoran, the ruler of House Novak and the Crowthers’ liege; the acidic tang of the tiny white pill my mother swallowed.

I knew I stared. My gaze was open and curious and unflinching, and it made other people nervous. I noticed it in their movements, how they positioned themselves to have their backs turned towards me.

Whatever.

Snatching up the book I’d brought with me from my rooms, I drifted away to sit in a shadowy corner of the room on a rattan chair beneath the fringed fronds of a palm. With a little bored huff, Sage lay down by my feet. Before recommencing with my research on the otherworldly beasts in our world, I pulled my phone out of my skirt pocket. I went straight for my messages and let my fingers dance across the screen.

Me: I thought you were coming tonight.

Danne: I’d hoped to. Got caught up with some business I needed to finish up with in Ascendria.



My family estate lay buried deep in the woodlands surrounding the sprawling city of Ascendria. The wealthy city was the playground of many Horned Gods. Danne began working for his family a year ago up in the Carpellean Mountains, a spiny ridge of mountains far from here. I wasn’t exactly sure what Danne did, but House Pellan created highly addictive drugs—a mixture of modern-day science and magic—that were blended with narcotics and then distributed through our crime syndicates.

Danne: Though, if you were up for it, you could sneak out. Once I finish up here, I could take you out to this little jazz bar I found in the city.



Guilt tightened my chest as I chewed my bottom lip. I don’t know what possessed me to pretend I liked jazz. I didn’t, but Danne loved jazz, and all I wanted was for my new friend to like me.

Me: I’d love to, but sadly not tonight. My date will notice my absence.



And my father would kill me. He rarely let me leave the estate, and whenever he did, I was never allowed out by myself. My mother and sisters always accompanied me with a cascade of bodyguards. Nor did we ever visit anywhere I wanted to go.

Danne: How’s the Lord of Darkness treating you tonight?

Me: The usual. Charming. Sincere. Attentive. *sigh* I’ve struck the jackpot with him.

Danne: Lucky you. :)

Me: *rolling eyes* Yes, he’s being his usual arrogant self.



I don’t know what possessed me to glance up, perhaps merely mentioning the jerk, but I did, and across the room, I watched Carola press herself up against Graysen.

However, I couldn’t place the strange, fierce feeling that surged at seeing Carola’s hands on his body. Nor did I understand why it bothered me so much when she ever so slowly stroked her fingers sensually down his chest.

Graysen caught me staring.

His chin tipped up a little, and his dark eyes glinted with amusement.

I covered my embarrassment with an exaggerated shudder of my shoulders, which caused the tail end of my braid to bounce with the movement. I pulled a face and mouthed—I hope your dick falls off.

The Crowther bloodline was blessed with enhanced senses. I could have whispered to him and he would have heard me through the loud noise and chatter of the guests, but he was also just as good at me at reading lips. We’d done this often enough over the course of the year, whispering or mouthing obscenities at one another during family functions so that no one caught us out.

He mouthed back—Fuck you.

I pretended to think, tapping a finger against my mouth—Thanks…but no thanks. I don’t do disgusting pricks.

Black eyes lit with glee. He despised me, but he got off on these exchanges. He winked—I’m sure this prick will change your mind.

My lips twisted with disgust. I shook my head at him and went back to messaging Danne. My friend was the furthest thing from an arrogant prick like Graysen.

Me: Will you be here tomorrow?

Danne: Yes! I’ll see you in the morning.



I was about to tuck my phone away, wondering if I should leave and if anyone would even notice I’d gone when my cell phone pinged. Smiling, thinking it was Danne, I swiped the screen. My nostrils flared at discovering who, yet again, was harassing me.

LordofDarkness: Who the hells are you talking to?



My gaze sliced to his, full of fire. He’d turned away from Carola and fixed his attention solely on me. Though part of me was oddly pleased with the displeasure souring Carola’s pretty mouth at being side-lined, Graysen was still an asshole.

I stabbed the screen with a finger.

Me: None of your business, Mr. Nosy Ass.



His reply came swiftly.

LordofDarkness: It is if I don’t approve of who you’re talking to.

Me: Go back to eye-fucking Miss Pellan.



When I looked up from my screen, he was leaning over me. “The eye-fucking can wait,” he hissed into my face.

I arched a brow, clearly disbelieving him. “Really?”

Sage got to his massive paws, his hackles rising, thin lips pulling back from his fangs and issuing a low warning growl.

Graysen ignored the wraith-wolf’s building threat. “Who. The. Fuck. Are. You. Talking to?”

I rose, stretching to my full height, which was ridiculously short compared to Graysen. “What does it matter?” I hissed back, flinging an arm outward. “This. Us. It isn’t real. You know it. I know it. They all know it.”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me ask again.”

I shifted my weight onto one hip, knowing I was taunting him, but right now I didn’t care. Graysen had never intimidated me, and I knew that pissed him right off. “What will you do, Graysen?” I spat his name. “We’re not even officially engaged.”

“Not officially.” He jabbed his chest with a finger. “But unofficially, every single House knows you belong to me. It’s even written in blood. Our blood.”

I gritted my teeth. “You stop fucking around then.”

He shot back a bitter smile. “Not going to happen.”

“Then I’m not going to either.”

His voice was deceptively calm as his gaze raked down my body, and for some crazy reason, delicious heat flared inside my chest. “So it is some guy wanting in your panties.” He moved so swiftly that I barely registered what he’d done. My mouth gaped in shock to see that he’d snatched my phone from me and it was now cradled in his large hand.

“Hey!” I barked in protest as I lunged forward, trying to grab it back. He merely held it out of reach, then stepped back to read the last messages. Thankfully ours, not mine with Danne Pellan.

His gaze slid to mine and his brows rose almost to his hairline. “Lord of Darkness?” Then he smiled, really smiled.

Inwardly, I groaned. Of course, the prick would like it.

“Maybe I should change your handle. Which one do you prefer? Lord Dickhead or Asshole?” I crooned.

He gave it some consideration with that glorious smile still lingering on his stupidly beautiful mouth. “Stick with Lord of Darkness. You got it right there.” Then he gave me a wink. “Little Miss Annoying, in case you’re wondering.”

I snorted, but secretly, surprise washed through me. It was kind of cute. He could have easily chosen something else, so much worse.

“Maybe I should change that.” His smile grew sly. “How about Lady Dickhead? Or Irritating As Fuck?”

He went to investigate my messages further when I leaped up and snagged my cell phone. Quickly stepping back, I clutched my phone to my chest. “It’s just a friend, okay? I’m allowed to have friends, aren’t I?”

“As long as your friend keeps his dick in his pants.”

Because we both knew, from my reaction, that this so-called friend wasn’t female.

I stabbed a finger at the opposite end of the room. “You keep over there, go back to eye-fucking Miss Pellan, and I’ll take this side of the room.”

“Fine,” he snapped.

“Fine,” I spat back.
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Gods, would Carola Pellan just shut the fuck up? Her fake tan seared my nostrils and her whiny, tinny voice was pissing me off. I didn’t care to hear about her boring trip to Paris.

This had been one of my more stupider ideas. I’d wanted a rise out of Wychthorn and toss a little fuck-you Byron’s way.

Carola was attractive, but I saw through the glamour she’d weaved about herself that doused her freckles, sharpened her cheekbones, made her lips fuller, and brightened her eyes. There was no way that I was going to fuck her. Didn’t she get that? She was a Pellan. I hated Pellans. I hated being here surrounded by them. They made my skin crawl. And there was one Pellan that was missing tonight. One I wanted to crush with my bare hands, grind his bones to dust, and even then that wouldn’t satisfy me.

I ignored Carola, brushing aside her creepy hands that kept touching me. I’d remained on my side of the room, as requested so politely by Wychthorn, but I couldn’t stop myself from sneaking glances her way.

Wychthorn liked to mess with me every chance she got. Last time she’d hidden a tack on the cushion of my dining chair. And just to spite her and leave her bereft of the reaction she hungered for, I endured the spike of pain the entire time I sat at the table, pretending the fucking tack wasn’t buried in my left ass cheek.

What can it be?

What has she done?

I eyed my drink suspiciously… Where I stood… The low-running table filled with platters of food… Where did she expect me to sit? Had she anticipated it?

Raking my fingers through my hair, I tugged hard. Shit, I was paranoid around this girl. Taking a long pull of whiskey, I watched Little Miss Annoying over the rim of the glass. She drifted about the outskirts of the party near an imperious rattan chair while toying with the end of her braid and smiling a crooked grin at her sister.

Evvie crouched down beside Sage. The wraith-wolf leaned in, huffing with pleasure, his tail thumping on the floor as she rubbed behind his ears. With my keen hearing, I overheard her offer the beast: “How would you like a treat?” She rose and, with a click of her tongue, the wraith-wolf happily followed her as she strolled from the room.

Wychthorn slowly turned my way, purposely, not inadvertently drawn by whatever cursed us both. She fixed her attention on me as sharp as a blade. Amusement shone in her eyes and her lips twitched as if she were stifling a smirk.

Dread coiled inside me.

I felt like a mouse being taunted by a cat.

What the fuck did she do?

What the hells did I just walk into?

She wasn’t the cat—I was.

She was my thing to toy with, play with, and defile if I wanted.

And I wanted.

“She’s such a child,” Carola murmured, following my line of sight.

Carola was right. That dress of hers—always in those too-big dresses—matched with those Mary Jane heels, made Wychthorn look juvenile. And I despised her, I did. But Wychthorn’s dedication to hiding her figure behind baggy dresses paired with the fact she didn’t know how hot she was made her sexy as hells.

Carola pouted as if commiserating with me, her fingers dancing up the lapels of my jacket to play with the top button of my shirt. “I feel sorry for you, stuck with someone like her. She wouldn’t know how to please you in—”

A low growl rumbled from my throat, making Carola pause in her rambling.

This time my reaction wasn’t directed at Wychthorn, but at Carola. Annoyance hissed through my blood. And something else I didn’t want to give much time to think about.

But if Carola Pellan dares think she can be dismissive of Wychthorn—

“Get your hands off me.” I delivered it with lethal calm.

Carola blinked big eyes, which were in truth rather sleepy-looking and a dull shade of brown.

“Now.”

She snapped her hand back, confusion sweeping over her expression.

I took another mouthful of whiskey, glaring at her as I swallowed it back.

How fucking obtuse? Did I really have to come out and tell her to move her bony ass away?

Another sip—

It didn’t start straight away. It was a slow, slow tease of heat, building to a tempest of fire that singed my mouth.

WHAT

THE

FUCKING

HELLS?!

I sniffed the whiskey.

And internally groaned. Why hadn’t I picked that out sooner?

Too busy being mind-fucked by Little Miss Annoying, that’s why—idiot.

She’d spiked my whiskey with chili juice.

“Are you alright?” Carola’s thin eyebrows rounded in surprise. “You’re sweating.”

Heat as blistering as a bonfire licked my lips, the inside of my mouth, down my throat.

As my brow perspired, my cheeks and upper lip too, Wychthorn popped a hand on her hip and winked at me.

Rage as hot as the chili ignited.

I shoved the tumbler at Carola and stormed toward Wychthorn. The Pellans broke apart at my furious stride, stepping away like a wash of water around a river rock. “A word, Wychthorn.” I grabbed her arm hard, very nearly dragging her from the room, storming past the guards as we entered the foyer.

“Crowther,” she snarled, her little fist pounding at my hand as she wrenched about. Her high heels clattered on the marble floor as she skidded and stumbled, trying to keep up. Around the corner, away from prying eyes, I spun us around and slammed her up against the wall. She was tiny, my little bird. I gave her no chance to escape by sliding her upward, so she dangled. Pressing my body against hers, I pinned her to the wall.

Her hands went to my shoulders, eyes startled wide as her mouth parted to hurl something, no doubt, obscene and wicked.

My lips crashed against hers.

I kissed her and it was brutal and full of rage.

I licked into her mouth, curling my tongue around hers, before scraping it across her teeth and onto the roof of her mouth, covering every inch with the heat and fire of the chili residue.

Blood pounded in my ears, and they filled with a roaring sound like storm-wreaked waves crashing upon the shore. Whatever it was between us crackled and hummed and hissed, skating over my skin to raise all the fine hair over my body.

I’m touching her…

Kissing her.

In my fury, I hadn’t thought about what I was doing. I’d never touched her before. I’d ignored that insistent thrumming that cursed me, demanding we sink into one another whenever we were together, and shoved it away, unwanted. Fought against it.

But hellsgate—

Where my body pressed against hers, along the soft curves of her chest, her breasts… Gods, it felt like a lightning storm raking over my flesh. It almost felt like the wall behind her vibrated in time with our rapid heartbeats.

I couldn’t stop kissing her.

Her lips were warm and soft and perfect. And I kept on kissing, my mouth moving over hers, still cruel, demanding, possessive, greedy.

Stop—now!

I was desperate for her tongue to slide around mine—

Stop. Kissing. Her!

I pulled away. Both of us were breathing hard. Many emotions rapidly swept across her expression before settling into utter shock. I tried to ignore her lithe body, how soft she was, how her enticing sweetly spicy scent set my blood strumming. And that I was touching her…

Touching her for the very first time.

Fuck, I’d kissed her.

Well, to be honest, it was more a mauling than a kiss.

She tasted of sunshine. Like I’d stepped out of a vicious winter storm chilled to the bone, right into the height of summer, basking in her golden heat.

We breathed the same air. The world paused and everything stopped. It was only her and I. My mouth hovered and her quickened breath fanned my lips—I wanted more.

I canted forward.

But something was shimmering in her eyes.

What the?

I jerked my head back to see her better.

Her hand left my shoulder to fly to her mouth, and tears glistened on her lashes.

“Gods, it burns, doesn’t it?” I hoped her mouth was on fire as much as mine was. It hurt. Badly.

But the tears.

I scowled. Why was she crying? Sure it hurt, but did she see me crying?

Shit, I suppose I was. My eyeballs were sweaty, burning, and blurry. “Why the hells are you crying? Chili—”

“I’m not crying over that, you arrogant pig. That was my first—”

She cut herself short abruptly and her face scrunched in a way as if she hadn’t meant to share that with me. Ignoring me, she swiped away her tears. “Put me down,” she demanded. But her chin quivered and for some reason, something weird happened in my chest.

“Your first—what?”

It slammed into me hard, sucking the air from my lungs, just as she snarled, “My first kiss, you fucking prick!”

I was struck silent. Surely someone as wild and untamed as her would be stealing kisses at every opportunity she got. I knew she was a virgin. I scented it on her. But I sure thought she’d be messing around behind my back.

I loosened my grip to let her slide down the wall to her feet.

“You stole it from me!” She shoved me away and I let her. She got two steps before whipping around with a different pain etched on her features.

Oh, shit…

“Hells,” she wailed, flapping her hands and jittering on the spot. “Holy hellsgate, it’s hot!” Fat beads of sweat burst along her hairline. She gaped and frantically fanned the air inside.

I jerked my head. She followed as I ran through the twists and turns of the hallways, straight for the kitchen, shoving through the busy servants to the fridge. Flinging it open, I snatched up a fresh carton of milk, snapping it open and handing it to her before I found one for myself. Both of us swilled the milk down, gargling the cooling liquid in our mouths and spitting it out in the sink. Servants worked around us, shooting questioning glances at us and each other.

Sagging against the refrigerator, utter relief flooded through my being. My mouth still burned, but the milk had eased the vicious edge off. Wiping my milky mouth with the back of my hand, I glanced at Wychthorn. She looked miserable, and I knew it wasn’t because of the residue of chili. It had been my kiss. “Wychthorn—”

“Don’t,” she snapped, her mouth curving downward. She leaned against the kitchen bench with her fingers wrapped around the lip of the granite countertop on either side of her. All around us, the commercial-sized kitchen buzzed with activity. Water boiled on the stove in rattling pots, and the sharp slap of knives on wooden cutting boards competed with the bark of the head chef as the staff worked to meet his exacting demands.

I’m sorry—sat on the tip of my tongue and I shut my mouth before it could escape. What was I thinking? When have I ever apologized? And rule number one—never to a Wychthorn, especially this Wychthorn.

Instead, I winked. “Next time I kiss you, little bird, I’ll make it right.”

Her expression was thunderous. “You’ll never do that again. Ever!”

I merely smirked at the challenge.

Because suddenly that was the only thing I wanted to do. Kiss the hells out of her to piss her right off. My sudden desire was all about riling her up, and nothing whatsoever to do with the fact that the kiss was mind-blowing.

She erupted with a hiss of frustration and snatched up her half-full milk carton, hurling it at me. The carton bounced off my chest, splattering milky droplets all over my suit.

She stomped off, and I slapped away the milk soaking into my jacket.

Gods-fucking-dammit!

My longer stride easily reached her. I grasped her elbow and spun her around just as she stepped out of the kitchen.

Shit, I was touching her again. But I seemingly couldn’t unfurl my fingers from her soft, silky skin. I wanted to keep on touching her. Hissing out a breath, I began, “I figured you’d—”

“What? Kissed before?” she snapped, her mouth a wretched line. “Yeah, there’s been so many kisses, Graysen.” How she managed to spit my name out every time like it was filth was a godsdamned talent. “Gardeners, servants, boys from other Houses. They’re all over me. Can’t keep them away.”

I guess my disbelief showed.

“Look at me,” she said, flinging her free arm outward.

And I did.

She tasted of sunshine, but she looked like moonlight.

Wychthorn had grown a little taller since we’d signed the Alverac, but she was still short and slight. Her siblings, like her parents, had tawny hair and various shades of blue eyes, while she had pale hair—the kind of Nordic blonde that others paid thousands to dye and still looked fake—hers was all natural. Light gray eyes and honeyed skin. A faint smattering of freckles scattered over her nose and cheeks and that crooked grin that could charm even someone with a cold black heart.

She stood out amongst her family like she’d been adopted. Or Marissa Wychthorn had fucked another man and gotten pregnant. Not outside the bounds of the imagination. But I suspected not.

“I know I’m not as pretty as my sisters,” she grated out, shooting me a quick defiant glare before it flitted away.

But she was so wrong about that.

The other Houses thought of her as odd and socially awkward, preferring books over people; and the cruel rumor running rife amongst my peers, slow, hence a source of embarrassment for Great House Wychthorn and the reason Byron kept her apart and caged on the estate. However, I knew otherwise, only because I’d had to spend more time with her than I suspected anyone ever had. Wychthorn wasn’t stupid. Far from it.

She was an observant little thing.

Sharp minded. Sharp-tongued. Some of the shit she tossed at me… Anyone else muttering it would find themselves missing a limb.

I might like it.

A little too much.

It confused me. I despised her, and I had every reason to. But part of me wanted to sink into her, like, right this moment.

It wasn’t the first time I wondered just what it might be like to bury myself between her legs. She was fire and brimstone. I had a feeling if—

When, not if—

When we finally did fuck, it would be an all-out war.

My cock twitched at the thought.

A second twitch when I hoped it would be sooner than next month when she turned twenty and, finally, I owned her.

Her gaze had fallen to those shoes she hated so much, and her free hand balled at her side. “I hardly get out. No one here dares look at me for fear of my father, and it’s worse now that I’m promised to you. No one would dare cross the Lord of Darkness. So no,” she heaved a weary sigh, raising eyes filled with misery. “I’ve never been kissed.”

Fuuuck!

I half twisted away, digging my fingers across my scalp and tugging hard on the roots of my hair. It made things ten times, no, a hundred times—fuck it—a thousand times worse to know that.

There were so many firsts to show her.

Wychthorn was much like fresh, untouched parchment. Pure. Untainted. One I was now desperate to scrawl all over with sinful ink.

Releasing my hair, I hissed in a breath and rubbed my mouth with my knuckles, trying to scrub the exquisite taste of her away. “If it makes you feel better, that wasn’t a kiss. It was a fucking mauling.”

She tossed up her free arm and scowled. “Yeah, that makes me feel so much better.”

Clearly, it didn’t.

This time, when she tugged herself free, I let her storm away.
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Ireturned to my mother’s favorite room and headed straight for the patio, snagging a glass of wine on the way.

I rarely drank. But tonight—hells yes!

By the time I reached the French doors, I’d downed half my drink.

Well, this will never do.

Spinning on a heel, I marched for the wet bar and snatched up a bottle. Whatever kind of red wine it was—I didn’t care.

Evvie and Sage entered the room. My nostrils twitched as my wraith-wolf bound up with the rank smell of rotting chicken carcass wafting from his panting breath. Leaning down, I tickled him under the chin as he nudged into my side. I should have called Sage the moment Graysen kissed me and ordered the beast to bite his stupidly beautiful face off.

Evvie instantly knew I was upset, and concern lined her features as she threaded through the Pellans toward me.

But Corné waved out at her.

Well, it was more like an arrogant snap of his fingers.

I snarled in his direction.

Indecision made Evvie still. Her gaze flitted between us.

She hitched a shoulder as her hands twined together in apology.

We were sisters and I could read her body language as easily as if she spoke aloud the word—Sorry.

I shrugged, scrunching my nose—It’s okay.

Besides, I wanted to be alone.

My heels clipped over smooth flagstone pavers as I walked through the French doors and out onto the patio. Like my mother’s room, the outdoor space was intimate and graceful, but with wrought-iron furniture and lush lilac bushes. I refilled my glass, left the bottle on the table, and wandered over to the fence enclosing the patio to look out over the lawns. Gripping the cool stone railing with a hand, I took a generous sip of wine. A few contractors finished delivering the last of the cargo containers and were leaving. Their trucks’ headlights swept across the lawn as they rumbled away.

Storm clouds hovered low against a darkening sky. The atmosphere felt damp, helping to douse the heat burning inside my body. I rubbed my forehead with my inner wrist.

What the hells happened?

There’d always been something that charged the air whenever Graysen and I were in each other’s presence. I never understood it. Not since I saw Graysen for the first time when we were children and experienced the odd sensation. He was messing around with his brothers at a House gathering. I couldn’t remember what we were all there for—I only remembered finding myself watching him and catching him watching me back. And it had been the same every single time we encountered one another.

Now we were older, our awareness of the other hadn’t changed. It only became more intense. I wasn’t sure he’d ever acknowledge it. But he must feel it like I did. Surely?

For the first time ever, we’d touched!

He’d been pissed, wanting to smear residue from the chili juice I’d spiked his drink with on my mouth. But, hells, the moment his calloused fingers wrapped around my arm, every single nerve ending caught fire. I’d become a living sparkler, fizzing and crackling.

Blowing out a pent-up breath, I jittered from foot to foot, trying to tease out the remnants of that touch still scorching through me.

I turned to lean my back against the railing and stare through the windows at the Pellans and my family gathered inside. The sound of chatter and music seeped outside—a welcome distraction from the thoughts tumbling through my mind.

Except I couldn’t stop thinking about what happened.

A prickling sensation had my glance swinging wide to peer through the French doors. I tipped my head back, groaning, before swallowing another mouthful of wine. Sure enough, it was him strolling through the room with that godsdamn arrogant swagger, blatantly ignoring the outstretched hand of one of the younger Pellan brothers wanting to greet him.

Graysen had removed his jacket and slung it over his arm. He’d also rolled up the sleeves of his black shirt and my gaze slipped all over the ink coiling down his veiny forearm. He looked divine in a suit, but I preferred him in tight t-shirts and jeans that hugged his ass just right.

Desire pooled low in my belly, and I loathed myself for being attracted to him. The man was mean more often than not.

My attention snagged on the three women swiping appreciative gazes all over Graysen as he moved through the room. I could feel my ire rising at Carola, her younger sister, and the ogling brunette. My gaze sharpened on the sleek, dark-haired woman. I wasn’t sure where she fitted in with the Pellans. She wasn’t a cousin. Perhaps she was Carola’s assistant or even a friend?

Whatever, they were welcome to him.

Ugh, why am I lying to myself?

I shifted to the cluster of ornate chairs and a pretty loveseat in the gloomy corner of the patio with palm fronds dipping overhead. A good place to hide in the shadows. I sank into the soft cushions and touched my lips, which were still swollen and throbbing from the feel of his mouth on mine.

My skin itched. And not in a bad way. In a way that said I hadn’t rid myself of his electric touch, my body remembering what it felt like pressed against him.

I’d always been curious to know what he’d feel like.

Heated silk and hard-packed muscle.

Sublime.

And then he kissed me.

Stop it, stop it now!

My frazzled nerves became too much for me.

I jumped up.

I sat back down.

Got back up again.

I couldn’t get myself together, nor stop thinking about that damned kiss.

It wasn’t a godsdamned kiss—he said so himself.

My skirt flared as I paced, and with every sip of wine, my steps became a little more unstable.

I had no idea what Graysen intended to do when he’d thrust me against the wall, pressing his hard body against my own. I’d parted my lips to let loose a string of curses and he’d kissed me.

I was so surprised by it all, I couldn’t do anything. While his harsh lips had moved over mine and his tongue invaded my mouth, I froze, shocked into submission, feeling and trying to catalog all the new sensations exploding inside me as he plundered. My entire body had strangely felt taut and loose all at once.

And the power lurking beneath my skin had slipped from its leash and seeped outward. The charged air pulsed in time with my pounding heart and even the wall he’d pinned me against vibrated as the creature purred, rumbling in delight that we were finally giving in to whatever bound us together.

I didn’t think Graysen had noticed. But this was dangerous. I couldn’t let him kiss me again.

Shit, shit, shit—

“Sage,” I groaned, weaving my fingers through his cool wisps of misty fur, “what have I done?”

That kiss meant nothing to him. But to me…it had made things confusing.

It had been brutal and not kind. Nothing at all like I’d daydreamed about.

I may have liked it far too much.

Godsdammit!

I took another gulp of wine. Warmth spilled down my throat and warmed my belly with a tingling sensation that wasn’t so much about Graysen, but more about the alcohol heating my blood. I rubbed my silky skirt against my thighs, feeling a little better. Even so, an exasperated sigh escaped me. Didn’t I want sweet and gentle? Didn’t I want someone to kiss me tenderly?

No, I didn’t.

I’m wild, just like him.

I didn’t like him.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true.

However, I knew he despised me, yet he’d liked me enough to kiss me.

And why was I now wondering if he’d kiss me again, this time properly?

No, I wasn’t wondering—I was hoping.

Ah, godsdammit!

I flopped back down onto the pretty seat, putting my drink down on the side table to lean forward and knead my forehead with the heels of my palms. Sage was curled up by my feet, his head resting on his paws, huffing. My groan was a loud, tortured sound.

How could my first kiss be with Graysen Crowther?

I was too busy debating with myself to realize I wasn’t alone.

The loveseat cushions dipped as someone sat down beside me. I peeked sideways and vexation struck like a bolt of lightning.

I straightened and folded my arms across my chest, glaring at Graysen. What was this? We go from spending all those days together barely speaking to this? I couldn’t get away from him. He was every-fucking-where.

Graysen’s cheeks rounded with a smug smile. “Still thinking about that kiss, little bird?”

My mouth fell open. “You said it wasn’t a kiss.”

“I’ve changed my mind.” His gaze dipped to my lips, lingering there. “I can give you another if you like.”

“I don’t like.”

“Liar.” His heated look danced all over me. “How innocent are we talking here?”

Confessing I’ve never been kissed should have given him an idea. I don’t know why he was asking. Probably to mess with me.

His curiosity only got more intense as his gaze slid slowly from my mouth to glide along my jawline and down my throat.

A flush of heat licked up my neck under his interest. I mean, I knew things, read about them, and watched them in films. I just hadn’t ever experienced anything. But Graysen didn’t need to know that. I lifted my chin defiantly. “I am not talking about my sexual experiences here, and certainly not with you.”

Rising, I snatched my wine glass from the side table.

He stood too and tossed his jacket across the back of an elegant chair. He watched as I took a mouthful of fruity liquid before becoming thoughtful. “I’ve never seen you drink before.”

I arched a defiant look—And, so?

Leaning down, I scooped up the bottle. I refilled my glass, watching the red liquid pouring into the crystal while fighting the urge to fill it to the brim.

“I just thought you didn’t drink.”

“I needed something to cleanse the taste of you away. Sterilize my mouth.”

My eyes narrowed. There it was again—he’d flashed a sudden, delighted grin. For some strange reason, he loved my bite.

As I moved to the railing, I stumbled. Whoops! I flung a hand out to steady myself. Things were getting a little messy. But the warmth of the wine was nice, like a cuddly blanket.

“Shit, how much have you had to drink?”

“Not nearly enough,” I tossed back, not bothering to look his way. I gazed out over the lawns, at the mini-city of containers, shooting my line-of-sight to the woodland. Normally I could see the details of individual leaves, but I didn’t have night vision like Graysen. And—

Hang on, everything was getting blurry.

Ooooh, maybe I have had a bit too much to drink. Oh, well—

And I took another long, long, long sip.

I heard him walking up behind me and felt his body heat warming my back a second later as he crowded me against the fence, bracing a hand on either side of me.

“It was awful,” I airily declared, drumming an angry beat on the railing with my fingers. “Just awful.”

Spiteful liar—the creature inside me rumbled.

Yes, I am—I replied.

I turned around and found myself caged in by his broad body. I had to crane my neck—hells, he was tall.

He raised an eyebrow, looking at me down the length of his nose. He knew exactly what I was referring to.

“I’m surprised you have the reputation you do with a gods-awful kiss like that.” I swilled another generous sip of wine, wiping away the beads of liquid from my lips with the back of my hand. It wasn’t, perhaps, my classiest move.

“Reputation?” His smile got broader, a challenge glinting in his dark eyes. “Oh do tell, little bird.”

I frowned. He wanted me to spell it out for him? I made a disgusted noise at the back of my throat, instead replying, “You pretty much smeared your tongue and saliva all over my mouth.”

He lifted a shoulder in the way of apology. “It wasn’t my finest kiss. I simply wanted a little bit of payback.”

I snorted.

“You spiked my drink with chili,” he growled. But there was something else shimmering in those black eyes. A pinch of respect. A dash of admiration.

I grinned, “I did, didn’t I,” doing a squiggle with my shoulders. Ha-ha, gotcha, Crowther! “And you didn’t see it coming.” With the alcohol fizzing in my blood and muddling my thoughts, maybe that’s why I tapped him playfully on the nose. He batted my hand away, but he was smiling. It was a little dark, that smile, a little intense, and—

Shit, why is he staring at my mouth like that?

My heart stumbled a beat.

A bolt of arousal razed down my spine, straight to my core.

The golden light spilling from the lanterns set up around the patio gilded his features, the planes of his cheekbones, and his sharp jaw. Mischief danced in his eyes, still lingering on my lips before snapping back up to my open gaze.

He angled his head, silently asking—What?

“You do realize how stupidly beautiful you are?”

Shit, did I say that out loud?

“Stupidly beautiful?” he echoed, his thick brows slashing upward in surprise.

“Yeeeeaaah beautiful stupid,” I drawled. I pointed a finger at his face, using the hand holding the glass, and drew it around in a wobbly circle. He pulled back a bit. Fair enough—the wine was sloshing about and spilling droplets over my dress. Godsdammit. “All that stupid hair.” I squinted, rising on a tippy-toe to tug the hank of black strands hanging over his forehead. “Do you wake up like that or do you spend foreveeerrr getting it tousled just right?”

He huffed a laugh.

I tapped his lips. “And that stupid mouth.” I pinched his lips between my thumb and finger. “Stupid beautiful mouth.”

That stupid hair and that stupid mouth and those stupid eyes. I blew out a breath, my lips vibrating with the gesture. I lay my palm flat on his cheek and shoved his face aside. “Stupid beautiful Crowther.”

Swaying on my high heels, I lost my balance and staggered sideways. He lunged forward, grabbed hold of my waist, and righted me.

“I’m fine—I got this,” I slurred, pushing his hands off.

“Fuck, Wychthorn. Enough.” He snagged my wine glass.

“Hey!” I protested, trying to grab it back, glaring as he stepped away.

He leaned over to snatch up the wine bottle and handed everything to a servant passing the open doorway of the patio. “You’ve had way too much,” he replied, swiveling around and striding closer.

“Not fair,” I pouted, popping a hand on my hip. That was my choice to have too much. “I can drink if I want. And I want.”

He moved toward me with a predatory gait.

I swallowed hard. I suddenly felt like prey.

He bent, cupping my ass, and lifted me onto the railing. “What are you doing?” I squawked, a hand instinctively gripping his shoulder to steady myself. The stone was cold beneath me.

His palms slowly slid up my thighs, easing my legs apart, and the silky fabric rode upwards.

My eyes fluttered shut briefly at the exquisite sensation. Gods that felt good, those calloused fingers on my thighs, warm and rough and strong. And I did. I really did try to bat his hands away. “Get off—”

But he’d already stilled because he’d come across something hard and sharp that shouldn’t be there. His forehead creased with perplexion as he shoved my skirt further upwards to reveal—

“A dagger?”

Not even my father knew I strapped a blade to my thigh. It was insurance should the dark power that lurked beneath my skin fail me and Crowther ever tried anything.

I smiled, tapping his chest. “That’s to plunge into your cold black heart the first chance I get.”

Graysen laughed in delight, the sound rippling around us. He tipped his head to the side with a half-smile. “I have no heart. There’s only ash in the space where it should be.”

This time, it was my turn to laugh. “And you call me a liar, Graysen Crowther.” I splayed my fingers across his chest, right over his heart, where I could feel the raised flesh of the branded wyrm beneath his black shirt. The pulse of his heart, thudding in my ears, picked up along with my own. I wiggled my brows and shot back a smug smile. “Whenever we’re together, your heartbeat syncs with mine.”

He froze, and I watched a dark emotion war all over his features as his lips slightly parted in surprise.

Oh…he didn’t know that, did he?

A noise behind us. Footsteps. Male laughter.

“Leave,” he growled, not tearing his gaze from mine.

Whoever it was hastily retreated inside.

“That wasn’t very nice,” I frowned.

“I’m not nice.”

I made a pffting noise, rolling my eyes. “Don’t I fucking know it?”

The change in him came in slow increments. The harsh look he’d pinned me with melted away under the heat of his smoldering lust.

My heart stuttered.

My blood thrummed.

The thing inside of me stirred.

A hot wind, at odds with the storm sweeping in, ruffled my hair.

I couldn’t hold his intense stare, so I dipped my gaze to his mouth, but that was even worse. His tongue darted out to wet his bottom lip before straight, white teeth raked at the soft flesh. I couldn’t tear my eyes from his stupidly beautiful mouth as his sensual lips parted. “I think right this moment, you want me to kiss you again.” His hand suddenly snapped out and ensnared the vulnerable spot around my throat.

“Holy shit, Crowther,” I gasped, every nerve-ending sparking at his wicked hold.

Even if he hadn’t fixed me in place, there was no way I could have moved away. I didn’t want to move away.

A rough fingertip tapped the blade of my collarbone. “I think I’m under your skin and I’ve been there since we met and you can’t get me out of your head. I’ve taken up residence. And you want me, little bird. Badly.”

For a long moment, I could only gape at him as his finger stroked my flesh.

Get it together, Wychthorn!

I snorted, narrowing my eyes as I shook my head from side to side in a deliberately slow movement. “Uh-uh nope.”

Shit, he was right, though. Damn it.

He smiled as if he didn’t believe me.

I needed to shove him away. But my body didn’t respond. My mind did, but my body didn’t. It hummed, delighting in the heat swirling between us.

“Gods, your ego. I feel nothing for you.” Even I was impressed with how coldly I delivered the words.

His laughter rumbled from his throat. He canted forward, bowing his head to get right into my face, and murmured, “I can taste your lies. They taste sweet, like honey.” Cupping my chin with a hand, he tilted my face upward. My eyes startled wide as his thumb brushed over my lower lip, back and forth in lazy, seductive strokes, the roughness of its pad tugging at the soft flesh.

I stopped breathing.

What is he doing?

As he slowly traced a line along my jaw, every single insignificant part of me shuddered awake as if roused from a deep sleep.

He closed the gap, settling into the space between my thighs, his mouth hovering so close to my own, his warm breath fanned my cheeks.

Shit, shit, shit—

Sage paced back and forth, conflicted between wanting to protect me or leave me be. Gods, I knew exactly how the wraith-wolf felt. I was torn between pushing Graysen away or pulling him closer.

I can’t, I can’t, I can’t—

I slid my hand between us, pressing my fingertips against his mouth, whispering, “Don’t.”

I couldn’t. I couldn’t let him kiss me.

His lips widened into a devilish smirk.

“Don’t—What?”

“Don’t kiss me.”

“You want to be kissed.”

No.

Yes.

“Not by you.”

“Such a liar, little bird.”

His tongue darted out to lick the tip of my middle finger. I let out a gasp, instantly wishing I’d bit it back the moment dark intent glittered in the depth of his gaze. My reflection in those black eyes mirrored his desire.

I can’t want him. He’s my enemy!

I moaned as those lips parted and he sucked my finger into his mouth. “H-holy hellsgate.”

We breathed one another’s air, staring at each other. It was too much, his tongue sensually sliding around my finger, softly sucking, my body desperate for more.

My lips fell apart with a sigh and my eyes fluttered shut.

Anticipation and exhilaration thrummed through me.

He let my finger free—making a wet popping noise—and I grasped his shoulder, my nails digging into his hard muscles. His fingertips brushing down my neck captured my entire focus. There was nothing but my senses, overwhelmed as my body ignited under his caress, the warmth of his breath kissing my lips, his masculine scent, the whispering sound of fabric as he moved closer, the feel of his hard body leaning into mine.

I gasped, shuddering, as something silky brushed against my jawline—his hair, I realized—and he pressed into the sensitive hollow at the base of my throat. It didn’t feel like a fingertip. It was his mouth, a lick of his hot, wet tongue.

His words scorched my flesh. “That doesn’t feel like nothing to me, little bird.”

Cool air swirled between us as he pulled away.

My eyes flashed open, widening to see a smirk of triumph on his face.

This was a joke.

I was just a stupid joke to him.

Hot humiliation heated my cheeks and stung like the embrace of barbed wire. “You asshole!” I struck out, wild and furious. His hand stopped mine mid-motion. His grip around my wrist was painful as we shared each other’s breath.

We remained that way, frozen. A clash of wills.

Why had I let myself give in to him?

Because I’m a fool.

A stupid, stupid fool.

“Fuck you, Crowther,” I snarled.

“See, that’s all I’ve been trying to get you to do,” he huffed with laughter as he freed my wrist.

Oh, he thought he was so clever with his wordplay!

I kicked out, wanting to drive a sharp heel between his legs and stab him in the balls. But—

Shit. Oh hellsgate!

My arms flailed as I lost balance—

And tipped backward—

I shrieked as I fell off the stone railing.

He lunged, grabbing hold of my waist before I tumbled onto the pavers below.

Admittedly, it wasn’t a great distance to fall, but it would have hurt if my head had cracked upon stone pavers.

Graysen made that tsking sound he was so fond of making as he hauled me over the railing and put me back on my feet.

I twisted around in his grip, still burning inside with the embarrassment of being toyed with. And now the humiliations kept on piling up. Godsdammit.

“No ‘thanks,’ Wychthorn?”

All I could do was shake my head and deliver a scowl that said—Gods, seriously? As if.

And he was still in my space. This time, I shoved hard. Maybe not hard enough to actually push him back, but back he stepped.

“Burn in hells, Crowther!” I snapped, smoothing down my hair, and readjusting my dress.

He chuckled. A deep, rich sound. “Someday, I probably will.”

“Someday soon, I hope.” I warily edged around him and his grin only grew wider. I flung a dark scowl at him and stalked toward the open French doors, cursing myself and the stupid heels I’d been forced to wear tonight. “Gods,” I growled, shaking a foot, trying to kick the heel off. Of course, it wouldn’t come loose. They were buckled on. “Why are they so fucking hard to walk in?!”

Graysen’s laughter only grew more hearty.
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Abrighter light fell all around me as I stepped inside the mansion. I shoved back against the chatter and music, bringing up the wall of white noise to help deal with the surrounding sounds. As I strode across the parquet flooring, I didn’t need to push past the Pellans. They quickly shifted aside when they saw Sage stalking ahead of me. I ignored my mother as she popped another tiny pill before waving out to me to come and talk with the Pellan’s father, and decided instead to find a fresh glass of wine, or something stronger.

Stronger, definitely.

My inadvertent gaze landed right on Evvie.

I came to an abrupt halt, drunk-swaying.

All the tension and spite and humiliation drained from me, replaced by dread.

Corné whispered into Evvie’s ear, his hand gripping her arm possessively. Whatever he said caused my sister’s smile to slip and the brightness in her eyes to fade.

What did he say to her?

I scrambled to listen in, but I was too late.

Evvie took the empty glass from Corné and walked away. I was about to follow her when I caught the arched look Corné gave his sister, Carola, his lips twisting into a sly smirk.

“What is it?” Graysen asked, stepping flush beside me. There wasn’t anything mocking in his tone, simply concern. Whatever happened out there on the patio between us, Graysen instantly forgot as soon as he witnessed my reaction to Corné.

Sadly—the horrible uncomfortable truth of my life—there was only one person I could talk to about this. Him.

My shoulders slumped with defeat as I turned to look up at him. “I don’t like him.”

He raised a brow, expectantly.

“When her smile falters,” I elaborated. “He likes it too much.”

With a quick wave of his fingers, Graysen requested a servant to approach with a whiskey and a tall glass of water. He handed me the water while saying, “The Pellans might even be worse than me.”

“That’s saying something,” I muttered before taking a mouthful of water, savoring the cool fresh liquid spilling down my throat.

“Isn’t it just?”

Handing my empty glass to another servant, Graysen took my arm, supporting me as he guided me away—my steps were still a little wobbly and drunk-woven—which I suppose was nice of him. I certainly deserved a bit of kindness after he’d toyed with me out there on the patio. I glanced upward. “You don’t like them either.”

“That’s a fucking understatement.”

“Why?” He’d found us a spot on the outskirts of the party where fewer people were milling, to a pretty settee with cushions patterned in flowers. I flopped down, kicking my feet out, blowing away a tendril of hair that had fallen across my eyes.

Sage settled on his haunches, his cool misty tail brushing up against my legs. The wraith-wolf kept a vigilant eye on Graysen, but for the moment, seemed to tolerate his presence without snarling or growling at the man.

“Come on.” I urged Graysen, nudging him with an elbow as he sat down beside me and hitched an ankle over a knee.

Glancing down at his large hands cradling his drink, his mouth pursed a little as if chewing over the words before he said them. He turned back to me with exaggerated slowness, his gaze stony and cold. “I mostly have a problem with just one of the Pellans. Though he’s learned everything from his father and brothers.”

“Who? Which one?” My gaze skimmed over the room at all the Pellans. There were four brothers in total. And what did he mean—Learned everything?

Graysen opened his mouth to reply, then frowned, clamping his lips tight, before giving a slight shake of his head, black hair ruffling with the motion. I wanted to press him to answer but Carola’s voice ensnared my attention. She was talking to her brother, both of them speaking in hushed tones, but that was nothing for someone like me.

“She seems so…vanilla,” Carola said.

I watched her as she stared at my sister making her way to the wet bar.

“I might break her of that, introduce her to new things,” Corné said dryly. “She might like it.”

Carola snorted. “Doubtful.” She swirled her glass of wine before taking a sip. Her sharp eyes returned to Evvie, pouring yet again another measure of scotch. “She’s not going to hold your interest for long.”

He sighed. “She bores me even now.”

I sat up straight, my heart thundered in my chest. He doesn’t like her?!

“I’m assuming you won’t give up your mistress, not even for a Wychthorn trophy.”

He snorted, rocking a little on his heels. “What do you think?”

A sick feeling, nothing to do with the alcohol, roiled inside my belly.

Graysen focused his gaze in the same direction. Disgust tightened his mouth. With his enhanced senses, he could overhear them as well as I, and by that foul expression on his face, he’d heard what the Pellans had whispered to one another.

I turned horrified eyes to him. “He has a mistress?”

Graysen grunted his acknowledgment. Then gave me a suspicious look. “How do you know that?”

He was unaware my senses were highly attuned. “I…ah… I’ve heard the rumors.” I shifted uncomfortably on the settee, turning a dark glare on the Pellans as my hands balled into fists. “My father needs to stop this.”

“He won’t.”

I half-twisted back to Graysen, astounded. “He will once he hears what I’ve learned.” I went to move toward my father speaking with the elder Pellans, but Graysen’s hand on my arm prevented me.

“Wychthorn, your father couldn’t stop us claiming you—”

“That’s different.” My father couldn’t overturn The Horned Gods’ boon, but he could end this. “Corné… He doesn’t even like her.”

“That’s not stopped unions between Houses before.”

“But—”

His fingers squeezed my arm. It wasn’t hard; it was simply a reminder to listen before I lost myself to that smoldering fire that I usually directed at him. I wanted to burn Corné into ash. “Save your breath, Wychthorn. Your father desires this. Enough to promise your sister to those sick, arrogant fucks.”

“Why?” Why would he do that? He’d been careful with Evvie. Her introduction to our society, to all the potential suitors, had been calculating and deliberate. He’d sifted through all the possible House alignments…waiting, waiting…until he had to play his last card—Evvie.

“They’re on the verge of giving birth to something that will gain The Horned Gods’ favor.”

Birthing something—such an odd phrase. I wanted to ask further about it, but my heart was too worried for my sister. “It’s not right,” I whispered. Did Evvie know any of this? Did she know Corné had a mistress he had no intention of giving up? She couldn’t know it. If she did, she’d never marry him.

My chest twisted painfully.

Evvie had paused on her journey back to Corné to chat with his mother. She gave a small, shy smile in that way of hers that I knew she held hope that Corné’s mother would like her.

Evvie was the perfect Wychthorn princess. She’d do anything to please our father. She knew her place within our family. Annalise was married to House Reska. House Crowther had claimed me. Evvie was the only daughter left to our father with value and the potential to gain an advantage.

Graysen half-twisted around to face me better on the settee. He braced an elbow on its backrest. “Even the great Wychthorns can fall from grace and be replaced by another House if the Horned Gods will it. Your father will do everything he can to ensure that never happens.” Graysen’s next words murmured quietly, resonated like no other. They were a shard of glass piercing my heart. “Gift a kind-hearted princess to a monster. Clip a little bird’s wings.”

I didn’t know if the first related to Evvie or me or both of us. I looked back at him. There was something dark lurking in his gaze and something else I couldn’t quite place.

But he was right. So right, it hurt to hear it. Evvie would marry Corné, even knowing he had a mistress, even knowing he didn’t like her, even knowing what he would expect of her in bed—for our father, for our House. Time and hurt would wear her down and all that beauty and grace and kindness would fade.

“How bad will it be for Evvie to marry Corné?”

“Your sister, little bird, is marrying into a nest of vipers.”

Graysen reached over to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear. I don’t know why it didn’t bother me. Perhaps that kiss, that first touch, had smashed the wall between us.

“But she’s doing it with her eyes wide open.” His gaze slid from mine over to my sister. He swallowed a mouthful of whiskey before turning back to give me a sly wink. “And that fact alone impresses the fuck out of me. Let’s hope she has enough fire burning inside to obliterate that fucking asshole before he breaks her.”

And then I felt it—felt Him.

Sage reacted first. His large ears pricked forward as he cocked his head, listening.

The creature inside me uncoiled…then paused, still as death.

And all the fine hair on my body rose.

I shot to my feet, my heart in my throat.

Graysen followed suit, standing beside me a blink later. “What is it?”

Get rid of the alcohol in my blood, now!—I inwardly hissed. The power inside me obeyed, burning through the alcohol, and I instantly sobered.

“Little bird?” Graysen frowned, with urgency in his tone. Every inch of his tall, formidable figure was on edge and alert. One of his hands hovered near the pocket of his pants, where I was sure he’d stashed a blade.

Terror squeezed my chest.

A Horned God.

I felt him coming well before the smoky doors to our room opened. It was the distant rumble of thunder rippling over clouds swollen with moisture—immense power—a strumming sensation pulsing in time with footsteps drawing nearer. The lighting flickered, an almost imperceptible shimmer to the golden illumination spilling down from the chandelier.

The creature slithered, raking along my bones, recognizing what was coming—likeness singing to one another.

I practically shrieked—Hide! Hide! Hide!

It roiled and roared—NO!

NOW! Do it now before we’re discovered!

Snarling with displeasure, it withdrew, coiling like a snake in the pit of my stomach, bringing up a shield of magic to cloak itself.

“Shit,” Graysen hissed. His gaze had arrowed straight to the smoky doors a moment before they swung open and a man stepped into the room.

It stole my breath, the power radiating from him, encased in a tall, lean figure wrapped up in an exquisite bespoke pin-striped suit. Italian leather shoes. Debonair tie.

Beautiful.

He appeared blessed as a silvery light shimmered around his rich coppery-brown skin. And he was. But not by a glorious, benevolent god. He was kissed by darkness. By the shadowed world.

Master Sirro.

He was a Horned God and my father’s superior. This was the chain of command that linked the Houses to the upper echelon of the otherworldly collective we served.

Every single person lowered themselves with a graceful sweep to one knee. Everyone but the Wychthorns. We stood aloft in a sea of bended knees. Of reverently bowed heads.

If Master Sirro didn’t terrify me, I would have enjoyed seeing Graysen kneeling beside me in a reminder of his placement within the Houses. He might lord over me with our impending marriage, but at this moment, he was nothing. It grated on him. I could feel him seething that I should see him like this.

It was me he wanted kneeling at his feet.

“Master Sirro.” My father greeted the Horned God with a slight incline of the head. “I wasn’t expecting you tonight.”

“No. But I think you should have.” Master Sirro looked to be in his early thirties, but he was well over a thousand years old. There was an elegant sweep to the shape of his eyes, and his irises were a golden hue. Dark brown hair, a perfection of tousled locks, was pushed back from his brow. His glance took in my mother, my sister. “Marissa. Evelene.” Eyes, ancient and cunning, slid my way.

I inclined my head, grateful to avert my gaze from him down to my patent leather heels, to the cross of buckled straps over the bridge of my feet.

But Master Sirro was still staring at me when I dragged my gaze back up. His full lips curved into a sublime smile. “Nelle. I haven’t seen you in years.” His voice was rich and polished.

“Master Sirro,” I replied, trying to make my smile genuine. Failing dismally.

It only seemed to amuse him. He rubbed his fingers over his chin, brushing over his neatly trimmed beard. And still, he didn’t look away. His intense interest thrummed, keeping tempo with the rapid pulse of my heart.

I clenched my adamere beads in a tight fist. I wasn’t sure why he was staring at me like that—his interest drifting from my face to slither down my figure. There was nothing to see, only swathes of ivory cloth that swamped my body.

A snarl. Softly given, but every single person heard the noise rumbling from Graysen.

Master Sirro clicked his tongue—a tut-tutting sound—his gaze slicing to the crown of Graysen’s head, bowed in subjugation. “Rise,” he commanded.

Everyone stood. Graysen went to step in front of me, stopping as I latched a hand on his arm. “Don’t,” I whispered. “Don’t provoke him.”

His jaw ticked, dark eyes blazing with anger.

For me? Was this for me?

But he did as I asked, moving right beside me. For once, his presence was welcome, and I let my pent-up breath hiss out.

“Please, enjoy yourselves. This is a celebration.” Master Sirro smiled, gesturing toward my sister and her fiancé. “Evelene, Corné,” he politely greeted.

My sister was breathtaking, but I felt Master Sirro’s interest sharpen and return to me.

The violent flare in his golden eyes was the only warning I had.

His power lashed out. A snap of the whip, that wrapped around my body with not strands of leather, but dark magic.

The gathering of families and the Heads of Upper Houses reared back.

It was a split. A divide across the room. My family, servants, and guests parted in a rush, as that power, a roiling mess of silver light and strands of magical filament, slashed from Master Sirro and arrowed straight to where I stood. Binding me. Trapping me. Thrusting me backward.

I hit the wall with an oomph that knocked the breath from my lungs.

A shriek—my mother.

“Nelle!” My sister surged for me—held back by my father.

And then Sage. We were bonded, he and I. He’d been raised with one instinctive role—to protect. He lunged. His powerful body, rippling with savage muscle and feral rage, bounded across the room, right for Master Sirro, for his throat.

“SAGE!” I screamed in terror.

But my wraith-wolf didn’t listen. He kept going for the Horned God.

He’d kill Sage!

I shrieked again, yelling for Sage to back down, and fought against the magic pinning me in place.

Master Sirro’s powers speared out—straight for Sage. The wolf shimmered, his misty shadowed form flowing through the magic with the ease of passing water.

The wolf sprung with a vicious roar that rattled my bones. Fangs bared, mouth yawning. Right for Master Sirro’s throat—

In that brief moment, a flare of surprise in golden eyes—

A black blur of unnatural speed—

Someone knocked Sage aside. The bulky wraith-wolf tumbled over and over and crashed against the opposite wall. The heavy collision knocked oil paintings; tipped a thin-legged antique table over; and a ceramic urn smashed on the wooden floor.

Graysen’s entire body pinned the wraith-wolf to the ground. He had his arms locked about Sage’s head, and his biceps strained to keep the beast down. The wraith-wolf growled and snapped and barked, writhing and fighting against Graysen’s strength.

“Sage, please,” I begged, “stop, now.”

He whined in protest as he gave in and fell limp beneath Graysen.

My father spun around. “Master Sirro—”

The Horned God raised a slender hand, stopping whatever it was my father wanted to say. Those eyes, a hue like a fine scotch, didn’t move from mine.

But I wrenched my gaze from his to my father. Every single inch of him was taut and filled with horror. He was terrified for me, but also for his family. If they discovered me, the Horned Gods would annihilate our entire House for hiding me instead of turning me in.

A squeeze.

A caress.

A stroke.

Lashes of dark magic wrapped around my figure, coiling tightly to compress my ribs and squeeze my lungs harshly, making it a struggle to breathe.

Master Sirro tasted me. Trying to sense me. I felt it like tiny paper-cuts flaying my flesh.

He tugged on the line of his power, and my hips swayed forward with the yank.

This time, Graysen’s snarl sliced through the room, loud and vicious.

Master Sirro’s eyebrows rose, and his mouth curled on one side in amusement.

If I hadn’t burnt myself out, my power would have responded and showed itself, delighted in severing those strands of magic Master Sirro bound around me. But it listened and kept itself wound into a tight knot in my gut, shielded and hidden.

Even so, Master Sirro still sensed something not quite right about me.

I shrunk into myself, and made my gaze go a little distant, a little vapid; giving him what I wanted him to see—

Just a girl, just a girl, just a girl, just a girl—

Fine lines creased around his eyes and his lips. He gave a brief murmur in his throat. Satisfied, but disappointed, there was nothing before him but a girl in a badly sized dress. He let me go. That power snapped back to him and he turned to face my father, dismissing me with the gesture.

Relief washed through me, and my limbs felt heavy and useless as if I’d spent the afternoon pushing through sludge. I crumbled, my knees buckling. I almost hit the floor when someone rushed across the room in a blur of unnatural speed.

Graysen caught me before my kneecaps struck the ground.

He stood behind me with his arms banded around my waist as I sucked in gusty breaths.

That had been close, far too close.

“Fucking hellsgate,” he hissed. Loose strands of my hair wafted in the air he expelled.

I let him support me, as I tried to get myself under control and stop the trembling in my hands. I blinked away the burning in my eyes.

“Easy, Wychthorn,” Graysen whispered, pulling me closer into his body.

“Thank you.” The words were more breath than a whisper. “For Sage. He would have killed him.”

I felt Graysen’s reply rumbling from his chest against my back. “Not so sure who would have walked away alive. Your wraith-wolf or Sirro.”

There was something possessive in the way he splayed his hands against my body, the way his strong fingers were curled around my waist. We were touching again, and it didn’t feel awful. It didn’t feel awful at all.

We couldn’t leave, but Graysen moved us as far away from Master Sirro as possible. Sage followed and placed himself in front of me. The Pellans’ gazes crawled all over me as they wondered what Master Sirro had sensed and wanted with me.

At least he’d found nothing. And that at the very least satisfied them, but they were still curious.

I pulled against Graysen’s embrace, and he let me go. His hands fell to his sides. I ignored the strange sense of loss that came with stepping away, instead focusing on ignoring the inquisitive glances from the Pellans.

“Want to tell me what the hells that was about?”

I didn’t turn to face Graysen, but I could feel the tension radiating from his body.

I rubbed my temple, taking a few steps forward. Shit, shit, shit—“I don’t know…”

He gave a gruff grunt. “The lies keep spilling from your lips tonight.”

I slowly straightened, my breath trapped hard in my throat.

What does he think he knows about me?

Master Sirro recaptured my attention. He moved deeper into the room with a graceful stride, feline in its motion. His companion followed, an elegant shadow sheathed in a simple black dress that clung to her figure, her chestnut hair unbound and shifting across her shoulder with every sway of her footsteps. She’d been with Master Sirro the last time he’d paid a visit to our House a few years ago. Beautiful, young, with a brilliant smile.

She turned—

I reared back, stumbling. I bumped into something hard and unmovable. Graysen’s hands snapped to my upper arms and steadied me.

“Breathe, little bird,” Graysen’s voice rumbled.

The woman… She’d once been beautiful. But I didn’t see that.

Her hair wasn’t a radiant sheen of chestnut. It was lank and dull and cut through with swathes of silver. Aged liver spots peppered her sallow skin. Despite the bright smile plastered upon her lips, a saggy face creased with wrinkles showed lines of sadness.

The otherworldly glow about Master Sirro, the strands of silver light—magical filament—was her life essence leached from her to him. It would have been ethereal if I hadn’t known what he was doing. Stealing her life, one heartbeat at a time. While he remained youthful and unchanged, immortal, she was dying.

“What do you see?”

My glance took in those gathered. There were a few appreciative glances at Master Sirro’s companion. “A beautiful woman.”

There was a smile in his voice when he replied. “Such pretty little lies.”

“What do you see?” I asked him instead.

“The same as you.” The words vibrating from his chest warmed my back, sending a spark of inflamed heat down my spine. “So… What do you see, Wychthorn?” His hold on my arms tightened and his fingers bit into my flesh with a reminder, to tell the truth.

“His Familiar,” I answered truthfully, “She’s old, sad, dying.”

“That she is.”

I turned a little to look up at him. “Why can’t everyone else see?”

“He’s woven a glamour over her. But we Crowthers have truesight, and we’re able to strip back even the deepest glamour of the Horned Gods.” He leaned down, his words whispering across my mouth and my lips tingled with pleasure at the sensation. “And now I know you do, too.”

The heat he inspired, doused.

Replaced by ice.

A chill crept through me.

I’d given myself away. It was nothing compared to the depth of what I truly was. But I didn’t like giving Crowther even a hint at my true nature.

Graysen straightened with almost reluctance. His gaze pulled over my shoulder and his mouth pressed into a firm line. My father was leading Master Sirro from the room with the Heads of Upper Houses following. “I have to go.” He glanced back at me, his expression darkening with his warning. “Don’t do anything stupid, Wychthorn.”

I blinked, slowly, slightly offended. “I have no idea what you’re implying.”

He rolled his eyes. “Sure you do. Just keep that fire and brimstone to yourself.”

I made a pffting noise. As if.

But he smiled, a sense of relief easing the tension from his shoulders. He jerked his chin in Evvie’s direction, who hastily headed straight for me. “Stick with your sister and stay out of trouble.”
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Itrailed after the line of suits down the twist and turns of oversized white hallways into Byron’s den. He liked this room and often convened meetings here. I guess it made him feel important to be surrounded by all the antiques. Besides the oil portraits of his ancestors, adorning oak coffers were Ming dynasty urns sitting beside rose-crystal vases, pewter goblets, and ornate Dutch candlesticks. More rare antiques lined Jacobean side tables and Italian Renaissance credenzas. All a reminder to the rest of us they had held the mantle of Great House since the sixteenth century.

Silly little trinkets. Compared to the treasures of my family, Great House Wychthorns’ was the equivalent of shopping at IKEA.

My House was ancient.

A group of armchairs, in a variety of woods and leathers, were arranged in a semi-circle facing the empty fireplace. Sirro chose the one that Byron favored, the leather whispering beneath his weight as he sat down. At his will, all the candles burst into flame, dappling the room in light and shadow.

The Heads of our illegal gambling arm and our brothels—Reska and Zielenski—took seats to Byron’s right.

Ennio Battagli smoothed his tie flat against his shirt with a hand, easing his stocky body into the armchair beside the Horned God. He pulled a cigar out of his pocket and clipped the end. House Battagli laundered the dirty money, washing it clean with legal investments.

My family’s boss, Yoran Novak, folded his tall, lean figure into a seat, candlelight undulating across his dark brown skin. We were sworn to Upper House Novak. My brothers and I worked as enforcers for Novak, breaking bones, stealing souls, or ending lives. We cleaned up the messes the other Houses got themselves into and ensured the cartels and crime syndicates were kept in line. Often stepping in if some mortal gang thought they could encroach on our territory. We’d taught the Italian mobsters a lesson in extortion; reminded the Triad and the Yakuza they worked for us, and crushed the Bratvas’ mutiny.

Fun times.

Really—fun times—there was nothing better than breaking bones.

Other than fucking, of course.

Murmuring filled my ears, as the Heads talked about what everyone had been called in for by Byron. This was an impromptu meeting. However, someone among those present had gone behind Byron’s back and informed Sirro about what I’d come across this afternoon.

My money was on Aldert Pellan. A rat-faced man with an unnerving stare, as if he was more interested in what lurked beneath my skin and what it could be used for. He sat, crossing an ankle over a leg, his thin fingers rapping an irritated beat on the wooden armrest. His sons learned their cruelty from him. If Evelene wasn’t a Wychthorn, I might have felt sorry for her. Bruises would decorate her flesh like exquisite necklaces…if they weren’t already.

Byron had given her to that House, even suspicious of Corné’s true nature, merely to secure his placement as Great House.

And they thought I was a cold-hearted bastard.

Sirro’s Familiar refilled drinks from the wet bar and found ceramic dishes for those men smoking cigars, before kneeling on the floor beside her master. Sirro stroked her head, his long fingers raking through her lank, gray locks of hair. His eyes met mine, amusement glimmering in their golden depth as a smirk ghosted his lips. We both knew who he was thinking of—my little bird.

Fury razored down my spine.

Back there in the room full of Pellans, there’d been just a touch of curiosity if Wychthorn was other. But it had mostly been about something else altogether—he wanted her. His lust for Wychthorn… Gods… The sickly-sweet tang of it coated my mouth and curdled my blood. I wanted to snap the motherfucker’s spine in half… Horned God or not—I didn’t care.

I should have let Sage rip his face off for daring to look at Wychthorn like that. For daring to bind her with his magic, testing her.

Shit, what had given her away?

Something primal and fierce had swept through my veins with the blazing heat of an inferno. Hells. I may as well have pissed all around her to stake my claim…

That’s not a bad idea.

Everyone was aware of the Alverac—signed in our own blood—and knew she belonged to me. Even the Horned Gods couldn’t overturn that boon.

But when Sirro’s dark power lashed out, pinning her to the wall…all that pounded in my head until it drowned every other thought: Protect, protect, protect…

What the fuck?

I didn’t understand what had come over me. Wanting to protect her? Gods, if she needed protecting from anyone, it was from me.

Raking my hands through my hair, I dropped them to rest on my hips. I drew in one breath, two. I needed to shove all that messiness regarding Wychthorn aside to deal with it later or not at all.

Not at all, sounds about right.

As I rolled my neck, a crick cracked in my ears—Fuck, let’s get this over with. Shoving my hands into the pockets of my pants, I strolled before them all.

I understood why I was here.

Byron cut a tall, broad figure, his tawny hair salted with gray. I bowed as shallowly as I could without completely offending him. Still, I saw how his teeth gritted as he took a seat beside Sirro. I tamed the smugness teasing my mouth.

His voice sliced through the room. “What happened?”

I was pretty sure Novak had already informed him, but I suppose he wanted to hear it from me directly. Maybe to mess with me—who knew?
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Idropped to my knees, hugging Sage.

Fire and brimstone, is that how Crowther saw me?

I could keep a handle on my temper.

What did he know about me?

Nothing. That’s what.

Sage’s wet nose nuzzled against my neck, tickling my skin. “Gods, Sage, taking on a Horned God. Don’t you ever do that again,” I admonished, pulling back to give him a stern look. “You listen to me. He could have shattered you into wisps of nothing.” Master Sirro would have killed Sage if Graysen hadn’t gotten to my wraith-wolf first.

Sage narrowed his strange, otherworldly eyes and lifted his muzzle to let out a huff of disagreement.

My mother collapsed into a cane chair, the wood creaking beneath her, drawing my attention away. Evvie crouched beside me, framing my cheeks between her hands. She stroked her fingers along my temple, smoothing away the locks freed from my braid as she scanned my face with worried eyes. “Are you alright?”

I nodded, but I still hadn’t calmed the thunderous beat of my heart.

“I thought—” My mother began, pressing a hand to her chest.

“He didn’t, okay?” I shot back in a low whisper. Master Sirro had found nothing other about me. The strange power I possessed had kept itself locked behind a shield, hidden deep inside. I patted my fingers against her bony knee, wanting to reassure her. “I’m fine, Momma.”

She was pale, and her frail hands shook as she tipped one, two, three more tiny pills from the vial into her cupped palm, swallowing them dry. She glanced about the room at our guests, her eyes wide with fear. “What do I say? What do I tell them?” Because we all assumed the Pellans would ask.

“Tell them the truth,” Evvie whispered back.

My mother’s shocked face practically screamed her answer.

I knew how dire it was to not be discovered. It wasn’t only my neck on the line.

“No,” Evvie said, shaking her head and lifting a delicate hand. “That’s not what I meant. Tell them it was more about Crowther than Nelle.”

“Crowther is a jerk,” I muttered, scowling. My mind turned back to the patio and shame coursed through me at how easily I’d responded to the warmth of his touch. By messing with me, Graysen Crowther revealed just what a prize-A Asshole he truly was. And yet…he’d saved Sage.

“That’s not what I saw.” Evvie rubbed behind Sage’s ears. The wraith-wolf pressed eagerly back, his tail wagging and thumping on the ground. “Crowther reacted as soon as Master Sirro looked at you in that way.”

“Er…what way?”

She barked a laugh, her shoulders shaking with her mirth. “Nelle, really?”

I squinted, not quite understanding.

“You know…” she said with emphasis. “In that way.”

Oh…oh…

What the?

Me?

My lips parted in surprise.

“I think if you weren’t bound to Crowther, he’d have instantly invited you to join his harem.” Her eyes went a little hazy, cheeks flushing pink, and she chewed the corner of her mouth as she gave it some thought.

Glancing around the room, I realized Carola Pellan and her younger sisters were sharing the same heated look as my sister, excitedly whispering to one another, their gazes trained in the direction Master Sirro had left.

A shiver slid down my spine. They’d think it an honor being invited to Master Sirro’s bed. But me…I’d heard too many things about the Horned God. That was me, always listening when I knew I shouldn’t.

“I didn’t know who was angrier. Sage or Crowther.” Evvie’s mouth twitched with amusement, dimpling her cheeks. “You’ve certainly gotten under Crowther’s skin.”

I rolled my eyes, snorting—Highly doubtful. I didn’t want to say that he was under mine.

“Let’s not make what happened with Master Sirro into a big deal, okay?” Evvie whispered to us both. “Smile, Momma.”

Evvie let out a laugh, a carefree sound as if we were all talking about something else altogether—not that Sirro held our lives in his palm. “We go about this evening as if nothing happened. Master Sirro will soon be leaving.”

“I didn’t know he was coming. Why didn’t Father warn me?” I asked my sister. He should have mentioned it, so I’d be able to prepare for the Horned God’s arrival.

“I don’t think he knew either.”

My mind speared back to sundown. Outside, at the edge of the woodland, Graysen had shared with me that something had rattled him today. Whatever had happened, I was sure it was the reason the Heads of Upper Houses, including Master Sirro, had arrived at our home.

“What’s going on? Why are they here?” I asked Evvie.

She glanced at her fiancé, frowning a little. “Corné won’t say.”

I fought the urge to shake my head at her. I doubted Corné would tell her anything, anyway.

Evvie rose, smoothing her dress and flicking her hair over a shoulder. She still wore a pretty, mindless smile on her lips. “Momma, go back to Irma. Say nothing unless she asks. And then keep it simple: Master Sirro was punishing Crowther, not Nelle. And I—I’ll do the same.” She bent over to rub the top of Sage’s head. “And you, my brave, wild friend, will get another treat tomorrow morning.” She tickled under his chin, the wispy ghostly fur sliding between her fingertips. “Taking on Master Sirro—do you have a death wish?” Except she didn’t sound like she was scolding Sage. She sounded impressed and utterly grateful.

I was unsure what to do next, whether to stay or retreat to my quarters. I wanted to hide away until Master Sirro left, but maybe my absence would arouse more suspicion. So I sank into the chair my mother had vacated. Without the Heads of the Upper Houses, the Pellans had thinned into three groups, and their chatter was quieter and more distinct. Momma rejoined Mrs. Pellan, as her husband had gone with my father, while Evvie returned to Corné. I blocked out the intrigued conversation floating about the room. I didn’t want to hear what they all were talking about.

Fiddling with the wine-stained folds of my dress, I felt the dagger beneath the skirt, and it reminded me of Crowther. I let out a hiss, rubbing my temple with the heel of my palm, trying to drive away the unwanted memory of silky hair brushing against my jaw, the stroke of calloused fingers down my throat—

Gods, I’d shown myself to be such a fool out on the patio.

“Maybe we shouldn’t wait until tomorrow for a treat,” I said to Sage as I stood up. Then wiggled my eyebrows. “Why don’t we find a delicious morsel in the kitchen?” He could have something rotten and mangy and I’d eat my way through a tub of ice cream.

Sage happily followed me with his bushy tail wagging enthusiastically. As I headed away, movement in the corner of my eye snagged my attention and had me turning around slowly. It made everything else fade and instead made fire and brimstone spark up against each other.

Corné grabbed hold of Evvie and yanked her closer. A scowl darkened his freckled features as he finished hissing something low and fast.

I hadn’t caught what he’d said either.

Godsdammit!

Evvie winced—an involuntary reaction. She covered it quickly with a warm smile, placing a gentle hand over his fingers squeezing her arm. But I was her sister. I saw the tight line in her shoulders and the taut cords in her swan-like neck as she swallowed in pain.

He still held onto her, his fingers digging into flesh with the harshness of his hold.

And she took everything he gave her, graciously, as if that nasty grip was a sweet caress.

That’s it! That’s fucking it!

Anger ignited, flooding all my senses, and driving out the need to keep myself hidden. No one messes with my sister!

I saw through a haze of red, my hands fisted so stiffly my knuckles burned.

Without even realizing what I was doing, what I even intended to say, I stepped right into the space of the Pellan siblings.

I was tiny, but my anger swamped the room.

Taking a step closer to Corné, I loosened my adamere bracelet from around my wrist, letting it dangle to its full length. I snapped it up and down, catching and releasing the tail end, a furious gesture that matched the rage hissing through my blood.

The creature inside me unfurled, stretching claws.

A flick of the adamere beads. A second… A third… Corné watched it like a cat, his eyes darting back and forth, tracking its movement. His gaze dropped to Sage bristling beside me, before snapping to meet mine. Narrow-eyed and thin-lipped, he gritted out, “Want something, Nelle?”

“Take. Your. Hand. Off. My sister.” Each word was laced with a promise of violence I was going to deliver.

He flinched at my tone. But he let go of Evvie’s arm.

My anger was palpable and raked across the divide separating him from me, reaching for his milky skin. I could wind my power around his freckled throat and squeeze the life out of him. I could cleave his fragile bones as easily as crumbling a dried leaf in my palm. I could boil the blood in his veins and incinerate him from the inside. I could—

“Nelle?” Evvie’s soothing voice broke through my fury. She gently wrapped her fingers around my shoulder. “It’s fine, really.”

I jolted. My sister’s touch extinguished my raging anger. She’d always been a calming influence and the only one in my family who could soothe me as a child. That was the reason her bedroom was near mine. When nightmares ensnared me in their clammy grip, the walls of my wing vibrating, shivering, and quaking, she was there to ease me through the dreaming terror.

Evvie didn’t say it out loud, but I saw the words forming on her lips—Master Sirro.

I blinked. Calm, calm… I reeled that dark power back.

There could be no hint that I was other, not in this room filled with Pellans. Not with Master Sirro here, too.

Still, I gave Corné a blistering scowl, warning him off.

He swallowed, and I watched the bob of his vulnerable throat. My mouth quirked up one-sided—Good, you should be afraid of me.

Carola delivered a queer look and reached out to pluck something out of my braid. Her ruby lips twisted into not quite a sneer, but close enough. Her eyes lit with amusement as she twirled a crinkled leaf coated with spiderwebs between her thumb and forefinger. “No wonder Danne likes you so much. He has a soft spot for those… Well, I guess, a little off-beat. A bit like his love for jazz.”

She meant it as an insult.

Distantly, I registered the words—Danne likes you—but all I could think about was stopping Evvie from marrying that cruel bastard.

“Nelle,” Evvie lightly squeezed my shoulder. “I’m okay.”

She was the perfect Wychthorn princess—How could she let him get away with this?

“No,” I snapped, slicing a hand through the air in a furious gesture. “Just. No.”

If she couldn’t save herself, I would. My father had to stop this. I’d make him listen. I’d make him revoke the engagement.

I pivoted, my skirt flared wide, slapping against my thighs as I bolted from the room with Sage faithfully bounding by my side.

Behind me, I heard Carola’s laughter. “Maybe, brother, you picked the wrong Wychthorn.”
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Sirro reclined in his chair, one leg hitched over the other. He didn’t offer answers or ask questions, simply content at this point to let the meeting unfold before him without interference. His fingers were steepled, forefingers tapping against each other as he listened.

I felt his attention slithering all over me. His arrogance tasted like a mouthful of rusty nails and his annoyance was almost tangible—he wanted to take a bite out of me, literally.

He didn’t like me.

No surprise. Not too many people did.

Get in line, motherfucker.

Sirro knew I hadn’t saved him from the wraith-wolf. He was a Horned God and had been one breath away from snapping the beast’s neck. He knew I’d done it for her. Sage’s death would have broken Wychthorn. I didn’t want her broken. Not yet. She was mine to shatter when I willed it.

No, this was all about Wychthorn and the Alverac.

He’d encountered someone he wanted and he couldn’t have her.

She was mine.

Byron was waiting, shifting in his leather chair with impatience. I ran my tongue across my teeth, changing my angle slightly to address him.

When I’d come across the wreck this afternoon, it was far too late to save them.

“They jammed the outside of the doors, poured wildfyre all over the truck, and burned it.” I’d come across the remnants of the truck—a shell of melted rubber and metal and bones. The residual emotion of those who’d died inside still coated the air around the burning husk. The thick tang of despair and terror raked against my tongue, the scent choking up my lungs. I’d almost hurled my guts up. “They were caught in there. Burned alive.” Men, women—some of them young.

The only reply from Byron was, “We need a replacement.”

My jaw clenched. Not one single gesture showed he gave a fuck about what happened to those innocent people.

And no reaction from any of the Heads either.

What was I expecting? That they’d show some kind of remorse? No, those mortals died in a fucking furnace, metal blistering and buckling, with no way out. Although, I reminded myself, if they’d survived, they still would have died at the hands of the Horned Gods, or worse, lived.

Sirro leaned forward, dropping a hand to the armrest of his chair. “Wildfyre, not gasoline?”

I gave a sharp nod. Gasoline would mean mortal interference. Wildfyre said something else altogether.

His golden eyes narrowed as he tilted his head in contemplation.

I shifted my weight from one leg to the other, my gaze snapping back to Byron. “My father already has a new offering coming from the Widowmakers.” The Widowmakers were an Albanian gang with territory covering the eastern seaboard. “It’ll arrive a day late, but it’ll arrive.” My father added foot soldiers from our House to shadow the convoy for protection.

The world believed the crime lords resided at the peak of organized crime. Wrong. The crime lords worked for us, and the money that funneled from them to us continued upward to who we worked for—the pinnacle of the pyramid—The Horned Gods.

One of the cartels—run by a ruthless man called Gutiérrez—had been hit the week before, the product not intercepted and stolen, but wiped out. By who, though, was still a mystery. Their attacks worked against Byron, rocking his position as our leader. I might have wanted to congratulate those attacking our empire if what they’d done hadn’t churned my gut with the viciousness in which it had been delivered.

Yoran hooked a finger into the knot of his tie to adjust it. Curiosity filled deep brown eyes as they fixed on me. “Find out who?”

“There was nothing. No trace, no scent.” No lead whatsoever or clue who did this. It was as if they’d never been there. “Kenton and Caidan are still on the hunt.” My brothers kept in contact with me while I was here. I wanted to help them out, but I loved every opportunity I had to shove my undesired presence in Byron’s life—as a fuck you—even more.

“You?” I asked Yoran.

Yoran shook his head. His brow furrowed. Members of his House were trying to figure out who the hells attacked us too.

“A traitor? One of the leaders from a syndicate?” Ennio Battagli inquired before he puffed on his cigar, smoke curling from his fat lips.

“Possible, but they’re mortal. They’d leave a scent.” It grated on me I had to spell it out again. Wasn’t the fucker listening?

I stepped back to lean against the wall. They could duke this out until they finally realized what I already had.

“Children of the Harbinger.” Aldert Pellan offered in his quiet, creepy voice.

Everyone paused at that. The Children of the Harbinger were a sect that had hounded us since before the Final War. “We wiped them out centuries ago,” I answered in a dull, flat tone.

“Maybe we didn’t,” Aldert persisted.

“They wouldn’t kill those stolen souls. They’d try to save them,” Byron said, his rough voice bordering on a snarl. He’d already worked out, like I had, that it was Aldert who’d stabbed him in the back with Sirro’s presence. “And even they would leave something remaining, some scent the Crowthers could trace.”

The truckload of stolen souls was to be a sacrifice to the Horned Gods. This wasn’t a rescue attempt to save those people from a fate far worse than death. Whoever was behind it hadn’t stolen them to sell on their own behalf, either. They annihilated those souls in a declaration of war.

Yoran and I, and even Byron, understood the message given.

Sirro did too.

Whoever was behind this…this was a message to the Horned Gods.

I didn’t like the idea that some faction was out there that could disappear so effectively. I also didn’t like the fact that they knew about our shadowed society.

Then something moving swiftly, a blur of white, burst into the room—

Holy fuck!
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My father’s den was one of only a few rooms left untouched in our mansion. It remained unchanged over the centuries. No additional modern amenities like the soft whir of air-conditioning. In the summer, a breeze cooled the room through open windows flanked by heavy brocade curtains. In winter, logs burned in a fireplace.

Power. So much power resided in this room. Power dressed in fine suits. Fates decided over sips of cognac and puffs of rancid-sweet cigars.

My father was holding court with the Heads of the Upper Houses. He wasn’t sitting in his usual favored armchair. Master Sirro was.

As I burst into the den, everyone paused, their conversation drying up and attention swinging my way. The charged atmosphere changed with my sudden appearance. A swelling breath held like a moment of quiet before a storm unleashed itself.

Along with my father, the Heads of Upper Houses sat around the room cast in shadows, filmy silver clouds eddying in whirls from those smoking cigars. Graysen leaned against the wall beside the fireplace, his feet crossed at the ankle.

Ennio Battagli tapped ash into a ceramic dish, the leather armchair creaking with his movement.

What am I doing here?

I’d barged in without a thought given to who was attending the meeting. I should have known it was a stupid thing to do, but I was in desperate need to talk to my father, to make him end Evvie’s engagement to Corné.

Curiosity slithered all over me. I felt it from all sides as the Heads of Houses’ intrigue became fixated on me standing before them, wishing I could spin around and run back out. I even had a desperate impulse to conceal myself behind the man with black eyes, staring at me wide-eyed, as if I’d completely lost my mind.

“Nelle, what are you doing here?” My father frowned, drawing my attention away from Graysen.

But there was so much authority in the room that it rendered me speechless for a moment.

In the corner of my eye, I saw Graysen tipping his chin just‌ enough to encourage me to hold my ground.

My heart thudded in my chest. Surely everyone could hear it?

Sage brushed up against me. His wisps of cool, misty fur comforted me as he settled on his haunches by my side. I inclined my head politely to Master Sirro, my fingers clutching my adamere beads. “My apologies. I wanted to speak with my father.”

Master Sirro’s Familiar knelt on the floor beside his armchair. She folded her hands on her thighs and bowed her head, causing her long gray hair to fall like a curtain in front of her face. He stroked her head absentmindedly, like she was a pet.

Is that what will happen to me if I’m discovered?

Would I become one of the Horned God’s pets?

Or would I be given to House Pellan? Strapped down to a gurney, my skin and muscles, veins and sinew peeled back to discover just what I was.

“I’ll speak to you later,” my father replied, and I retreated a step, intending to leave.

Master Sirro’s polished voice froze me in place. “Stay, Nelle.” The way he spoke my name, like a caress, had a shudder rippling down my spine.

He slowly angled his head toward Graysen, but kept those golden eyes on me. Something I should have recognized earlier burned in their depth—lust. It didn’t inspire pleasure to see it, it only made my blood chill further. “Ask her. Tell her what you know and ask her to solve our riddle.”

My wide-eyed gaze flitted to Graysen—caught the irritated tic in his jaw—before darting to Master Sirro. He’d eased back into his chair, one elbow on the armrest, an elegant finger tapping his mouth as he waited patiently.

He’s playing with me.

What does he know?

What does he suspect?

Part of me was curious to discover what had rattled Graysen. But most of me didn’t want to know at all.

Graysen pushed off the wall. He circled with slow graceful steps and the ease of a predator. His tall figure cast a shadow over me. “A truckload of stolen souls, a sacrifice to the Horned Gods, was intercepted along the route to the city. They were trapped inside and burned alive.” There was no emotion, no change in Graysen’s voice, its rough timbre delivering the words with his usual bored tone, nothing to indicate how he felt. But the stiffness of his shoulders, the slight curl of his fingers into a fist, and the almost imperceptible way his jaw clenched gave him away to me. He didn’t like what he’d come across. He also didn’t like how Master Sirro was looking at me.

A sick feeling roiled in my stomach at the images his words inspired—terrified people choking on fumes, scrambling at melting metal, trying to free themselves.

I kept my gaze on Master Sirro. The otherworldly glow shimmered about his figure like heat waves from sunbaked asphalt.

“Who, precisely?” I asked, winding my trembling hands behind my back. I wove the adamere beads through my fingertips—My roots are deep. My strength is stone. My breath the wind. I bow to none.

“A collection of men, women, most of them with a trace of other about them,” Graysen replied.

Graysen drew to a halt, angling his body so he was mostly behind me. No one could see, no one would know that his right hand took my left.

For a moment, I almost forgot myself and managed to stifle the sharp gasp before it escaped. But my nerves…my nerves sparked at the intimate touch. Every single inch of me focused on those warm, calloused fingers threading through mine.

I felt his words vibrating from his chest to my back. “There was nothing, no trace, no scent. No lead whatsoever or clue who did this. As if they’d never been there.”

I swallowed. “Nothing whatsoever?”

“Nothing.”

I didn’t want to. I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do, to reveal this part of me to Master Sirro, but I liked puzzles and I couldn’t stop my mind from churning through possibilities.

The Crowthers had a preternatural ability to hunt. If they couldn’t find anything—

Surely that couldn’t be possible?

Whoever had done this had to have tracked our vehicles, arrived in their own cars to intercept our truck, disabled the men who protected the convoy, did what they came to do, and then left.

Arrived… Then left…

And no trace of any of it. No evidence to even support they’d been there.

And the answer was so simple and yet so obvious I wondered why it hadn’t occurred to any of them.

Master Sirro waited with endless patience, but the others shifted in their seats, the fabric of their suits rubbing together, leather groaning under their displaced weight.

“Swifting.” I turned my head up to look up at Graysen, wanting to know what he thought. I encountered a glint of respect in cunning eyes.

“What did you say?” Master Sirro asked quietly.

Graysen brushed a reassuring stroke of his thumb along the back of my hand. I found comfort in his touch, an ally at this moment.

“They swifted in,” I answered, steeling myself as I returned my gaze to golden eyes, holding a level stare with Master Sirro. I bow to no one—not even a Horned God.

Master Sirro’s hand had paused at the crown of his Familiar’s skull. “Nothing living can swift.”

“Why should they be living?”

Master Sirro’s beautiful mouth slowly curved up. “Indeed, why should they?”

I realized I’d pleased him. I’d also intrigued him.

The places Graysen’s body touched mine went taut. His warm fingers tightened around mine.

Shit, what have I done?

I should have just pretended I didn’t know. Batted my eyelashes and played dumb.

Murmuring rippled about the room, words and opinions and questions tossed to one another from those in attendance. Yet Master Sirro kept his silence, his eyes fixed on me while that smile of his became broader and more intense.

Finally, he spoke, staring directly at Graysen. “An act of war.” Threatening words, casually spoken.

Unease snaked through me.

It was a perfect assumption to make. The right one too. But it felt…wrong. Not so much the idea, but Master Sirro’s forced casualness.

“What do you say, Crowther? War?”

He knew if Graysen agreed, it would lend weight to his declaration.

I squeezed Graysen’s hand hard in a warning.

“Perhaps,” he answered Master Sirro. I felt his casual shrug against my arm as if to say—Too early to make assumptions.

Master Sirro made a little murmur in the back of his throat, a displeased sound, yet his smile was light when he said, “Yes, you’re right.”

I inclined my head to Master Sirro. Our fingers became untangled as Graysen bowed deeply and he escorted me out of the room with Sage prowling ahead of us.

This time, Graysen’s hand rested on the small of my back.
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Icrowded up against Wychthorn in an alcove near the den. Sage kept close, prowling back and forth.

“What the hells were you thinking, going in there?” It came out harsher than I’d intended.

She flinched.

And I felt like an asshole. But when she soared through the den’s threshold, I’d panicked. It took everything I had to hide it from Sirro. I didn’t even know why fear flooded through me, why panic crushed my lungs with a tight fist.

Fuck. I never panic.

Well, almost never.

“I wasn’t… I just…” Her hands fluttered as she tried to grasp the magnitude of what she’d done. “I wanted to speak with my father. I didn’t think—”

“Shit, Wychthorn… Sirro.” I roughly rubbed my chin with the tips of my fingers. Sirro could find a way to bend the Alverac, and I was so close to claiming Wychthorn. How many daughters, even a few sons, sheltered from the intricacies of our world, knew swifting? I doubted Carola Pellan would know how to spell swift, let alone what it meant. However, Wychthorn did. There was a finely honed intelligence in my little bird, and the rightful heir to the Great House, if Byron wasn’t such a sexist prick.

“You’ve piqued his interest.” And not only her clever mind, either. Other women ‌thought it a romantic idea to be picked for Sirro’s harem. How many daughters had he chosen over the centuries? How many never returned? And those that did—

Fuck. It wasn’t anything I’d wish, even for Wychthorn.

There was an intimacy in how I caged Wychthorn as we whispered in the shadows of the alcove, our bodies leaning in, heat swirling between the slight gap. We’d never been this close before tonight.

What the hells am I doing?

In only a few hours, this is what we’d become?

She scrubbed her creased forehead with a knuckle, the adamere beads clacking together with the movement. “Shit, shit, shit…”

Besides my baby sister, she was the only other girl I knew who didn’t hunger for the power and beauty that surrounded Sirro. He didn’t have her knees buckling and her simpering and drooling after him. As much as I despised her, I had to respect her for that. And there was something else, something gnawing at the walls I’d built to keep her out. Something I didn’t want to think about—

Stop right now.

Make her go away.

“Graysen,” she whispered, severing my thoughts. She glanced warily toward the oak door of the den. Her tongue darted out to wet her lower lip, chin lifting as she stared up at me with intense gray eyes.

Graysen. Not Fucking Prick or Arrogant Asshole or Crowther or even You. Interesting.

She seemed edgy, as if she were debating whether to tell me something, her mouth opening and closing and opening once more. She glanced away and shook her head ruefully, her braid swishing over her shoulder. “Nothing.”

My hand on her arm made her still. I was curious. What did she want to share?

“Master Sirro. He wanted us to think it was a declaration of war.”

“It is a declaration of war.”

“It felt…wrong.”

“Felt wrong?”

She chewed the inside of her mouth, frowning. Her gaze snapped to mine. “Like weight…when something feels different in your hand. As if you haven’t quite realized you’ve picked up the wrong book, but…the weight of it feels off.” She blew out a breath, looking as if she wished she could take it back. “It sounds stupid. I shouldn’t—”

“Don’t.” The truth of it all, it did feel wrong. I’d sensed his urgency for me to agree, to make his opinion solid and founded.

Her gaze sharpened. “There’s something else going on, I’m sure of it. What if it wasn’t a declaration of war? What if it was more about them looking for someone?”

My brows nudged together—Go on.

“If the Horned Gods have an interest in others, why shouldn’t someone else?” Her tone dropped even lower. “What if they found who they were hunting for and hid it by burning the others?”

I sucked in a breath. She was right. So far, no one had come out of the shadows to claim responsibility and they’d struck once before this time.

The door to the den suddenly opened and Sirro strode out, followed by his Familiar and the rest of the Heads of Houses.

Sage went alert. Bristling. Tail straight.

I angled myself closer to Wychthorn, pushing her deeper into the alcove, offering protection and shielding her slight body with mine.

Territorial possessiveness gripped me hard the moment Sirro stepped into view. That insistent pounding in my head, roiling through my blood: protect protect protect…

My lips almost curled back into a snarl.

Sirro breezed past, his amber eyes sliding over me, trying to see through my figure to where I kept her hidden. Her trembling hands suddenly fisted the fabric of my shirt, and I heard the rapid beat of her heart as her breath quickened. She was mine, and no one, not even a Horned God who could shatter every bone in my body, was going to take her from me.

Sirro’s footsteps faltered as he stopped, turning back.

Move—that gaze demanded as it landed on me.

Fuck you, Sirro—but I slowly slid aside.

He relaxed his posture, with a hand tucked into his pocket, his weight on one leg, the other bent slightly. He dipped his head to Wychthorn as she stepped into view. “It was a pleasure seeing you again, Nelle.” He smiled, raising his head—

And that smile faded.

I cast a sideways glance. Shock rattled through me.

Who was this girl?

She’d collected herself and banished the trembling that had overcome her only moments ago. Now there was a stiff, disdainful line to her body. My little bird was five foot nothing, but right this moment she seemed to tower over Sirro.

Steel and iron met golden eyes.

If he frightened her, nothing gave her away. Not even I could sense it. She was ice. With a haughty angle to her chin, she schooled her features into glacial coolness, as if she were stationed above him, not the other way around. As if he should be kneeling at her feet.

“I hope we’ll meet again…soon.” Sirro furrowed his brow, stunned at the coldness radiating from her.

I almost burst into laughter. Welcome to my world, Sirro. This girl could slay with just a look.

But Wychthorn merely inclined her head to Sirro with an imperious arch to her eyebrow.

Fuck, she didn’t need me to protect her at all.

Sirro walked away, giving her a swift, perplexed glance over his shoulder. I supposed to double check himself. No one, I suspected, had ever dared to dismiss him so thoroughly. He was a Horned God, after all.

Wychthorn didn’t move a muscle and kept that glacial expression intact until we both heard the front door to the mansion open and shut. Only then did she slump back against the wall, expelling a breath of utter relief, a hand clutched to her chest. “Holy hellsgate…”

I pressed closer, bowing my head, and hers angled up. “Fuck Wychthorn. If looks could kill.”

She gifted me a crooked grin, kicking out with her heeled shoe at me—not hard, playful. “He simply needed to know that I have no interest.”

“Turning down a Horned God?” I purred. “Someone else you want to bed? Someone stupidly beautiful?”

“Maybe I should call him back?” she shot whip-smart.

“Don’t you fucking dare.” But I knew she was teasing.

The sound of clattering shoes against the tiled floor came from behind me. I half-turned to find Byron grinding to a halt, anger and displeasure washing all over his age-lined face. I was well aware how it might appear to him, me pressed close to his daughter, but I couldn’t care less.

“Nelle,” Byron said gruffly. “With me, now.”

I arched a biting look at Byron. He knew better than this. His jaw clenched, but he asked, “If you don’t mind, Crowther?”

Better—I smiled coldly back.

Strangely, I found myself reluctant to let her go. Before I did, I had to know how she’d discovered Sirro had been pressing us to accept the act of war by how wrong it had felt to her. “How often do you feel these things?”

She understood what I was asking. Her cheeks seemed a little rosier, but that could have been the lighting. She didn’t look at me as she answered, brushing past. “Only when it comes to you.”


14
Nelle


My father strode into his office and I hurried to catch up. I’d spent many an afternoon here on the leather couch with a book spread across my lap, listening and gathering information about the Houses and the Horned Gods while my father worked.

My father ran a frustrated hand over his face before leaning over his desk. “What possessed you to enter the den? Master Sirro… If he discovered what you are—”

“I know, I know…” The sensuality in how Master Sirro stared at me still clung to my skin with the slickness of oil. “But he didn’t.”

“No,” he snapped. “He just thinks you’re a girl who knows far too much.”

The way my father spoke those words, as if he were insulted, stunned me.

Everything I’d come to talk to him about was instantly forgotten as fury whirled through my blood. Bracing my legs apart, I squared my shoulders. “I was born into this world. I inhabit it. Wychthorn or not, I’d be a fool not to equip myself with every bit of knowledge I can scavenge.”

“You don’t need to. That’s what I’m here to do. I’m the one protecting you from it all—”

“Because I’m a girl?”

He hissed out an annoyed breath and turned away, bending over to pull open a drawer. Fishing around, he pulled out a fresh bottle of cognac and plonked it on the desk with a thump that rattled the glass surface. A French rose-crystal tumbler followed suit.

“Such utter rubbish,” I spat, not caring how his features darkened in anger. “Why shouldn’t I? Or Lise or Evvie? Why shouldn’t one of us be the heir to Great House—”

“It goes to a male,” he growled, unscrewing the bottle cap. He didn’t even pour a measure; he filled it almost to the lip. “The first male born. It will either be Annalise’s child, or Evvie’s. Whoever comes first.” Because that had always been our way—the reign of our House handed down from male to male. But this was no longer the dark ages, for fuck’s sake.

It hurt that he should see us as broodmares. Rankled that he didn’t see us as smart enough, worthy enough, for the right to rule. Amongst our society, there were female leaders. Women who held the Heads of Houses. I was about to fling this at him when he interrupted.

“What did you come to see me for?” He suddenly looked weary. New wrinkles creased his face as if he’d aged ten years since coming out of that meeting.

Right, right…this was about my sister.

I pushed aside the anger. “Evvie shouldn’t marry Corné.”

His expression became impassive, unreadable. “And why is that?”

“Corné has a mistress.”

“Most men do.” There was no divorce in our world, and I knew I shouldn’t be so naive as not to take that into consideration. But I was, and I did. “Some women, too,” he added quietly, staring down into his glass.

I stilled. An icy fist tightened in my chest. This wasn’t how I expected the conversation to go. I thought my father would be raging. I tried again. “I don’t like how he looks at Evvie. As if she’s a possession he’s wondering how to break.”

His gaze narrowed on me as he gulped back a mouthful of cognac.

“And… I caught him hurting her,” I added.

He froze at that. “How?”

“He was holding her arm too tightly.”

He gave a dismissive snort.

My lips thinned and annoyance slashed through my veins. Saying it out loud like that seemed to soften what I’d witnessed.

My father’s nostrils flared as he took another long sip, wiping the beads of alcohol from his mouth. “We need this alliance with House Pellan,” he shared, before turning away to stride toward the window, the summery night sky obscured by storm clouds.

I followed at a clipped pace, crossing the room. Sage stalked beside me, his paws silent on the wooden floor. I urged my father, “You’re their leader. You don’t need to cement it with a marriage. The Houses are loyal to you.”

“There are undercurrents at play here, Nelle!” he barked, swiveling around and striding right towards me. I suddenly found myself backing up, nearly tripping over my feet. We stilled at his desk. He stabbed the desktop with his forefinger. “Houses have been removed from their position at the Horned Gods’ whim or by deception from other Houses!”

I knew that. Of course I did.

Anger glowed in his bright blue eyes. “It’s not for you to worry over.”

I huffed, crossing my arms over my chest. “No. I’ll stick to worrying over the Crowthers, shall I?”

His temper flared hotter, and he pounded his fist on the desk, startling me. Dark amber liquid spilled from his tumbler. “Evvie is a Wychthorn. She will do her duty as a Wychthorn. She will marry who I see best, whoever will benefit our House. Exactly like Annalise did. Like you will too!”

My whole body trembled with fury. “Except you didn’t choose the Crowthers for me. They did!” Before he could say anything else, my tongue ran away with itself. I flung an arm outward. “So you’ll marry Evvie off to Corné, quite happily, for an alliance to secure our position as Great House, even if he hurts her? Even if he breaks her spirit? Even if he humiliates her with his mistress?”

A cold wind stirred in the office, ruffling the loose paper strewn over his desk.

A snarl from the creature as it uncoiled with my anger.

I advanced a few furious steps and stabbed a finger at his face. “Because by doing all those things, it’s not only Evvie who gets hurt. It’s our House he’s ‌saying a fuck-you—”

“NELLE!”

We faced one another, both of us breathing hard, both of us livid.

Then a shift came over him. His shoulders slumped and his gaze softened. “Nelle,” he said again, this time almost apologetically. But I knew there was nothing I could say to change his mind. We were what we were—Wychthorn daughters used to gain an advantage. That’s all we’d ever be to my father.

I backed away, tears threatening, not from despair but from burning rage. I spun on my heel and fled, running along the twist and turn of hallways, down the graceful spiral staircase and onward until I arrived at my mother’s favorite room, where the Pellans had gathered with my family. Sage paced around my jittering feet.

I hovered near the threshold of the party for a few minutes, unsure of what to do. Who could put an end to this engagement? The smoky doors were open, and both guards waited for me to enter, but I lingered in the foyer, watching as Aldert Pellan rejoined the family gathering. My father returned by another entrance to the room, his half-drunk glass of cognac pinched between tense fingers.

I bared my teeth. My father—he’d caged me ‌in this estate like one of my mother’s birds in her pretty aviary.

I needed to talk to someone. Not Evvie, nor my mother—

Maybe Danne.

My angry gaze scouted the room, wishing I’d miraculously find Danne in there. But I didn’t. I snatched my phone from the pocket of my skirt.

I’ll do it. I’ll call Danne and vent—

Maybe it’s too late in the evening. Maybe I’ll interrupt him in a meeting.

But isn’t that what friends are for—to lend an ear?

Stabbing the screen, I scrolled furiously for Danne’s number, only half aware of approaching footsteps.

On the cusp of pressing call, I glanced up and found Graysen staring down at me. I paused as a fierce look cut through his features—his gaze snapped to the Pellans, back to me, and down to my phone. For some strange reason, he seemed as angry as I was.

How long has he been watching me?

“Danne Pellan. That’s your friend, isn’t it?” he ground out. “That fucker.”

How he’d pieced it together, I didn’t give a shit. But I ‌did not appreciate what he said, or how he said it.

“He’s just a friend,” I bit back.

“But you want more.” It wasn’t a question.

I startled, the anger dampening. Sure, I liked Danne, but I doubted he liked me in that way.

“You stay away from him,” Graysen snarled, shoving a finger in my face.

I knocked his hand aside, my mouth thinning, and anger rising once more. “Why? Why should I?” Why on earth should Danne Pellan matter to Graysen?

His gaze darkened, and his jaw clenched. “Keep your distance from Danne Pellan.” With one last glower, he spun around and stalked toward the smoky doors.

I watched his broad back as he strode from me. Fury hissed through my blood, had the creature slithering along my bones. Graysen was as bad as my father. I was a possession. Passed from my father to him. From one gilded cage to another.

“Fuck off, Crowther. I’m sick and tired of being told what to do, by you, by my father!” My temper grew hotter and hotter. The creature inside of me snarled. I never backed down when I damn well knew I should keep my mouth shut. Hissing at his retreating figure, I shook my fist. “Danne’s my friend and I’ll do what I like!”

Graysen whirled around. “You’ll fucking do as I say!”

I balled both of my hands, practically shrieking. “You don’t own me. You don’t get to tell me what to do!”

He was closer now, his words spoken with a dangerous calm. “Oh, but little bird, in one month I do. In one month, you’ll turn twenty and I’ll own every single inch of you.”

I blinked, my eyes flaring wide. “You do realize you’re a walking, talking cliché? Do you ever listen to yourself? Gods, Crowther. Do as I say. You’re mine. Blah, blah, blah. Yeah, we all get it. You’re the alpha. The guy with the biggest dick in the room.”

“I prefer the term ‘cock,’ little bird.” A smug smirk. A mocking wink. “Glad you noticed.”

I nearly imploded on the spot with fury. Unwinding my adamere bracelet, I started snapping the length in irritated tugs, stepping closer to him. “You know what, Crowther—No!”

“No?”

“This is what is going to happen.” I shoved a finger into his hard chest. “I don’t want to marry you. You don’t want to marry me. As soon as I reach twenty, you’ll shred up that stupid contract and let me go.”

He straightened to his full height, and his anger matched mine. “Still thinking you can order me about it? Still behaving like the spoiled Wychthorn princess. Snapping her fingers, thinking, I’ll dance to your beck and call and do whatever you demand.”

“Let me live by myself.” As soon as it slipped from my tongue, the idea gripped me hard. He could… He could let me go… I could live wherever I wanted. New York or a seaside village. I could live, really live. Talk to people, travel… Not even my father could drag me back to the estate. I’d disappear and hide from the Horned Gods. No one would find me.

“I see that devious little mind at work. Don’t bother with that line of thought. You’re mine. You’ll always be mine and I sure as fuck won’t be letting you go!”

I loosened a string of curses that had his eyebrows rising.

Then I whirled away.

“Where the hells are you going?!”

“Wherever I like,” I ground out while spinning back and advancing on him with a hand braced on my hip. “What can you do?”

Because I was slowly becoming aware that though my birthday was coming up soon, there was also time between now and then. The contract binding us together granted Graysen some power over me from the age of nineteen—he could spend one day a month with me, as well as join me on a House matter or a House celebration, like my sister’s engagement this weekend. But he didn’t actually own me. Yet.

I could walk away right this moment and he couldn’t do a godsdamned thing about it.

“I’m not twenty yet,” I gritted out. “You don’t get to tell me what to do just yet. Maybe I’ll get shit-faced and vomit all over your expensive suit.” My gaze cast about the room beyond the smoky doors, at the Pellans. There wasn’t a single male in that room I had any desire or interest in, but Graysen didn’t know that. “Maybe I’ll go tabletop dancing. Maybe I’ll screw every single Pellan here.”

Graysen’s hand ‌ensnared my arm, his fingers tightening their grip. He got right into my face and growled. “Nobody steals that from me.”

A cruel smile lit my lips—Ah, so there is something about me Graysen desires.

I gave him my best smirk, tugging myself free, and took a step back. “Who says it hasn’t already been given?” You didn’t need to kiss to have sex.

He barked a laugh. “Gods, Wychthorn, don’t bother trying to fool me.” He stalked closer, backing me up into the wall, his arms boxing me in. Shamefully, that hyperawareness of him sparked again. It crackled and fizzed through the air, scorching my skin, and heat flared through my chest.

He bowed his head and his roughened jaw abraded my cheek as he breathed into my ear. “You’re still a virgin. I can scent it on you. It tastes of newly ripened peach begging to be plucked.”

I sucked in a sharp breath, furious with him, but more furious with myself as my cheeks heated, confirming he was right.

“I’ll never give you that,” I hissed.

No way was my first sexual partner going to be a menace like Graysen Crowther!

I ducked beneath his arms, getting only two paces before my fiery rage had me whirling back around. “Piss off, Crowther. Why don’t you find someone else to fuck with, or better yet—fuck!” My hand slashed through the air, the adamere beads clinking as the bracelet arced with the motion. “I’m done with you. From now on, I do as I please. Do who I please!”

Silly, silly girl, taunting him like that. Because ‘who I please’ obviously translated to Danne Pellan.

But instead of heading through those smoky doors into the gathering of Pellans, I stormed toward my quarters.

Sage kept up with my furious pace as I ran along hallways, through vast open rooms and smaller ones, all beautifully appointed but utterly unused by my family. I resided in the eastern wing, alone.

Heavy footfall resounded down the long hallway stretching behind me.

I glared over my shoulder, knowing exactly who the hells was following.

Godsdammit, why can’t he let me be?

Graysen’s expression was thunderous. “Where are you going?! I’m not done with you yet!”

It occurred to me then, for the first time, that my father’s guards didn’t shadow me. They never had when Graysen was in my presence. It was only Sage who had my back. The wraith-wolf’s ghostly body shimmered in and out of existence as he gave a soft snarl.

Dashing into my quarters, I spun around and tried shutting the door, but Graysen shoved his foot in, blocking my escape.

Sage danced by my side, growling and barking loudly. One word from me and he’d tear through Graysen. But I was so keyed up, burning with rage at Corné, at my father, at Graysen’s absurd demands, I wanted to handle him by myself. There was a part of me still grounded enough to remember not to unleash that dark creature inside me. But I still had strength.

To my fury, Graysen advanced, and I fled through the living quarters into my bedroom, slamming the door in his face only to have it kicked in. The door jolted against the wall, vibrating and swinging back open.

His tall, broad form filled the doorway. His anger swamped the room. This was the first time he’d ever been in here, but his entire focus was solely on me. “Danne Pellan is a sick fuck, just like all his brothers!”

Ridiculous. Danne was nice and kind and funny. The opposite of Graysen. “You’re the sick fucker!” I roared back. “What’s your problem with him?!” I didn’t give him time to answer. “Is it because he’s interested in me?!” Because, gods forbid, someone actually likes me. “You sure don’t, so why the hells do you care?!”

I hopped on one foot, unbuckling the shoe from the other, sliding it off to hurl it across the room. It hit the headboard of my bed and fell with a soft thud onto the carpet. The second shoe followed swiftly. “Get out!”

He didn’t.

Instead, he stalked closer.

Power coiled around my bones, fortifying my strength.

He stepped right into my space. “I don’t give a fuck about you. But that guy—”

“Get the hells out of my bedroom and out of my godsdamned life, Crowther!”

He stood his ground, feet braced apart, looking like he could tear me into smithereens.

I’d warned him. I surged forward, slamming my hands against his chest, and shoved hard, so hard the immovable Graysen Crowther stumbled back—actually stumbled.

Surprise flared briefly. Then he snarled, rushing forward, slamming into me, shoving me onto the bed.

I bounced up and down, rolling over—

And he pounced—

But I was ready for him.

We tangled on the mattress, jostling and struggling, my nails raking and fists pummeling. Sage barked and howled, his powerful muscles rippling as he bounded around my bed, waiting for my order to attack.

Both Graysen and I unleashed our rage against one another. Raging that we were stuck with one another and couldn’t get out of this ridiculous boon the Horned Gods had granted. To be fair to Graysen, he didn’t actually hit me. I, however, held nothing back.

I tumbled onto my back. He lunged forward, looming over me. I drove a foot into his chest, knocking him off, only to have him grab my feet and drag me across the mattress.

“I didn’t realize your strength.” He was panting from exertion, which gave me some pleasure. “Where does it come from? Your father’s bloodline or your mother’s?”.

I answered him by swiveling around and slamming an elbow into his belly.

He was strong and skilled while I was a twisting, howling hellion, lashing out.

He huffed a dark chuckle as he wrestled me into submission.

Both of us breathed hard and glared harder. Our stormy eyes clashed as if all nine hells had broken free. And in some ways, it had. I’d torn the sleeve of his shirt and blood oozed down his cheeks where I’d raked my fingernails. And he’d ripped a few buttons from the front of my dress, the material gaping wide.

He’d pinned me beneath him, locking both my hands by my head at the wrist. I huffed, wanting to scratch his eyes out.

Golden flecks, like constellations, glittered around his pupils—

Why haven’t I noticed that about his eyes before?

The mood in the room shifted.

There was something about him. Me. Us. That neither of us understood. But it was there, thrumming between us. The air grew heavier, warmer, rippled and shimmered. Our combined fury heated into something else. Something new. Something that we’d both been dancing around since we’d first laid eyes on one another as children, and had only intensified the older we got.

He rolled us over so I was on top, my thighs straddling his hips. He fixed my hands to my side, keeping them there beneath his own.

“Let me go.” But it came out breathlessly, almost like an invitation.

His breath came in excited, ragged pants. “I knew you’d be like this.” He flashed a delighted grin. “It’ll be war whenever we finally fuck.” His palms were spread wide over my hands and his long fingers cupped my ass. And now I realized what was beneath me—a hard length, impossibly large between my legs, pressing against my sex.

No one had ever, and I mean, ever, gotten this close to me.

I froze in place. I didn’t know what to do or how to react, but my body did. My breasts tightened and something, right there, at the apex of my thighs, strummed. Heat spread from my core and had me sucking in a sharp breath, my eyes flaring wide.

“Is that your first feel of an erection, little bird?” He drove his hips up, angling and shifting me back and forth to bodily rub up against him in an obscene carnal move.

The friction of rubbing against his erection had my sex throbbing with an exquisite, greedy sensation. Pleasure exploded from my core, sweeping down my legs to the tips of my toes, up my chest, over breasts growing heavy, nipples tightening—

Holy.

Hellsgate!

Gods, it felt like nothing else.

Once or twice I’d touched myself with inexperienced, fumbling fingers. But that was nothing compared to this.

“Is it?” he coaxed, voice gone velvet.

He knew it was. He knew I was a virgin, that I’d confessed I’d never kissed anyone.

He groaned, low and guttural, his eyelids growing heavy, as he slid me back and forth. His smoldering eyes, dark and primal, were locked on my mouth. My gaze dipped down as his tongue darted out to wet his full bottom lip, white teeth flashing.

And I inhaled a tiny gasp, everything inside me melting at the sight. His gaze flicked up, and I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t let him see my weakness. That every single inch of me hummed—for him.

Yet, I couldn’t resist from purposely squirming against him to deepen that lustful ache spearing through my center. My movements made his erection pulse and grow harder, and gods, the feel of that considerable length only intensified that greedy strumming between my legs—

His erection felt enormous—

My core grew slicker, dampening my panties.

My eyes flew open, and shock rounded my mouth.

How could I be aroused by someone who despised me this much? How could he?

I didn’t understand. “You don’t even like me.”

“I despise you,” he said with a half-smile, almost with sorrow.

“Your…” What do I say? What do I call it?

“My what?” His gaze sharpened and his smile broadened. He knew exactly what I meant. “Go on, my what?’ he purred, challenging me.

I cleared my throat. “That thing pressing into me says otherwise.”

“Cock.”

I spluttered, my cheeks heating, refusing—

He flipped us both in a whirl of male strength. His hard body pressed me deeper into the soft mattress as he raised my arms above my head. One of his hands caged mine, and the other hand wound my braid around his wrist. His fingers fisted my hair, tugging to arch my neck and give him access.

I stilled, inhaling through my nose, my scalp burning.

Wh-what is he doing?

Heat. A sting. Soothing.

The contrary sensations of his mouth slowly registered as he worked his way up my throat. Pain and pleasure plaited together. A lick. A nip of teeth. Open-mouthed kisses. His rough voice rumbled against my flesh. “Go on, say it, little bird. Say cock.”

The words were a sensual lick between my thighs.

And my mouth went bone dry.

I should have felt shocked. I should have been shoving him off. I should have been screaming at him.

But I was doing none of those things.

The words were humiliating, my reaction more so. My inner sex painfully clenched around nothing.

I gasped as he kissed tiny kisses along my jawline. His scent, that woodsy cedar scent, washed over me. Intoxicating and heady.

His face drew flush with mine and his forehead rested against my own, his eyes hazy with lust. His lips ghosted mine as he said, “Say, that cock pressing into my pussy says otherwise.”

And he rocked into me—

And everything, everything—

Caught fire!

I was adrift in a sea of feeling. Tossed and pushed and dragged under on heated, whirling currents of sensation. Pulsing. Skin alight and tight. Aching. My voice was gone. All coherent thought eluded me. Just lust. Desire. Need. Want.

The creature inside arched and purred and thrummed in time with my heartbeat, with the pulsing of my clit.

And the air stirred. A warm breeze swirled, ruffling curtains and loose papers on my nightstand, as that power I kept locked inside slipped free.

What is happening to my body?

Gods, what is this?

Why did the feel of him, that masculine bulge, the thin fabric of my panties, the fine material of his dress pant—even the harsh zipper, the placket—added something obscene and desirous as he rocked again and again and again, and some dark part of me craved it, craved him.

He chuckled, his breath kissing my lips. “You like, little bird? Want more?”

No.

Yes.

I don’t know.

He ground himself against that small bundle of nerves at the apex of my thighs, winding me tighter and tighter and tighter.

“Wh-what are you doing?” I whispered on a rough breath.

“If you want me to stop, tell me.”

Yes.

No.

I couldn’t think. My world was spinning around me, so many thoughts threading through my mind. But the loudest: more, more, more.

And when he touched me—those calloused fingertips releasing my wrists to lazily glide down my arm, my neck, my shoulder, brushing along the curve of a breast—those thoughts exploded into fragments I couldn’t hold on to anymore. Couldn’t string into sense. I became something else, drowning beneath an undertow of sensation.

Freed, my hands pawed at him, pushed him away only to pull him closer, tightened and released, and grabbed for more. His muscles twitched wherever I touched him.

He groaned, low and gruff and desperate, his breath hot against my throat. “Gods, that scent of yours…” He slowly ground his hips against mine. And this time—

I knew, I just knew, I was on the cusp—

Just one more rock—

One more grind of his erection against my clit—

And I’d fall, fall, fall—wings spread wide to take flight—but I’d fall instead.

My back bowed. My eyes squeezed shut. And I bit down on my bottom lip hard—swallowing back the cry, the moan, the desperate need to push back, to grind back against him and steal it for myself.

His hand cupped my breast, and he pinched my nipple beneath the silky fabric of my dress and the soft thin cotton of my bra. “Oh gods—” A moan escaped my throat. My hips bucked. Bucked again when I felt his mouth kiss and lick my throat, his firm lips brush along my jawline.

I was there, right there, swaying on a precipice, ready to fall—

“I want inside, little bird,” he muttered, his voice thick with desire. “I want the first feel of your pussy clenching my cock.”

And the words speared through my haze of heat.

My eyes flashed open to find his half-hooded and glazed over with lust, the abyss of those black eyes endless with want.

This was Graysen Crowther. My enemy.

I couldn’t want him.

You do.

I don’t.

This was a joke. He was making me into a joke. A joke he’d probably share with his brothers. How easily he’d made me wet. Made me want him back.

His mouth hovered over mine. My lips parted—

He groaned, the vibration from his throat dancing along my lips, nearly undoing me.

And there was an incessant need to let him kiss me, to feel his tongue push inside—

But he was wrong, so wrong.

His tongue slowly slid along my lower lip and even I couldn’t hold back the moan. Couldn’t stop myself from pushing my hips back against his, my hands clenching and releasing his shoulders over and over and over again.

He answered with a desperate growl, and his lips claimed mine, tongue licking into my mouth—

Gods, his mouth, his lips were so right—

But I couldn’t—

I didn’t want to be the joke, the girl he laughed at.

And I bit. Hard.

He jerked back, infuriated, his words muffled behind the hand he pressed to his mouth. “The fuck?!”

And I slapped him with everything I had. His head whipped to the side with the force.

He roared, the sound of his fury exploding through the room. He surged forward, grabbing hold of my arms, and leaning over me.

I bared my teeth. “Sage.” Barely a whisper. But the soft sound was nothing to a wraith-wolf.

The mattress dipped, and Graysen froze. Pain flared in his gaze, overriding the lust and rage. He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes to slits. “Tell your fucking dog to unlatch its fangs from my leg.”

“When you let me go.”

He uncurled his hands from my arms, one finger at a time. I scrambled from beneath him, scooting from the bed and rising to face him. We glared at one another, and this time my fury outmatched his.

Sage snarled and wrestled his head from side to side, his jaws digging around Graysen’s calf, as he tried to drag him from the bed.

I deliberated a moment, a good lengthy pause before calling Sage off. The wraith-wolf took even longer to obey my command, panting hard and still snarling as he unlatched vicious fangs from Graysen. Blood dripped onto the carpet.

I jabbed a finger at the door. “Now get the fuck out of my bedroom!”

Beneath his shredded pant leg, the flesh was slick with blood and saliva, but it didn’t seem to disturb him in the slightest. Without a wince or even a limp, he pushed himself off my bed, stalking toward the open doorway. Before he left, he turned back, lingering at the threshold, his hands loosely gripping the door frame above as he relaxed his posture, his body swaying forward. He gave a smug grin as his gaze slowly swept over my body and his voice was low and lazy. “You can hate-fuck me anytime you want, little bird.”

Rage burned my blood. I knew there was no way I could kill him with that heightened speed and strength of his, but I couldn’t resist the attempt.

I yanked my skirt out of the way to snatch up my dagger—

Whipped my arm back—

And threw the weapon so fast he barely had time to react.

Graysen jerked his head back just as his hands clapped around the flat of the blade, stopping it from outright burying itself in his forehead. But the very tip of the deadly weapon had broken skin. He glared at me while blood dripped from the wound in long, thin streaks over a thick eyebrow, running down the side of his nose in lines of crimson. A creaking sound filled the space between us as he shifted his hands so his fingers clenched around the hilt and the tip of the blade, threatening to snap it in half with his anger.

At that moment, in those heartbeats separating us from what could have been to this, he could have done anything. He could have thrown the dagger back, faster, harder. Could have lunged for me again and made me hurt. Instead, he did the one thing I didn’t expect. He tossed the dagger up into the air in a careless arc, so it thudded into the mattress of my bed, and he threw his head back and burst into laughter, a full belly rumbling of genuine laughter that shook his entire body. His eyes sparkled with amusement. “See how it’d be, little bird?” A wink accompanied his cocky grin. “War. Fucking. War.”

The door slammed behind him when he left and I spun around and flopped down onto my bed, only to jerk back up after smelling his intoxicating scent on my linen.

I was angry at him, at the humiliation. But I was angrier at myself, at my body’s betrayal. Why the hells did I want him? Why did he inspire such a reaction? His touch, his taste, his scent… Gods, it was all over me.

I should shower, definitely.

Only pride had kept me from kissing him back and doing other, more sensual, intimate things with him.

Despite all his threats, all his past denials, I’d aroused him. Me.

He’d aroused me too.

I shook my head, trying to shake the thought of him from my mind. How he felt, his hard body pressing against mine, pushing me deeper into the soft mattress, rocking into me.

I squeezed my thighs together. Gods, I was still simmering and scorching and wanting some kind of release.

Sage nuzzled into my side, disrupting the building sensation between my legs and the ache in my breasts.

But part of me wondered, as my gaze flicked to my bedroom door, what it might be like with someone like him. Graysen Crowther wasn’t the type of guy to make love. He’d fuck. And he was right, it would be war.

I paced the room. I wasn’t in the mood to rejoin Evvie and the Pellans. Too jumpy and twitchy, my nerves too strung out. “What am I going to do, Sage?”

Ignore him? Avoid him? Two more days with him is going to be hells.

The creature let out a rasping chuckle.
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Sage raised his head just before a rapping knock sounded at the door to my quarters. A moment later, the door swung open and Evvie entered my bedroom. “I came to check on you,” she said brightly.

I’d showered, and my damp hair brushed along my back, leaving wet patches on my white nightie. My skin was freshly scrubbed and smelling not of him but of the strawberry soap I liked so much. Evvie gave me a quizzical look as I ripped the quilt from my bed and followed as I strode into my living room, tossing the bedding onto an armchair chair. There was no way I was going to sleep in linen that smelled of Graysen Crowther.

My sister’s gaze darted from the unceremoniously dumped quilt, back to me. I gave her no time to contemplate it, to piece it together. Our father had refused to listen to me. He wouldn’t end her engagement to Corné, but maybe I could get through to her. I loosely gripped the same arm Corné had squeezed so hard she’d flinched with pain. “Evvie, he was hurting you.”

She startled, surprised at my forthrightness. Conflict scored across her exquisite features. Her gaze scanned mine, and I knew she’d find nothing but fierce determination.

She briefly closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she had hidden from me, transforming into the composed Wychthorn princess she’d perfected over the years. “It’s fine, really,” she said, repeating the same words she had used to calm me before I’d unleashed myself on her fiancé. “He apologized afterward. He didn’t realize he’d been holding me so tightly.”

The lie dripped so easily from her tongue. She always mothered me, never wanting me to worry about anything. Corné squeezed her arm so badly she’d bruise, and she smiled sweetly through it all.

“I don’t like him, Evvie. I don’t want you marrying him.”

Her slender fingers gently stroked along my shoulder, back and forth. The same way she’d soothe and lull me as a child. Something about her touch always infused me with calm and made my heartbeat slow. “I’ll tame him, just like I tamed you.”

I never knew if it was some slight form of other or if she simply possessed a natural ability to soothe. Either way, she was the only one who could get through to me as a young child.

Still, I wasn’t about to gamble my sister’s happiness, her life, on the chance she could change Corné’s nasty nature. I frowned. “That’s different.”

“Not so much.”

“He’s a sadistic prick. And I’m not.”

“No, you’re just wild with a wicked tongue.” She laughed, trying to lighten the mood.

I hissed through my teeth with annoyance, spinning away to pad over to a cupboard, opening it, and pulling out a new quilt in pale lemon. Hugging it to my chest, I chose my words carefully. “Are you happy to marry Corné?”

“He’s a Pellan—”

I spun around, facing her again. “I don’t care about him being a Pellan. I want to know if he’s kind. Respectful. Lets you speak your mind?”

Three things I knew the answer to already: no.

But Evvie straightened her spine with a defiant and imperious tilt to her chin. “Of course he does.”

“Liar,” I muttered, my eyes narrowing as I took a long step closer. She couldn’t hold my fierce glower and suddenly folded in on herself. Her shoulders fell and her hands slackened to her sides. Ducking her head, her gaze dropped to her Louboutin heels and her voice lowered to a weak whisper. “Nelle… I don’t have a choice.”

“You could refuse.”

“Refuse our father?” Her eye snapped to mine, so wide with shock that I could see the whites all around the irises.

“Run away,” I urged. Hells, I’d go with her to escape the Crowthers.

She tipped her head to the side, giving me a small sad smile, lifting her arms to spread her palms upward in defeat. “There’s nowhere I could run to.”

“He has a mistress.” I blurted.

She slowly blinked. “How did you find out?”

I glanced down at the quilt in my arms, at my fingers anxiously kneading the soft yellow fabric choked with an ivy pattern. “I overheard him.” The words drifted apart as a frown creased my forehead. My gaze sliced upwards. “You know?” I breathed out in astonishment.

She nodded. “I’m quite happy for him to have a mistress.”

“But why?”

“I’m well aware of what his tastes are like in bed.” The corners of her mouth turned down, and a shudder ran through her shoulders, making her beautiful dress shimmer. She stole the quilt from me, spinning away, and I followed her into my bedroom.

She flicked the quilt over the top sheet. I rounded the bed, helping her straighten and smooth it out. “So why marry him?”

“For our House.”

It made me so mad. I tugged the quilt a little too hard, pulling it from her grip. For our House. Really what she was saying was, for our father, to keep his position as leader of all the Houses secure.

She adjusted the quilt over to her side and I crawled onto the bed, patting it, inviting her to join me. Evvie glanced at the door, then back to me. I wondered if she was considering how much her absence would displease Corné. Still, she kicked off her heels, and the mattress dipped as she settled herself into the fluffy pillows beside me. We lay face to face.

“If you could…would you marry someone else?” I wished, more than anything, I could gift her that. However, this was a dangerous and futile path to take, wishing for things beyond our means. We both knew it.

Chewing on her bottom lip, she rolled over onto her back, her gaze drifting up to the ceiling as she considered my question. “A Crowther,” she replied with a quick sideways glance. We both burst into a fit of laughter that lasted so long that it made my belly ache. Because no one wanted to marry into that dark family.

Finally, our giggling died down, both of us wiping away the tears of mirth that wet our cheeks. Evvie became somber and answered truthfully. “No point in even contemplating that question, Nelle.” Her smile was tight. “We are what we are—”

“Wychthorns.”

That we were. We had no say in what direction our lives would take. Our father cloistered us on the estate. We were treasured possessions only to use to gain a strategic alignment in Houses.

“There’s so many of them,” I whispered, thinking back to all those Pellans crowded into my mother’s favorite room.

She snuggled deeper into the pillow, her glossy burnished hair sliding over her shoulder. “The Pellans?” At my nod. “You should see how many cousins they have. Oodles.”

I let out a despairing sigh. “I hardly see you anymore.” It popped out of nowhere, surprising even me.

She made a face and flicked my nose so hard I flinched, batting her hand away. “I haven’t gone anywhere, silly. I’m still here.”

Misery tightened its hold inside my chest. Trying to hide my hurt from her, I fiddled with the necklace I wore as a bracelet. “You and Momma…you’ve been caught up with planning this engagement party, the wedding…” Gods, I knew I sounded like a petulant child. When I glanced back up, Evvie was smiling, but that smile faded as she took in the anguish pinching my face.

Her mouth slackened in sadness.

I knew why.

Her fingers laced with mine, and I squeezed her hand. “I’ll miss you,” I whispered, my voice breaking a little.

We only had a few more months together before she’d marry Corné. She’d be his wife, and I’d lose my best friend. Since the announcement of her engagement, I’d been losing her day by day. She was too busy deciding which flavor of wedding cake, which flowers—roses or calla lily—and trying to decide upon the perfect shade of white for her dress, to spend time with me.

“I’ll miss you too.” She tucked a lock of damp hair behind my ear. “I’ll find a way to visit you at their House.”

My nose wrinkled. I didn’t understand. “Their House?”

She sat up, smoothing the fabric of her gown over folded knees. “The Crowthers,” she said, shooting me a funny look.

Oh, right, I was turning twenty next month. Supposedly Graysen and I would marry and instead of being cloistered on this estate, I’d be trapped on his. I rolled my eyes at her. “Graysen’s not going to marry me.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Well, to start, there’s no talk of engagement or wedding plans, that’s why.”

That stupid wedding contract we’d signed meant nothing. I’d turn twenty, and I’d make Graysen let me go—he’d prefer that over me making his life miserable—and he would because he’d never wanted to marry me in the first place. He’d told me that in the aviary five years ago. I was secure knowing that there would be no wedding because I’d ensure it. That’s why I wasn’t worried whatsoever about turning twenty.

Evvie rose her hip, digging around in her skirt pocket, and pulled out a half-folded envelope. “This came for you today.” She wagged it before me, drawing it away as my fingers tried to pinch and claim it.

Excitement overshadowed the impending loss of Evvie to the Pellans. She let me have the envelope—opened and addressed to her—but inside was a smaller unopened envelope addressed to me. Someone had been sending me letters for the past few months. They sent them to me through my elder sister. Smart. Because who would know me to send a letter? And so far, my father had never discovered this secret correspondence.

I had no idea who it was.

Danne had crossed my mind often. We’d become friends around the same month the letters started arriving.

I opened up the envelope, wondering what had been sent this time. Out slipped a tidily folded menu from a place called Mad Monks. They’d circled something on the menu—pancakes with sliced mango and whipped cream and a large hot chocolate.

There was a letter too, scribbled on a napkin with neat handwriting.

I don’t usually eat this kind of shit.

My secret pen pal was rather uncouth with their choice of words.

Not the best pancakes I’d ever eaten, nor the best hot chocolate. But the company was entertaining. A family sat across from me in a booth and the youngest kid, maybe four years old, had a fucking meltdown of biblical proportions. His pancakes weren’t as big as his parent’s. Dropped the F-Bomb several times, much to his mother’s embarrassment.

I smiled, reading it one more time, before handing it to Evvie to peruse. I loved receiving these letters. I liked the small things. Not the big obvious things. But ordinary everyday life that often went unnoticed. I’d spent almost all my life trapped on my family estate and I longed to be part of the world that thrived outside the gates locking me in here.

Someone else might have written about where Mad Monks was located and what it looked like. How long it had been there and who owned it. Why it was called Mad Monks.

But I liked the observations my one-sided pen pal wrote to me about. Treasured moments of a simpler life.

Over the last few months, they’d sent me a tiny sea-shell from a Florida beach; a New York subway ticket; a dried flower from a guerrilla garden growing in the cracked pavement by a set of traffic lights. I kept them all in a box on my dresser. I enjoyed having them there, to pick up and wonder what sort of story they held, ponder on who sent them and why.

“I have to go,” Evvie said, handing back the letter. She leaned close to press a kiss on my temple. “See you in the morning. We’ll do breakfast. Promise.”

I clutched her arm. “Stay.” I just wanted my sister, and I’d rather she stayed than return to that arrogant, chauvinistic pig.

“Corné—”

“Fuck, Corné!”

At my choice of words, Evvie shot me a look—somewhere between disappointed and shocked. “Nelle, I swear Crowther is a bad influence.”

“Corné doesn’t need you. I do.” I pouted, giving her my best puppy-dog face.

Besides, I wanted a distraction from my mind. Before she arrived, it had been filled with Graysen. With those tattoos. Some of them comprised words—a tiny script, in a language I didn’t recognize. Inscribed on a magnificent chest—

No, don’t go there.

But I had. I couldn’t get it out my head, his glorious body, how he felt, how I felt when he’d—

Stop it, now.

Evvie leaned over to brush the strands of hair tenderly from my forehead. “Get some sleep.” She slipped into her heels and switched off all the lights as she left, leaving the curtains to my bedroom open so moonlight cast its illumination inside to blend with the golden glow of the night light I slept with ever since I was eight years old. I reached up and flicked on the string of fairy lights twined around my wooden headboard. Sliding between the sheets, I closed my eyes, trying not to think of Graysen Crowther. And failed dismally.

I rolled over to give my pillow a few whacks, imagining Graysen’s smug face as I pummeled it. And that’s when I heard it—heard something.

I sat upright, cocking my head, listening.

A soft shuffling sound came from behind the door that adjoined my quarters to a guest bedroom beyond. The bedroom was empty. Would always be empty. The Pellans were situated in the western wing. But clearly, someone was in there.

The eastern wing was mine, and mine alone. No one was permitted down here. So who the hells would be in the room next to mine?

I hopped out of bed and snatched up my silky robe, poking my arms through the sleeves as I stormed toward the adjoining door.
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Iflung the adjoining door open.

I didn’t know what I was expecting to find in there, but it wasn’t this.

Graysen Crowther.

My fury sparked, and I was opening up my mouth to roar at him to get the hells out, when I realized what he wasn’t wearing.

My mouth gaped.

My anger sputtered out.

Confusion and embarrassment and desire swept through me with the ferocity of wildfyre, threatening to incinerate me from the inside out.

Graysen was standing in the middle of the bedroom, shirtless.

Every angry thought eddied out of my head and I wasn’t sure if I even remembered my name as he paused sliding a t-shirt on. One eyebrow quirked at me, and his nostrils flared a moment before his mouth curved into a delicious smile. “Didn’t take you long to change your mind.”

I knew he was speaking, but for some godsforsaken reason, I couldn’t quite grasp what he was saying.

Holy Skalki!

I’d never seen Graysen shirtless before. Ever. I’d only seen the tattoos that webbed across his golden-bronze skin, down exposed arms or winding up his throat. I’d been aware of House Crowther’s insignia that branded the flesh above his heart, and I’d felt it for the very first time when I teased him out on the patio and spread my hand over his chest, but I’d never actually seen it. Just before he pulled down the tight t-shirt—a name of a band only he knew scrawled across the front—I glimpsed a writhing serpent woven into the coils of ink scoring his flesh.

I swallowed thickly.

Graysen’s entire torso was muscled steel, smooth but for the triangle of dark hair that dipped below his belt line.

My eyes startled wide as I saw the unmistakable ridgeline in his pants growing thicker—Gods, he has a hard-on!

“Get your fill, little bird,” he smirked. He adjusted his crotch, gifting me a wink.

My cheeks flushed, and I made a pffting noise, followed by a muttered, “As if.”

I tore my gaze from the hard-on pressing against his pants to dart about the room. Safer, much safer, to look anywhere else but him. I wasn’t really seeing anything, though. Not the leather and redwood armchair where his saddlebags sat unzipped—a glimpse of neatly folded clothes—and three garment bags hanging from where he’d hooked them over the edge of the bathroom door. I didn’t see the large bed, adorned in soft greens, nor even the original Klimt painting I suddenly realized I’d been staring blankly at.

“Wychthorn?”

I slowly blinked, trying to mentally shake the image of that honed chiseled body away. Gods, what would it be like to touch that bare chest, the ripple of abs—

“I…uh…ah…” My tongue darted out to wet my lower lip.

“Wychthorn?”

What am I doing here?

What…am…I…doing…here?

The power deep inside me rumbled, chuckling with mirth.

And so too was Graysen, I realized, as my dazed gaze swiveled back to him. He wasn’t laughing out loud, but his black eyes were sparkling with amusement as if he could easily read my messy, tangled thoughts.

Clearing my throat, I sucked in a cleansing breath—Get it together Nelle, the guy humiliated you less than five minutes ago—and rallied my scattered pride.

I arched an imperious brow, shifting my weight to one hip, and coldly asked, “What are you doing here?” Then I frowned, noticing his cheeks were bare of scratch marks, and the knife wound I’d inflicted on his forehead earlier was gone—as if it had never been there. And then I realized he’d changed from his suit into black pants that hugged muscular legs. The leather material was cut in a way that was reminiscent of fish scales, and there were daggers strapped to the outside of his calf-high boots.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he replied, reaching for a jacket, tugging it on and zipping it up. The jacket matched his pants—sheathing him like a second skin. What he wore was akin to motorcycle leather, but it was armor. I could see the glint of adamere threaded through the soft material.

Sage padded to my side. The wraith-wolf gave an aggravated huff of annoyance, fixing his silvery eyes on Graysen. I folded my arms across my chest. “What are you doing in the room right next to mine?”

He cocked his head and braced his large hands on his hips. There was a defiant line to his body. “I’m staying. That’s my right, isn’t it? A full weekend of celebrations. The Pellans are here, the Reskas soon enough.” He gave a soft, vicious snarl. “Besides, there’s no way I’ll allow Danne-fucking-Pellan near your quarters. If that’s what you’re intending to do—sneak him in there.”

I wasn’t. But he didn’t need to know that. And besides, why was he so uppity about Danne? Was it because he was a Pellan or was it because Graysen had some stupid idea in his head he could dictate who I could and could not see? My gaze narrowed—he was an arrogant prick who thought he could mess with me.

Godsdammit, he’s really good at messing with me.

He flicked his head, his unruly locks swept across his forehead. His eyes sharpened as his gaze drifted downward, and his mouth curled into a wicked smile. I felt his heated interest like a tangible caress that feathered down the length of my spine.

Why is he looking at me like that?

Glancing down, I found the front of my robe gaped wide and revealed the low-scooped neckline of my nightie clinging to my breasts. I pulled the robe’s material together, retying the belt tighter while cursing myself under my breath—Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck!

“Pretty,” he grinned, then turned away and strode to the mahogany table set up beneath the outside window. It was my turn to sweep my hungry gaze all over his body. Gods, his armor hugged that ass just right. Despite the fact I didn’t like him, I liked the look of his ass a lot. And now I’d discovered that lean, muscled chest…

The memory of us both tangled together on my bed had me gnawing on my bottom lip, trying to stifle the warmth rushing through my insides, winding lower.

Godsdammit!

This is not a good idea, Nelle. At. All.

I blew out a breath, steeling my resolve. There was a reason why I called him the Lord of Darkness. The guy was a fucking asshole.

He fished about in the worn and battered leather weapons bag sitting on the table and pulled a sheathed sword from its depth. He strapped it to his back, twisting around to face me.

A cold sensation swept through me, dousing all the heat he’d inspired. I blinked. “You’re going hunting?”

“We need a tithe for the Horned Gods,” he said, belting a bandoleer fitted with deadly knives across his chest. His fingers deftly buckled and tightened the straps.

“What are you hunting?” What would need all those weapons to bring it down?

This weekend wasn’t only a party announcing the engagement between Evvie and Corné. The Houses would come together for the Horned Gods’ blessing. It had been our way, since the beginning of our servitude, that at every announced betrothal, the Horned Gods would bestow their blessing upon the union. And in exchange, every single House would offer a tithe—either a mortal or something else.

As Graysen moved toward the center of the room, the various blades buckled to his body caught the golden glow dripping down from a brass chandelier hanging above. Reflected light skittered against my skin and struck the pale green walls in a shifting pattern like the turning of a kaleidoscope. He shrugged, muscles straining beneath the leather scales of his armor. “A bit of an overkill. But it’s better to be prepared.” He winked at me. “Who knows? Something might hunt me.” He grinned then, wide and full of mirth, and his eyes gleamed as if laughing at a private joke.

My nose scrunched. Not understanding whatever amused him.

I hadn’t even noticed I’d drifted closer until his body heat licked against mine and his scent of cedar and hints of leather and smoke washed over me. The sword strapped to his back. The hilt, peeking over one shoulder, was impressive, and I was curious. I reached around him, intrigued by the sword’s hilt. A wyrm decorated the pommel, and the off-white material was unusual, not steel or adamere, but something else. Bone, I realized, as my fingers spread to touch the pommel. And just as I hesitated, feeling how wrong the sword was, his large hand wrapped about my wrist, stopping me.

“Don’t. It’s cursed.”

My gaze sliced to his. Cursed, how? House Simonis specialized in all manner of curses. But this sword felt ancient. Older, much older than when our forefathers started experimenting with magic and weaponry. “What is it made from?”

“Wyrmbone.”

My eyebrows flicked up in surprise. I knew his ancestors had tamed wyrms, but those wild and savage beasts had died out a long, long time ago.

I wanted to ask more about his sword, but his rough thumb pad, stroking my inner wrist back and forth, distracted me. It wasn’t a casual touch. It had purpose. He was massaging a spot that made my breath catch in my throat and my blood thrum.

Gods, what is he doing to me?

You like it—rasped the creature deep inside.

Like hells, I do!

I snatched my hand from Graysen and scowled, whirling around and stomping away from the temptation he inspired in my body. I felt hot and cold all at once. With every heavy step, I reminded myself why Graysen Crowther wasn’t a good idea. The guy was mean. An asshole. An arrogant prick. He liked to push my buttons and basically was a brooding and sullen jerkass.

I got as far as the adjoining door when I heard his approach. The heat of his body caressed mine. I spun around, finding him right in my space. I had to crane my neck to glare up at him. “Don’t you dare think you can enter my bedroom. You keep your mean ass out.” But behind my back I was rubbing my wrist, trying to remove the scorching sensation on my skin. He rested a forearm against the doorframe beside my head. He stared at me with a piercing gaze and a smug smile that rounded those high cheekbones a fraction and made my heart pulse faster.

His smile only grew wider, as if he knew exactly what I was doing behind my back, and why I was doing it. “Oh, I’ll be coming inside,” and he emphasized the word ‘coming’ in a way that had my mouth falling open and my eyes flaring wide, “and what’s more, you’ll invite me to.”

Wait…huh?

Before I could even spit out a curse at him, he pushed off and strode away with that lazy, arrogant swagger, only to pause at the threshold of the guest room and turn back. His tone was colder than mine had been, laced with menace, softened by a smile. “Be seeing you, little bird. Don’t do anything while I’m gone that will…Fuck. Me. Off.”

I stared at the door he’d left open, hearing his heavy footfall down the hallway fade away, wondering how I was going to get through this weekend with him sleeping in the room beside mine.
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Raking a hand through my hair, I tugged hard.

What the hells was I thinking?

What had I done?

Shit, all I wanted to do was get into that stubborn head of Wychthorn’s that Danne Pellan was off-limits. Her new friend? That twisted motherfucker? When I discovered he was the one she was hoping to see this weekend, I’d completely lost it. Which was easy to do with that hellion roaring at me and fighting me at every turn. That fire she burned with, that damned fight she had in her—was the biggest aphrodisiac of all.

I hadn’t intended what-so-ever to dry-fuck her.

But hells it was fun.

Better than fun.

I want to sink into her.

The heat of Wychthorn pressing against my cock, the surprise and shock flaring in those pretty gray eyes before they melted into desire, filled my mind. She could deny it as much as she wanted, but she’d been running hot for me and one breath away from coming. Her arousal, that scent of hers, had driven me insane with longing.

She wasn’t supposed to feel as good as she did beneath me. Every single inch of me hummed. I felt alive. As if I’d been shaken awake from a deep slumber. What the hells is this bewitchment?

All that thrummed through my head, my blood, was her.

Her exquisite taste.

Her tantalizing scent.

The slide of her silky skin.

Her lips. Hells, I wanted to kiss her. I wanted more of that sunshine. Bask in it. Steal it. Heal my black heart.

I passed a few sentries as I strode toward Byron’s garage, where I’d parked my bike. Thankfully, their gaze lingered on my sword rather than the godsdamned hard-on straining against my pants. My cock throbbed, punching at the armor, desperate to impale itself into the nearest willing woman. I had this awful feeling that it wouldn’t be satisfied with any pretty pussy until it had tasted Little Miss Fire and Brimstone.

This isn’t supposed to happen.

I’m not allowed to crave her.

But that thing, whatever it was between us, pulled and tugged and momentarily blinded me to who she was—a Wychthorn. Which wasn’t hard to understand—this evening with Sirro’s unexpected appearance had more twists in it than a damned helix. I’d kept my distance from her over the past year, with dark looks and surly behavior, acting like a blunt fucking asshole—my usual self—and in a mere few hours, she tore rents into the wall of ice I’d built to keep her out.

Hellsgate, I was on the other side, trying to batter my way through.

Stop it…

Make her go away!

My pace faltered, and I took a moment to link my fingers behind the back of my head and hiss out a long pent-up breath to shake the memory of her soft body against mine. I rolled my neck, cracking it.

Get your godsdamned head back in the game, Crowther.

Wychthorn was nothing to me. Nothing.

She was a means to an end.

I was a Crowther, and she was the reason the heart of my family had been ripped apart.

I grabbed hold of that cold, dark feeling beginning to fill my veins with ice and held tight—Wychthorn meant nothing.

There were things to do. Things to hunt. And I needed to be on point.

Before I could leave the mansion, someone intercepted me, exactly as I expected. The guard caught up to me and requested I speak with Byron in his office.
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Byron sat behind his large desk with his jacket off, his tie loosened and askew, while nursing a rose-crystal tumbler filled to the top with cognac. Byron’s salted hair appeared ruffled, his eyes were a little bloodshot, and he rubbed at them as if they were gritty. He looked worn down and defeated—my favorite look on him.

He took in my outfit and the various blades. “Leaving it a bit late to collect a tithe?”

House Wychthorn obviously had its tithe. Someone else dirtied their hands on his behalf. But we were Crowthers, and we came from a long line of ancestors who hunted. We found our own tithes, rather than ordering a soldier to do it for us.

Where is the fun in that?

I shrugged nonchalantly, shifting my weight from foot to foot. “We’re after something unique.”

Nostrils flaring, he drew in a deep breath, placing the tumbler down on the glass-topped desk, his fingers shaking just a touch. A different desk, I noted, than the one I’d signed my name in blood on five years ago. I could taste his anger like mildew permeating a rotting forest floor. His lips curled into a distasteful line. “You’re not staying in the room assigned to you.”

No, I wasn’t. I knew my movements were closely monitored, and someone informed Byron the moment I threw my shit into the bedroom right beside Wychthorn’s.

“I found an empty one next to your daughter’s.” Even now, I found it hard to utter her name. She was always Wychthorn or little bird—never Nelle. It was another way I used to keep her away, to keep up the wall of ice, to keep her distant.

“You will not stay in that room.”

“I think I prefer to—”

“It’s not right—”

I bristled that he dared interfere. But, at the same time, loved it—loved putting him in his place. “No, it’s not right. But it is my right. My right to do whatever I want, because it’s my name signed in blood on the Alverac. She’s nineteen and the terms you agreed to…” I could do anything to her on those days stated in the Alverac. And I meant anything. The last day of every month, and every family occasion we were together, she was mine—until I owned her completely when she turned twenty.

Byron squeezed his eyes shut briefly, deepening the tired grooves around his features. No doubt he was trying to shove away the images, the thought of what someone like me would do with his beloved daughter.

He swallowed a messy mouthful of cognac, wiping his mouth with a hand, the sleeve cuff already stained with the toffee-colored liquid. His shoulders slumped and his hands curled on either side of his glass. He could barely look at me. “Free her of the Alverac,” he said simply.

Always the same, every time we met—Free her of the Alverac. Let her go.

I fought the shit-eating grin tickling my mouth.

This great man, who ruled over us, was swaying on the tip of begging.

I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket, shrugging lightly. “It’s not my fault she thinks she’s going to marry me.” No, that was all on Byron and his wife. “Why not tell her the truth of what she signed?” I’d love to see the terror in her pretty gray eyes every time we met. A bit of fucking respect wouldn’t go amiss.

He glanced up, a fragment of the old Byron flaring up with the fierce hate that glowed in his drunken gaze. “She’s fearless. I mean to keep her that way for as long as I can.”

And I meant to break her of that. She was fearless. I’d never been able to intimidate her, not even when we first spoke in the aviary. And it fucked me right off. It also impressed the hells out of me. I still didn’t know if I wanted to choke the life out of her with her pretty pale braid or fuck her. Well, actually I did. I wanted to fuck her first.

“What do you want? What will it cost for her freedom? Name it, Graysen, and it’s yours.”

He meant raising us to an Upper House.

Any of the Lower Houses would have taken up his offer the first time he voiced it. To advance from Lower to Upper House, perhaps usurp the place of another family, meant we’d lord over all those Lower Houses. The rise in status would give us more power and domination.

But power and domination weren’t our ultimate goal.

Our goal was Wychthorn.

My goal was Wychthorn.

I wanted his daughter sinking to her knees, bowing at my feet, broken, bloodied, begging. I wanted Byron Wychthorn to see her breaking apart and in doing so, I’d break him too.

He deserved it.

And even then, afterward, I’d never gift her freedom.

Without waiting for dismissal, I bowed and left the room.
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The storm roiling behind my back was darker than the autumn night sky, a turbulent wall of swirling gray, muted black, and charcoal. Rain had swept in and forged ahead, leaving behind wet roads and dirty puddles. Beneath my Ducati, the slick road stretched onward. The blustery wind tore at my hair, my sword vibrated against my spine, and with the thunder of my bike—it felt like flying at the head of a cruel, wrathful tempest. Glorious and wicked and fucking exhilarating. I was the harbinger of the end of the world!

Ahead of me, our Bird of Prey swifted in and out of existence.

She was an otherworldly creature and a huntress. Her wraith-like appearance was that of a young woman with a thick mane of tight curls drifting like kelp in a phantom breeze. Her eyes were entirely black, as were her talon-tipped fingers. We’d clipped her dark powers, so she couldn’t swift long distances. So her bursts were short. Her dirty, tattered dress was swallowed up in a whirl of wind before she appeared a blink later, further up the road.

The speed at which we were traveling would blow any lurking cop’s radar gun, and I easily kept up with our Bird of Prey. I didn’t use my bike’s headlights, nor did my youngest brother, who followed behind in his Mustang. We didn’t need them. We could see perfectly well in the dark. Heightened senses, strength, and speed had been bred within my family bloodline for millennia.

Our Bird led us to a truck stop in the middle of nowhere. The parking lot overflowed with big rigs and pickup trucks.

I switched off the Ducati. Kicking the bike’s stand, I took in the adjoining bar and diner, the fuel stop, and the small convenience store attached. Right beside the store was a tired-looking motel with a couple of stunted, sickly palm trees out front and sad paint-chipped flamingos. The dumbasses were trying to dress this place up like Miami, which we sure as shit weren’t. We were in the middle of fuck-knows-where.

Jett climbed out of his car as I got off my bike and approached him, my boots crunching over dirt and gravel. From the interior of his Mustang came weird wheezing noises, as if someone struggled for breath. I fought back my revulsion at the strange, long-limbed creature hidden in the shadowed backseat. We’d need the changeling later when we claimed what we were hunting.

Jett leaned against the car door and dragged an indolent gaze over all the blades strapped to the outside of my boots and thighs before slipping over the deadly knives filling the bandoleer crossing my chest. He smirked. “Bit excessive, don’t you think?”

For what we were doing, tracking this particular tithe, sure, I could see what he was getting at, especially since he carried nothing but a hunting blade strapped to the outside of his combat boots. But I knew I’d need the blades later. This wouldn't be my last hunt of the night.

Our Bird glanced around with quick, darting motions of her head before her dark gaze focused in on the bar. Her soft, flat nose twitched before wide nostrils flared as she hunched forward.

Wychthorn’s mother had an ostentatious aviary full of thrushes and sparrows and finches. House Crowther’s rookery held Birds of Prey. Similar to wraiths, they were not-quite-living and were creatures with an unnatural ability for hunting. A bit like us Crowthers. Except they hunted deaths—murder victims, in particular.

Once we whispered to them what we were looking for, in their dreams, they’d drift off into a void between realms and hunt like the birds they were, seeking the very thing we wanted.

Our Bird crept toward the bar as if drawn there.

I arched a brow at Jett—At least we could have a drink before we steal a life tonight.

Jett and I followed, keeping a close eye on her. Birds of Prey were volatile creatures and anything could set her off. No one would see her, but they’d sense her presence like a haunted breath whispering down one’s spine.

It was after midnight, and the bar was thriving with patrons. Music thumped through the dirty wooden floor as we pushed through the doors. Haze filtered above and pockets of men and women drank, playing darts or pool. Our Bird shimmered and slipped through the crowd like shifting smoke. She was pulled toward the death Jett had whispered to her to find. We were looking for a specific death tonight. A death worthy of the Horned Gods.

She came to a halt, shivering with excitement, and I took in where her hunt had led her. Our Bird had found our prey. A girl with bright red hair, the kind that wasn’t natural—

Vivid scarlet red—

Red hair.

It happened instantaneously. My chest constricted like an iron band wrapped itself around my ribcage, squeezing hard. My skin went clammy, and sweat prickled my hairline—

Holy shit, I can’t breathe… I can’t breathe…

The trembling started in my hands, vibrating up my arms.

Look, just look! See, damn you.

It wasn’t her.

It’s not her!

When the girl’s features came into focus, I realized she wasn’t the Horned God with bright red hair that haunted my dreams and made it so I could barely sleep.

It took a heartbeat, a second, to ease the compression around my chest, to gain my breath back, and to stop myself from shaking. I scrubbed ‌at my face, wiping the cold sweat from my forehead. I flicked my hands, bunching my fingers and releasing them repeatedly until I got myself under control.

Godsdammit. Get it together, Crowther.

I shot Jett a quick glance. He hadn’t noticed, too busy monitoring our Bird of Prey.

The girl we’d hunted was young, no more than eighteen. She had red hair, the kind that looked like fire with orange and gold hues, and her pale complexion was heavily freckled. She wore dark jeans and a hoodie with frayed cuffs. A duffel bag sat at her feet. She was hitching and tried hard not to appear nervous as she talked to an older woman behind the bar.

The bartender waved a hand at a guy with a worn look and a slight beer belly. “Hey Mack,” she sang out.

He approached in a rolling gait that said he’d hurt his right hip at some point in his life. The bartender gestured to the girl—Red, I decided to name her—“This kid needs a ride.”

Our Bird’s ghostly form rippled, and a bright vibrancy shone in her pitch-black eyes. Her taloned fingers fluttered like trilling two notes, just as Red’s scent drifted over me, overriding the reek of sweat and alcohol musting up the bar. Both Jett and I realized what was standing before us. Shock slammed into me hard.

Red wasn’t just a girl.

She was something else, which radiated blindingly in this dim, stinky shit-hole.

“Hells, she’s an Unbroken Shard,” Jett breathed in awe, as he stared at Red, who’d lived with evil, in darkness and fear, and survived it all.

She hadn’t been broken, her soul still burned bright. An Unbroken Shard—the perfect life force for the Horned Gods. The perfect soul to survive their special brand of evil. And rare. Fucking rare. The Horned Gods would bleed her soul for decades until she was a husk.

Jett half-twisted my way. He was shorter than me, his physique leaner. He jabbed me with his elbow and said what I’d been thinking. “She’d make a more worthy tithe to the Horned Gods.”

I shook my head, scowling at him. “She’s too young.” However, my reluctance wasn’t because she was young. Giving her to the Horned Gods would be worse, so much worse, than whatever darkness from which she’d survived and escaped.

No. What we hunted would be enough to appease the Horned Gods. Interesting enough to pass muster and garner respect and fear from the other Houses. Respect I didn’t care for. Fear. That’s what I desired. Fear from the other Houses and earning the Horned Gods’ favor.

Jett turned back to face Red and ran a hand through his hair, pushing dark wayward strands off his forehead. “She’s going to die tonight,” he reminded me, giving me a sideways glance, bright with anticipation.

“Maybe.” I flexed my hands. I hadn’t decided yet.

Our Bird’s head snapped around as a trucker crossed our path. Her pitch-black eyes locked onto him, and her cunning gaze slithered over his beefy form.

The man shuddered, taking a cautious look over his shoulder.

She flicked her forked tongue out to taste his scent in the air. Her pale lips curled back to reveal teeth similar to a flesh-shredding piranha’s. She prepared to strike, her ghostly body drawing tight, readying to pounce. Those Birds were wild-as-fuck. Left alone, she’d likely shred him to pieces and crouch over his bloody corpse to devour him like a vulture.

I jerked my chin at Jett, catching his attention, silently communicating what I wanted—her out of here.

Lunging forward, Jett pinched the nape of her neck with a hand and yanked her back, turning around to guide her out of the bar. She went, but she fought him, frantically writhing in his hard grip, caught between wanting to devour the trucker and being enchanted with Red, whose soul burned bright.

No one paid any attention to the weapons strapped to my body. They were glamoured, along with the armor that was more like bike leathers, soft and flexible but strengthened with adamere. Anyone glancing my way would only see what they wanted. Maybe they’d see me wearing a suit, maybe a pair of hillbilly dungarees. Who the heck knew?

I got us beers and settled into a cigarette-pockmarked booth a distance away from Red but where I could observe her clearly, as well as the door, and those milling around the bar.

My fingers gripped a beer coaster, and I tapped it absentmindedly on the laminate table. A moment later, I slipped it into my pocket.

A couple of women leaned their backs against the bar with their elbows braced against the counter to purposely push their tits up. They each tried to catch my eye, but I ignored them. Tonight my attention was on Red and pot-bellied Mack. He looked mid-forties, thinning hair receding, a stupid grin on his face. Red was wary of him, but needed a ride.

Jett strode back into the bar. A soft rattle of chains came from his belt, the metal loops hanging low on his cargo pants. As usual, he wore one of his silky shirts, a deep purple with a small pattern of constellations. He had rolled up his sleeves and left the top buttons undone because he enjoyed showing off his tattoos and the edge of the wyrm brand scarring his chest. He slid into the booth across from me.

I pushed over his beer and then bit back an annoyed hiss. The women I’d been ignoring breezed over with bright smiles and tight glittering tops and short skirts. “Hi,” greeted the blond who hadn’t been able to pull her hungry gaze from me since I’d strode into the bar. I grunted a response, not tearing my line of sight from Red.

Jett took over. He always had time to play.

His blatant interest swiped over the pair of them, his head tilting this way and that, trying to decide between them. Fuck, just take them both!—I mentally yelled at him. He pointed to the brunette and patted the seat next to him, the silver ring on his thumb glinting in the dim light.

The other girl slid into the booth beside me. “Brittany,” she said with a coy smile and flipped her blond hair. “You guys staying over or passing through?”

I gave her a quick glance over—pretty, but not as good-looking as she thought. She obviously liked what she saw. They all did. Her arousal smelled desperate, like she wanted to fuck her way out of her miserable existence.

I didn’t introduce myself, merely gulping down half my beer, running my tongue along malty lips. “Not interested,” was all I replied, and her face crumpled a little before she bolstered herself up with a shimmy of her shoulders.

She walked her fingers up my forearm, the chipped nail polish gleaming in the low lighting. There was a faint tan line on her finger. She’d obviously taken off her wedding ring. “I’m out for a night of fun.”

I brushed her hand aside.

For some ridiculous reason, I kept thinking of a lithe body, a top lip fuller than the bottom, and that stupid crooked grin. And instead of Brittany’s stench of desperation and dollar-store perfume, Wychthorn’s trademark scent still lingered, almost as if it were infused within my pores. It was somewhat indefinable. Spicy with a note of bitter citrus leaves softened by a fragrance that was sweetly berry-ish. And there was a hint of heat that reminded me of fire. Simply catching a faint trace of Wychthorn’s intoxicating scent drove me crazy.

Jett was busy toying with his girl’s hair. Whatever he was whispering into her ear made her blush and giggle. I tried to catch his eye—We’re here for a reason—which, of course, he deliberately avoided because Jett mostly thought with his dick.

My phone pinged with an incoming text. After discovering who it was, I grimaced, rubbing a hand over my face. What was she doing? She rarely texted me.

LittleMissAnnoying: What do your tattoos mean?

Me: Fuck, Wychthorn. I’m working here.



Did she take a hint? Of course not. Not Wychthorn. She bulldozed her tiny way into whatever she wanted.

Brittany wasn’t taking a hint, either. She purposely brushed her fake tits against my arm as she leaned over to snag her friend’s drink. “Who are you talking to?”

I made a rough noise in the back of my throat. I wanted to tell her to piss off. Instead, I finished my beer and snapped my fingers at a waitress for another. Red was still talking to Mack, trying to hide her disappointment. He wasn’t heading in the direction she wanted to go. He was going south. She wanted east.

LittleMissAnnoying: I can’t sleep and am curious. Some of your tattoos are words, a story perhaps. I didn’t recognize the language.



No, I expected not. It was an ancient language that died out after the Horned Gods lost the Final War with the mortals, and there were too few of us left. New Houses rose. A new common language.

Me: Ukkenskrit.

LittleMissAnnoying: That’s a dead language amongst the Houses. How do you know it?

Me: Our House is much older than yours. Older than every other family. We’re the only surviving House from the Final War.

LittleMissAnnoying: That I do know *smiley face* I’ve tried to find out about you Crowthers, but there’s not much written.



Smart, I’d have to give her that. But instead of trying to find out about our House, she should be peeling back the layers of the Alverac.

LittleMissAnnoying: And? So? Come on, what do they say?

Me: Gods, Wychthorn, you don’t give up, do you?

LittleMissAnnoying: Just figuring that out now?



I tapped my phone on the table, deliberating. What was the use? She was going to hound me until I told her.

Me: It’s our family’s history inked. It’s also my history. What I’ve done.

LittleMissAnnoying: Like a kill-tally?



I almost huffed a laugh. Despite being as annoying as fuck, I liked her mouthiness.

Brittany shifted beside me, lifting her chin to sniff, her ego bruised at being ignored.

Me: Gods, you’re a smart-ass.

LittleMissAnnoying: Takes one to know one *wink*

Me: Whatever did I fucking do to be stuck with you?



Actually, I knew that, and that thought somewhat dampened my mood to be speaking to her until she replied—

LittleMissAnnoying: Right back atcha *wink* Try not to die tonight. Wait… What the heck am I saying? Go right ahead and accidentally fall on that sword of yours.

Me: In your dreams.

LittleMissAnnoying: *sigh* A girl can dream, can’t she?

Me: Hang on… You’re in bed. Tell me, little bird, what do you wear to bed? A ridiculous ruffled nightie covered in pink unicorns and sparkly moonbeams? Or is it like your aversion to shoes… Please tell me you’re naked… Then send a pic proving it.

LittleMissAnnoying: BURN IN HELLS CROWTHER!



I grinned. I couldn’t help it. I loved this—the push and pull between us. My mind conjured up what she might look like naked, spread out on that bed of hers. And I started to harden once more.

Brittany leaned across the sticky table talking to her friend, darting furious looks my way, pissed that she didn’t have my attention. “Bathroom,” I heard her mutter, and she slipped from the booth, the other girl reluctantly following, much to my amusement and Jett’s annoyance.

Jett jerked his chin at me. His wavy hair swayed an inch below his jawline as he glared at me through narrowed eyes. He asked, impatiently tapping two fingers on the tabletop, “Have you found out what she is?”

There was a mixture of curiosity and distaste flowing through his words. He wasn’t referring to Red, he was asking about Wychthorn.

Jett asking about Wychthorn… It grounded me, like falling from a great height to slam into concrete.

What am I doing enjoying bantering with Wychthorn?

“We’re running out of time.” He threw a bottle cap at me. Hard. Fast. My reflexes took over, and I snatched it out of the air before it struck my left eyeball.

“Fucker,” I snarled, hurling it back.

Jett, just as swift as me, captured the bottle cap in his palm. “We need to know what she is, so we can contain her,” he hissed. “One month, Gray. That’s all the time we have left.”

I relaxed into the booth as much as I could with a sword strapped to my spine. A waitress came over, handing us fresh beers before clearing the table of empty bottles. When she retreated, I took a sip of beer before answering. “Ease up, brother. I got this.”

This weekend I was going to hunt my little bird and find out exactly what she was. She thought she hid it well, and she had. She had shielded herself in a way that many others couldn’t, and while they were quickly caught out, she remained undiscovered. But I’d always known her secret. I’d felt her uniqueness the first time I’d been near her presence when we were children, long before we’d signed the Alverac.

I should have said something back then to my aunt. If I had, maybe we wouldn’t be where we were today.

But Wychthorn’s fate and my own were intertwined—colliding on one fateful night, twelve years ago.

Tonight, I’d observed the way she’d carried herself with the Pellans, the stiffness at odds with her normal fidgeting. Too many people had overwhelmed her senses. Whatever gifts she had, she was clearly dealing with them on her own. She had no one to mentor her.

I swallowed down a mouthful of cool, malty beer. “She’s strong,” I told Jett. She’d been a writhing hellion with strength and no skill, and I hadn’t realized her strength before. That wasn’t necessarily other. Strength and speed and heightened senses had been bred into our family line for millennia. Having unnatural healing powers, like me and my siblings—was a borderline gift.

“She has truesight,” I added, tipping my beer neck toward my brother. Again, truesight was something the Horned Gods couldn’t dispute. They didn’t like it, but they couldn’t contest it. “Senses honed like ours, too.” I knew she’d been listening in to Carola and Corné’s conversation about the mistress. Who the fuck was she trying to kid, passing it off as a rumor? But that still didn’t make her other.

But Wychthorn had revealed herself to me. The air had stirred in her bedroom with no open windows. No one was permitted to manipulate the elements. The Horned Gods would claim her as other simply for that.

It wasn’t all she was. I knew it, felt it. That was only the tip of what kind of other she was. Her powers seeped out of her as she fell apart, experiencing overwhelming sensations as I rubbed my cock against her pussy. It wasn’t just her trembling beneath me. The bed and walls of the room had too.

Jett made a disgusted noise at the back of his throat, as if saying he couldn’t do what I’d been chosen to do. Not because of what we intended to do with Wychthorn once we’d claimed her on her twentieth birthday. More about enduring her company on those days she and I were forced to be together this year.

Because most of his life, Jett had been raised to loath Wychthorn.

But I, out of all of us, had the right to hate her with my very essence.

The suffering Wychthorn had caused.

The pain I’d endured.

I’d failed Ferne. I’d failed my mother.

All because of her.

And yet…and yet—

BLOCK IT!—I ordered. And I shoved those strange, tangled feelings I had for Wychthorn down deep.

The girls returned from their bathroom hiatus. Brittany appeared to be in a cheerier frame of mind, probably because of the tequila she’d slammed down her throat on her way back here. She slipped into the booth, sitting too close for my liking. She pressed a hand against my thigh, her other hand reached out for my cheek and I batted both away with a scowl—for fuck’s sake, how fucking handsy—before turning my attention to Red.

She was gone—

Hellsgate!

She wasn’t here. She wasn’t anywhere in the bar.

“Jett,” I growled, shoving Brittany off the booth.

She almost fell on her ass, shrieking, “What the hell!” But fucked if I cared.

“Get our Bird,” I ordered Jett, who tossed a wad of cash on the table and pushed past the brunette. And then I was gone, bulldozing my way through the patrons, heading straight for Mack. Grabbing hold of his shoulder, I spun him around and barked, “Where’s the redhead?”

He blinked, but he instinctively realized what stood before him. Trouble. His eyes grew bigger as he took in my size, felt the anger humming from me, and saw the stance that said—Don’t fuck with me. He needed to decide quickly if he wanted this kind of trouble, or wanted to limp out of here with both legs.

He tried for bravado. “What’s it to you?”

I snarled at the stupid fuck. “Where. Is. She?”

He swallowed, his shoulders shrinking inward, and wisely replied, “She left. With someone else. Headed for Tocomo.”

“Who did she leave with?”

“I don’t know.”

I bolted from the bar, shoving through the door. Cool, damp air washed against my skin as I ran over the wooden veranda and leaped over a short flight of steps. My feet slammed onto the ground. Mud and gravel splashed in a dirty cloud around my boots.

In a blur of unnatural speed, I dashed across the parking lot and reached Jett. He was pulling our Bird of Prey from his car, grinning madly. We might have screwed up, but the hunt was still on, and this little kink in our plan only added to the exhilaration. Besides, Red couldn’t have gotten away too far.

Swinging a leg over my Ducati, I engaged the engine, and it thundered to life. Jett’s Mustang roared a second later. Its body was a matte-black with a post-apocalyptic feel to its shape with all the recent additions I’d fitted, jacking it up for speed. The Mustang burned from the truck stop ahead of me, spraying gravel in its wake.

We followed our Bird of Prey, as she ate up the distance between Red and us in short bursts of swifts in an easterly direction.

Charging down the road, streaking through the night, a few minutes later, we came upon the red taillights of a rig transporting logs. Our Bird slowed down, keeping pace, and Jett and I dropped back. Whoever was driving the hauler had our Red.

We followed, roughly ten minutes longer, waiting patiently for the event to unfold, when the rig suddenly slowed and drunkenly weaved across the road. The cab’s passenger door swung open, and a dark shadow tumbled out—

Brake lights flared—

The squeal and stench of burning rubber stained the night air—

Metal crunched loudly as the rig slid sideways, grinding to a shuddering halt.

I pulled my bike over to the side of the road, Jett too, and we killed our engines.

Listening carefully, a pained moan floated from the roadside edge where Red had thrown herself to escape the rig.

The girl got to her feet, limping, but she hobbled as fast as she could across a rutted field, toward a cornfield beyond. An earlier rain shower had turned the earth into sludge. The moon made a brief appearance and then disappeared again, plunging everything into darkness. But I could see her clearly. Despite her terror, she kept her head straight.

Whatever she’d endured in life before this moment, this right here revealed fearing for herself wasn’t new. Anyone else would panic, blindly running back down the road, desperately hoping for a car to flag down.

Not Red.

She was heading for the cornfield. She could disappear into the world of tall, swaying corn and whoever hunted her would lose her. If she got there in time.

Because whoever drove the rig had jumped down from the cab and had taken off after her in pursuit.
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Jett locked our Bird of Prey in his car and together we silently made our way through the sludge, tracking Red and her killer.

Red had tripped up near the rows of corn and struggled to get to her feet. She pushed and slid against the messy, slippery earth. I could hear her whimpers, the curse as her ankle twisted painfully beneath her.

Her hunter slowed his pace as mud sucked at his boots and dirty water flicked up to stain his jeans. He glanced over his shoulder, back toward his rig, and I used the opportunity to scrutinize his features. He had a gap between his front teeth and was young with a pleasant face, which was why she’d felt safe choosing a ride with him. But Unbroken Shards normally had an unnatural sense of danger. She realized far too late what kind of monster she was traveling with.

A breeze picked up, and Gaptooth’s scent slunk over me. He stunk of sweat and lust and excitement. He wasn’t uneasy that she’d gotten away. It exhilarated him. He loved the chase, it fevered his blood. He’d killed before, plenty of times, and this was part of the fun.

Cold mud soiled most of her clothing and dripped from Red’s hands. She got her feet under her and surged into the first row of corn to disappear amongst the stalks. But I could scent her fear, the panic and pain, the determination to keep a clear wit. She’d gone ahead, cut down a row, shot forward several more, and huddled down. The sound of her panting breaths was muffled. She’d probably pressed a hand against her mouth to stop them from being heard.

Gaptooth weaved through the cornstalks, unaware that Jett and I were stealthily tracking him.

Red might have gotten free if the guy hunting her hadn’t a bit of other about him. Most serial killers did. They all seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to their prey. He found her soon enough.

He lunged—

Her scream sliced through the soft whispering of corn.

She scrambled away and got only two paces before he grabbed hold of her hoodie, yanking her back. She fell against him, twisted around, and kicked out with a sneakered foot.

But he was bigger, faster, and he easily grabbed hold of her hair. He cut short her second scream when he backhanded her, and the crack of his hand meeting her cheek resounded across the cornfield.

Dazed, she swayed and crumpled.

He was on top of her a moment later.

Jett and I hung back, crouching low, watching through the swaying green stalks.

“How far do you want to go?” Jett whispered, frowning, his hands fisted.

I pinched my lower lip between my thumb and finger, contemplating. I still wasn’t sure.

Gaptooth had her arms pincered at her side between his thighs. He unzipped her hoodie, ripped her t-shirt in half, and freed one of her pale, freckled breasts from her bra.

Red sucked in a breath and then started shrieking. She didn’t beg. She didn’t utter a single word for mercy. She cursed him. Swore vengeance. Spat at him. Fat gobs of phlegm speckled his face and streaked his cheeks.

He wiped the spit away. The creepy motherfucker hadn’t spoken. Keeping her tightly locked beneath him, he drew a necklace over his head—a silver cross. He dug into his back pocket, producing a zippo, and he flicked it on, using the flame to heat the metal cross.

Jett hissed at me, “Fuck, isn’t this enough?”

I shot him a dark look. He’d run both hands through his hair, feathering the long locks through his fingers. His sharply-cut features twisted into a fierce glare, but I could taste his unease, his disgust, his worry.

I went to remind him. “The Horned Gods—”

“Fuck them,” he snarled, cutting me off.

I grabbed hold of his arm, squeezing hard. He needed reminding of who the hells we were. “They’ll expect to see it. They’ll be stealing their last memories. And this…this is what they’ll want to see.”

Red struggled, her eyes were wide and fixated on that metal cross that was turning orange and blacken with the flames licking it. Gaptooth lowered the chain until the heated cross draped against the softness of her breast. Her shrieks, as the skin burned and blistered, warbled through the night air. The stench of burning flesh wafted over me, mingling with her terror and pain, and his excitement.

He slung the necklace back over his head and the cross slipped beneath his shirt. A muscle feathered in his cheek and his jaw sawed as if he fought a wave of agony. I’d be willing to bet there were several scars of crosses scorched into his chest too.

Sitting on his heels with his hand wrapped around her throat, he dragged her with him as he rose to stand so Red stood on tippy-toes. Gaptooth’s fingers tightened. Tight enough that her eyes seemed to bulge. Then he squeezed. Hard. Choking her. He’d pulled back a little, watching her. Like we were watching him. Her feet kicked out, trying to strike him in the balls. But she was young, vulnerable, and much smaller than him. She flailed with horrible noises coming from her throat, scrabbling at his clenched fingers with her own, desperate to free herself. His chuckle in response was breathy, and he was growing hard at her anguished fight.

“Gray,” my brother murmured.

I lifted a hand—Wait. Just wait.

Like my brothers, my senses were heightened. Unlike them, I could taste emotions if they screamed loudly enough.

And this…this was intoxicating.

I closed my eyes, hearing the scuffle, knuckles creaking with the force he put her under, his breath coming faster, heartbeat racing. I drew in the scent of terror, the despair, the exhilaration. The heady mixture was a tang that coated my mouth with a pure, exquisite taste.

“Gray.” This time Jett growled it in a warning.

Opening my eyes, I found my brother had risen and had a hunting knife in his fist. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, ready to end this.

Red’s lips had gone blue.

She was seconds from having her windpipe crushed.

I cracked my neck.

Surging forward as swift and bitter as a winter wind, I burst out of our hiding place and drove one elbow down on his extended arm, the heel of my other hand into his jaw, knocking him from Red. He flew off his feet sideways, slamming through the stalks of corn and crunching the plants beneath him as he careened, tumbling over and over, sliding into a messy tangle of limbs on the ground. Shaking his dazed head, he tried to push himself up before collapsing into the sludge.

Jett caught Red as she crumpled, sucking air into her burning lungs with horrid, rasping sounds. Like the fighter I knew she had to be, she struggled against him too, trying to extricate herself from his iron grip. She didn’t know if we were saviors or villains.

Gaptooth moaned, his arms shaking as he tried to rise again, but I raced forward to kick him in the ribcage, breaking several bones. He didn’t need ribs where he was going.

He screamed, curling into himself.

This was the target we’d been hunting. Not her. His murders had been in the news for over a year. No one had a clue who he was, and he left his victims in random places, scattered all over the country. But his MO tied the murders to one person. He liked to burn a cross into the left breast of his victims, all of whom were young women, no more than twenty years old.

That’s what Jett had whispered to our Bird in the rookery—the clues the mortal police had given out. And we waited until our Bird dreamed and honed in on his next victim.

I grabbed him by the throat, lifting him to his feet, exactly as he’d done to Red.

“It isn’t what you think,” he coughed, spitting blood. This was the first time he’d spoken. His voice was soft, enticing, promising me I’d misunderstood. What I suppose all his victims thought they saw in him, someone disarming, and a safe choice to travel with when he’d picked them up—no doubt hitching like Red had been.

I shook him viciously and snarled. “I think I saw you burn a fucking cross into her breast. I think I saw you choking the life out of her. I think you’ve done this a lot. I think you get off on it.” And what’s more, he was a virgin. Which, in a sick way, made him an even more interesting tithe.

“Let me go,” he rasped, his hands digging at mine, trying to loosen my grip. “I’ll give you anything you want. Money. My rig. Anything.”

“I don’t want anything.” And that was the truth of it all.

“What do you want with me?” he croaked out.

Now, that was the right question to ask.

I released Gaptooth’s throat, only to snap my fingers around his wrists. “Every body part you possess. Starting with those hands of yours.” He was a big guy, almost as big as me, and though he was probably putting up a fight, I barely felt it. I simply flexed my wrists, twisting his around until his knees buckled and he whimpered in pain. “Hands that have killed…how many?”

He knew what I was asking. “I-I don’t know.”

“Sure you do.” All serial killers knew their kill count.

“Seventeen. I’ve killed seventeen.”

Ah, the cops had only discovered nine of those bodies. More of his victims lay decomposing in shallow graves, and maybe they’d never be found.

Overhearing his kill count, Red drew in a startled, raw gasp. Jett held her tightly with an arm around her waist. Either she or possibly even Jett had tied the two pieces of her muddied t-shirt together.

“I bet someone will want these hands because of that.” I squinted at his irises, a rather bright cobalt blue. “And those pretty eyes too. Someone will want them because of what you’ve seen. Your heart, too, because it pulses for death.”

Red wisely chose silence, but I could feel her terrified gaze darting between Jett and me, processing what I’d said. Her mind came up with the right assumption—we might be worse than Gaptooth.

“These things are valuable,” I continued smoothly. “They’ll harvest every body part that’ll be of interest. The rest discarded.”

Gaptooth gasped, going even paler, and shook his head a little, as if convincing himself that this was some kind of nightmare from which he could simply wake up. I let go of him suddenly, only to shove a leg forward to kick his feet from under him and he slammed sideways onto the ground with an oomph. Another kick to the head left him with a split lip, dazed and acquiescent.

Jett murmured, “Changeling?”

We both shared a look—utter revulsion. Neither of us was keen to touch the creature that lurked in the back of Jett’s car.

“Knuckles, parchment, blades,” Jett proposed.

I clicked my tongue, rolling my eyes skyward. Gods, he was such a child. But sometimes so was I. And this was the way my brothers and I usually sorted out matters. Fuck tossing a coin. This was much more fun.

We shared a grin and shook our hands to Jett’s count. “Parchment… Blades… Knuckles…”

I drew a fist. Jett—two split fingers.

“Knuckles beats blades every time, motherfucker,” I crowed, thumping him hard in the arm.

He winced, snarling. “Fuck you, Gray,” and left Red with me to storm back through the swaying corn.

I stabbed a finger in her face and warned, “Don’t dare move.”

She froze in place, her muddy arms wrapped around her middle, watching me warily.

A few heartbeats later, Jett reappeared, the changeling slung over a shoulder. He dumped it on the matted, broken stalks, taking several swift steps away within the area of crushed corn we’d created. Red’s eyes widened as her mortal mind tried to make sense of the thing before her. Drawing closer to Jett, she shrank slightly behind him, only to peer around his side at the otherworldly creature curled up at my feet.

The creature unfurled itself. It was a tall, long-limbed, translucent beast, humanoid in shape. However, its face was utterly featureless. There were slits where a nose would be and they flared as it drew in a hissing breath. Flesh, soft. Like the cookie dough Wychthorn had mixed that time she kept me stuck in the kitchen. Gods, a whole day of sitting and pacing the kitchen, with batch after batch after batch of endless sugary shit being baked, wearing down my thin patience. And then to think she’d wanted to send me home with a box of cookies like I’d come over for a girls’ tea party with a bunch of teddy bears. As if I hadn’t seen her switch the sugar for salt. Nice try Wychthorn. That day—not good enough.

I slid aside as the changeling slunk up to the guy on the ground with a strange movement of its limbs, as if its bones had been shattered and put back together wrong.

A shudder ran down my spine at the strangeness of the beast.

Gaptooth scooted backward, eyes wide and fearful. “Wh-what is that thing?”

The changeling pounced—

Gaptooth had no chance to get away—

It landed on top of him on all fours, pinning him into the folds of broken greenery and sludgy earth. Its distended hands went for Gaptooth’s face. He struggled futilely, much like Red had done when he was strangling her.

The slits of the changeling’s nose pressed against Gaptooth’s open mouth, drawing in his scent, his breath, his very DNA. The beast threw its head back and a keening noise cut through the air that chilled my blood.

Moonlight glanced off its shimmering body as it shivered and warped, almost like it was melting—

Blinding light exploded within the field of corn—

Both Jett and I spun away, shielding ourselves with a flung arm—

Jett covered Red, too—

The light abruptly died, and darkness descended.

Lowering my arm, I peered at the two Gaptooths. They wore identical outfits. But only one of them was equal parts terrified and bewildered.

The changeling, transformed into a replica of Gaptooth, rose to its feet while I hauled the real Gaptooth to standing before knocking him out with a punch to the temple that felt good.

Shaking the sting from my fist, I spoke to Jett. “I’ll bring him in. You deal with Red.” I tossed him the key to the Ducati. “Take my bike and take her as far as she wants to go. Somewhere safe.” Somewhere safe from us. Because she was an Unbroken Shard and that soul-bleeding brightness of hers would get her stolen by one of the Houses that hunted on the Horned Gods’ behalf. And no one wanted to be in their hands. That was no life for anyone, but for someone like Gaptooth, the Horned Gods were the perfect retribution. They would carve him up into tiny little pieces and put him into tiny little jars to gather dust, awaiting some vile spell.

Red’s breath had quickened in fear. She glanced between the two Gaptooths, and pivoted, spinning around to flee.

Jett grabbed her with a tsk, lifted her off her feet, and easily swung her over a shoulder. Tossing over the keys to his car, I snatched them out of the air and slid them into the jacket pocket of my armor.

Jett tipped a hand up to me. “See you later, brother.”

He was gone in a blur of speed.

A moment later, I heard the rumble of my bike roaring into life, pulling away and gaining momentum as he hit the road, the sound of the engine fading as he cut east.

I kicked Gaptooth. Maybe just to see if he was still out for the count, but mostly because he was a sick cunt that enjoyed murdering young women.

Stooping down to pick him up, I stilled as a distinctive scent of anticipation, excitement, and a generous dose of fear washed through my nostrils.

Leaving Gaptooth where he lay on the ground, I straightened, unable to suppress the grin. I had been waiting for this all night, which is why I had an abundance of blades.

Rolling my neck from side to side, I sent my senses swirling outward, listening, scenting the air.

They were pinning me in. Flanking me. Eight of them in total split into two teams that were coming in from either side. I cracked my knuckles, bouncing on the balls of my feet, loosening limbs and joints—Well then, at least I get to have some real fun tonight.

I didn’t know who they were, but I knew who had given them the order to come after me.

Byron Wychthorn.

It wasn’t the first time he’d sent men and women to kill me. It wouldn’t be the last time either.

My grin was feral—stupid, stupid Byron—all he was doing was stripping away his soldiers.

It was as easy as whipping small knives from my bandoleer, one after the other, sending them soaring through the corn like bullets—hearing the satisfying sound of four falling thuds.

The world erupted into motion as the remaining four struck.

My blade sang as I unsheathed my sword, whirling as the opponent to my right attacked. The clash of metal rang against my deadly wyrmblade. They were fast. But I was faster, honed, and skilled as I had all the time for training. While the world slept, I didn’t. I used the time for drills.

I emptied everything out of my head. All that beat was the pounding of my heart, a death drum in my ears. Whispering breath and blood hissing. Moving—simply pure instinctive reflexes and muscle memory.

It was a dance, a symphony of ringing steel and razor-sharp bone—

A step back, a whirl, a lunge, a strike—

A death punch to the larynx, snapping a neck.

My blade drove into a skull.

A severed throat.

Warm blood sprayed over my face in a gush of crimson.

Soon it was only me and one other. I recognized him. Garen was almost a worthy opponent. His strength was bolstered by the potion he swilled back every morning.

Shame, because I actually respected the guy.

I slowed my speed, and toyed with him a bit, just because I could and I loved a good sword fight. But the guy wasn’t good with his sword. Mediocre at best.

“I’ll give you a choice, Garen,” I said, drawing into the green arms of the cornfield, letting the leaves and shadows embrace my figure. Garen hunted me—his footfall loud, his breathing louder. “An out if you like,” I continued, stealthily moving sideways. “You can disappear from this life and leave the Horned Gods. As far as Byron will believe—you died tonight. And you get to live out there with the mortals. You can live a normal life away from all of this.”

“Give her up,” he replied with a grimace, slashing his scimitar, and hacking through the corn to find me.

“Or what? You’ll kill me?” I laughed, dodging his strike. My laugh sounded rusty and bloodthirsty.

He grunted, shoving forward. A whirl of steel easily parried aside.

“What did he promise you?” I asked, darting back out into the clearing. The crunching sound of corn stalks being trampled beneath my feet and weight as I moved fast, whirling around to defend myself against a wild strike.

Garen was breathing harder, the pulse in his throat a frantic beat.

“Don’t try bullshitting me, Garen.” I easily blocked his thrust, pivoting, my boots splashing through the muddy water. Moonlight glinted off the keen edge of my wyrmblade, spinning away into darkness.

“Kill you and become a new Lower House.”

I laughed, shaking my head, my hair sliding across my forehead. “Oh, you didn’t believe that shit, did you?”

Garen had the smarts to at least look unsettled.

“You don’t get it, do you? You have to be born into the right family to become a new House.” There was no fucking way Byron could make a nobody foot soldier the Head of a new House without it causing a revolt amongst the Lower Houses. “You and the rest of the minions are our lap dogs, running errands for us.” I surged forward, driving him back with a flurry of strikes, hammering his scimitar so hard it shuddered in his weakening grip. He retreated, stumbling. “But not you, you’re greedy—”

“I’m also not stupid, Crowther,” he barked, getting his footing beneath him and shoving my blade to the side. “Turning down an order from Byron. I’d be good as dead.”

“You’re good as dead facing me.”

He lunged, attempting to drive his sword into my shoulder. I spun aside and smashed my fist into his face. He jerked back, shaking his head, spitting blood. He snarled, “I’ll take my chances against you.”

“One last chance Garen—”

“Fuck off!”

The conversation was boring me. I decided to end it. End him. He didn’t even see it coming. I was a tornado of speed, whirling around to slash and gut him. His entrails spilled like unspooling ribbons. The shock on Garen’s face turned to utter disbelief as his scimitar dropped from his slackened grip. He stared down at those bloody stringy organs tangled at his booted feet.

He fell to his knees, trying to scoop his guts, trying to stuff them back inside. Incredulity scored his ashen features, that he was going to end this way.

I tilted my head to the side, watching him. He really thought he was going to kill me. How odd.

My sword was cursed. Not from House Simonis, which dealt with those kinds of deadly spells. My sword heralded from the Final War. It was ancient. Made from wyrmbone and stronger than adamere. A gift from the Horned Gods themselves, when my family held the seat of the Great House.

Garen gasped, blinking sluggishly as he stared at his gutted, red-slick stomach. There was something more terrifying than his guts hanging out of the gaping wound. And his terror coated the night air as he loosened a blood-curdling scream.

The agonizing curse from my blade spread from the lesion and poisoned the blood in his veins. He toppled over, writhing in pain, his screams becoming more warbled, more frantic. The curse expanded—a crisscrossing of dark webbing—and his flesh erupted into ebony, pulsing pustules that suddenly burst into inky flames that flared high and hot and consumed his entire body. Plumes of smoke, the stench foul and searing, stained the night air. The cursed dark flames devoured Garen’s flesh, blood, and bones, rendering him to nothing but ash.

I collected his scimitar—the same thing had happened to all of Byron’s assassins I’d killed with my cursed sword. Only ash and their weapons remained.

Popping the dome open in a pocket on my bandoleer, I fished out a green vial. Digging my foot back, bracing myself against the powerful recoil, I released the winged scarabs from their containment. They burst forth with a violent kickback that would have knocked anyone else onto their ass. Dark emerald, like a sheen of oil, a thick swirl of the tiny chittering insects swarmed through the corn. They eagerly fell upon the corpses and devoured the dead flesh and bones and clothes of the other men and women I’d cut down with my small knives.

Pursing my lips, I steeled myself once again, almost like a catcher with a mitt, and gave a loud whistle. The scarabs returned like a wild wind, flying straight into the vial with a brutal hit. Flexing the burn from my palms, I capped the vial and shoved it back into the pocket of my bandoleer. Green leaves stroked across my face and shoulder, against my thighs as I strode through the cornstalks, shivering with the breeze that had picked up from the oncoming storm. It didn’t take long to collect my small knives and the fallen weapons of the deceased too. Now no evidence remained that they’d ever been here.

I found our tithe, still unconscious, laying on the sludgy earth. I threw Gaptooth over a shoulder, and the changeling kept pace beside me as I made my way out of the cornfield, across the rutted field back to the Mustang where the Bird of Prey was locked up and awaiting my arrival.

Taking a moment, I whispered my orders into the changeling’s ear and left the creature by the side of the road. Shoving the unconscious man into the backseat of the Mustang, I took Jett’s car and began the drive toward my family estate, where I’d meet up with my elder brother somewhere along the way. I’d hand Kenton the tithe and our Bird of Prey before I split, heading back to the Wychthorns.

As I pulled away from the roadside, I glanced at the rear-view mirror, spotting the bright lights of a rig approaching from behind. I watched in the mirrored reflection as the changeling stepped right in front of the fast-moving truck. The sound of screeching, metal clanging, and rubber groaning crashed through the air as the driver slammed on the rig’s brakes.

But the truck driver was too late.

The truck hit the changeling, swallowing it beneath its metal body, and running over it with a sickly thud.

The changeling had done what it had been created to do—kill itself.

To the world, Gaptooth died that night, hiding the truth, that we’d stolen him as a tithe for the Horned Gods.
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It was the early hours of the morning by the time I arrived back at the Wychthorn mansion. Byron was still in his study, drinking. The bottle of cognac was almost empty. His jacket lay discarded on the chair across from him, his sleeves rolled up.

I stalked in, my boots silently traversing the floor and rugs.

Byron didn’t seem surprised to see me, merely resigned.

I tossed the swords onto his glass desk, the clanging metal ringing loudly in the room.

“Let her go,” his slurred voice rumbled out.

Like earlier this evening, I didn’t wait for dismissal or give him an answer. I spun around and left.

But my night wasn’t over. Now I’d returned to the Wychthorn estate, it was time to head out on a hunt of a different nature to the one I’d come back from.

This one was for my family.

And my prey was Byron’s daughter.
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Idreamed.

A strange dream… A face floating over mine.

A familiar face… The light gray eyes with flecks of charcoal filled with curiosity. Hair as pale as moonlight wavered in a phantom breeze and golden light gilded honeyed skin, blanching the freckles scattered over a straight nose.

I recognized the crooked smile with the top lip a little fuller than the bottom—because it was my own.

But the sobbing… The sound of the lament that tore at my ears…

That was not mine.
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Iwasn’t going to sleep anytime soon. Not because I was keyed up over hunting the tithe or dealing with Byron’s pathetic attempt at ending me, but because I didn’t sleep. Only one other besides my family knew that I was an insomniac—awake for days until eventually I’d crash, dragged under to sleep half the day away, sometimes a full day if I was lucky and left undisturbed. Until then, I filled my nights with working out or running through drills with my blades, reading, sifting through music, or down in the garage fine-tuning engines and making performance adjustments to our vehicles.

It was maybe three or four in the morning. The storm had bypassed this area, but wisps of clouds shadowed the moon. I’d already showered and changed. Now I was on the lawns heading toward the woodland. I was curious about where my little bird ran every morning and evening. Maybe, somewhere in the trees, I’d discover her secret.

There were a few lights still on in the mansion and guards stalking the perimeter.

Heavy curtains were half open and a dim golden light spilled from Wychthorn’s bedroom. A night light perhaps. I didn’t think she was awake.

At least I hadn’t thought she was awake until I heard the soft whine of a wolf floating through the night air. My gaze whipped toward the direction from which it came. Sage’s wraith form bounded across the lawn, following on the heels of Wychthorn as she darted over the grass, her nightie clinging to her petite figure as she ran. I grinned. White nightie, a little see-through, and certainly not ruffled and patterned with pink unicorns and sparkly moonbeams.

Then I frowned. Something was twined around her neck and shoulders, flashing intermittently.

What is that? Fairy lights?

I went to chase after her, and that’s when I spotted a figure lurking in the shadows near her bedroom window. I was upwind of whoever it was and couldn’t scent them. They had a hood pulled too low over their face for me to make them out either. We caught one another—both staring—across the vast distance of the lawn. I tensed, my fingers curling into fists, every part of me ready to surge forward.

Who the hells is that?

Were they stalking Wychthorn or had I interrupted their midnight stroll?

They slowly melted into the darkness and disappeared around the side of the mansion.

I went to hunt them down, then stopped myself.

Fuck it. Wychthorn, right now, was more important. Besides, I’d just realized the hemline of her nightie was riding high on her thighs, and I needed to know…if she was wearing panties underneath.

She’d headed in a direct line straight into the dark forest. Launching forward, I ran silently in her direction, plunging into the forest to trail behind at a safe distance. Sage danced beside her, whining and tugging at the end of her nightie as she scurried, barefoot, along a flagstone path and across a short bridge over a murmuring brook. The path led her to an outbuilding: a three-storied circular structure much like a silo, made from stone. She started pawing at the rough brickwork, shouting, “I hear you! I’m here! I’m here! You’re not alone!”

From my position hunkered down beneath a hawthorn, hidden in the undergrowth surrounding the building, I could see the glistening of adamere that infused the stone. She’d never dig her way in, and whoever it was she was shouting to wouldn’t hear her.

Who is she shouting to?

Except I knew, because every single House had a building like that on their property. A tithe prison. I’d handed our Bird of Prey and Gaptooth over to my eldest brother before returning to the Wychthorns. Our own tithe prison would now hold the serial killer that Jett and I had caught this evening.

Wychthorn ran along the curved walls of the prison, back and forth, agitated, her wild hair wavering through the air behind her. “I’m here! I’m here!” Her hands didn’t pause in her search for fuck-knows-what, her tiny fingers scratching at the walls as she frantically searched for the seam of a doorway.

A shiver of soft leaves.

Curious, I cocked my head from side to side, glancing about the periphery of trees surrounding the tithe prison. It was a still night, but the leaves of every tree—oak and ash, hawthorn and willow and birch—rustled in pulses.

I rubbed my chin with a knuckle as the answer slowly filtered through my mind. The leaves were rustling in time with her heartbeat…mine as well. Godsdammit, she’d been right earlier on the patio. Our heartbeats did sync.

“I can hear you! I CAN HEAR YOU!” she yelled, growing more frantic.

All the hair on my body prickled.

My nostrils flared. The air, tainted with aether, stirred like it had done in her bedroom when I had been kissing, biting, and licking my way up the graceful column of her throat. But instead of the heat that infused the room, the wind coiling around my figure, raking through the trees, buffering branches and leaves, was bitterly cold.

Gods, I didn’t think it would be this easy.

What are you?

My heart faltered—

Blood—

Droplets of blood dripped off her fingers, splattering over her nightie, and her voice had reached a heart-wrenching pitch. Something in my chest caved. Something I didn’t understand. An overwhelming need to comfort her erupted, scrambling my senses. Before I knew what I was doing, I uncoiled my length, straightening, stepping toward her.

Wait—

Give her time to reveal herself.

I gritted my teeth, fisting my hands, forcing myself to halt.

What is it about this girl, about us?

Fuck, why did I want to protect her when I had every right to kill her for who she was?

I felt it then.

The earth beneath me gave the slightest tremble, a hint of an earthquake.

“You’re not alone!” she cried out, and her voice broke as if she were on the verge of tears. “I’m here! I’m here! I’M HERE!”

Shit, she was messed up. As she continued scratching at the walls, she tore her fingernails and made the pads of her fingers bleed, as if she could dig her way through. “Where is the door? Where is the door? Where is the door?”

It was there, carefully hidden. She might find it in time, but only a special key would fit the lock.

All that pounded between my ears—Stop her stop her stop her!

In the intermittent flashes of the fairy lights wound around her shoulders, I saw the sheen of wetness slicking down her cheeks, and I gave in.

I approached slowly, like she was a cornered wild animal. Sage didn’t lunge at me, ready to bite my face off. He backed off, whining and lowering himself in submission. As if asking, this one time, to help him.

Wychthorn didn’t even acknowledge me when I reached her side. She scratched at the wall, her fingers digging, frantically searching for the outline of a door. “Whereisthedoorwereisthedoorwhereisthedoor—”

“Wychthorn, you’re only hurting yourself.”

She glanced at me then, and her eyes were wild and wide in her tear-soaked face. She didn’t seem surprised to see me standing by her side. It seemed as if she was still caught in that place between waking and dreaming. “I need to get her out. She shouldn’t be here!”

The power vibrating from her slight form was an intoxicating beat, brushing over me in pulses, practically singing to my own senses. I’d felt it before, always a subtle hint. But this, this was an almighty thrumming that bombarded my senses. And yet, I knew instinctively she hadn’t revealed herself fully.

Slowly, I reached out to gently rest a careful hand on her shoulder. “Wychthorn…”

I don’t know what or why, maybe because I was here touching her, but whatever dark might that radiated from her died. The jostling earth beneath my boots, branches creaking and groaning, and the pulsing shiver of leaves—stopped. As simply as that. Like a candle being pinched out, a calm settled over the area.

Her fingers snapped around one of my forearms, and her blood smeared my jacket as she tugged urgently, demanding I listen. “I can feel her on my skin. She’s scalding hot. Bright as a summer’s sun beating upon cracked barren earth!” Letting me go, she continued searching for the door. “She woke me up. I can hear her!”

“Her? How do you know—”

“She’s crying!”

The walls were one meter thick, partially made from adamere. Even I couldn’t hear anything behind it. So how could she? And not here either. She’d been first roused in the mansion.

She pounded on the curved wall with bloodied fists. “I hear you! I HEAR YOU!”

Grabbing hold of Wychthorn, I dragged her away to create distance between us and the tithe prison. She fought me, scrabbling to return to the building, crying out that she could hear, that whoever it was trapped in that place, wasn’t alone.

“For fuck’s sake, shut up,” I hissed. It was a still night and sound carried.

I shook her in a violent motion. Her gaze snapped into focus. Blinking, she swiveled her head as if swiping away cobwebs from her mind. “Graysen?” Her tiny hands skimmed my arms, drifting upward to run across my shoulders and down my chest. Maybe to reassure herself that I was here and real. “Graysen?”

For some stupid, fucked up reason, I enjoyed hearing my name spill from her mouth. She rarely used it, and when she did, she always spat it out like filth. This time, the softness she inflected almost made me smile.

She darted her gaze about the clearing, to the building, then back to me. Eyebrows nudged together as she whispered with confusion dusting her tone. “What are you doing here?”

Remaining still, she allowed me to brush her tears away. “I was up. I heard you.”

She cast a dark glare at the tithe prison. “I hate this place. I never come here.” When her gaze returned to mine, the hurt haunting her red-rimmed eyes startled me. “This is where my father keeps his tithes.” Her hands balled my t-shirt. “Tithes.” The word dripped with distaste. “They are people, tithes… People.”

“Yes.”

She pushed free of me and began pacing, tugging at her hair, her bare feet shuffling through a litter of dead leaves, twigs snapping underfoot. She wrung her hands before her fingers fumbled for the adamere beads of her bracelet. “We stole them. We’re going to hand them over to—”

“The Horned Gods.”

She retreated a quick step. The look she delivered, fearful and accusing, cut me up. She pointed a finger at me. “You… You stole a soul tonight.”

I nodded. It was true. I had. But I didn’t want her looking at me like that. Like I’d stolen an innocent. “His soul was black, little bird. He killed pretty girls just like you.”

She blinked, surprised. Distrust dissolved from her face.

Worry tightened in my chest when I saw her bloodied fingers. “Shit. Your hands, Wychthorn.”

She glanced down, turning her palms upward. Surprise flared in her expression as she realized how torn up her fingers were.

I jerked my chin toward the low bridge. Striding for her, I took her gently by the arm and guided her to the stream of water.

The brook foamed a little as it flowed beneath the bridge. I’d led her to the marshy edge, and she crouched down beside me. Carefully, I held her hands under the cool water and washed the wounds. Afterward, I tore a strip off my t-shirt and bound both of her hands like mittens.

She shivered, her voice barely a whisper as she looked over her shoulder toward the tithe prison. “What will they do to her?”

I frowned as I finished tying the strip of soft material around her hand. “You don’t want to know, little bird.”

Her teeth chewed her lower lip as she glanced back at me. “Have you seen it? What they do to them?”

I nodded. Too many times.

She slowly shook her head, rising, the ends of her wild, pale hair gently swayed with the motion. She stared down at her bound hands, flexing them. “I’ve never… I’ve never been to a Blessing, not even Annalise and Aldan’s.” Her gaze was drawn back to the tithe prison. “My mind, it imagines things… Terrible things…” She moved toward the shadowed structure. Her voice pitched higher. “This is wrong. It’s wrong—”

I rose swiftly, lunging forward to snap my hand around her wrist, stopping her. I whispered, “It’s too late for her. She’s caught.”

She went to protest, but I shrugged. What could Wychthorn do? Let the tithe escape? They’d only hunt it down, and Wychthorn would face punishment for assisting with the escape.

Everything about Wychthorn slackened. Her shoulders slumped, her expression fell, and that bottom lip wobbled a little.

Something painful cut through me, seeing her like that. She was so small, desperately wanting to help whoever was caged behind a meter of brick, but finding herself unable to because of what we were, who we served.

She looked up and her gaze flitted away before bouncing back with a question in her eyes. Somehow, I knew what she was going to ask. “Do you ever…” she began, letting the words drift apart.

This was dangerous territory. I sent my senses swirling outward, checking for threats. We were alone. I led her over to a fallen tree trunk, our feet traversing long blades of grass and dead leaves. Wrapping my hands around her waist, I lifted her up and placed her on the tree trunk. Standing before her, we were almost at eye level with each other. Her nightie was a thin scrap of material, and the heat of her body singed mine. I wanted to brush her hair over a shoulder. I wanted to draw her closer and cage her in my arms. But I did neither.

I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Ever—what?”

“Do you ever regret this life we’re ensnared in?” she whispered back, her breath teasing my lips. “Doing those things? Stealing souls to give to the Horned Gods, knowing what they’re going to do with them? To them?”

Yes.

No.

This life afforded us riches and luxury, but in exchange for our souls. All we had to do was devote ourselves to the Horned Gods. Blood stained my hands. I wasn’t innocent. Sometimes, afterward, I’d catch myself washing and washing my hands over and over again as if I could scrub away everything I’d done and cleanse my soul with liquid soap. Stupid.

“We are what we are, Wychthorn—born into servitude. The only way out of this life is death.”

She closed her eyes briefly and breathed out a sigh of pain, of defeat. When she opened them again, they shimmered with unspilled tears and pleaded with mine. “I need to stay with her.”

As soon as I nodded, Wychthorn jumped from the broken tree trunk and ran back to the tithe prison to press an ear against the curved brickwork. We strengthened the formidable structure with adamere to confine the more lethal tithes that we hunted on behalf of the Horned Gods—otherworldly beasts and lesser creatures.

I followed Wychthorn, my boots shifting through the damp blades of grass to the leaf-dusted flagstones surrounding the sinister building. Wychthorn began murmuring softly to the woman trapped within the prison. I blinked in surprise to hear speaking of an old tale about our goddess Skalki.

Leaning a shoulder against the stone, I listened to Wychthorn spinning a story we’d all grown up with—Skalki braving hells to find her mortal lover—except our tales weren’t a myth. They were our history. As I soaked in her words, my finger and thumb never ceased in movement. I paused, realizing I was mirroring Wychthorn as she worked her fingers through the string of adamere beads wrapped around her wrist. I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket and then noticed she was only in her thin nightie. She didn’t pause in her tale. She gave the slightest curve of her lips, acknowledging me as I shrugged my jacket off and draped it across her shoulders.

After a while she stopped talking and slid down the wall to sit on the flagstone with her knees bent, resting her chin on her folded arms. She glanced sidelong. “She’s fallen asleep.”

I offered her a hand. “Time for you to go to bed too.”

The ends of her long, pale hair danced about her figure as she shook her head, shooting me a resolute look. “No. I need to stay with her. She needs to know she’s not alone.”

I huffed out a breath. Stubborn, so stubborn, Nelle Wychthorn.

Slowly spinning around, I lowered myself to sit down beside her. We sat in silence. My thoughts drifted away to the tithe we caught. How he’d now be trapped in our own tithe prison. He was a serial killer who enjoyed choking little girls to death. I felt justified handing him over to the Horned Gods. But the girl in there, confined behind stone… She’d be innocent.

We’d sat in silence for so long that when Wychthorn spoke, I jolted. “Sometimes… I was put in there… The door shut and locked.”

I grew still. Everything grew still. Even the soft breeze slinking through the woodlands seemed to die.

Locked in a tithe prison?

What had she done?

Anger sparked.

Who would do that to her?

I frowned. “There’s no windows, no light…”

“Absolute darkness,” she said softly, staring ahead, her gaze fixed on the undergrowth. “So dark I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face.”

I wondered if that was the reason for her night light. The string of fairy lights she’d wrapped around her shoulders.

“Why?”

“I have a temper. Or hadn’t you noticed?” She tried to make light of it, but there was a tightness to her confession. She sighed—the sound full of pain, full of memory. “I lost myself in terror for the first few days.”

I think my heart stopped right then. My stomach fell away.

A few days?

How long…how long had she been kept in there?

“That kind of darkness…it felt like I was nothing but a whisper of thoughts. I’d pinch myself, the pain a reminder I was there, alive, whole, I lived in a body.”

I fisted my hands so tightly that my nails cut into my palms.

Byron, that motherfucker.

“Your father put you in there.” It wasn’t a question.

She turned to look at me, angling her head so her cheek rested against her folded arms. “No. My mother did. My father didn’t know. He was away a lot… It was a bad year.”

Horror flared. Her mother… Marissa did that do her.

Over the course of a year…a year…

My gut went ice cold.

Don’t ask don’t ask don’t ask—

“When was this?”

“When I was seven. Just before I turned eight.”

A sickness roiled inside my stomach, flooding my senses with an urge to retch. I scrubbed my face before dragging my fingers roughly through my hair. My hands felt hot against my skin, which had gone clammy. For a moment those iron bands tightened around my chest again, making it hard to breathe. Back then, when she was about to turn eight, I’d not long celebrated my thirteenth birthday. And I knew…I knew why she’d been treated like that. And she hadn’t a clue. No idea what she’d done to my family.

“My mother loves me, but she’s afraid of me. Whenever my father left, and it seemed he was hardly home that year, she’d lock me up and make my sisters promise not to tell.” Her fingers tightened on the adamere bracelet. “I think I would have lost my mind completely if I hadn’t heard her voice.” At my questioning glance, she answered. “Evvie. She would sit outside the prison and spin me tales or sing lullabies. When I was a child, Evvie was the only one who could calm me.”

She hadn’t realized that she’d given away one of her secrets to me. Her senses were heightened to a degree they even superseded my own. No one should be able to hear through the thick walls of the tithe prison, but she’d been able to.

“When did it stop?” I asked.

She yawned, stretching an arm before pressing the back of her hand to her mouth. With oncoming sleep, her eyelids grew heavy. “Lise finally told my father, and he put an end to it.” She gave me a small, sleepy smile. “You once told me Evvie was a simpleton with no backbone…that she was worthless. You couldn’t be so wrong. Evvie is the strongest one in our family. She’s the sweetest, kindest person. She puts herself second. Always.” Her words came slower as her eyelids drooped. “The perfect Wychthorn daughter… She will marry that asshole Pellan because my father desires the union… She will endure it. But she is no simpleton. And she isn’t worthless… Not to me.”

She fell asleep and her head lolled against my shoulder. I didn’t move her away when I knew I should have. She shivered as she slept, even beneath my jacket. Sage was curled up by her side, but his wraith body offered no warmth, only comfort.

I could have left her there, alone. Could have carried her away. But I didn’t. I stayed and let her presence comfort the tithe trapped within the prison.

Wychthorn stirred as I pulled her onto my lap. Her entire body tensed. Then she expelled the deepest sigh, weary and heavy, and she relaxed, letting herself give in as she curled into me, into my warmth, her wounded hands bound with strips of my t-shirt snuggling around my chest.

The hours slipped by as my mind turned over everything she’d said, and more puzzle pieces fell into place. The year she’d been locked up in the tithe prison was the worst year of my life. I’d failed my mother. I’d failed my sister. And while Nelle was imprisoned in darkness, terrified and alone, I had my own punishment dealt out. Every single month for a full year. And with every lick of the whip, I’d hated her more.

And now here with her, learning what I had, everything had changed, and yet, at the same time, nothing.

I rested my chin on top of her head, breathing her in. A girl who braved the darkness with only a string of blinking lights to comfort a girl she’d never met, locked behind a wall infused with adamere.

Dawn lit the woodland, burning leaves into pale pink and peach and gold. An hour later, I heard movement heading our way. Servants, no doubt, to tend to the tithe, and then escort her to the temple where she’d stay until the blessing ceremony. When I rose with Wychthorn in my arms, she murmured something into my chest. “Cold snap of dawn.”

I didn’t know what that meant, why she would say it. Shaking her gently to rouse her from slumber, I hoped I could ask. But she remained asleep.

As the sunlight poked through the trees, I carried her back to the mansion before we were discovered.
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I’d been so wild with fury over Danne Pellan I had taken no notice of Wychthorn’s quarters the first time I’d stepped in there.

This time, my pace faltered as I carried her inside.

She had large rooms. No surprise there. Spacious living room—the usual multi-media, soft couch and armchairs, and a workspace. Her bedroom door was ajar and I could see that pretty four-poster bed we’d tumbled and fought and dry-fucked on. No doubt a walk-in closet and bathroom would be off that room too.

I turned around slowly, taking it all in. I don’t know what I had been expecting. Maybe stuffed teddy bears or Hello Kitty with everything adorned in a gaudy pink.

Not what I was greeted with at all.

I’d walked into a psycho stalker’s lair.

Except not.

Her walls were covered to the point I had absolutely no idea what color they’d been painted. There was one lonely area not dedicated to Wychthorn’s obsession: a floor-to-ceiling bookcase overly stuffed with books crammed into every available space, even piled around the massive TV and music system.

But these pictures plastered all over the walls weren’t of some random guy, his face tacked across the wall with a myriad of photographs showing him meandering unwittingly through his droll life paying bills or going off to work or private moments at his home.

But shouldn’t I have suspected this?

Every day Wychthorn and I had spent together, her head had been shoved into some kind of book…or her Kindle. I couldn’t help the stupid grin. I knew exactly what kind of books were stored on her Kindle.

Maps of the world and pictures of anything of interest covered every inch of wall space. There were the usual things, like the Eiffel Tower, the Great Wall of China, and Uluru. But, interestingly, odd information as well. Like a news article about a small family-run bistro that served a secret recipe of stews passed down from generation to generation. A news clipping showcasing an urban garden of weeds tucked into a street corner of Ascendria. A close-up picture of belladonna flowers and their deadly petals, which grew where krekenns lurked beneath manholes in the city.

There were images of street performers and mime artists. A tattoo parlor. The best stall to get a knock-off designer handbag. A diner with plastic red-checkered tablecloths. Buskers. Art galleries too.

My gaze skimmed over a map of a rambling warren of catacombs that resided beneath the sprawling city of Ascendria, before moving over to a picture of a pristine lake, no doubt tacked on the wall because of the brilliant azure blue of the water. But black-scaled creatures that lurked in its depths often dragged swimmers to their deaths.

Entering her bedroom, I lowered Wychthorn to her bed, carefully removing my jacket from her shoulders and untangling the fairy lights from her too. As I pulled up the pale-yellow quilt and tucked her into bed, she wiggled a little, getting comfortable under the cozy layers, and gave another breathy sigh.

Sage jumped up and curled up into a ball at the very end of the bed, resting his head on his paws and keeping a close eye on me. As I sat down, the mattress dipped beneath my weight. But I had to see. I unwound the strips of material from both of Wychthorn’s hands to have a peek. Sure enough, exactly as I had suspected, her fingernails were still torn, some of them to the quick, but the wounds were knitting together faster than they should.

Not quite the unnatural healing that my siblings and I possessed.

But close.

Interesting.

Tendrils of blond hair had fallen across her brow. I pushed them back, pausing as that prickling sensation sparked at my touch.

I should have left then, but something snagged my attention.

An enormous map covered a single wall in her bedroom.

With my jacket held in one hand, I rose, silently padding over to the wall. Squinting, my gaze dragged across the map, trying to decipher what place this was. It struck me then, what she’d done. It was the Wychthorn estate. She’d mapped it out like a cartographer. The mansion in the middle, streams, the river that ran along the eastern border. A well of water. The rolling hills. She’d marked out the woodland. Even her favorite spots, the trees she liked to sit in, the trails she’d carved through the woods. Nests of birds she checked on. The burrows of woodland animals.

Fuck me. Did Byron ever allow her off the estate?

I glanced about her bedroom, at the furniture in pale beech wood, their fabric patterned with ivy in shades of lemon. A dresser caught my attention, and a surprised smile tugged at my lips—well, what do you know—silly things, stupid things, were kept in an open box on her dresser. My heartbeat quickened to see the bar coasters. A dried pressed flower. A subway ticket. A menu and napkin. Even a sea shell.

And a tiny paper bird.

My eyebrows shot up.

Fuck.

She’d kept it.

I hadn’t fully understood why I’d made it for her the evening we’d signed the Alverac. I just found myself tearing a page from a random book, my fingers bending the paper to my will. I’d been mocking her, but there was also an apology in the creases, the tucks and folds of the tiny paper bird. Even then, I’d known I was going to cage her. Clip her wings.

The soft sound of rustling behind me had my upper body half-twisting around. I glanced over my shoulder and found Wychthorn awake. She rubbed at her sleepy eyes before flicking her gaze to the window and the curtains cast aside. Abruptly pushing into motion, she sat up, and with a voice still slurry with slumber, asked. “Is she—”

“You fell asleep. But we stayed until morning until the servants came and took her to the temple.”

Her mouth opened to protest, but I raised my hand to stop her. “There’s nothing you can do for her. You know that.”

Her shoulders slumped in defeat, but a moment later, she gave a single nod. Leaning forward, she pushed the blankets down to her hips and her gaze became wary and considering when it met mine. She wet her lips with her tongue and cleared her throat. “Thank you for staying with me.”

I turned back to the wall covered in her map of the estate. “You don’t get out much, do you?”

“You know that.”

I suppose I did. I just didn’t realize how seldom she could leave her home. The youngest Wychthorn was kept a mystery from the rest of the Houses. But, given my position in her life, I was one of the few let into her little world. Obviously, a small, confined world, restricted to the estate.

Behind me, I heard the quilt being pushed aside; the sound of approaching footsteps muffled by the carpet; then a yawn and a stretch of limbs.

I turned fully, my inquiring gaze clashing with hers. “Why do they keep you caged, little bird?” It was the same question I’d asked in the aviary five years ago, slightly reworded. “Why you and not your sisters?”

“Who’s to say they weren’t caged too?”

My family had kept a vigilant eye on the Wychthorns for many years. And I knew that while her sisters were let out, she remained on the estate. I didn’t think she’d ever been on vacation. Nor had she joined her siblings when they traveled to fashion houses in Rome or Barcelona, even as near as New York.

Wychthorn made her way to a tall set of drawers. She pulled open a drawer to rifle through cottony underthings. “They’re only allowed out to play because they’re either married or engaged.” She snagged a pair of underwear. Soft, white cotton. Virginal. My lips twitched. I bit back the grin—I hadn’t thought to find out if she wore panties beneath that short nightie of hers.

“You are too,” I answered, my gaze covertly sliding all over her legs. She really had a tight, toned body. And that ass, round and firm. I wanted to run my hands over it again.

She swiveled around and I schooled my features not to give away the fact I’d been leering at her like a godsdamned creep. She realized what was in her hand and bunched the material in her fist before hiding her underthings behind her back. A flush of dusky pink burned her cheeks. “Not in the same way they are.”

I had to agree. “No. Not in the same way.”

Her gaze was level, not shying from her truth. “Isn’t that what we daughters are? Something to barter with? Earn a higher placement. To join Houses together.”

Yes, in our sinister world, especially within the upper ranks, daughters were possessions to be used for their House’s advantage. But there was no way my family would cage Ferne as my little bird had been by her father. Sure, my brothers and I were overprotective, but Ferne wasn’t a thing, a piece of property. Ferne was an independent soul—sharp and cunning and full of life. We’d never stifle it. She might very well be chosen as the heir to House Crowther. Unlike the rest of the Houses, we selected our heirs based on merit, not because they had been born first.

I rolled my jacket up in my hands, finding it safer to look at than Wychthorn when I spoke. “There’s a wider world out there, even within the Houses. Women aren’t always chattel. They rule too. Houses Estlore and Qillisan and Văduva—all headed by women.” All Lower Houses, too, but I didn’t say that out loud.

“Not us,” she said with a shrug. She gave me a wide, wary berth as she skirted past, disappearing into her walk-in closet. “My father’s heir won’t be Annalise or Evelene, or even me. It’ll be the first male baby born to either of my sisters. Her husband will rule the Great House as regent until the child comes of age.” I heard the noise of rattling hangers pause. She stepped back into her bedroom holding the usual attire: an oversized dress shirt, this time in a pale blue. She flicked it over a shoulder, obviously intending to get dressed a little later.

Shock and a pinch of disbelief washed over her. “Is that it? The reason I was chosen for the Alverac. Someone easy to dominate?”

A soft chuckle rasped from my throat. Who the hells did Wychthorn see herself as? “If we wanted someone easy to dominate, we would have picked either of your two sisters. Not you, little bird.”

She tilted her head on her side, staring at me long and hard, a ghost of a smile tickling her lips. I started feeling uncomfortable. I gave her a look—What?

Her pale brows rounded. “A compliment? Was that a…compliment, Graysen Crowther?”

I rolled my eyes, “Gods, Wychthorn, don’t let it go to your head.”

She grinned. “I think I will. I think my head’s swelling so big you won’t be able to tug me out my bedroom door. Imagine, the sullen and brooding Graysen Crowther giving me a compliment.”

I huffed a laugh and hers joined mine.

But then the mischief in her eyes died. There was something uneasy in her gaze as it landed on me. “Crowther.”

Fuck, we were back to that again.

She nervously shifted her weight, her fingers combing through the messy, tangled locks of her hair. Buttery sunlight poured through the window, gilding her in gold and shining through that flimsy nightie so her figure was apparent.

Sleeveless nightie, low neckline, the hem skirting mid-thigh. Panties—dammit.

“What I said…” she began, letting the words drift apart.

“At the tithe prison?”

She nodded. “I don’t know why I shared that…with you, I mean…” She glanced away, then brought her gaze slowly back. Her hands twined together. “I think if I was in my right mind, I never would have.”

I stepped closer, frowning. “How can you forgive your mother for doing that to you?”

She lifted one shoulder. “Easily.”

I shook my head, pushing the locks from my forehead. Really? Was it really that easy to forgive someone who locked her up in darkness? And though I knew deep down the answer was of course, yes you could, I carried on still seething on her behalf. “You can’t even sleep without a night light.”

She blinked. “How do you know?”

I jerked my chin at the glowing lamp. “Saw it last night too.”

I took a step closer. She took a step back.

“Your mother made it so you can’t bear being in the dark, even to sleep.”

Just thinking of Marissa doing that to her had ire stirring in my veins. Byron, I wanted to bring down. But I had always been conflicted about Marissa.

“I know… I know…” Wychthorn replied, her hands rubbing anxiously at her arms, prickling with goosebumps.

“She locked you in a tithe prison. No light. No window. No way out.” With every sentence, she flinched, her shoulders shrinking inward. Misery pinched her delicate features as I kept pushing onwards. “You were trapped in there over the course of a year.” Anger began to boil my blood. My hands fisted at the thought of what Marissa had done. “You were a kid.” I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. “And you forgave her?”

With one more step backward, she bumped into the wall. The abrupt halt seemed to snap her out of distress. Fury sparked. She flung an arm wide. “I did. I did, alright. I hated her. Is that what you wanted to hear? She shouldn’t have done it!”

As suddenly as the anger had ensnared her, it swiftly left. She slumped against the wall, bowing her head, and replied with anguish infusing her voice. “She’s my mother. I love her.”

I took one more step so we were flush with each other.

Her expression was wretched when she finally looked up. “I forgave her. What else was there to do?”

With her braced against the wall and me leaning in—I guess right then we both realized how close we were to one another. She sucked in a breath—I did too. Shock flared briefly as the scent of her, that heady spiciness with notes of fire, suddenly spiked.

Something changed in her stance. She’d become softer, more pliable. She’d become vulnerable opening up to me. And, like the prick I was, I sure as hells was going to take advantage.

Her gaze swept across my chest, causing heat to bleed through my veins as it stroked upward to linger on my mouth a moment before her gray eyes met my blacks. Her pupils had dilated, eating up the glacial charcoal of her irises. She wanted me. I could taste it. “No one knows what she did…” she whispered, her breathing a little uneven.

Hells, I realized mine was too.

I reached out to trail a hand up the side of her graceful throat, and she curved away from my touch but didn’t break contact. She didn’t push me away either. Her breath quickened as she stared at me with big, wide eyes.

“Are you asking me to keep your secret?”

Something glittered in her gaze, disappearing like a comet streaking across a night sky. Something so swift and clever I didn’t quite catch it, couldn’t grasp what was going on in that brilliant mind of hers. All I could think about was those plump pink lips of hers, how the top lip was a touch fuller than the bottom.

“Ah-huh…” she murmured, closing her eyes on a soft sigh.

I bent my head, deciding to take a risk. “What will you give me to keep your secret?” My mouth was so close to hers, I could taste the sunshine in her breath. We shared the same air as she parted her lips slightly in invitation.

My mouth brushed against hers.

And then—

Something sharp and hard stung my nose.

I jerked back, scowling. “The fuck?!” She’d flicked my godsdamned nose. I rubbed the stinging pinch from the bridge. Fuuuck!

She bristled with her hands braced on her hips. “You must think I’m an idiot, Crowther.”

I bit my fist in frustration. I wanted to kiss her. She wanted me right back, too. Godsdamn her!

“No, I don’t,” I barked, thumping the wall above her head with my fist. “You’re a fucking thorn in my ass!”

“Good, because I hope it hurts like fuck! I hope I infect your sorry ass!”

Gods, this girl! This tiny thing was doing my head in!

I grabbed her by the forearms. I’d steal that kiss if I had to.

She shrieked, finding herself hauled upwards. “Put me down, you pigheaded prick!”

“Kiss me!” I roared.

“Like fuck I will!” she roared back, and I slammed the flat of my palm against the wall beside her head, shouting, “Now, little bird! NOW!”

She let out an exasperated hiss. “Godsdamn you, Crowther.” Wrapping her legs around my waist for further support, she threaded her hands through my hair. And gods, that felt good. Those fingers curling around the nape of my neck. For one brief stupid moment, as I leaned forward, eager for the kiss she’d denied me, I thought she was complying, that she wanted that kiss as badly as I did. Until—

She fisted my hair, tugging painfully and yanking hard to arch my neck back so I couldn’t do anything. “Never!” she chanted, “Never, never, never!”

And that’s how Princess Number Two found us.

Evvie strolled into the bedroom carrying a breakfast tray, chittering about something to do with tomorrow night. She stumbled to a halt, her eyes flying wide. “No fucking way…no way…not you two…”

I’d never heard her swear before, ever.

Wychthorn’s fingers loosened their grip on my hair, and her astonished gaze snapped to mine. She grinned. “Holy hellsgate, she never curses.”

I grinned back. “There’s a first for everything, Wychthorn.”

Evvie drew in an awful breath. A silent accusation leveled at her little sister.

Wychthorn suddenly flushed, and I guess it must have slammed into her what it might look like—her dressed in a flimsy nightie with her legs hitched around my waist—as if her sister had caught her in the act of making out. Such a pretty color suffused her cheeks—a deep rose pink. It might now be my favorite color. “No!” she shrieked. “As if!” She struggled within the cage of my arms. “It’s not how it looks.”

“It’s exactly how it looks,” I shot back.

But I let her free. Let her slide to her feet. She skittered sideways.

“Then what’s he doing in here? With you? Like that?” Evvie demanded. Before Wychthorn could answer, Evvie stormed away to slam the breakfast tray down on the bedside table, the jarring noise rattling through the room. She rounded on me, glaring as if I’d just offed a sweet litter of kittens.

She was a fierce thing. I wondered why I’d never recognized it in her before.

All I could think of was what Wychthorn had shared with me. I saw, in my mind, Evelene as a child, sitting outside the tithe prison, spinning tales to keep her sister’s fear at bay.

My little bird’s flush deepened as she ran an anxious hand through her messy hair, her fingers snagging on a knot. She jittered on the spot, gaze darting everywhere about the room but at me. “He…uh…I…we…ah…” She lost the power of coherent speech.

How delightful.

Finally, her gaze snapped around, and she looked at me, silently begging me to help her out.

Sure, little bird, with pleasure.

“Gods, Wychthorn,” I purred, stepping right into my little bird’s space and draping an arm over her slender shoulder. “You’re old enough to invite someone into bed with you. And last night…exceptional.” And I slapped her ass.

Her mouth fell open. I expected some kind of cutting retort, maybe even an attempt to punch my face, but she merely gaped. I pressed a finger beneath her chin, guiding upward, pressing her lips shut. She slowly blinked. Still silent. Still staring.

Bending lower, I whispered, “That’s for flicking my nose.” In my periphery, I grinned to see her older sister’s horrified expression. “And this is for lying. We both know you wanted to kiss me, little bird.” I blew a gentle swirl of air against the shell of her ear. My grin broadened when I felt a slight bow in her spine at the erotic sensation of my caressing breath. Her mouth slightly parted before straight teeth bit down on her bottom lip to stifle a moan. The distinctive scent of her desire flooded my nostrils—she could deny me all she liked, but that fragrance that was unique to only her, of bittersweet berries and spice and flames, said otherwise.

“Not in this house,” Evvie snapped, tugging at the long sleeves of her dress, but not quick enough for me to see the bruises of fingerprints branding her lower arm like a bracelet.

I almost snarled.

Why the fuck is Byron giving his daughter to that monster?

Well, I guess I knew. To secure his family’s position. He didn’t want to be the one at the head of his House who lost the seat as Great House. Egotistical asshole.

Wychthorn shrugged out from underneath my arm and darted away to the safety of the breakfast tray. She snatched up a piece of dried toast, glaring at me as she waved it my way. “Evvie, he’s messing with you.”

“I know,” Evvie said, her gaze narrowing on me. “As if you’d go there. Ugh, Graysen Crowther.”

Shit, she made me sound like a gross flesh-eating disease.

I rolled my eyes. Then jerked my chin toward my room. “I’ll be seeing you later,” I promised the youngest sister. “Knock anytime you feel like round two.”

“Un-fucking-likely Crowther,” she bit back.

I winked. “I’ll leave the door unlocked.”

She sent Evvie a smug smirk and when the both of them burst into a crowing laughter, it unsettled me.

What are they laughing at?

And that’s when I saw the armoire leaning in front of the door that adjoined our two rooms. Not that it would keep me out if I wanted in.

As I left, striding toward the door of her quarters, I heard Evvie urge her younger sister, “Off you go and get dressed. I thought we’d have breakfast together before everything turns to chaos.” Already the sounds of construction rang outside. Trucks were pulling up, and the contractors brought in to erect the marquee for the engagement party tomorrow night had begun their day. “I’m glad I came when I did. You were about to kiss him.”

“No, I wasn’t,” I heard Wychthorn hiss, mortified.

“Yes, she was!” I sang out.

“NO!” she roared at my retreating back.

“YES! YES! YES!” And I kept chanting it on my way out of her quarters.
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Arrogant asshole, prick, motherfucker, egotistical dickhead—

My ass still tingled where Graysen had slapped it.

While Sage ‌disappeared on me, no doubt to dig up one of his old bones to gnaw at, Graysen had kept up his stupid-ass chant for ages. I could hear it from inside my bedroom until it drove me so mad I started throwing my stress ball against the wall separating our two rooms in a ricochet of annoying thuds. He turned his music up, loud, every so often roaring that I wanted to kiss him.

Infuriated, I’d stormed out, needing to go for a run, to burn myself and that creature out. Except I hadn’t gone just yet.

Kiss him? In your dreams, Crowther!

Still annoyed, I flung birdseed through the aviary. My mother’s thrushes, finches, and sparrows eagerly gathered on the grass and pecked greedily at the seeds.

A chinking noise made me turn.

My mother sat primly on the wooden bench with a teapot in her shaky hands. The teapot’s spout rattled against the fine china teacup as she tried to pour herself a fresh drink.

Long blades of grass brushed against my shins as I padded quickly over to where she sat, taking the teapot from her cold hands. “Here, let me.”

The amber liquid splashed within the teacup and on wisps of steam, the smell of bergamot floated through the air. I carefully handed the cup and saucer to her and they shook a little in her trembling grip. Her blue eyes were glassy and held a faraway quality, but she was smiling. “Thank you, Nelle.”

Sitting down beside her, I smoothed my skirt over my thighs and stretched my legs long, curling my toes into the grass like it was a plush carpet. We did this every morning before I disappeared into the woodland. I fed the birds while she sipped tea. Both of us were mostly quiet in each other’s company.

I sighed, pushing aside the conflicting emotions Graysen had stirred within me earlier this morning, rolling my neck and closing my eyes briefly, feeling the warmth of the sun coating my face. It was a glorious day. Thin streaks of clouds in a bright blue sky promised an afternoon of blistering heat. Amongst the chittering bird life and the gentle burble of water flowing from the birdbath, the soft drone of insects added a layer of melody to my mother’s humming as she smiled, watching the bustle of men and women spreading around the flattened marquee, adjusting ropes and pulleys as they readied to raise the roof.

“It’ll be magnificent when it’s finally set up for tomorrow night,” I said, toying with the folds of the pale blue dress I wore. Evvie had shown me her mood board and talked endlessly about all the things she wanted for the evening event. She was more focused on the actual engagement party than the Horned Gods’ blessing that would take place first.

A chilling sensation shuddered down my spine. I certainly couldn’t say I was looking forward to that either.

My mother blinked at me as if just realizing I was still there. “Oh, yes. Indeed.”

I hooked an arm along the top of the wooden bench. My bracelet clinked with the movement and it drew her attention to the adamere beads. Slowly, ever so slowly, she reached out, pinching a fingertip and thumb around a bead, rubbing it back and forth. “It was a good idea of your father’s.”

I didn’t move a muscle. I wasn’t even sure I was breathing.

We’d never talked about that year. All those times she’d locked me up in the tithe prison when my father had been away. It ended as soon as Lise broke her promise to our mother.

My father had taken me aside, kneeling, so we were eye to eye, gruffly promising—It’ll never happen again. Those words shattered me more than being trapped in darkness, and I’d burst into tears, clinging to him. He hugged me, holding me for what seemed like an eternity. Those arms wrapped around me felt safe and protective. It also felt like a deep apology. I could have stayed there forever.

And afterward, even though my father promised to keep me safe, I still didn’t trust her. I was wary and tried to keep out of her way. Terror had bit hard when my father left for another trip out of state, but to my utter relief, she didn’t lock me up.

The birds in the aviary chirped as they flew between the birch trees. My mother set aside her cup of tea to take hold of the necklace I wore like a bracelet. She untangled the long length of beads from my wrist and held it up. Sunlight struck off the glassy-silvery whirls of adamere as the strands twisted this way and that. “It belonged to your great-great-aunt.”

After the tithe prison, my father dug it out of our ancestors’ treasure trove and gave it to me. We had spent time together as he explained his idea—my version of a rosary to induce calm and use it as a tool to bring myself and the creature to heel.

As the sparrows and finches pecked noisily at the seeds I’d tossed about the long grasses, my mother handed the necklace back to me and I rewound it about my wrist. Despite being caught in the hazy world created by those little pills, there was a spark of lucidity in her eyes. “I didn’t know how to handle you. Your father has always been better with you than me.”

I gently brushed her arm. “That’s not true, Momma.”

Her long lashes fluttered and her cheeks curved with a slight smile as she gave me a look as if to say—Thanks, but it’s true.

Although sometimes hate ate away at me at what she’d done, I understood why she’d locked me inside the prison. The year that took my father from our home, something was amiss with the Houses, with the Horned Gods themselves. There’d been talk of others being hunted in the hushed conversations between my parents, and there’d been discord between them too. They were worried for me. They were also worried about what would happen to our House if I was discovered.

And my mother…it was like a switch had been pulled. One day, on—smiles and laughter and teasing. The next day—off. She’d withdrawn and become nervous and introspective as if…as if something was rotting her from the inside.

I’d always attributed that to me.

She’d said I’d been a fussy baby, crying a lot. Even then, I couldn’t stand clothes or being swaddled in cloth. I spent my younger years naked—crawling, taking my first wobbly steps, then walking, running—until Evvie had coaxed me into a dress that didn’t cling.

My strength and senses were sharpening and, at seven years old, I hadn’t yet realized I shared my body with the creature, but I could still feel something stirring. Like the wind when my temper exploded. The earth trembling beneath my bare feet too. And things snapped and shattered, even if I wasn’t touching them. Like Lise’s wrist, when we argued over a stupid Barbie doll.

That’s when my mother dragged me to the tithe prison, writhing and screaming, sobbing for forgiveness. I hadn’t meant to hurt Lise.

Without my father by her side, she was afraid of me, afraid for her other daughters, and terrified because she didn’t know what to do or how to handle me.

I was afraid of myself too. I didn’t understand the strange affliction either. The creature, the power manifesting inside, had matured with me. It wasn’t until after being freed from the tithe prison I finally felt it slithering inside and heard its hisses and rumbles of chuckling.

Basking in the sun’s rays cast within the aviary, my mother picked up her teacup and matching saucer.

“What happened to you, Momma?”

She squeezed her eyes shut.

And again, I held my breath tightly in my chest. What had happened to her to become like this, her bright soul dulled.

The words came out in a raw whisper. “I had to make a choice. One I’d make again. But one I can’t forgive myself for.”

A cold sensation crept over me.

Why do I have a terrible feeling this is about me?

But when she opened her eyes, love shone brightly. And I bathed in it greedily.

Taking a long sip of tea, she placed the cup on the small table sitting beside the bench seat and rose, smoothing back her hair even though it was immaculately polished, not a strand out of place. She primped the elegant skirt suit and the pearls around her neck. “I should see what needs to be done.”

“Can I help with anything, Momma?” I asked, rising too. I dug my toes into the earth, rolling the balls of my feet on the grass as I shifted my weight from foot to foot. The power inside me slunk beneath my skin, filling me with a wild intensity that thrummed in my blood, demanding release. I felt restless, but I’d put off burning it out for a little longer if my mother needed me.

She brushed my hair over a shoulder. I was wearing it loose, my hair so long it fell almost to the dip in my back. She gave me a blinding smile, the kind she wore when I was a child. My soul burst with warmth. “No, sweetheart. It’s all taken care of.” This was the standard line she’d given me most of my life, and disappointment washed through me. I was one of her pretty birds, nice to look at but all for show. She wanted all my energy spent on keeping hidden, even though I would have loved to have been included, been part of it all. Through the bars of the grand aviary, I spied my sister with her fiancé as they breezed across the lawn. My gaze snagged on Corné’s arm, bound possessively around Evvie’s waist, and it reminded me of last night, of how he’d gripped her arm too tight and hurt her. My blood simmered with anger. I didn’t want this engagement to continue.

I tore my gaze away, returning my attention to my mother, who was still smiling back at me. I don’t know why I said such a stupid thing. All I’d desired was to keep her in this moment of happiness a little longer. Maybe simply to earn more of these types of warm smiles from her. “After all this, you can help me plan my wedding.”

And like the snap of fingers, her smile dimmed into a faded copy of its original, similar to the way she dressed in clothes she didn’t pick out for the day, but a servant did on her behalf. As if she were gliding through a life that was no longer hers. She slid a frail hand into her pocket and I heard the rattle of pills as she clenched the vial. “Graysen Crowther’s not going to marry you.”

I could only stare, stunned.

What?

I mean, I hoped for that. But whenever she talked about Graysen—which we didn’t like to do often—she’d say how she’d love to plan for a winter wedding.

Left dazed by her prediction, I watched my mother as she turned away, walking to the aviary door and latching it behind her as she left. Caught within the cage she’d shut me in, I continued staring at her through the crisscross of the aviary’s steel bars as she made her way toward the organized chaos to where Evvie and Corné conferred with the wedding planner. The trio stood near the mini-city of containers housing all the furnishings needed for the engagement party. Across the lawn came the whir of machinery, and shouts between men and women as they set about unloading the large containers of tables and chairs and the parquet dance floor.

Rattled, I dug my hands into the bird feed we kept in a tall metal drum, scooping up one last handful of seeds. This time, I flexed my fingers straight and held my palm out. A sparrow fluttered onto my wrist and began pecking at the small seeds.

My mind remained awhirl. What choice had she had to make? What had she done that she couldn’t forgive herself for? What had turned her to those tiny white pills so she could live with herself?

Me? Was it about me?

A rich, amused voice came from behind me. “Charming birds out of the trees?”

Startled, the sparrow darted away. I spun around, instantly beaming when I faced who that warm voice belonged to—Danne Pellan.

Looking striking in a casual pair of tan slacks and a navy polo shirt, he bowed as was customary when first greeting a Wychthorn from Great House. Sunlight glimmered over his neatly trimmed hair, turning it from deep bronze to copper. He straightened, a sunny grin splayed over his freckled features.

“Hi.” I thought I’d be beyond excited to see him, but after my mother’s half-confession, I was too twisted up inside.

“Hey.” He spread his arms wide. “Finally, I’m here.”

We didn’t hug, because we weren’t at that stage in our friendship, but I hoped someday we would be. “Just arrived?” And I forced myself to shove all those uneasy feelings my mother had stirred down deep. Later, I’d think about it all later.

He gave a sheepish look, rubbing the back of his neck with a hand. “I actually came late last night.” His nose scrunched. “After you refused to sneak away, I cut everything short and came here. But you were already asleep.”

I blinked. “You didn’t go to that little jazz bar?”

He shook his head.

Sage padded into the aviary. His ghostly shimmering body slipped through the metal bars like the wraith he was, shifting from the void back into a corporeal state once he’d passed through them. A rotting stench of mangy chicken clung to him. He’d obviously finished gnawing at the treat Evvie had promised him last night. Stalking to my side, he sat on his haunches, his eerie silvery eyes slit and fixed on Danne.

My friend shot Sage a wary look. “He’s massive. I’m always worried he’s going to bite a chunk out of me.”

I stroked a hand over Sage’s wolfish head, scratching behind his ear. He was just a big, cuddly puppy for me and my sisters. However, I gave Danne a sly look. “He will if I ask him to.”

Danne startled, then broke into a chuckle when he saw I was kidding. He glanced at his Zeitwerk wristwatch before tucking his hand into the pocket of his slacks. The movement pulled his polo shirt across the slight paunch of his belly.

I suddenly realized he looked jaded. There were shadows beneath his eyes and he hadn’t shaved. Scruff lined his jaw. “You okay? You look a little tired.”

“Work’s been a bit manic.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Here.” I held my fist out, waiting for him to cup his hand under mine before I tipped birdseed into his palm. My mother’s birds were tame enough that they fed from him too. Stretching his arm long, he laughed softly in delight at the finch that landed on his hand and then bobbed its head rapidly, its talons gripping his finger tighter, as it gobbled down the seeds.

It gave me a moment to study him. Danne was so far removed from the likes of Graysen Crowther. Graysen was darkness—a winter midnight sky. He possessed stupidly beautiful features and a powerfully muscled body honed from the daily physical demands at the office. And Danne, a year older than me, was softer, boyishly charming with autumnal coloring. Safe, he promised. Comfortable, he assured with easy smiles.

“So tell me, how’s it all going? What have you been up to?” Danne asked, scrubbing at his nose with a knuckle.

Sage curled up beneath the shade of a tree, watching us, as we chatted while feeding the birds. There wasn’t much I could share about last night. Graysen had tried to kiss me no less than three times so far. Jerk. So I skirted around those things. And I wasn’t sure how to bring up his brother Corné, either, or Master Sirro. So we stuck to safe topics. I’d been worried about awkward pregnant pauses punctuating our conversation, as we were still a brand new kind of friendship, still feeling one another out. But I needn’t have been concerned because Danne pretty much did all the talking, sometimes cutting me off mid-sentence.

He jerked his chin toward the construction workers and the madness taking place on the back lawn of the mansion. “Why don’t we go and see what’s going on out there?”

“Sure.” That sounded like a lovely idea. Spinning away, I picked up my messenger bag I’d left by the wooden bench. Earlier, I had filled it with snacks and water, my Kindle, and a blanket, thinking that after I’d burned out the dark power residing within me, I’d spend some time by the deep well of water inside the woodland and bask in the sun like a reptile.

Today, like other mornings, I left the door to my mother’s aviary slightly open, hoping the birds would fly free. But I knew they wouldn’t. They’d been trapped in there for so long that it didn’t occur to them.

Danne and I drifted from the aviary, strolling casually toward the mayhem of construction currently taking place. I kicked my legs out as I walked, delighting in the manicured lawn and the spring of the grass beneath my bare feet. Danne kept chatting, and I let him as we made our way in a direction more in line with the cluster of containers than the small group of people—my family and the Pellans—gathered in a loose knot, watching the marquee rising.

Graysen stalked across the lawn. As yet, he hadn’t noticed us. He was still wearing the same clothes from early this morning—dark jeans and heavy boots—though he’d changed into a new t-shirt which was tight enough to reveal the muscular chest and the inked flames of his tattoos. He carried a lethal casualness about him, completely at odds with the sleek, polished Pellans and Wychthorns.

Gods, the guy was magnificent—

Stop it right there!

“How’s the Lord of Darkness been?” There was a bitter note in Danne’s tone. He ran his hand through his preppy hair as he cast a scowl toward Graysen.

I frowned. What was it between them?

“He’s…” How to describe Graysen? If Danne had asked me yesterday. I might have said an arrogant prick, and he still was, but as I tried to formulate an answer, my gaze drifted over to an opening within the tree line and the flagstone path that led to the sinister prison.

He kept me company at the tithe prison.

He could have left me there alone, but he’d stayed and carried me back to my rooms.

I’d been half-aware when he’d picked me up and held me in his lap, his indelible scent perfuming my dreams. And my subconscious mind allowed me to do what my conscious mind would not—just sink in, let go, and let him hold me. Safe. That’s what it had felt like. His warmth and arms caging me. Not bars of metal, but flesh. I’d not been a bird trapped in an aviary. A girl in an estate. I’d been protected, but those arms could open up and let me fly.

Graysen Crowther wasn’t as cold-hearted as he made out.

My fingers worked my hair, braiding and unbraiding my locks, my brow creasing in thought. “He’s—”

But Danne didn’t allow me to answer. Instead, he overrode me. “Gods, that guy is an asshole. I don’t know how you can stand to be around him.”

The vehemence in his words startled me. “Why don’t you like him?”

He was still scowling at Graysen when he said, “He doesn’t know his place. He’s from a Lower House and he still lords over the rest of us.”

For some reason, that rankled. Not so much the frank assessment of Graysen, because Danne was right. He was an asshole. However, I didn’t like the comment about Lower Houses, as if Danne thought of himself above them all.

But then, wasn’t I placed higher than everyone else? I was a Wychthorn from the Great House. I bowed to none.

And the creature in me stirred, a slithering motion like dry scales against my bones as if it didn’t like what Danne had revealed.

He stopped walking, turning to me fully. The scowl twisting his soft features made him look more like Corné. I didn’t like that look on him, so I glanced away to my fingers wrapped around the shoulder strap of my bag. “He almost broke my jaw last year.”

My eyes went wide as I swung back, gaping in surprise. “You got into a fight with Graysen?”

He gave a casual shrug, but there was tension crackling from him. “I got in a few punches. He got in more.”

I didn’t even need the creature twitching nor the odd sensation swirling deep inside that sang what he said was wrong. I knew it. There was no way that Danne would even get close enough to even lay a finger on Graysen. If Graysen wanted to break Danne’s jaw, he would have. I knew what Graysen was capable of—you were dead or he let you live.

I cocked my head to the side, still not quite comprehending. I hadn’t known this had happened between them. “Why were you two fighting?”

Instead, Danne ignored my question and reached out to take my hand, a smile dancing on his full lips.

He took my hand!

He’d never touched me like that before. I was too startled to do anything about it—tug it free or twine my fingers through his. I stared in disbelief at his fingers looped around mine.

What did that mean?

Did he like me in that way?

Did I?

Except as I checked my body’s reaction to the touch of his warm hand, it was nice, comforting. But it sparked nothing in me like Graysen’s mere presence did.

Godsdammit.

Excitement and mischief sparked in Danne’s hazel eyes. “Why don’t we piss him off by sneaking out of here?” He wagged his eyebrows. “I’ll take you to Ascendria. We’ll find some places to call our own. Think how mad he’ll be when he finds out you’re with me.”

That sounded far too tempting, and I almost shot back—Yes!

“Come on, let’s get out of here.” He started moving us toward the containers.

But I dug in my heels, trying to free my hand from his firm grip. “I can’t. Really Danne, I’d love to, but my father wouldn’t allow it.”

He leaned close. I could smell a faint hint of his aftershave. It smelled like him—nice. “Sure he would. You’d be with me. We’ll have my bodyguards.”

I worried my bottom lip, staring over at the gathering beside the marquee, where my father spoke with Aldert Pellan, both of them positioned slightly apart from everyone else, both of them serious. Perhaps they were discussing the attack on our empire and the outcome of the meeting they’d held with Master Sirro that I’d barged into. And if I’d been right, whoever was behind it couldn’t be living if they’d swifted in.

Glancing back at Danne, he stood still, holding my hand as he waited patiently for an answer.

Would my father let me? I mean, it was Danne Pellan. We were practically family.

In the corner of my eye, I glimpsed a man with blond hair and the brightest blue eyes I’d ever seen unloading a container near us. He carried a stack of elegantly carved chairs. I don’t know why he drew my attention. Perhaps because his hair was as pale as mine. He glanced up as he lowered the chairs to the grass, catching me staring, and a smile slowly curved his mouth.

When Danne said, “Better yet, we won’t tell him,” my gaze snapped back his way. He winked. “We’ll sneak out of here. Come on, princess, let’s live a little dangerously.” Lurching forward, he tugged me toward the same container the blond-headed man had disappeared inside. The sound of shifting boxes and the feet of wooden chairs scraping against the floor floated from within it.

However, a goofy smile lit my mouth—one I couldn’t shake, one I didn’t want to shake. Princess—that was new. Danne had given me a nickname. And I knew I’d be wearing that goofy smile for hours to come.

My gaze flicked over to my father. There was a hard line to his shoulders and a stern expression on his face. With a sinking feeling, I knew if I asked him for permission, he’d never let me go, not even with Danne Pellan and a vanguard of security.

But…I could sneak away. Isn’t that what I’d always wanted, a day of freedom to investigate Ascendria? I could sink into all the buzz and energy and hope the citizens brought with them to the city. Danne might want to sip wine, listen to jazz, visit art galleries and museums, and show me all the usual touristy spots, but I wanted too-hot coffee, to eat folded pieces of pizza or dubious snacks from food stalls, visit small pockets of greenery sewn into the pavement and along concrete walls. I wanted crazy and madness—buskers and indie art performances, hustlers selling knock-offs, bearded hipsters, and women with lavender hair and piercings. Maybe even go to a tattoo parlor and watch someone get inked. I wanted to fill my lungs with the dirty choking smell of carbon dioxide and listen to car horns honking and the obscene yelling of rageful drivers.

I wanted Ascendria to filthy me up a bit.

I wanted to pretend I lived there in a shitty apartment, running from job to job, hustling for a wage.

Do it. Do it. Do it.

Danne wanted to sneak me out. Maybe that was the only way to get a day of freedom.

It was there, my tongue curling back, about to say—Yes.

“I’ll take you to that little jazz club I told you about last night,” Danne said eagerly. “You’ll love it.”

My stomach sunk—Oooer jazz, unlikely.

Danne’s grip on my hand tightened harshly. He yanked me into the rabbit warren of containers, shielding us from our two families gathered around the mayhem of the marquee. Several things happened all at once.

I winced, yelping at the crunch of my knuckles under that too-hard hold.

Sage bristled and went to attack.

And that man with piercing blue eyes started walking toward us with a deep frown.

But someone else got there first.

“Let her go.”
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Danne slammed to a halt and the both of us swiveled to face the owner of the voice.

I knew who it was as soon as that damned bored-as-fuck tone flowed over me. Except there was something laced in Graysen’s voice that definitely was not boredom, but territorial. His furious gaze wasn’t fixed on mine or even Danne’s. He was staring at our linked hands. Dark brows drew over eyes glittering with displeasure. A muscle feathered in his cheek.

For some reason, something fluttered in my stomach.

Jealousy? Was Graysen jealous?

Danne dropped my hand as if I’d burned him.

Sage growled, this time not at Graysen, but at Danne.

“Sorry,” Danne mumbled with a horrified, apologetic look.

“It’s okay,” I replied, rubbing my aching knuckles. He’d only accidentally hurt me, overzealous with the idea of sticking it to Graysen by sneaking me out of the estate.

I focused on Graysen, who had fixed a black glare at Danne. Tension didn’t vibrate through him, it burned every inch of him. This was a cocktail of dark rage and relief and worry. Angry he had found me with Danne, relieved he had, and worried…for me.

It startled me. Graysen Crowther was worried.

“She’s going nowhere,” Graysen shot at Danne. “Besides, Wychthorn doesn’t like jazz.”

I shriveled up a little on the inside and heat scorched my cheeks; torn between embarrassment and utter outrage that Graysen would illuminate my silly lie this way.

Gritting my teeth, I flung back at him. “I do like jazz.” Why the hells was I lying? It was discordant, jazz. Maybe because it was too much like me, the strangeness I was. I worked too damn hard in my life, keeping everything hidden, smoothing my frayed odd edges. A puzzle piece in a box, a bit of blue sky, only to discover I didn’t fit anywhere.

When Graysen’s gaze snapped back to me, there was a delighted challenge in those eyes. “Liar,” he purred with a teasing smile.

“I could—” Why was I so adamant about forcing this with him?

He took a long step forward, causing Danne to move backward. “I’ve never heard you listening to jazz.” Sometimes when we were together, I’d put in my earbuds and listen to music while reading. Using it to block out the oppressive silence and to ignore his presence. “You prefer something with a dirty rolling beat.”

And those words, the way he said them, gave it quite a different meaning. A little obscene. A little carnal.

Danne’s gaze rounded to me as he tried to figure out if it meant as it had come across. While he was looking at me, I was gaping at Graysen and he was mouthing to me—You wanted that kiss.

I blinked. That infuriating godsdamn prick—this was about this morning! About the kiss he wanted so much. This was how he was going to pay me back.

Danne dropped his gaze to his feet as he scratched his nose, and I used the opportunity to mouth—Burn in hells, Crowther!

He lit up with glee—Yeah, thought so—and winked.

I jutted out my lower lip, toying with my adamere bracelet, so he wouldn’t see that he was right. I had wanted to kiss him. But part of me had whispered insidiously at the time—You don’t know how to kiss. I froze when his tongue, coated with chili, plunged into mine. I hadn’t kissed him back—I’d merely opened up and let him dominate me.

And I wasn’t sure of him. Why did he want to kiss me so much? I was a game to him. Someone he wanted to break. And he could. He had the ability to shatter me into shards.

It was dangerous to give him what he wanted. A kiss.

And with the memory of his lips moving over mine arising once more, the kiss echoed right through me and had my toes curling into the grass.

Hellsgate.

Biting back a breathless moan, I reminded myself it would be even more humiliating if he didn’t like my kiss and laughed at me, pushing me away and telling me I was nothing special. So it was much easier to grab hold of fire and anger and push him away instead.

I shifted uncomfortably, readjusting the messenger bag’s strap across my shoulder. Sage placed his bulk between me and Danne.

“Graysen—” Danne began.

“Don’t,” Graysen finally acknowledged Danne’s presence, rounding on him with a fierce glower, “you fucking dare think you can be so familiar with me, Pellan.”

In the corner of my eye, I saw Danne flinch. “Crowther.”

Graysen’s mouth curved up on one side—Better. And then every tense line in his body relaxed. He twisted around to lean a shoulder against the container, crowding his tall figure right next to mine, a smug smirk curving his lips. His gaze dragged over Danne with an expression on his handsome face that said he found the other man lacking in every single way. “You know, Pellan, I’d have thought since the last time we met you’d have learned to keep your distance from anyone belonging to me.”

“I’m not a godsdamn possession!” I snapped, finally finding my voice.

“That’s where you’re wrong, little bird.” Graysen shot me a dark look. However, though his features were hard, his eyes shone with something I couldn’t quite place. Possessiveness definitely, but there was something else cutting through them. Under his intense stare, my pulse kicked and heat flooded straight to my core. I could barely breathe. I couldn’t take my gaze off those pitch-black eyes staring right back at me.

Gods, what kind of power does he have over me?

Graysen turned to Danne, and I could suck in a lungful of air.

“Still haunting the gambling halls?” he asked my friend.

“I like to play. There’s no harm in that.”

“Only if you have enough to bet with.”

“Crowther—” Danne started to say, his nose twitching.

And Graysen honed in on the gesture. I couldn’t see the grin I knew he was suppressing, but I could feel it radiating off him. “Leave us.”

“Look here—”

“Right this fucking moment, Pellan. Before I do something you’ll regret. Again.”

I sent Danne an apologetic glance. His freckled jaw clenched and his cheeks flushed with anger.

Then I felt a touch. My astonished gaze slid sideways to find Graysen threading a hand through my hair and twirling a lock around a finger. “I want to have a word with wifey here.”

Wifey?

What the hells?!

“Nelle, I hope to see you later.” Danne gritted out, then delivered Graysen a look of hatred before spinning on the heel of his loafers and walking away.

“Wait, Danne,” I called out. But my friend kept walking and disappeared behind a container. I rounded on Graysen, rising on my tippy-toes, as high as my short frame could get. Scowling into his face, I shoved an angry finger at him. He only found my response to be amusing and grinned back at me. “You’re such a fucking prick. Why do you do things like that? Treat people like shit?!”

Mirth danced in his tone as he rubbed the lock of hair between his fingers as if judging its silkiness, “I do what I like. Haven’t you learned that yet, wifey?”

Gods, have I ever.

I hissed at him, bunching my hand into a fist. I wanted to smack that stupid grin off his face. “Stop calling me that!”

He cocked a thick eyebrow. “Wifey? Would you prefer something else? Honey?”

I spluttered in astonishment and rage.

“How about darling? Or baby? Or sweetness?” Then the playfulness was gone. Darkness swept across his features. He growled, “I warned you to keep away from him.”

Rocking back onto the flat of my feet, I retreated a step, only to bump into the sun-heated container behind me. An edgy feeling that had nothing to do with Graysen made all the fine hair on my skin prickle. The creature rippled through my body, hissing and snarling. I rubbed my throbbing temple, knowing that I had to head into the woods fast, but first I needed to know. “Why? Why do you hate him so much?”

Graysen pushed off the opposite container and approached. His shadow loomed over me while his mouth remained tight.

“Go on, spit it out. You can’t keep on telling me to keep away from him without giving me a reason.”

His lips parted and he drew in a breath, tongue curling as he formed his reply. But something shuttered within him and he pressed his lips together, staring at me down the length of his nose.

I hissed, annoyed. He clearly wasn’t going to say anything. “He said you two got into a fight. You nearly broke his jaw,” I pushed.

“We did. I often wish I had,” he snarled. “At least then his jaw would be wired shut for months and no one would hear the lies spilling from his lips.”

I snorted, folding my arms across my chest. I really couldn’t believe that of my friend.

Graysen leaned an arm against the metal at my back, bowing his head to look me right in the eye. His scent washed over me and I had to admit he smelled so much better than Danne. “He likes to play cards, Wychthorn. That’s where he would have been last night. Not working. Not at that stupid jazz bar. He was out gambling.”

I flinched. Danne gambled? I hadn’t known. He’d never spoken of it. And the way Graysen spat it, it didn’t sound good.

His tone was a little gentler when he said, “He owes a lot of money and it won’t be long before he owes the wrong kind of people.”

“Aren’t you the wrong kind of people?” I snapped.

His sudden grin said—Touché, Wychthorn.

I’d had enough. And I really needed to get to the woods. I stormed off, breaking free from the alley of containers, but he followed on my heels like Sage. “That doesn’t explain why you hate him so much,” I threw at him over my shoulder. My fingers clenched into fists, not because Graysen was pissing me off, but because the shakes were beginning and my heart beat rapidly, punching at my ribcage.

Why should Danne’s gambling matter to Graysen? Unless he’d been called in by Upper House Novak to sort out Danne’s mess.

“I didn’t like the sudden interest he had in my sister.”

“Ferne?” That shut me up and had me turning back to him, softening in utter surprise. Ferne? Danne? My mind scrambled for all the pieces—a fight with Graysen last year. That would make Danne twenty and Ferne would be…fifteen? “What do you mean?”

Instead of answering my question, he asked one of me. “Why did you tell him that stupid-ass lie?” A crease formed between his brows. “Why did you pretend to like jazz?”

His sudden change of topics sent my head spinning.

But it was more than that. I could feel the power inside building up, reminiscent of shaking a bottle of pop and then half-twisting the cap open, resulting in the bubbling fizz rushing upwards to pour out unbidden in frothy foam. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, feeling beads of sweat glide along my skin.

“I wanted him to like me.” It came out quietly. I braced myself. I didn’t want his mocking, that I was someone no one would like.

Graysen stepped nearer to close the gap between us. “And does he like you?” It was the most open, honest tone he’d ever used. Even his gaze was genuine. He truly wanted to know. It floored me for a moment.

I nodded. “He’s my friend.”

His expression turned dark, insistent, like the promise of thunder rolling off a bank of black clouds. “Danne Pellan’s no one’s friend. He’s opportunistic. He wants something from you, Wychthorn.”

“He just wants to hang out and talk, like every friend wants to do. Why can’t you believe that?”

“Tell me then, when did you strike up this friendship? The very first time you met, or was it only recently?”

Danne hadn’t been initially interested the couple of times I’d talked to him when he’d come along with his brother to visit Evvie. I had put it down to him being distracted with work. I guess the doubt must have shown on my face.

“Exactly,” Crowther said. “So why the sudden interest in you now?” He turned to saunter away, giving me a magnificent view of his ass.

Godsdammit—eyes up, Nelle!

“Keep your distance from him,” he tossed back at me in his departing wake.

Anger suddenly seethed, expelled in a hiss. “Stop thinking you can tell me what to do, Crowther!”

“He’s not a nice guy, Wychthorn,” he sang over his shoulder, twirling a finger around.

“Oh, and you are?” I scoffed.

“No. I’m not.” He turned to face me, sketching a half-assed attempt at a bow while walking backward, straightening with a smug wink. “In a different way, I’m worse than Danne Pellan.”

I threw my hands into the air. “Why do you even care?”

The question startled him. His retreat faltered. He cocked his head, pinning me with sharp eyes, dragging his gaze over me much as he’d done with Danne. And, like my friend, he found me lacking. That bored-as-fuck tone came back. “You know what—why the fuck should I care?”

Sage nudged me with his shoulder, rocking me with his concern. I glanced down to see my hands shaking. I stroked the length of my wraith-wolf’s spine, slipping my fingers through his wispy fur. Gods, it was getting hard to breathe. Sage gave a low, worried whine. He knew. He could feel the need to run into the woods and purge the fire.

I needed to go. Now.

And when I looked back up again, Graysen was already gone.
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In a burst of speed, I left Wychthorn to cross the lawn to the orchard, snatching a glossy red apple from a sprawling tree before heading to the woodland.

It wouldn’t be long. I’d seen the sheen of sweat coating Wychthorn’s forehead, the paleness of her complexion, and how she tried to hide the tremor in her hands from me. Whatever power she possessed, she needed to extinguish it. And that was the reason for these runs. I was sure of it now.

The furrowed bark of an oak scraped against my palms as I climbed upwards, shifting to sit on a branch, resting my back against the trunk to wait. The flesh of the apple was juicy and tart, but my mind didn’t register either the flavor or the sensation as I chewed, instead focused fully on Danne Douchebag Pellan. Seeing his hand crushing hers—I wanted to shred him. He knew she belonged to me. This was his way of paying me back for messing up his amiable, freckly face last year. Which he fucking deserved. And worse. Much worse. I’d only stopped because Ferne begged me to.

He was up to something. I could taste it in the air. He was nervous, anxious, and greedy for something Wychthorn could provide, hiding his creepy Pellan nature behind stupid-ass grins that promised he was just some easy-going chum.

No Pellan was.

They were sick motherfuckers. All of them.

Why the hells did she lie about jazz? Why was it so important that Danne liked her? A friend. Gods, I’d sooner try befriending a krekenn. Those spindly otherworldly critters hunted in swarms and had a one-track mind—flesh. They mostly preyed on the homeless, dragging them down to the sewers into nests spun from webs to consume their victims slowly. At least krekenns were honest.

Wychthorn was clever, so how could she be taken in?

Sure, I guess if I looked at Danne from her point of view—he seemed nice and charming, unassuming. No doubt, in her mind, the complete opposite of me. Which I suppose was most of the appeal.

I bit the apple, nearly devouring half of it with my black mood. I hissed through gritted teeth and chunks of sweet flesh. Gods, why was it so hard to keep myself objective with her?

I don’t care.

I do not fucking care!

Fuck. I do.

I flicked a message to my brother Caidan.

Me: Find out what you can about Danne Pellan.

Caidan: What’s the shady motherfucker been up to now?

Me: He’s sniffing around Wychthorn. I want to know where he’s been and who he owes.



Shoving my phone into the back pocket of my jeans, I kept my vigil. And soon enough, through the leafy boughs of the oak, I spied Nelle sprinting across the lawn. That ridiculous too-big dress flared wide and the messenger bag slapped her hip as she ran with Sage at her heels.

I tossed the apple core away and jumped down, landing softly on the thick, lush grass. In several heartbeats, I crossed the tree line to the spot where she’d plunged into the murky depth of the woodland and began my hunt. She’d picked a muddy trail cutting through in an easterly direction, the earth was pressed with tiny footprints and her unique fragrance lingered in the air.

Why does that girl have such an aversion to shoes?
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Where is she where is she where is she—

She was gone. Not a trace. I couldn’t scent her anywhere. I should have been able to see imprints of feet in the mud. It was as if one minute she was there, the next she wasn’t.

The answer came.

Surely not—

But if she did…

If she could…

What the hells is she?

Because the only way to disappear like this was to swift.

And like she’d said to Sirro, nothing living can swift.

An hour later, by chance, I picked up her scent and found her. Creeping out of the shadowy woods and silently stalking into a clearing, I carefully approached the sheer edge of a cliff that ringed a natural well of water. Crouching, I peered downward.

We’d crossed into fall, but it had been unseasonably hot so far, and sure enough, Wychthorn was floating in a deep pool, the depth so dark I couldn’t see the bottom. A noise of crashing thunder came from a waterfall. Sheets of white water tumbled from a river into the pool below and bright morning sunlight glanced off the rippling surface. Squinting and scanning the surrounding land, I spotted a path cut into the rocky cliff face that would have taken Wychthorn to the bottom of the water well. But her scent ended right here. Of course, she would have jumped off a cliff seventy feet high. That girl was fearless.

Wychthorn spread her arms wide as she floated, basking like an otter in the sunshine, her long hair drifting in the water.

I swallowed thickly, and my heartbeat raced faster. She was wearing her underthings. Nothing else but for the dagger strapped to her thigh.

Holy hellsgate.

She was willowy and toned and gorgeous. I grinned. That simple cotton bra was slightly translucent, clinging to her perky breasts, and the cool water had peaked her nipples.

Abruptly, Wychthorn jerked as if she were alerted to something. For a moment, I thought she’d spotted me. But she rolled over and dove underwater.

I patiently waited, keeping a close eye on the deep well, wondering where she’d emerge.

A minute went by…

A second…

I didn’t even make it to the third minute before I shot to my feet.

Fuck, where was she?

Shit, shit, shit—

Tossing my phone away and shucking off my boots and socks, I surged forward and dove off the cliff.
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Deep underwater was a world of murky greens and silvers with streaks of sunlight piercing through the undulating surface. Using small fluttering movements of my arms kept me at the depth I wanted to stay as silver fish darted through the gloom of the water, winding around my ankles before swimming away with the flick of a tail.

In a streak of speed, a gremleen shot out of the dark, spearing a fish with its talons.

The black-scaled gremleen was smaller than me, with thin stunted limbs and an oily sheen to its body. The otherworldly creature stared at me with bulbous eyes and pinprick pupils as it devoured its meal. Tendrils of flesh and sinew were caught between the creature’s razor-sharp teeth. Blood burst into red mist, drifting apart in the current.

We warily watched one another as it crunched through bone and scale and meat. I adjusted my position with a pump of my arms, and the motion startled the gremleen. It disappeared into the inky darkness, leaving faint ripples in its wake. The creature would dive deep and bury itself into the muddy bottom, waiting for a fish or some unsuspecting soul to go for a swim.

It knew to keep its distance from me.

It knew it should fear me.

Under the water, it was silent and tranquil. I needed rest from all the imaginary arguments I was still having with Graysen inside my head.

The guy was a megalomaniac. Whatever his problem with Danne was, he wasn’t willing to share. And I wasn’t sure if it even warranted any headspace. He was probably just annoyed that his shiny toy—me—had another’s interest.

But Danne was my friend. That was blindingly obvious. My feelings for him were platonic.

A loud splash—

Something large plunged into the water, enveloped in a blanket of bubbles and displaced water.

Graysen!

He’d dived into the pool in jeans and a t-shirt, having only discarded his boots and socks. He swam down, his powerful arms and legs kicking through the murky water, searching, searching, searching—until he found me. Something disappeared from his dark gaze so swiftly I’d almost not seen it—panic chased by relief.

We stared at each other across the watery void, each of us suspended, our hair drifting in the water like seaweed. One side of his mouth curled up and air bubbles escaped as he took me in.

Shit. I was swimming in only my underwear.

Poking my tongue at him, I kicked up, propelling fast to break the surface and spit water from my mouth. Graysen erupted from the water a moment later, shaking his head like a dog to make water spray wide. His fearsome glare locked on me. “Fuck, Wychthorn, what the hells were you doing?”

Sluicing the dripping water from my face, I blinked, glancing around at the deep well of water. I mean, wasn’t it obvious? “Er, swimming.”

He slicked his hair from his forehead with a hand and frowned. “How long can you hold your breath?”

Oh…oh…

How long has he been watching me?

My gaze darted to the cascading waterfall that rushed from above to thunder into the pool. There was a cave behind the thick sheet of raining water. And if he’d entered the cavernous space, he wouldn’t find it damp. It’d be tinder dry. The power inhabiting my body had been carefully released in increments and now it lazed inside, curled up and content.

“Long,” I answered him, knowing it sounded enigmatic but not caring either. “You could too. You just need to practice.”

He’d jumped into the water, fully clothed.

I frowned, glancing up at the scrub-studded cliff face surrounding the northern flank of the deep well of water where he’d dove from. “You were worried about me?”

He barked a laugh. “Of course not.”

Liar. He was such a liar. Why couldn’t he say—Yeah, for a moment I was—how hard was that? “So why jump, then? I mean, I’d have thought you’d have delighted in my drowning.”

“I was more worried about the gremleens. You encounter a school of them and you’d become a nice tasty snack… And then they’d have choked on your bony frame.”

I snorted. Gremleens didn’t scare me. And I called bullshit on him pretending he was more concerned about the gremleens welfare than my own.

But Graysen had jumped in…to what? Save me?

And what was he doing here in the first place?

Spying on me?

I leveled a suspicious look. “What do you want?”

“Danne—”

“Oh, Gods, more Danne bullshit,” I groaned, flicking up an irritated hand. “Can’t you let it go?”

“Go on. Enlighten me. You’re clever, Wychthorn. What does he know about you?”

I twirled in the water, striking out for the rocky shore. “More than you.”

“Doubtful,” I heard him mutter.

I spun back, fluttering my hands beneath the surface to keep afloat. “You know nothing about me,” I snapped. “Spending one day a month, which you use to pointedly ignore me, does not constitute you actually knowing me.” But for me, on the other hand, he’d been a box of puzzle pieces I liked to sift through. There were little things I’d gleaned about him while he was stuck with me.

“It’s not only one day a month. Since Evvie got engaged to that dickhead Pellan, there’s been loads more evenings I’ve been stuck with your company,” he clipped out. “But you’re right, I don’t know you, and I don’t fucking care to.”

“Well, I know plenty about you,” I shot back.

His laugh was sarcastic, and it cut through the hum of insects and trills of bird-call.

Vexed, I shoved a hand forward, splashing water all over him. He snarled, wiping droplets from his eyelashes, the wet rivulets running down his face.

“Don’t you think that while we’ve been together, I’ve been studying you?” I tore my gaze away, glaring toward the other side of the pool where shadows plunged the shore into an inky green. “I’d be a godsdamned idiot not to,” I muttered so quietly he shouldn’t have been able to hear me.

But quiet was nothing to a Crowther. “Go on then, Wychthorn. Tell me. What do you think you know?” he challenged.

I knew things about him, far more than he did about me. He’d shown no interest whatsoever in actually wanting to get to know me. I was simply a chore he detested.

Sharp anger burned inside.

He was right. I was fire and brimstone. He needed to know I was onto him. The man was mean. Really mean. He practically didn’t like anyone, only his family, and everyone else could go to hells, me included. Besides, he needed to stop trying to kiss me and getting all handsy. I needed to make him leave because this was dangerous. I shouldn’t like him. I shouldn’t like him enough to want to kiss him back. And maybe this was more about me than him, pushing him away.

I turned around, my mouth a dispassionate line. “A tic in your jawline twitches whenever you’re annoyed.”

“No surprise there. It tics all the time in your company.”

“I feel you watching me.” Like prey—I might have added. “You hate being here. Hate having to spend a minute—”

“Every single second, if you want to get specific. Yes. All true.”

He did. He hated being stuck with me. It radiated from him like a hot, annoyed heat, similar to the way my skin itched when I needed to release the thing inside me. But since he’d arrived at the estate last night, the wall between us was being chipped away. I arched a smug brow. “Every single second?”

The power residing inside coiled and gave a husky rumble of delighted laughter at his exaggeration.

“Liar,” I said, not waiting for his reply and refusing to give in to the sudden smile that tugged at my mouth.

His expression turned dark. He clenched his jaw, frowning, and glanced away. His gaze darted back when he heard the splash of water as I swam a little closer, wanting to provoke him further. Maybe I had a death wish after all, taunting a Crowther.

I treaded water. “The books you choose to read—you’re not reading them—I don’t know why you bother to pretend. It’s so obvious what you’re really doing.”

He tilted his head. “And what do you think I’m doing?”

“Watching the comings and goings of our House, our staff, the rotation of our security. What my father is up to. Who he talks to.”

His eyebrows rose. “I’m impressed, Wychthorn.”

“But,” I drawled. “You do read a lot. There’s never only one book in your bag. You prefer Bukowski, Hunter S. Thompson, and Kerouac. But sometimes you divulge in the latest trashy bestseller.”

His expression taunted me to keep going.

“You don’t like some orders that come from Novak.” I tipped my head to the side and my hair fanned out in the water. “I don’t actually think you like being part of this world. Having to be at the beck and call of the Horned Gods.”

“House Novak is our Upper House. I do as I’m told,” he said between gritted teeth.

“I’m sure you do.”

And then his tight expression softened just a fraction, and he asked in a low, quiet voice, “What gives me away?”

I leaned forward a little, whispering, “The timbre of your voice changes. Bored-as-fuck, rest assured. But there’s the faintest trace of discontent.”

He stared at me long and hard. I could see him mulling it over.

Which suddenly reminded me that though his tone had always been flat, bored, and dispassionate, this time with me, inflection had wound itself through in conversation. My resolve stumbled.

A mask? Was this a mask he presented to the world? Cold, heartless, disinterested.

I glanced down at the water rippling around my body, trying desperately to shove aside the faltering hesitation and cool the warmth he inspired that heated my blood.

Make him go away.

“I know exactly which one of your brothers you’re talking to even before you say their name. Kenton, you’re somewhat respectful of, yet he can piss you off in record time.” I tapped my mouth, pretending to think, then gave him a sly sideways glance. “You know, I really must call him, ask him how he does it so well.”

His lips twitched on the cusp of a grin. “Trust me, Wychthorn. Kenton could use tips from you.”

“You’re always sparring with Caidan. Mostly relaxed around Jett. And Ferne…you’re softer with her.” If that was possible. But it was. “You smile the most when you talk to her.” Genuine smiles, too. “Oh, she messes with you just as much as the rest of your siblings do. You adore your baby sister. You’re protective of her… Yet…” Should I say it? I wasn’t sure if I should, but it was something I’d instinctively felt. “You carry guilt too. Something you’ve done—”

He tensed, and there was a dark warning in his tone. “Don’t say another word.”

Okay, all right, Ferne was out of bounds. But one of these days I’d get to ask the gazillion questions I hoarded like a fire drake obsessed with glittering baubles.

“You like doing things with your hands. Your cars and bikes—you’re always tinkering with them.” His brow quirked. “Sometimes I’ve scented a slight hint of oil and grease on you and seen the faintest trace of them staining the creases of your fingers.”

This was fun. With every revelation I unnerved him—that telling tic pulsing away in his jaw. The current carried us towards a narrow gap where the water flowed out of the well and meandered through the woodlands as streams and rivers.

Graysen drifted closer. He slanted his chin in challenge, waiting to hear the next thing I knew about him.

“You always fuck someone before you arrive for the day.”

His expression changed so swiftly from surprised to rattled to defiant, I wanted to laugh. Instead, I tsked, giving him a condescending smirk. He thought I wouldn’t know. “Her scent lingers.” Closing my eyes, I inhaled. I couldn’t smell anything on him, but I pretended I could. “I especially like the girl with the touch of honey and orange blossoms. You seem to favor her.”

When I opened my eyes, I found myself staring at a cold smile.

“Yes I do,” he said. “Mela likes a good hard fuck.”

Huh, Mela Văduva. And I thought she just liked girls. “I bet she does.”

He motioned a hand between us both. “We’re not together, Wychthorn.”

I laughed bitterly because that was true. Water dripped from my shoulders as I shrugged nonchalantly, as if his admission didn’t cut painfully through me. I cared. My ego cared. And some stupid part of me was crushed he didn’t see me in that way. But I refused to let him see me hurt. “Sure, it’s insulting. But as long as you’re getting it from someone, you won’t bother with me. And I’ll assume you’ll extend the same allowance to me.”

I flipped over, kicking to push myself toward the shoreline. As far as I was concerned, this conversation was over.

“Like Danne,” I heard from behind. It wasn’t a question, but I answered it as if it were.

“If I want.”

He surged forward, easily cutting through the water to swim alongside me. “What is it about Danne Douchebag Pellan that women find so appealing?”

I stopped swimming, holding my place, wondering what the hells Graysen meant by that. Why he should even care? And what had happened between them and Ferne last year, that he’d torn into my friend, almost breaking his jaw.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with the fact he doesn’t scowl or snarl and snap or spit such horrible things. Maybe it’s because he’s interested in getting to know me.”

Graysen’s entire demeanor changed, completely unnerving me. He suddenly relaxed. All the tense lines in his body melted away. He shot me a sideways look, arching a playful brow. “It doesn’t bother you?”

I frowned. “Bother me, what?”

“That he’s one of those talk-over-top-of-you kinds of guys, cutting you off before you’ve had a chance to speak. He’s always yapping about himself. Constantly. You should hear him when the Houses get together.” He mocked a yawn.

Danne did cut me off. In fact, when I thought about it, we’d mostly talked about what he’d been up to.

“Soft-looking,” he said, shrugging one shoulder, the wet t-shirt clinging to his body. “But I guess you don’t mind that either. That beer gut of his.”

I immediately felt defensive and shot back. “Not everyone can look like you.” I instantly regretted it the moment his face lit up with delight.

Great amusement glittered in Graysen’s black eyes. “And how do I look?” He didn’t give me a chance to reply. Instead, he winked while charging onward. “Oh, that’s right, stupidly beautiful.”

My cheeks flushed hot. Shit, why had I revealed that to him? Too much wine, that’s why.

The sudden change in him disoriented me. I thought I’d pushed him away and made him mad enough to leave. This was… What is this? He was being playful. And shockingly, I realized I liked his teasing.

Godsdammit!

He carried on speaking. “That ever-twitching nose of Danne’s makes him look like a ferret.”

I suppose, now that he’d said it, Danne twitched his nose a lot. I started giggling and felt bad about doing so. But that auburn hair of his and that nose twitch…he did somewhat resemble a ferret. “That’s not nice,” I choked out, hiding my laughter behind a hand. Graysen opened his mouth to reply, but I got in there first. “Yeah, I know. You’re not a nice guy.”

He grinned. “Oh, I can be nice if I want. Real nice, little bird.”

Bobbing up and down in the water, he half-spun away and raked his fingers through his wet hair, and my gaze landed on his veiny forearm, the tattoos of black flame and Ukkenskrit threading down to the wrist thickly bound in silver and leather. For some crazy moment, I wondered what it might be like to sink my teeth into that arm. Have it curled around my waist, pinning me down.

My nipples tightened and rubbed against the thin material of my bra. I chewed my bottom lip, trying to quell the lustful heat blazing inside my core.

Graysen startled and reared back a little as he spun about to face me. His nostrils flared. Then the most devilish smile curled one side of his mouth.

Shit, shit, shit—

I started swishing my hands, hauling myself backward to create space between us. But he propelled through the water to swim closer. “Why do you like him so much?”

We neared the cascade of water tumbling from the clifftop. The water foamed all around us and the noise of it nearly deafened the sound of my heartbeat slamming against my ribs.

“He’s n-nice…you know…the antithesis of you, jerk-off.” The words were harsh. I meant them to be harsh, but came out stumbling.

His smile was slow and glorious, and the words rumbled from deep within his chest. “You don’t want nice.”

I huffed a breath, shaking my head at him. What did he truly know about me? Nothing—that’s what.

His hand reached out to encircle my wrist and waves of water broke against my chest as he gently pulled me to him. Inches separated us and the heat from his body warmed mine. Dark eyes dipped to my lips, lingering there. “Nice will only bore you.” He brought my inner wrist up to his mouth, and I stilled, my breath caught tight in my throat. Those lips ghosting over my sensitive skin sent my nerves sparking, and I gasped, which drew another smile from him. “You’re wild like me. You want me to dirty you up,” he purred.

The words stroked against my sex and I had to bite my lip hard to stifle the moan as my inner walls clenched. And I swear the water swirling between us heated and thrummed in response.

His jaw hardened, as did his eyes, as if he was trying to tame something inside too.

A frown creased his forehead. He chose not to look at me, sending his line of sight somewhere over my shoulder when he asked softly, “What does Danne Pellan really know about you?”

“Plenty,” I whispered. A simple word because suddenly speech eluded me.

His gaze slowly slid back to mine. He tipped his head to the side, studying me as if weighing up how to say it. “It’s been easy for someone like him to slink in because you’re lonely.”

I blinked. A sudden rush of surprise mixed with hurt swept through my chest, dousing everything he’d roused within me. I tried tugging my arm free. He wouldn’t let me go. “Your father trapped you on this estate. With who? Just your sisters for company?”

When he summed it up like that, it sounded pathetic.

“Why can’t you leave the estate? Why won’t Byron let you leave?”

“He’s just overprotective.” I ripped myself free, kicking away, splashing water in my wake.

Graysen made a rough noise from the back of his throat. He was pissed off on my behalf.

But I could understand my father all too well, and that’s why I obeyed him. “I’m a Wychthorn from the Great House. There’s been deceit between Houses before. He’s afraid if I fall into the wrong hands…”

The Horned Gods. Always hanging over my head. Always the argument given why I couldn’t join my sisters or my mother when they left for an adventure outside of the estate. One slip out there and our entire House would be annihilated. No doubt by the Crowthers themselves. Our blood would coat their blades. Or perhaps we’d be hung. An example made of us in front of the entire gathering of Houses.

“Maybe then you can understand why I want a friend. Why Danne’s important,” I said.

“Danne’s not your friend.”

“He is—”

“He’s using you. I could taste it on him. He was nervous and anxious and hungry for something only you could provide.”

My brow furrowed. “You could have it wrong. Maybe he feels the same way I do.”

Graysen went rigid, only his legs slowly cutting through the water below, keeping him afloat. “How do you feel?” And I felt as if he were asking me something else entirely.

It was safer to study my prune-wrinkled hands than meet that intense stare. “Nervous. Anxious. Desperate for someone else’s company. Hoping he’ll like me enough to want to keep talking to me.”

“And that’s why you lied about jazz,” he said quietly.

“I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Try me.”

I didn’t get why he found it so elusive. It was the simplest thing to understand. “You have the freedom to walk out every day. Speak with people. Do anything. Anything you like… And I don’t. Besides Danne, the only other person I interact with from the outside is you.” I burst into laughter and even to my own ears, it sounded manic and went on far too long to be comfortable. “You, Gods, what a joke.” I rubbed my forehead, scrunching my eyes shut. Sucking in a breath, I released it slowly, and offered him a truth. “You’re right. I am lonely. And I do want out. And I don’t know what I’ve done for you to be so hateful. You didn’t like me when we first met in the aviary. And you don’t like me now.” I opened my eyes to find him staring at me like I was a strange creature he’d never encountered before, one that slightly repulsed him. I sighed, running the fingertips of one hand along the underside of an eyebrow. “It might have been nice to spend those days talking, being friendly toward one another, instead of you being such an asshole to me…”— he didn’t deny it—“We could have been friends.”

“I don’t want to be your friend,” he snapped harshly. And right then, without even realizing I’d built my world around him, it crumbled. I stood in the carnage he wrecked with those seven words, shocked that it hurt. Shocked at myself that I didn’t realize he mattered. Heat flared behind my eyes and my nose prickled with the threat of tears. I stared at him in confusion for one long moment before rolling over. I swam away, pressing a hand to my chest, not understanding why something ached deep inside.

What was this?

I couldn’t possibly care for Graysen.

It would be utterly reckless, undeniably irresponsible—

Dammit! I shouldn’t care, I shouldn’t care!

“You don’t like me, I get it,” I tossed over my shoulder. “So why don’t you stay away and leave me in peace?”

“No. I don’t want to like you,” he growled. “But I do. Gods, why are you so fucking likable?” And he snarled it as if it was the worst thing ever.

Stunned, I rounded back to find him wearing a sullen expression, his chin jutting out, not even deigning to look at me. He liked me? Kind-of? What the hells did he say? What did he mean by it?

“Is it really that bad? Would your world implode just because you liked me?”

He gave me an odd look, as if indeed it would. “I’ve tried… Like, really. Fucking. Hard… To dislike you.”

My nose scrunched with confusion. Was I supposed to thank him for his hostility?

He merely rolled his eyes as if exasperated and looked away.

What was his deal? It was like he was ten years old, a bratty boy who couldn’t tell a girl he liked her, so he teased or taunted her with cruel words. “You like me?”

He jerked his head in a violent nod—yes. But still didn’t look at me, choosing to stare instead at the wall of white water plunging from the cliff. His whole being vibrated with the same power as the churning water, practically screaming he did not want to be here and he sure as hells did not want to be talking about this.

“Tell me the things about me you like,” I commanded. There was no way I was going to let him off the hook. He was going to wriggle and squirm. Graysen’s glower darkened and his eyes narrowed. “Go on then,” I taunted him. “I’m waiting.”

His mouth thinned into a pinched line and he rattled off quickly, “Obstinate. Kind. Loyal. Fearless. Clever. Intelligent. Compassionate,” glaring as if every single trait personally offended him.

I winced. I knew my expression was a little pained. Because in his cold way, this was the nicest thing he’d ever said to me. Yet still, the guy looked as if he wanted to tear his tongue from his mouth.

His gaze returned to me. “What’s the face for?” he scowled, catching my grimace.

I squinted, wondering why the hells I insulted him so much.

“You wanted to know,” he threw at me as if it were all my fault.

“Yeah, but you pretty much looked like you’d prefer to pick up used condoms after a frat party than admit that.”

He blinked twice. His features slackened and his mouth fell open. “Used condoms?”

“Yes. Used-condoms.”

I made an irritated gah sound. Why the hells was I bothering with Graysen Crowther? The guy was emotionally stunted. I rolled my eyes skyward, tossing an arm up to flip a hand at him. “Why don’t you go back to the mansion and leave me be? Go on, get.”

I kicked off, and water broke before me as I swam away. But behind me, I heard him hiss out an exasperated, strangled breath. This time, though, when he gritted it out, his voice was somewhat softer. “Kind. Even to assholes.” I paused my strokes and treaded water, waiting, but still refusing to turn back.

Oh my, he really is going to tell me how much he likes me.

“Pig-headed. Stubborn. So excruciatingly stubborn, Wychthorn,” he continued. “Mischievous. A thorn in my ass. Gods, I’m paranoid around you. I’m constantly worrying about what you’re up to, how you’ll mess with me next.”

The hurtful ache inside my chest eased.

Stifling the grin, I twirled in the water to face him. “I do have fun.” I did. I really did enjoy messing with him.

“Fearless. You jumped from there, didn’t you?” He glanced up at the clifftop and I saw a little bit of awe and admiration shining in his gaze.

“Dove, actually. A triple somersault,” I deadpanned. I did dive, but no somersault.

“Such a smart-ass.” But his mouth twitched on the verge of a smile.

“You bring it out in me.” I shrugged, feigning nonchalance because my heart was beating wildly. “Besides, you like my bite.”

He shook his head as if baffled. “Facing off against Sirro? Madness. I nearly had a heart attack. But you did it for your sister. You’d do anything for Evelene or Annalise.”

I tipped my chin up. He was right. I would do anything for my sisters. And I knew he’d do the same. “You’d too, for your brothers, for Ferne.”

He gave a slow, measured nod, and his thoughtful perusal of me returned. “Clever and intelligent. That brilliant mind of yours is such a fucking turn-on.”

I blinked, my mouth falling open. A turn-on? Me?

“As kind-hearted as you are, your temper matches it. Such fire, Wychthorn. You would burn the world down over a slight.”

I had to forcefully chew back the smile. Because he was right.

His arms spread like wings through the water as he bobbed. We stared at one another, neither of us able to look away. His head tilted to the side and sunlight glistened in his raven-black hair. “And… I don’t always fuck someone before I arrive for the day.”

I swallowed hard. “No. Not always.”

“I haven’t…for a while now.” My breath caught in my throat as I waited for him to say something further because I knew that too. “You must know… If I was with someone, I wouldn’t touch another woman. Not so much as a glance.”

Holy shit, did he just say that out loud?

It made my blood run hotter and warmth spread across my chest and a wide smile lurked dangerously close to the surface of my mouth. As far as I knew, he’d never had a girlfriend. But he was fiercely loyal to his family, and that loyalty ran deep. I don’t know why I should believe him. But I did.

This was the closest he’d come to confessing how he might actually feel. I think it startled him too. His gaze darted from mine and his thick brows slashed forward. There was a hard set to his jaw and his bottom lip poked petulantly out a fraction.

“I don’t get the sudden interest you have in me.”

His gaze returned. Honest. Open. “It’s never been sudden.”

My heart stumbled. And we stared at one another. A truth.
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The longer Graysen stared at me, the more my heart did stupid crazy things, like flip and swell with delight. But there was some small part of me screaming for self-preservation. “I don’t trust you.”

I don’t trust you’ll not hurt me.

He sighed deeply. “You shouldn’t.”

Suddenly, his ankle hooked mine, and I jolted, yelping, as he dragged me closer. I fell into him, my tiny form wedged against his. I spread my hands over his chest to keep my head above water and he wound an arm around my lower back to help steady my balance. His hard pecs flexed beneath my cool palms and I shuddered, gritting my teeth against the delicious sensation.

We didn’t speak. I wasn’t even sure I was breathing.

My bare skin pressed against the friction of his jeans and his t-shirt. His heat warmed my chilled body, and that damned hyperawareness of him skimmed my flesh in pulsing waves.

His gaze lowered, coasting along my neck down to my breasts half-submerged. “I’ve often wondered what might be hidden beneath those dresses that swamp you.” The golden flecks in his eyes glittered with appreciation.

I slapped his chest. “Always your indecent mind.”

He grinned, cocking a mischievous eyebrow. “Ah-huh.”

His handsome features grew serious. “Let’s put aside that I’m a Crowther and you’re a Wychthorn.” And he sucked in a breath as something dark swept across his expression as if he warred with himself over a choice he had to make. As if this was imperative that we forget who we were to one another. “Why don’t we forget that I’m an asshole and you’re wicked mean?”

“Wicked mean?” I laughed.

He nuzzled my neck. The roughness of his jaw abraded my sensitive flesh. The sensation was a turbulent contradiction. I wanted to arch away. I wanted more. “Lovely wicked Wychthorn,” he purred.

Oh, hellsgate, I might be immersed in water, but even I could feel my panties dampening.

“I’ll be your friend for the day.” The words were whispered in a hot, swirling breath against the shell of my ear. A thrill ran through me. And I couldn’t help the tilt of my chin, how my lips parted with a soft sigh.

His hands glided down to cup my ass, drawing me closer, and as our legs tangled, I felt his erection pressing against my thigh. Stone hard, even in this cold water.

I cleared my throat noisily, practically squeaking, “That doesn’t feel particularly friendly.”

“Oh, but it does, little bird. It’s showing just how much I do like you.”

He suddenly flipped me around and over.

I squawked, spluttering, “What the?!”

His other hand spread under my back and pushed me up to float. His chuckle rasped through the air. “Relax.”

And I did. Though it took a while to loosen my limbs and tame my heartbeat. He treaded water and I floated, staring up at the sky. The heat of the morning sun had burned away the wisps of clouds. A pair of swallows darted overhead, swooping down to snatch insects buzzing over the water’s surface.

We were like that for a long time. Me floating beside him, the water lapping against my bare skin. And there was no way in all Nine Hells that I could forget he was there. Each and every one of my senses was focused on him. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him. The rhythmic sound of his calm breath, the swirl of water as he slowly kicked to keep him afloat. His indelible scent.

Finally, one of us broke the silence, and it wasn’t me. His voice was low and seductive. “Does he know,”— and I knew who he was talking about—“that you can speak seven different languages…badly?”

I couldn’t help the smile this time. Because it was true. Who was there to practice on, anyway?

Suddenly, his hands were on me, pulling me closer. He dipped lower and then I found my head cradled in the crook of his shoulder. Still floating, I could breathe him in—intoxicating. I could feel his throat against my cheek—a little rough and prickly. The curling ends of his wet hair brushed against my temple—ticklish.

What am I doing? What am I doing? What am I doing?

“Gods, that day you spent butchering the Balinese language,” he said. “I wanted to crush your larynx and render you speechless just for a moment of silence.”

My smile only grew wider.

“I looked up what you’d been practicing.”

“And?”

“Such filthy words, Wychthorn,” he purred. “You’d spent the entire day swearing at me in Balinese.”

I gave a wistful sigh, staring up at the blue, cerulean sky. “Fun times.”

“Fuck, Wychthorn, no one speaks to me as you do and gets away with it.”

This much I knew about Graysen. But I figured it had to do with my placement in the Houses. “You can talk. You say the most atrocious things to me.”

I heard the smile in his voice. “You give as good as you get.”

I chewed my bottom lip. Maybe Graysen would think it was because I was biting back a grin, but it was because his hand started stroking the ripple of my spine and my body tingled with electricity everywhere he touched. “Does your precious Danne know in a spring shower you’ll run outside and let yourself get soaked? That you go barefooted not so much as to feel the grass and earth, but to keep you grounded. To keep a connection to the earth.”

I blinked rapidly, feeling a groove deepen between my brows. He knew these things about me?

“You dream of breaking your cage. You’ve barely left your family’s estate, but that’s what you’d do—travel—if you were free to fly. And when you’d settle down, it wouldn’t be in a bustling city, but in a small town, burying yourself in everyday life. You’d be happiest at a diner, pouring coffee and talking to people.”

My pulse picked up and a delighted feeling warmed my chest and made it hard not to smile. And I thought he spent his time in my company, oblivious to my existence.

“Where was Danne going to take you?”

We were back to Danne again?

“Ascendria.”

“Let me guess, that jazz club he kept harping on about?”

“Ah-huh.” But the sound came out more like a strangled moan because his hand had splayed wide, stroking back and forth, reaching dangerously near my ass every time he stroked downward.

“And is that what you wanted to do?”

“I have a confession to make,” I whispered, turning my face into his neck, my breath and lips feathering his skin. He arched away, and I swore he made a rough, desperate noise in the back of his throat, his hand stilling in the trail he blazed down my spine with his touch.

“Let me guess…you don’t actually like jazz.”

“Nope.”

“What do you want, little bird?”

I closed my eyes. The words sighing from me. “Freedom. Just one day of freedom.”

“You can have a day out any time you like.”

My eyes flicked wide. He knew I couldn’t and he was making fun of me. I pushed away, flipping over to tread water. Except there wasn’t anything remotely like humor on his face. He looked puzzled. A little serious too. I don’t know why he should look confused. It was simple. “My father will never allow it.”

“Your father can’t stop you if you’re with me.”

Now it was my turn to look puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re nineteen now. And you, me, this is us getting to know one another. That’s why we’re doing these days together. If I want to take you out, I get to do it. And Byron can’t do a thing about it.”

“What?” Like, what? Like, seriously…Whaaat?

“It’s all in the Alverac.”

That stupid marriage contract. I’d read everything else I could get my hands on, but I never had the desire to read that thing. Probably because my father had locked it away in our treasure trove after I’d exploded in anger and desperation that night. Out of sight. Out of mind. However, right at this moment, my thoughts were resting on the fact the door to my cage was open. “So, you could take me to Ascendria?”

“New York if I wanted. Any-fucking-where.”

I could not believe it. But more importantly—“You waited all year to tell me this? All year?!”—I could have been doing anything I wanted out there.

“What would you do—”

I lunged, grabbing him by the arms and squeezing hard. “Everything!” Everything. Every single thing I had coveted and tacked to my bedroom walls. But I’d want to act my age, rebel a little, go a little wild and crazy. “I want to go dancing. At a club. With pretty-colored cocktails. Thumping bass and sweaty people.”

He gave me a funny look. “You’re underage.”

“When did our life ever revolve around silly things like heeding to legalities?” I tugged on his arm. “Oh my gosh, Graysen. We gotta go. Like right now.” He wasn’t budging. I yanked harder. “Come on, come on,” I whined, bobbing up and down in the water in excitement. “Please. Like. Right. This. Minute!”

A sly smile curved his mouth. “I’ll give you a day out, little bird…in exchange…”

“For what? What will I have to give?” Because of course, he’d give nothing freely.

“I want a taste.”

The words meant nothing to me. I didn’t understand.

“I want to taste you…” He pressed a finger lightly onto my lower lip. “…right here.”

A kiss? Graysen wanted to kiss me? I pulled a face. “Gods, Crowther, you’re obsessing over a kiss.”

He barked a laugh. “Don’t I know it?” Then he grew deadly serious. “Give me a taste and I’ll free you for a day.”

“Why?” It was a question that had plagued me most of the morning, this change in our relationship. “Why me?”

Rough words, rawly spoken. “I don’t fucking know.” And this was his truth. He searched my eyes as if seeking a reason, as if begging for me to explain. But I knew no more than he did what this thing was between us. “I want to kiss you, little bird. I want to so badly it hurts.” He made it sound like he was dying of thirst and I was the only drinking well left in the world.

“You’ve already kissed me.”

“No. That wasn’t a kiss—”

“A fucking mauling.” I finished for him, trying to make the comment light and carefree, and failing dismally. I sighed. It came out a little anguished. “I don’t…” Here it was, an exchange of truths, but mine shamefully embarrassing, so much so I could barely whisper it. I couldn’t even look at him. Instead, I stared at that hollow at his throat, at the coils of ink gracing his skin. “I don’t know how to kiss.”

I waited for his mocking, his derision, for him to push me off. For him to tell me he couldn’t be bothered with an inexperienced girl. That I’d be a turnoff with my wet, hesitant kisses.

Chancing a glance upward, I discovered he’d squeezed his eyes shut as if he were in pain.

Embarrassment twisted inside. Of course, this was too much for him. He’d want the Melas of the world who knew how to kiss and to do other things with their cupid’s bow lips—more experienced things I couldn’t offer.

“It’s fine,” I muttered, pushing myself away. Desperately grasping hold of my tattered pride, I blinked back the heat stinging behind my eyes. I couldn’t let him see me like this. It would be another weakness to mock me with.

I had barely twisted around when he grabbed my wrist and pulled me into his arms. “Gods, Wychthorn, you have no idea what you do to me.” His jaw clenched and he loosened a soft growl. “Never been kissed. Never even seen a cock. You think those things will turn me away?” And if his words couldn’t convince me, he took my hand and pushed it downward, allowing my touch to slide along his rippled abs, down, down, down, to coast over cold sharp metal and the slick leather of a belt buckle. Over an iron-hard length that throbbed against my palm. Felt hot, even through the denim.

I sucked in a breath, my eyes flaring wide. It felt enormous. It was one thing to be straddled across his hips, his erection pressing into my sex. But my fingers were splayed wide across his girth—holy fucking hellsgate—and it moved beneath my palm as he slid my hand up and down its length, growing stiffer and thicker, and punched against the wet fabric of his jeans.

“Fuck,” he groaned, his eyes gone heavy-lidded. “They only make it harder.”

Why would he want me? He could have any woman he wanted with his devastating beauty.

“You’ve been with—”

“Fuck-loads of women.”

“And I’m—”

“Mine.”

A virgin. Inexperienced. I was about to say. Naive. Awkward. And nothing like those beautiful, experienced women he’d been with.

Mine, he’d said instead. And the way he held my stare with a gaze glittering with dark promise, he meant it too. Solidified it a breath later as he leaned forward and nipped my bottom lip in a carnal warning.

“Holy hells,” I hissed, pressing a hand to my lower lip while I stared at him with big, wide eyes. But that pain… That pain was delicious.

What was a kiss for a day off the estate? I could do that. I think I could do that. He might laugh at me later and make a joke of my kiss, but I’d still make him take me to Ascendria.

“A kiss?” I asked, wetting my lips with the tip of my tongue to soothe the sting of his bite.

He nodded.

“One kiss?”

He made a gruff noise. “Gods Wychthorn, you’re killing me here. One kiss. And Ascendria will bow at your feet.”

“Promise?”

“You have my word.”

I canted forward and paused. Wariness entered his gaze. I supposed he thought I’d changed my mind. But I hadn’t. “Kiss me how you want to kiss me—not how you think I want to be kissed.”

His brows twisted with confusion. “You don’t want sweet and gentle?”

I shook my head, winding my hands around the nape of his neck, his wet hair sliding through my fingers. He pressed back into my touch like a cat arching into a pet. “I want your truth. As messy and brutal as it is.”

Graysen beamed. And it was beautiful and special because those kinds of smiles from him were rarely given. I bathed in it, let it warm and comfort me, let it pluck that taut sensual string that vibrated right to my core.

I stilled an inch from his mouth, letting him travel the rest of the distance, and waited impatiently as anticipation razed across my skin with the quickness of wildfyre. But he didn’t move. He kept staring through heavily lidded eyes. And when his tongue flicked over his bottom lip before his teeth raked along the soft flesh, all my bones turned to liquid.

His mouth, which had been hovering over mine, glided away. Silky damp hair brushed against my cheek as he nuzzled into the space between my neck and shoulder. He dragged in a deep breath through his nose. Exhaling. “Gods, that floral scent of yours. Sweetly spicy and full of fire.”

My brow furrowed. “I don’t wear perfume.” I only washed with my favorite strawberry soap.

His mouth brushed my skin, drawing a shiver from me as he spoke. “It’s the scent of you, and it gets heavier when you’re aroused. Much like you are right now. I can’t get away from it—from you.” A desperate groan. “I’m fucking choking on it.”

What the?

Arousal?

Oh, my gods!

Heat like a bonfire licked up my chest, over my throat and cheeks. I pushed away, horribly embarrassed, but he wouldn’t let me go.

My Kindle!

Oh my gods, my Kindle!

I shot him a horrified look. He’d known all that time… He’d scented it on me. “B-but—”

He laughed. “Yeah, I know what you’re reading on your Kindle.”

That was where I stored all my steamy romance books. Pretty much porn in the form of written words.

Shit, shit, shit—

“Danne sure as hells wouldn’t know your head’s normally stuck in a book. But when you read from your Kindle, you’re reading something smutty.” He cocked a smug brow at me. “And when you’re reading something especially hot on your Kindle, you wiggle down on your back, thighs pressed together, and you worry the inside of your cheek with your teeth.”

I hid my blazing face behind my hands, my mind churning through all my memories as I tried to remember how many days we’d spent in each other’s company like that. How often I’d read from the damn Kindle and gotten all kinds of turned-on.

Oh gods, this is humiliating.

He pulled my hands from my face, but I couldn’t look at him.

“I’d hear your pulse picking up.” His warm fingers stroked down my neck and back up again. “The spike of heat flushing your cheeks, and that little breathy sigh you make and think I don’t notice.” His knuckles brushed across my cheek before he encircled the nape of my neck with a hand to pull me closer. His mouth ghosted mine. Not a kiss, but teasing me with his words. “Why the hells do you think I got so quiet, broody, and sullen? I had to hide my godsdamn hard-on from you the entire time.”

But there were plenty of other times I’d been aroused without my Kindle.

As if reading my mind, he said, “And yeah, even all those times you sexually harassed my ass with your eyes.”

I groaned, wincing. “You knew?”

He brushed tiny kisses down my throat and along the crook of my neck. “Besides the spike of your scent, I could feel your hungry gaze. Every. Single. Fucking. Time.” His teeth grazed, lightly, carefully tasting my skin. Then he bit.

Something hot ignited. I bowed my back, gasping. He pinned me in that spot with his teeth and his mouth, like an animal with its prey. But gods, what it did to me. I should have been fighting him off, but all I wanted to do was draw him closer.

My breath came in heavy pants.

My body wasn’t my own. It had become something else. Every single inch of me sparked and hummed. Even places on my body I’d never thought to be sensitive or sensual. An urgency for him strummed through my veins.

He gave a lick to soothe the burn.

But for some reason that eluded me, gods, it made the flames burning inside roar higher like the wind had fanned them.

His nose grazed my throat. A lick. A kiss on my jawline. His lips were so close.

I was strung tight and I couldn’t wait any longer. “Kiss m—”

His mouth captured mine, swallowing my demand.

I didn’t know if it was those filaments from the Alverac binding us together or that intense awareness we’d always had for one another, or perhaps I would have felt this way about him without either of them. But I simply fell apart underneath his lips. Rendered into nothing but sensation.

His mouth glided over mine before he swept his tongue along my bottom lip, nudging my lips to part. “Kiss me back,” he breathed into my mouth.

I moved my lips, brushing over his as he’d done. His tongue slid in—

Electric.

Exquisite.

And when my tongue curled around his—

Lightning cracked between us. Literally. Lightning.

I jolted. An intense charge of pure energy passed between us. Sparking within my mouth, against my lips, chattering my teeth. It coursed right through me, awakening every single cell in my body with singing force. The creature yowled in delight and a pulse of power rushed outwards to ripple through the water.

Holy hellsgate!

We were blown apart like two magnets facing the same side.

Drifting away, we stared at one another in disbelief.

Graysen’s hair stood on end with static electricity. His eyes flared wide and his voice boomed, “WHAT. THE. ACTUAL. FUCK. WAS THAT?!”

Blinking dazedly, I slid my hand along my scorched lips. “Are all kisses like that?”

He shook his head slowly as his brow furrowed. “Your eyes—”

“What about my eyes?”

“The pupils are blown. They’re entirely black.”

I cut through the water, swimming back to him, and squinted. “Yours too.”

“My eyes are black,” he said dismissively, scrunching his nose at me.

“The flecks of gold, they’re gone, eaten up by your pupils.”

I checked inside. The creature was twisting around and around. It wasn’t agitated. It was bathing in the energy that had passed between Graysen and me—What was that?

It answered with a contented, rumbling purr and gave a delighted chuckle, its power swirling outward to coil around Graysen. It brushed against him in featherlight strokes, petting him.

Graysen’s gaze sharpened on me. “What are you doing?”

I gave him my best innocent face. “Nothing.”

“I can feel that… Whatever you’re doing, I can feel it.”

Inwardly hissing at the creature, I reeled the power back in and shook my head as if I did not know whatsoever what he was talking about.

Shit, what happened between us?

What does this even mean?

Can he now detect what I am?

Graysen rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “Fuck, it felt like I’d been struck by lightning. What the fuck was that?”

I fluttered my eyelashes. “Are they back to normal?”

He inspected my eyes and gave a hummed—Yes.

“Should we…you know…” I asked, waving a hand between us.

“Try again?”

I nodded, smoothing my hair down. Like Graysen, most of it was stuck up in a static mop. I twisted it into a rope and looped it into a knot on top of my head.

It was the most chaste, tentative kiss I imagined someone like Graysen Crowther had ever given. A mere press of his lips, a quick peck, before he warily backed off.

Nothing.

My lips still tingled, but nothing blew up in our faces. Namely, us.

“Technically,” I teased, “that’s the one kiss I owed.”

The disappointment scoring across his face was laughable.

But he needn’t have worried. I wanted more. I practically pounced on him with a low growl that knocked him under the water and made him splutter and laugh when he surfaced. “Fuck, Wychthorn, easy.”

I wound my legs around his waist and his hands cupped my ass. His stone-hard cock jutting right there, against the place between my thighs, had me swallowing back a moan.

And I kissed him. I think. Maybe I just crushed my lips to his. I don’t know.

But he took over. And it was better he did.

This was a kiss.

And it was so different from that brutal first kiss full of rage—him wanting to paint my mouth with pain, to infuse the residue of chili as payback. This kiss was still demanding and possessive and greedy, but with his tongue sliding against mine, his mouth moving against my lips—a claiming. That’s what it felt like. That I was his. He owned me.

I was unskilled and clumsy, but he liked it. The helpless groan gave him away, along with how his fingers flexed against my ass. He liked the hesitant way my tongue slipped into his mouth, the tentative exploring swirls as I tasted him; a flick with the tip against the roof of his mouth and a gentle glide across his teeth.

He tasted of midnight. Velvety darkness. A promise of wickedness.

He moaned, sucking on my tongue.

Gods, my core erupted in heat. My breasts grew heavy and my nipples so hard they felt like they’d cut through my thin bra. And my confidence grew. My tongue slid along his. He groaned again, and his hands skimmed to my hips to squeeze harder, so hard I might bruise. Pain braided with pleasure, and I’d own those bruises, just like how right this moment, I owned him.

“Fuck, little bird…” And the way he moaned those words—Did he feel the same way I did? “Sunshine…you taste like sunshine.” One of his hands slid up my back and cupped the nape of my neck to angle my head so the kiss could deepen.

I laughed. “What does sunshine taste like?” Who the hells knew?

“Like you can save my black soul,” he breathed.

And those words, the desperation behind them. I wanted to do that for him.

I could feel everything he’d been denying himself in our kiss. Want, longing, a desire to please. And I matched him. My hands wound through his hair and I fisted the thick locks, wanting to taste him as he’d done with me. I angled his head sideways, and he hissed through his teeth when I went to nip his throat. “The fuck?”

I pulled back to see him better, both of us lust-drunk. “But y-you…” He’d done the same to me.

“I’ve ruined you already.” But he was laughing. I tugged his hair harder, which only made him curse and laugh harder. I raked my teeth along his throat before kissing his jawline and sliding my mouth upwards to bite his earlobe. His hips thrust wickedly in response. “Little bird, you’re as wild as I am.” And my laughter chased his.

He swam us nearer to shore, our mouths never leaving each other. We became more reckless, our teeth clashing and tongues tangling. We reached a depth where he could stand and then his hands were everywhere. His calloused fingers scraped along my bare flesh, up and down my sides, cupping a breast, before sliding down to my hips to pull me closer to his erection. His mouth hungrily chased mine. “We should have been doing this from the start,” I breathlessly shared.

A year. An entire year without kisses. Nor us leaving the estate when both things were in my grasp. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

Distantly, I heard water slapping against the rock that formed the natural walls of the well.

The pulsing wasn’t only the strangeness between us, it was my power seeping into the pool, roiling the water, sending waves crashing into the shore. But I was too far gone, burning up for him and those kisses to care.

I moaned his name into his mouth and the sound broke him. His kisses become dirtier, more filthy with every slide of his mouth and tongue. His teeth tugged on my lower lip to suck and the air filled with wet sounds and our moans. Nips and kisses and bites and licks.

And how I loved it.

Utterly adored it.

Wanted more. Needed more.

My heartbeat thundered in my chest. Loud, so loud, louder than normal. And then I realized his matched mine and the noise of our two hearts pulsing as one was almost deafening.

I was so drunk on kisses, my body aching for something more, I was writhing against him like a cat in heat.

Who the hells am I?

“Gods, you’re dirty,” he grinned, fisting my hair to arch my neck back for a wet kiss. Oh gods, he was right. And I flushed deeply, trying to extinguish the flames that burned inside and stop myself from gyrating against him.

Calloused fingers cupped my chin, and he tilted my face slightly to meet his lust-blazed eyes. “You don’t get to be embarrassed about that, little bird. It’s fucking hot.” His mouth moved back to claim mine with a dirty kiss.

And while his hands wandered, mine did too. I couldn’t stop myself if I tried. I marveled at how my gliding touch had his muscles twitching as I ran my hands down his chest to slide over the ripple of his abs and up again.

Graysen suddenly made a noise, as if in anguish.

Shit, had I hurt him?

He broke the kiss. Both of us panted ragged breaths. “We need to stop,” he groaned, tipping his head back into the water.

I tugged on his head, trying to draw him back. I didn’t want to stop. “More,” I whined, while clinging to him like a barnacle. I wanted more!

“If we don’t, we’ll never leave the estate,” he warned.

It took a moment for that to sink in. I’d completely forgotten about our deal.

“Isn’t that what you want, little bird, a day of freedom? A day where the door to your cage is open and you’re free to fly.”

It was. Gods, it was. But I still chased his lips, wanting more kisses.

He pushed me away, breathing hard. “We have to stop. Right now. Because I’m one kiss away from coming in my pants like a horny teenager.”

We floated apart, but everything inside of me desperately wanted to sink back into him. Half-twisting around, he braced his hands on his hips and curved his spine to tilt his head to the sky. He looked a little in pain. Shit, I think I was too. “Fuuuck,” he hissed between clenched teeth, one hand squeezing his junk hard.

I drifted further into the shallows and my ass sank into the muddy bottom. Sediment bloomed lazily and curled between my aching thighs.

Graysen’s gaze was still clouded with lust when they met mine. “So what will it be? The clubs don’t open for…let me see…” he pretended to count his fingers, “maybe another eleven hours. Anything else you’d like to do in Ascendria?”

It was like falling through thin ice into freezing water.

Ascendria.

There was one thing I promised myself if I ever got to go to Ascendria alone, it’d be the first. If I had gone with Danne, I would never have been given the chance. But maybe…maybe with Graysen, he wouldn’t realize until too late.

I nodded, licking my kiss-swollen lips, wishing his mouth was back on mine. Kissing would have to wait because I was about to get what I’d always wanted. A day to spread my wings and fly.
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Acrackling hum came from twin monoliths. They were obelisk in shape and a mottled green. A magical barrier to keep anyone from swifting in. Or swifting out.

My heart ricocheted in my throat as we faced those monoliths and the additional security measures that stood between me and freedom—the massive steel gates; the 15-foot wall threaded with adamere that surrounded our estate, and the secondary electrified fence that was infused with magic. There were guards on duty too. All of them dressed in crisp black uniforms and strapped with guns and swords.

One guard headed for us as soon as he spotted me sitting beside Graysen in his car.

Graysen rested an elbow casually on the curve of his open window and revved the engine, hard and loud. The guard stiffened and I saw the hesitation in his pace. No one enjoyed facing a pissed-off Crowther, especially this one. Graysen slammed the heel of his hand against the horn, long and furious, revving the engine again, and his foul curse floated in the air.

The guard pulled to a stop and turned, gesturing an order to his companion. Several jarring noises rattled loudly as the heavy locks unlinked the twin gates, and they rolled slowly apart. Though I was sure the guard’s decision to release us had more to do with the long line of shiny black SUVs suddenly arriving behind us than going against my father and allowing me to leave.

My father had been utterly outraged when Graysen informed him he was taking me out for the day. I’d been left in the car which idled right beside the grand marble steps leading up to the front entrance of our mansion. Graysen and my father stood on the terrace, facing off against one another, and he’d refused to let my father speak with me. I hunkered down low, keeping my gaze straight ahead, fixed on the neatly trimmed boxwood hedging the circular driveway, trying to block out my father’s fury. But I’d snatched glances from the corner of my eye. My father argued, his cheeks burning red. No one questioned him or went against his orders. Only Graysen rebelled against him, and now I discovered his leverage over my father was me and the Alverac.

Graysen finally ended the argument by simply walking away. He sauntered down the marble steps, whistling a jaunty tune. He really enjoyed winding my father up. But neither of us had a choice when my father quickly barked instructions at his men to follow us.

Oh well. A vanguard of bodyguards might shadow me but at least my one day of freedom was my own. Graysen had given me full authority to dictate how we were to spend our time in the city.

The metal gates opened.

My fingers bunched nervously into my skirt. After hiking back to the mansion after our swim, we’d dressed for our day out. I wore a loose silk-crushed shift, the color of pewter, and tied my hair up into a ponytail. Graysen had mentioned nothing about my bare feet. No scathing remark to find shoes. He’d changed into a fresh pair of jeans and a black t-shirt, with twin daggers buckled to the outside of his calf-high boots.

We rolled through the parted gates, the purr of the engine mirroring the excitement of the creature rumbling in my chest. Graysen flicked through his music and settled on a song—Kavinsky’s ‘Night Call’. Sage lay in the back. My wraith-wolf was so big he took up the entire backseat. His ears pricked forward as the synthwave beat filled the interior of the vehicle.

I jittered my bare feet in excitement. Twisting around, I peered through the rear windshield, staring in disbelief as the gates receded in our wake with our building speed.

Outside our family estate looked exactly like the winding driveway we’d just left—except it carved through the tall gloomy forest—long and straight and littered with dead leaves. We had a cascade of my father’s bodyguards right behind us, but I was leaving the estate!

Sunrays poked between the heavy canopy of the forest. “Ready?” Graysen asked, the dim sunlight glinting off the Wayfarer sunglasses shielding his dark eyes. He raised a curious eyebrow, his gaze sliding down my figure to ensure my seatbelt was secure. “Want to lose these shadows?”

I nodded with a stupid grin on my face. That grin wasn’t going to shift anytime soon.

Graysen put his foot down on the accelerator, and the engine’s response was a thunderous roar. The sudden surge forward of the Mustang pushed me back into my seat. “Holy fuck, Crowther,” I gasped, leaning over and squinting at the dashboard as he shifted gears rapidly, pushing the car faster. My eyes rounded.

“Yeah, 100 miles per hour, not fast enough, right?” he grinned, and then he pressed his booted foot down. The gnarled forest became a blur of murky green. In our furious wake, leaves eddied in whirls in rusty reds. My father’s men, following in their SUVs, dropped away, unable to keep up with the ridiculous speed of Graysen’s car. It was a freaking Mad Max car. A dashboard like a cockpit. Matte black and apocalyptic looking with its supercharger and additional funnels. A typical Crowther toy.

I started laughing. My fingers latched onto the curve of the seat beneath me and I felt the raw vibration of the engine under my grip. It was thrilling, exhilarating. Every nerve ending in my body hummed. I felt alive. I felt free!

We carried on at that speed for another twenty minutes, cutting through the forest roads before joining the highway to fly past trucks and cars. My heart thundered in my chest and sometimes I squeezed my eyes shut as Graysen nimbly eased us through narrow gaps between passing vehicles when the traffic grew thicker. As we chewed up the distance between the estate and the city of Ascendria, a feeling of unease pressed itself on me. I worried at the inside of my cheek with my teeth before turning to face him. “Won’t they just find us again?” My phone had a locater and surely his car did too. Maybe I should have left my phone at home.

He snapped his fingers. “Cell.” Then, with sharp reflexes, he darted the Mustang between two milk tankers just as an oncoming truck blared its horn.

Unlocking my cell phone, I passed it to him. He slid his phone out of his jeans pocket and then rested his hands on top of the steering wheel. He opened up an app, sent a file to my phone, and in a series of rapid taps, he installed it on mine and set it into action.

“Now you’re untraceable,” he said, tossing my cell into my lap.

“Your car?”

His forefinger rapped a beat on the steering wheel as he tilted his head down, hair in artful disarray, to give me an appalled look over the rim of his Wayfarers. “What kind of amateur do you think I am?”

Yet, as he settled back into his seat, shifting gear and shooting us past the milk tanker, he hissed between clenched teeth. Leaning forward, he punched a code into a system lit up with glowing buttons. His shoulder shifted slightly as he shot a sharp sideways glare my way.

I kept my eyes on the road ahead, not bothering to curb the amused twitch of my mouth. “Yeah, like I thought.”

As I glanced over at him, it occurred to me he was stuck in this car with me. If I wanted to ask questions, now was the time. Maybe he’d answer me about Ferne. About who’d stolen her eyes all those years ago. Maybe he’d tell me about his brothers, his father, his aunt. Or why nobody talked about their mother, Tabitha Crowther.

He caught me parting my mouth to ask and quickly snapped, “No.”

“But I—”

“I can see your brilliant mind turning over. No.”

He dropped the speed, so we were still traveling fast, but not at a ridiculous pace. He pushed a button and my window rolled down and the rush of wind teased my ponytail. “Go on, just lean out and relax, will you?” he growled.

I glanced at him like he was completely mad. But I’d seen kids do that my whole life on TV and in films—hanging their heads out of car windows, letting their hair flail and tug in the fierce wind. They always looked like they were having so much fun.

He reached over and pulled my hair free of the ponytail. The long, pale locks fluttered across my shoulders and down my back. “It’s better like that.”

I gave him a dubious look, but I reached a hand out the window and felt the air buffeting my fingers. Freedom, that’s what it felt like. I shot a grin back at Graysen. And his smile was just as wide as mine.

Then I stuck my head out. The wind caught my hair immediately, snapping the locks in the current of moving air. The roaring noise of the streaming wind filled my ears and drowned out everything else—the car’s engine, Graysen, and the pulsing music. I crossed my arms upon the open window and rested my chin there, enjoying the feel of my hair sliding across my face and the wind against my cheek. I was in a small private world, just me and the strange white noise and the sight of the countryside rolling past. The feel of cool rushing air, the smell of grass and turned earth, the warmth from the sun. I closed my eyes and just basked in my senses, pushing aside the dark guilty thoughts that frayed the edges of my mind at what I was going to get up to once we arrived in Ascendria.
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The subway. Fuck me. Out of everything Ascendria offered, Wychthorn wanted to ride the subway.

From the images she’d tacked onto the walls in her quarters, I figured she’d want to scout out all those urban gardens growing in cracked concrete. Maybe drift between food hawkers while she tasted their offerings. Perhaps watch someone get inked and pierced or find a dive bar to while away her afternoon before investigating the darker side of Ascendria—the rabbit-warren streets, the graffiti and crumpling brickwork and smashed windows. Immerse herself within the broken souls of the city.

I knew she wouldn’t be interested in anything that Danne Pellan would want to show her.

He knew nothing of worth about her. Nothing.

He’d show her the glamour of Ascendria. The city that many Horned Gods played within was often the hunting grounds of the Houses.

Cocktail bars. High-rises and lush green parks. The Monarch Tower, thrumming with tourists, so she could take in the city’s skyline overlooking the great glassy lake. He’d give her a tour of the streets on the plush warmed seat of his limousine, creating a barrier between her and the city, within its safe padded shell and bulletproof glass. He’d probably take her on a stroll down Park Avenue with all the boutique shops selling designer dresses and jewelry. Or escort her to that stupid jazz bar he’d spoken of earlier today.

But Wychthorn wanted the real Ascendria. The raw, real side, dirty and dangerous, where our mortal drug dealers hustled on dingy street corners.

But the subway? I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.

Her eyes shone with glee as she dropped coins to collect her subway ticket.

She smiled at everyone she met and said hello in passing, seemingly oblivious to the wary looks they shot her like they suspected she was high on crack. Sage prowled beside her, unseen yet felt by the mortals. His wraith presence caused goosebumps to flourish on their skin and sent shivers running down their spines as his shadowed form rippled through their bodies.

Wychthorn bounced up and down on the balls of her feet, jittering with exhilaration, shooting me a crooked grin, and erupting into stupid giggling, a drunk-on-life kind of laughter.

She was glowing, as fucked up as that sounded. My little bird glowed.

Her scowls made her beautiful. This, though—the simplicity in her excitement—she was breathtaking. I couldn’t look away. I wanted to look away. Hells, I need to look away.

I realized, then, that while she was beginning to thaw toward me… Fuck. I was so fucked… She’d melted right through the wall of ice I’d built to keep her out. But today I’d promised myself to put aside who we were to each other. Forget I was a Crowther and she was a Wychthorn and let her have one day of freedom before I clipped her wings forever.

Just be a guy taking a girl on a day date.

Fuuuck…

How sappy was that?

I followed as she swiped her ticket and pushed through the metal turnstile with an overly stuffed tote bag hanging from a slender shoulder, and watched as she carefully lined her toes right at the tip of the yellow line, leaning forward to peer down dark tunnels, waiting impatiently for the first train. She gripped my arm tightly when the rumbling train arrived, metal screeching and grinding as it slowly ground to a halt, its doors whooshing open right in front of us. Stepping on board, we moved from seat to pole to the window and back to the seat again; drifting through the carriages as we swept through the dark underground tunnels; to come to a stop at a new station. Stepping off the train onto a new platform, we’d find another train to whisk us away in another direction.

And that’s what we’d been doing for the last few hours.

There was no rhyme to where she went. We got off only to get on and head back the way we’d come. Follow the lines to the end and back again. Head west, then south, and cut along an eastern line. It got to a point where even I didn’t know where we were.

I should have known.

I should have fucking known then that she’d been playing me.

One moment she was there… And I glanced away.

The next—

She was gone.
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It wasn’t that easy slipping away from Graysen. Especially when he kept crowding me up against the wall in the carriages when they grew thick with passengers, making sure no one could touch me.

He had no idea what I was up to.

Just a silly girl. A ride on a subway. A childish fantasy fulfilled.

Except the subway was above the catacombs that lay buried and forgotten by the world.

All it took was a moment of distraction to move between carriages, grab hold of Sage, and then swift.

It was easy to find the maintenance service door in the tunnels with the fizzing, dim light overhead and the steps leading down, down, down. Finding the ancient door that opened up to the catacombs was even easier. However, what was hard was pushing that door open and stepping into absolute darkness.

My fear of the dark almost paralyzed me. Almost.

But I’d come prepared.

I couldn’t cloak myself in a pitch-black blanket, not since I was seven years old. Flicking on the flashlight I’d brought, I had a backup hooked around my wrist. With the string of fairy lights wound about my neck and shoulders, I glowed otherworldly in the musty tunnels.

And yet, illuminated within the light, I still struggled for breath, my hands trembling too.

I can do this, I can do this, I can do this—

Pushing aside the panic, placing one foot in front of the other—that’s all I needed to do. Just concentrate on moving forward.

Sage was alert. His fur hackled and his tail snapped straight. He padded silently behind me as I fiddled with my adamere beads, drawing courage from my mantra—My roots are deep, my strength is stone, my breath the wind. I bow to none. I had to do this. This was the only chance I’d ever get.

If I’d gone with Danne to Ascendria, he’d have filled my day with tourist attractions. Not at all what I wanted to revel in.

And yet, without Graysen even knowing it, he’d given me exactly what I needed.

Something I had planned for many years.

A chance to meet a monster.
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When I got my hands on Wychthorn again, I was going to toss her over my lap and spank the fuck out of her ass—punish her as the sly disobedient child she was.

Fucking Wychthorn!

I wanted to throttle her.

At first, I thought she’d simply run away, gone back into the city to disappear and have fun.

But that wasn’t Wychthorn. Well, it was, but I just sensed there was more to it than that.

And that bag of hers. It was huge and stuffed to the brim. I knew little about girls’ handbags, but even I should have suspected something was up, especially when I’d heard the constant rustle of plastic from its depths.

Think. Fucking think!

I stalked the last platform we’d departed from. My long strides were furious and my heavy footfall rang against the walls. Mortals drew away and averted their glances, knowing without fully realizing the darkness pacing back and forth within their midst.

Wychthorn had been down here for a reason. She’d been riding the lines in a seemingly haphazard route. I sorted through my memories. We’d kept crossing this line. This one in particular. Several times.

Her scent still lingered. That fragrance of sweetness and flames…

And something else…

It smelled of blood. Pig’s blood.

Pig’s blood…pig’s blood…and these tracks…

What did I know about them?

Ah hellsgate!

She didn’t… She wouldn’t… Surely not…

Unless she has a death wish.

A sinking feeling fell through me like a stone falling through water. I knew without a doubt why we were here, what she sought—the catacombs.

And in the catacombs, an ancient creature…the Uzrek.
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Over the years, I’d done my homework on this world I inhabited. Whenever I could, I’d dig around in our library, hauling out ancient dusty tomes my ancestors had penned with ink and quill. I wanted to know what I was. What lurked beneath my skin? Were we one or separate?

Down here, beneath the earth’s crust, was the Uzrek.

A creature so old it had lived when our god Zrenyth walked the earth and expelled his last breath before succumbing to the Great Slumber. Zrenyth infused his last breath with immense wild magic, spiraling it out into the world to birth the Horned Gods.

If anything living or not-quite-living would know what I was, the Uzrek would.

I rifled around in my tote, ripping apart the thick layers of the package I’d triple-bagged to keep the scent from Graysen. Dropping the pig’s entrails, chicken carcasses, and an ox’s heart onto the roughened floor of the cavern, I stepped back and waited. Water dripped from the cavern’s ceiling, the damp air so cold I shivered.

And waited—

And waited—

And—

My blood chilled.

The fine hair all over my body prickled and goosebumps pebbled my skin.

A scraping sound echoed from the tunnels—

Something hard raked against the coarse stone. Thumping. I couldn’t see anything as it approached, but I felt the power trembling through the air. And it felt wicked and insidious and malevolent.

Sage circled me, hunkering low with his thin lips pulled back to expose sharp teeth. A long, vicious snarl crawled from his throat.

The power within me roiled beneath my flesh, extending claws and fangs—What is it, what is it, what is it…?

Whatever I did. I could not look at the Uzrek.

A hollow voice scratched out, “What do we have here?” Then the Uzrek’s voice crept inside my mind, coaxing—Raise your eyes and stare at me…

But if I did the Uzrek would know my darkest fear.

I kept my gaze locked on my feet. My numb toes had gone bluish and the skin puckered from standing upon the icy stone floor of the catacombs.

Raise your eyes, let me in, and I’ll give you the answers you seek…

I bunched my fingers, welcoming the biting sting of the nails digging into my soft palms. Lies. Lies. Lies. It was ancient and cunning and it would steal my fears. My eyes strained with the effort to keep from looking at the beast. But how I wanted to… Just one glimpse…

Simply look up. See me…

Gazing beneath the safety of my eyelashes, I watched the tattered edge of a robe flail around gnarled hooves—split like a goat and the tips curving up. The Uzrek stepped closer. His hooves clattered upon the damp stone floor before he stopped to tower above me. His essence was a bone-chilling sensation against my flesh—a frozen northern desert of ice and snow, a perpetual winter.

Fear fisted my heart.

What am I thinking? This is the Uzrek.

He will devour me!

Run! I need to run now!

But the creature that resided inside me, with its power coiling around my bones, whispered—Let me see it. Let me taste it. What is it, what is it, what is it…?

My teeth chattered and my fingers trembled as I ran their tips through the adamere beads of my bracelet—My roots are deep. My strength is stone. My breath the wind. I bow to none.

But right now, with my limbs quaking and my heart racing, I might very well fall to my knees and beg for my life. Oh gods, what have I done?!

“Pretty little creature…” The Uzrek rumbled out loud. “You know what I yearn for…”

I heard a noise like a snapping of hinges and a rasping sound, as if a thick tongue dragged across sharp teeth.

A slurping.

A wet crunch.

A satisfied noise from the back of his throat.

“I am grateful. I’ve not had anything quite so delicious for a very long time. Not too many mortals find their way down here anymore. And I am too old, too tired to hunt.”

My voice broke and quavered with fear. “I came to ask a question.”

A clacking sound, like talons rapping against bone. “No one’s come to visit the likes of me in a long, long while. Why should I not set aside your question and devour you instead?”

Fear froze me in place. The Uzrek very well could. That was the risk I’d taken. But the Uzrek… Surely he could sense I was other? That perhaps I should be the one to be feared.

Sage growled, then suddenly shook his head furiously, his paws raking frantically at his big ears.

“Sage?” I whispered. My wolf whimpered in fright. The horrifying sound sliced through me as my wraith-wolf collapsed to the ground and writhed. “Sage!”

I fell to my knees, running my hands over his misty body. He whined, convulsing and shivering. “Please…” I begged the Uzrek. “Let him go!”

An awful laugh rumbled out, filling my head with an ancient cunning mirth that crowded out every other thought. My bones felt brittle, as if they might snap into shards at the merest breath of wind. “I know your secrets… I know what terrifies you, young Wychthorn.”

Gods, I hadn’t… I hadn’t looked it in the eye. I hadn’t!

“Your dog knows your secret…”

The flashlight winked out.

The strands of fairy lights next.

Pitch black—absolute darkness—draped itself around me. A heavy cloth dropped over a birdcage. A moonless winter night sky.

I can’t see, I can’t see, I can’t see—

I screamed, the terrified sound resounding in the tomb. I fumbled with the backup flashlight, my fingers trembling so badly I couldn’t even find the switch. And then it fell from my shaky grip, striking stone and rolling away.

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t breathe.

Gods, I can’t breathe!

Terror ensnared me—the kind I’d not felt since I was seven years old and shoved inside the tithe prison, the door yawning shut, a hard thunk as the last sliver of light faded.

Horrible wet wheezing sounds—that’s me!

I mentally spiraled inwards, exactly as I’d done as a child, confined in darkness and crippled with fear.

The ground trembled. Wind raked. In my blind panic, the dark power living inside me had torn free. The stale air in the catacombs charged and the trembling grew to a violent quake that cracked a rent in the cavern’s stone wall.

I toppled sideways, falling…it felt like I was falling forever. The sensation of being adrift—

I was just a whisper of thoughts floating in a sea of nothingness—

My shoulder struck the rough ground and a jolt of pain ripped across my flesh. I tried to suck in air, but my lungs were iron. Unyielding.

“Breathe, young Wychthorn,” the Uzrek whispered. “Ask me what you came here for.”

The flashlight burst into life and yellow light illuminated the damp cavern floor where I lay. The strand of fairy lights winked awake, twinkling with radiance. Sage whined and licked my face with his misty tongue.

Light…I can see…I can see…

I was gasping for air, my cheeks wet with tears, as I shook in terror. Run from here. Don’t ask—run!

It took a long time to collect myself. To suck in lungfuls of oxygen and stop myself from shaking so badly, my knees knocked and my body wobbled as I got to my feet. Sage tucked himself close to my side and his presence gave me courage.

I licked dry lips. My mouth was parched, and I cleared my throat, yet my voice remained hoarse and raspy. “Please, I want to know what I am.”

“And you think I know the answer to that?”

There was no need to keep averting my gaze from the Uzrek because he already knew my secret fear—my utter dread of darkness.

I raised my eyes and looked at the beast.

What was described in those dusty books I’d scavenged in our library did the Uzrek no justice.

He towered above me, enormous and hunched over. A tattered robe, not of silk or linen or wool, but dried and cracked skin. It was mortal flesh flayed and stitched together with dried sinew to cover a body covered in downy-gray fur. He clasped a staff in one taloned hand. It was a bone, a thigh bone perhaps, and so big I knew it hadn’t come from any human or animal that still walked the earth.

Thin lank hair twisted around a crown of horns. His head was enormous, with a nose that was snout-ish like a bull, and his mouth was so wide it stretched from side to side of his face. He gazed at me with pinprick eyes. Blind, I realized. He was blind like a mole. But why should he need to see in the dark?

I swallowed, my throat feeling like sandpaper, and asked again, “What am I?”

The Uzrek leaned down so close that his hot putrid breath washed over me. Wide nostrils flared as he inhaled, drawing in my scent, and he made a considering noise in the back of his throat. It was a long moment before he spoke. “I cannot say.”

My stomach sank.

Such a foolish thing to wish for—to gain an answer from a creature that had hidden away in a dark pocket of the world for millennia.

Then his voice slithered along the rough-hewn walls. “You are ancient and you are freshly born. You are new, yet you’ve chewed beneath the earth and soared amongst the heavens. You are a stranger and familiar…but I cannot name you.”

I felt crushed. “You do not know.”

“No…” he answered, angling his head to the side. “I cannot say.”

My eyes flashed wide and every cell in my body honed in on those words. Even the creature inside me paused. “Cannot say? You do know.”

His mouth pulled wide in a mockery of a smile and his rotten, stumpy teeth were stained yellow by the glow of my flashlight. “I suspect it will be far more interesting to discover it for yourself.”

“You’ll not tell me,” I pressed, as a flash of anger ignited. I didn’t come all this way not to find out when it knew what I was!

His mouth pulled wider and with a flick of a thick drooling tongue, he tasted the air.

“Can you answer this, then?” I raised my chin, straightening my spine. “Am I me? Or am I…me and it? Or am I…just it?” Because I’d never been sure what this thing inside of me was, where my identity began and where it ended.

“You are you. No more. No less.” The Uzrek sniffed my scent again. “But, you are missing…” The Uzrek paused, his massive head swaying sluggishly to the side as if something or someone had distracted him. A cruel smile curved his thin, wide lips. “Ah, you did bring me something alive and sweet and juicy to salivate over. Thank you.”

“Wychthorn,” a gravelly voice echoed in the darkness behind me, “back away.”

I whirled toward Graysen.

What is he doing here?

How had he figured it out?

Graysen stepped into the faint lines of my flashlight. He stared past me at the Uzrek and had a dagger gripped in either hand.

I hesitated as a dark thought regarding Graysen entered my mind.

No…no…

Warning roughened my voice. “Crowther, you need to leave—”

“Not without you,” Graysen snapped back.

The Uzrek’s hunched body weaved toward Graysen, and the heavy thunk of its bone staff against stone cracked through the cavern.

I slid sideways, stepping into the beast’s path. “He’s not for you.”

The Uzrek stilled, his lank hair brushing large shoulders. Pinprick eyes stared blindly into the darkness above Graysen’s head as he said, “You do realize she considered whether to let me pick the gristle from my teeth with your bones?”

Graysen stepped flush to my side but didn’t look at me as he replied, “I can’t say the same thought of offering her to you didn’t cross my mind either.”

The beast laughed then. And his laughter sounded like strands of leather cutting flesh. “This is true.”

The Uzrek dipped its massive head closer to Graysen, who held himself rigid as the creature’s mouth yawned wide, tongue lathing the air. “A thief. A death-dealer. A spinner of deceit.” He gave a considering pause before murmuring to Graysen. “Such a strange fear to have… Delightful. And far too late to save yourself from it.”

Graysen’s mouth slackened and he blinked rapidly. Startled eyes darted my way, then he shot his gaze back to the Uzrek. Strong fingers tightened around the hilt of his daggers.

The Uzrek rumbled between blackened gums, “Nevertheless, Deceiver, I shall suck the marrow from your bones.” The beast lunged so swiftly I barely registered it moved. Bone-staff rising—

Went to strike—

The thing inside of me growled, low and vicious, winding power around my bones.

“No!” I roared—

Just as Graysen went to shove me aside—

I skipped in front of him, hands flung outward, balled into fists. A warning of mighty, thrumming power punched through the cavern in a rush of dark magic and slammed into the Uzrek.

The beast stumbled back, limbs flailing. He righted himself, his massive head jerking in my direction, and he scowled fiercely. I feel your claim—his cruel voice sung inside my mind—but you have another choice.

Mine—I hissed, my voice joined by the creature inside me—MINE!

The Uzrek drew in an angry breath and snarled.

But even more eerily, his snarl cut away as his shoulders suddenly jostled with the laughter spilling from his throat. The sinister sound rippled fear down my spine as he swung Graysen’s way. “You do not know what you are either, Son of the Wyrm,” he spat, seeming to look between us as I pressed myself against Graysen’s side, clutching his arm tightly with a hand. “Do not know what you mean toge—”

The Uzrek reared back, his large body moving impossibly fast. “Something comes—”

And then the Uzrek was gone, vanishing into the gloomy tunnel from which he had earlier slunk out.

Then it was only Graysen and me and Sage, and an oily feeling of dread seeping into my heart.

Graysen instantly rounded on me, a strange mixture of fury and disbelief and awe carved into his handsome features. “The Uzrek. Are you out of your fucking mind?!”

Maybe. Definitely. My mouth parted to reply—

They arrived. Whatever the Uzrek feared, whatever they were—they’d driven an ancient malicious creature into hiding.

Brilliant, wrathful light popped through the cavern briefly before disappearing into the void of darkness.

Swifting.

They were swifting in.

Graysen snapped his head sideways, staring deeper into the pitch-black cavern. “Fuck!”

He tore the flashlight from my hand and ripped the fairy lights from my shoulders, tossing them wide. Radiant illumination rotated around the cavern in arcs, before the flashlight and string of lights landed in clattering thuds to skid noisily across the cavern floor and rest so far away they barely could be seen.

Darkness enveloped me and I was sucked straight into terror. My heart punched furiously against my ribs. I can’t be in the dark!

I lunged toward the flashlight. Graysen bound an arm around my waist and hauled me back. “I c-can’t…I c-can’t see…” I wailed, thrashing in his grip. My throat constricted and my breath was hard fought for. “I…I…”

“It’s okay. You’re not alone, Nelle… Fuck, I’m here, I’m here!”

I choked for air, trembling, tears now free-falling. I can’t see…I can’t see anything…

“Breathe,” he urged gently. I felt his hands cradling my face, his breath kissing my cheek. “I’ve got you… I’ve got you, Nelle…” I clutched his wrists, trying to suck in oxygen. To shove the terror aside.

More golden light was swallowed up by the dark.

I didn’t know what was happening. Didn’t know who they were. Everything narrowed down to heartbeats.

One beat—Graysen whirled, taking me with him. The sound of spraying stone cut from the cavern wall exactly where we’d stood a moment ago.

Two beats—He shoved us both down onto the ground so hard the air punched from my lungs and he protected my body with his own.

Three—Sage sprung. A frenzy of rageful barking and bones breaking cleaved the quiet.

Four—A strange guttural noise tore through the cavern. Then silence.

Five—“Stay down,” Graysen hissed, rolling away. Gone in a blink.

Six—I can’t see…I can’t breathe!

A seventh beat—The Uzrek’s ancient, hollow voice crept into my head—Breathe, young Wychthorn… You’re not alone… You’ve never been alone.
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Graysen


No one—and I fucking meant no one—got a jump on me.

Except they have—idiot.

I’d been so bewildered by Wychthorn befriending the Uzrek—actually found the beast without getting herself devoured by him—I’d been deaf and blind to the fact someone else was hunting us.

My mind instantly speared back to the meeting with Sirro last night regarding the attack on our convoy of stolen souls. There had been no trace of the enemy left behind, and clever Wychthorn had deduced how they’d done it—by swifting.

I knew deep in my bones that these were the same ones who’d set our truck alight and burned all those stolen souls alive with wildfyre.

Whoever the hells they were—and I didn’t care—they were in for a world of pain. I was going to litter the Uzrek’s nest with the dead.

It was pitch-black but for Wychthorn’s flashlight illuminating a sliver of the cavern. But I could see. Nine…no, twelve… Hellsgate, now there were fifteen of them swifting in. They blocked the entrance to the cavern and the tunnel the Uzrek had disappeared into. They were tall, much taller than me, and wearing masks. Papier mâché creations, no slits for eyes, just creepy macabre faces. Clothed in flowing robes of ivory, they carried blades. But the cluster near the entrance hoisted crossbows, taking aim—

Shit, shit, shit—

Bolts flew fast.

I lunged to the side and threw myself into a roll before flipping to my feet. A thudding sound, followed by stone breaking, erupted exactly where I’d stood only a moment ago.

Three swifted in, right in front of me. The long reach of their swords gave them the advantage.

It was a dance, a flurry of movement, a clash of steel.

My boots smashed into kneecaps, fists into masked faces, elbows into guts.

But it felt wrong. Not forgiving like flesh and bone. This felt hard, like iron, yet strangely papery thin. Because nothing living can swift.

Two more joined the three.

The fuckers began to swift, avoiding my strikes, my blows.

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

I threw my senses outward, listening and feeling for the telltale suck of air just before they swifted and reappeared. I pushed myself harder, faster, a blur of speed, more violent than a katabatic wind sweeping down a jagged mountain. Dodging every slice and thrust, they worked to bring me down.

They weren’t breathing. Not a pant. Not a gasp for breath behind those strange masks. Not even an exchange between them. But they seemed to know what to do. How to work together.

They were good. Really good. Maybe even better.

Shit. They’re better.

Why didn’t I bring my sword? An array of weapons?

A snapping of my daggers—

Through tendons, slashing the back of knees, severing ankles and wrists—

A bitter smile as three lost their limbs. Unable to stand. Unable to hold a weapon.

But—

It didn’t keep them down—

It didn’t keep them from rising, coming for me again

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

White-hot pain bit my shoulder as the edge of a sword grazed my flesh.

A slash from behind—

I whirled aside just in time as the tip of the sword’s blade carved a bloody graze across my forearm.

I delivered a lethal roundhouse kick to the masked face. The neck snapped and their head lolled. But the creepy fuck didn’t crumble. It merely fought back with its head at an odd angle.

An army of the dead?

Well, why the hells not?

Of course this shit was going to happen to me.

Then I realized, way too late, they could see as well as I could in the dark.

If they could see me—

They could see her.

Protect protect protect—it was the only thing pounding in my blood.

More surrounded me. More swifted in. I found myself lost within a sea of silk and masks and swords. My wyrmblade daggers sang and metal sparked as I battled, fending off their vicious blows with my own. And I knew with growing dread, they weren’t after me—they were after her.

I fought on, defending Wychthorn, keeping her to my back. Chancing a glance over my shoulder, I startled to find her standing and edging along the cavern wall. I could hear her strangled breath as she struggled against her panic attack.

I told her to stay down!

Why does she never listen to me?!

And what did the Uzrek mean—I didn’t know what I was?

What the hells was the Uzrek going to tell me?

The creepy army of the dead were driving me aside to wedge themselves between me and Wychthorn, and they were making it happen. But those beginning to pincer her in were wary. They kept their distance. Either that or they were waiting for an order. Or someone to arrive.

“Graysen?!” Nelle rasped, and the panicked sound squeezed my heart with a frosty fist.

An icy wind stirred the musty air in the catacombs—

I bodily swayed as a single quake shook the cavern—

Shit, Wychthorn was fucking losing it. “Nelle, I’m here! I’m still here!”

She spun in my direction, too dark to see, but she heard me. “Graysen?!”

Too late, too late… I’d been distracted…

I’d left myself open for a beheading—

I felt the air hissing to the right of me—

The arc of the blade sweeping—

Is this how I end? My corpse rotting beneath Ascendria?

A blur of mist and shadow—

A guttural snarl—

Sage erupted out of the darkness, knocking into the thing that was going to end my life. The sword soared wide, missing my neck by an inch, the blade whistling by.

Sage pinned the enemy to its back and latched its fangs into their throat, wrestling its head back and forth. He ripped their throat out, spraying an arc of congealed dark blood that splattered across my chest and neck. Not fresh. Not warm. Cold sticky, lumpy blood.

Sage bounded off, charging for the next warrior.

We worked together, both with the same goal: to protect Wychthorn.

But there was more swifting in. How many of them are there?

Sage leaped for one and a heavy thud came from across the cavern—

A deadly sound razored through the air—

The momentum and force of the bolt hit the wraith-wolf right in the chest—

An agonizing noise tore from the wraith-wolf, the likes of which I’d never heard before on the battlefield and never wanted to again. It sliced through my insides and the chaos of warfare.

Sage tumbled, his limbs slackened and loose. He struck the stone ground hard and careened into the wall with a sick thunk.

He huffed for breath and whined as he tried to get to his paws. Faltered. Then collapsed.

“Sage. Sage!” Nelle stumbled in the dark, heading to where she could hear her dog rasping for breath. Her fear for her friend overrode her fear of the dark. Her heart was with Sage and she was terrified and panicked and not thinking straight.

But our enemy was closing her in, surrounding her, cutting her off.

“Graysen. Please. Save Sage!”

It was the wrong thing to do, leaving Wychthorn open and vulnerable, but I hurtled between two of the enemy, spinning around to smash away a strike, fighting to reach Sage. The wraith-wolf might not have liked me, but he’d saved my life.

Five of the creepy fuckers charged at me, their swords level and lethal. Racing toward them, I leaped up onto a small cropping of rock, using my speed and agility to spring upwards, flying overtop of them to flip and twist and land in a crouch beside the fallen wraith-wolf. A heavy bolt was embedded in his misty chest and he rippled in and out of existence. He heaved pained breaths and whimpered as he grew weaker and began to fade.

Behind me, something fired—a whoosh and a whoomph—

Wychthorn screamed and I think my heart stopped beating.

Shooting a wide-eyed glance over my shoulder, I saw her on the ground and tangled up in a net of some kind that fizzed with dark magic. She thrashed, trying to free herself.

I loosened a bellow of fury. Roared her name. Fissures cracked through the ceiling and dust and loose stone rained down. Violence burned through my blood with a blistering intensity. I couldn’t even think. I just reacted, giving over to bloodthirst. Surging toward her, I dodged bolts, slicing them aside with whirling daggers. Cutting and thrusting. Downing the enemy by hacking through sinew. Punching a hole in their ranks as they fought to keep us separate. Fought to kill me and claim her.

But there were too many between her and me.

And two reached for her—

Nelle lurched to her feet, the netting dragging with her.

“Graysen!” A commanding tone laced her voice—

Had me momentarily pausing—

Had all of us swinging her way. Drawn toward her lethal authority that rang through the cavern.

My little bird wasn’t terrified. She was enraged. She was burning with it. Silver threads backlit her tiny figure and made her pale hair dance and shimmer. I had no time to think how when her voice shredded through the darkness. “Get Sage! Run! Run now!”

“NOT WITHOUT YOU!” I roared back. Not without you!

Every single atom in my body, every heartbeat pounded for her, the blood coursing through my veins, all of it, all of me, was wired to her. I couldn’t leave her.

“Get out of here!”

I can’t…I can’t…I can’t…

A squalling wind blustered through the cavern, striking me so hard I staggered to keep my balance. The robes of the enemy snapped and flailed as they too fought against the tempest. The savage air charged and vibrated and it differed from the energy that usually bounced between Wychthorn and I.

“NOW!” she roared.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuuuck!

I spun and ran, a burst of black speed, racing toward Sage and scooping up his fading body, before I hurtled from the cavern, cursing myself.

I left her alone.

In the dark.

And then I heard another voice creeping through the cavern. Ancient, amused. The Uzrek. “Let me have one or two, young Wychthorn.”
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Sage panted, his tongue lolling wetly against my forearm. I’d run perhaps no more than a few twists through the rabbit warren catacombs when I heard it first.

A yawning noise—

The rock jolted beneath my feet, followed by a tempest of violent tremors that shook the rough-hewn walls.

An explosion—

That knocked me off my balance. I stumbled and fell. Caging Sage as best I could, I skidded across the coarse stone. Stinging heat burned my exposed flesh from being grazed as I rolled us over to protect the wraith-wolf. Deafening noise reverberated through the passageway and rattled inside my head. Chunks of rock fell from the ceiling, thumping all around me. Plumes of dust and pangs of pain—my shoulder, my spine, my calf—as rockfall struck.

I sucked in a breath—

Light exploded, cutting everything around me into sharp relief. Blinding light. Cold, pale light.

So desperately cold my body chilled and my skin prickled and shivered.

Light…no, not quite light, that was wrong…it was fire scorching the roof of the catacombs above me.

Fire forged of light and silver. It illuminated my world, but it brought no heat. It was like starlight. Like moonlight. Beautiful, brilliant, and remote—so far beyond me. Unobtainable and unreachable like the night sky.

Physical pain registered all over my body, but it was nothing compared to the agony inside my chest.

There was nothing but fear—paralyzing fear taking root in my heart. Fear of what I’d find when I went back.

Because I’d left her there, alone, with them.
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I didn’t understand when I took my first step back into the cavern—the whiteness of the vast space.

Snowflakes flurried in the air, like motes, drifting downward, caught in a gentle swirling breeze.

How can winter reach beneath the earth?

I cupped my hand and captured featherlight snowflakes. But they weren’t cold. As I walked deeper, flakes brushing my cheeks and dusting my hair, they did not feel wet either. And the sensation on my tongue was bitter, like smoke.

It was ash, not snow.

Ash.

There was nothing. Absolutely nothing left in the cavern. I’d left Nelle with at least twenty of those things. They’d trapped her with netting and that didn’t even exist. There were no bodies. No papier mâché masks. No weapons or brittle bones. The cavern had been wiped clean.

Only one person survived whatever had been unleashed.

And that was the person who unleashed it.

She’d collapsed in the middle of the cavern, gasping for breath.

And I’d never been so fucking happy to see her in my entire life.
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Nelle


Ididn’t know how much time had passed. Only that gentle hands turned me over.

Graysen crouched beside me, running a clinical touch over my body, checking and assessing. “You’re okay…you’re okay…you’re okay…” he murmured again and again. It sounded like it was meant for me, but I think it was more for him.

I blinked with gritty, sore eyes.

He sucked in a sharp breath when our gazes met. My hands went to his shoulders, and he blew the air out of his lungs, heaving his chest. And there was genuine fear gleaming in his eyes before they dipped to the rough wet ground where ash had turned to sludge, as if it were too much to share. “I didn’t know what I’d find… I should never have left you.”

I squeezed his shoulders. There was barely anything left in me to do anything else. I needed him to know, to feel I was okay.

He rested his crooked arm on a bent knee. Bringing his gaze back to mine, I saw the emotions that had brimmed near the surface had been safely tucked away. He gently brushed the tangled sooty locks of hair away from my forehead. “I felt it. I felt whatever it was you unleashed.” He glanced away, his gaze returning a moment later, shadowed in thought. “It felt like…” He struggled to form the words. Then he shook his head, still unable to explain it.

Death, I might have said. Storm and rage and unholy fire.

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t tell him.

And now he knew I was other.

What was he going to do?

A terrible fear fell through me.

Had the Crowthers known all along that I was other?

Is that why they’d picked me instead of Evvie for the Alverac?

My breath must have picked up in panic because the fine skin feathering from his eyes crinkled in concern. He pressed a hand against my chest and splayed his fingers over my heart. “Easy, Nelle… Just breathe…”

That’s what clenched my heart the most and had air flowing back into my lungs. It was always little bird or Wychthorn or even you. My throat burned, and when I spoke, my voice sounded hoarse, as if I’d been screaming. “You said my name.”

He stilled, a fleeting look of surprise crossing his features, before he finally settled into a smile. “Don’t get used to it.”

I coughed, sitting up and finding half my skirt had burned away. “I like it. I like how it sounds.”

Another noise registered—erratic breathing. “Sage?!”

I lumbered to my feet and swayed. A different kind of terror slunk through me seeing that vicious bolt lodged inside my wraith-wolf’s chest and the way he was fading into death.

“Poisoned or cursed…I’m not sure,” Graysen said, wrapping a hand around my elbow to help support me. “I need to get it out, but everything I need is up in my car.”

His car. Where were we in relation to it?

“Please, I’ll give you anything,” I rasped. “If you can save him.”

“Anything?” And a wolfish grin spread over his face.

“Gods Crowther—” I snapped.

But he cut me off, kneeling, and urging, “Get on, and hold tight.” I went to clamber onto his back, winding my arms around his neck. He smelled good. Even sweaty and covered in ash and blackened blood, he smelled good.

I paused, and he glanced over his shoulder at me in confusion.

He was fast. I had no doubt. But there was little time. “Don’t freak out,” I told him, unwinding my arms and stepping aside.

His eyes grew wide as he slowly rose. “Shit, whenever someone tells me that, of course, I’m going to fucking freak out.”

“Hold tight to Sage,” I instructed.

He picked up my wraith-wolf, cradling him and shooting a wary look at me.

I grabbed hold of his arm, rallied what little power was left to me, and coaxed a pocket of air around Graysen so he could breathe in the void. The creature inside me vibrated, snarling, waiting—

And then I threw us into a swift.

In a blink we disappeared—sucked into a swirl of gray-coated wind and beating feathers, the catacombs disappearing as we entered a shadowy void, tossed and torn at by icy tendrils of power trying to trap us in that dark space forever—before reappearing inside a toilet stall.

I’d completely unhinged Graysen. His eyes were so round that they were mostly white. “Holy hellsgate, Wychthorn!”

I had no time for this. “Sage!” I barked.

I’d swifted us to the restroom I’d earlier entered for a quick toilet break before we started our day of subway riding. Shoving open the stall door, we ran, both of us ignoring the women’s shrieks of outrage to see a male in their domain. None of them could see Sage without secondsight. Erupting from the restroom, we sprinted through the busy terminal, weaving through the throng of people, to race outside. Along with bright sunshine, the smells of the city washed over me as we hurtled down the crowded pavement to where Graysen’s car was parked.

Graysen cradled Sage in his arms and followed right behind. I heard the telltale blip-blip and caught the brief flash of lights from the Mustang as he used the keyless system to unlock his vehicle.

Yanking open the front passenger door, I collapsed the seat and shoved it forward to give us more room. Graysen leaned in and placed Sage gently on the backseat. I climbed inside and shifted to the furthest side so Graysen could clamber in too. The wet rasping sound my wraith-wolf made cleaved my heart and fresh tears slipped down my ash-coated face. His misty, shadowed form scattered as I raked shaking fingers through his fur. He was unraveling and shifting to a less corporeal shape.

“It’s been laced with poison. No, that’s wrong…it is poison…” Graysen eyed the bolt thrust into Sage’s chest. He rubbed his chin, quickly deliberating. “We need to get it out before he fades.”

“Can’t you pull it out?”

“The bolt head would cause more damage. We’re going to have to push it right through him.”

Graysen got out of the car, swiftly rounding the vehicle to pop open the trunk before reappearing with a black leather bag. He ducked back inside but bumped his head on the interior roof, cursing softly. He used his dagger to shear the fletching from the end of the bolt and grasped the shaft. We were crammed into the small backseat space, but we shifted Sage into a position to make this work. “Hold him. This is going to hurt like fuck and I don’t want him biting my face off.”

I wrapped my arm around Sage’s neck and shoulder and used my strength to keep him in place. I nodded gravely to Graysen.

“He’s a wraith-wolf. Fierce as all Nine Hells. There shouldn’t be anything in this world that could tear at his magic like this,” he murmured, working on the bolt, grunting, pressing his weight into it. A wet squishing sound of flesh, followed by rasping bone, filled the air. Sage whined and shuddered painfully as the bolt was worked right through his chest.

Graysen shot me a hard look, but his words were softly spoken. “Nothing living can swift.”

I’d been waiting for this. Maybe that’s all he’d think I could do, swift, but then of course he’d know that the Uzrek couldn’t do what had just occurred in the cavern of the catacombs. “The rules don’t apply to me,” I whispered, keeping my gaze on Sage.

“Don’t I fucking know it,” he muttered.

He tugged the bolt and it came free with a wet popping sound. Sage whimpered, but released an easier breath.

Graysen dropped it immediately. It fell to the floor, rolling, a slickness glistening along its length. “What the hells is that?” Where he’d gripped the bolt, his skin had blistered.

Even without touching it, I could feel how wrong that bolt was. “What is it made from?” It looked like wood. Even the bolt-head.

“I don’t know… At least, it shouldn’t be possible…” I glanced at him, a look of expectation, waiting. “There was once a tree that had properties that could kill a Horned God,” he explained.

My mind quickly rifled through everything I knew. I’d read about that tree. It wasn’t quite a tree in the truest sense, but it resembled one. “The Gestelt Tree,” I murmured, meeting his gaze.

He nodded. “But over a millennium ago, our ancestors wiped it from the earth.” He swiped his brow with the back of his forearm, frowning. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s not the same tree. Whatever it is, we were lucky to get to your dog in time.”

Rifling through his bag, sifting through vials and potions and roots and modern-day medicine, he pulled out a syringe filled with purple liquid. His mouth tipped down. “I’m not sure if this will work on a wraith-wolf. It’s a healing elixir from House Simonis.” He jabbed the needle into a spot right behind Sage’s shoulder and pumped the potion into the wraith-wolf. He tossed the empty syringe into his kit and threw me a poultice and bandages. “Rub this into the wound and bind him.” He left me in the back and got behind the wheel of his Mustang. The engine roared to life.

I shivered, glancing over at Graysen. “Who were they? What did they want?” My mind cast back to the last glimpse I’d had before unholy fire razed through the cavern. Tall, ivory-robed, and those masks. Those creepy masks of disproportional mortal faces. Could they have been their own faces, but more morbid and twisted caricatures of their features?

Graysen’s nostrils flared and his jaw clenched as he eased into traffic. His hand swiftly shifted through the gears as he blew past the speed limit. His eyes were hard and swimming with accusation when he looked back at me. “They wanted you, little bird.”
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Sage slept with his large head resting on my lap. My sooty dress had most of the skirt burned away, and the rest of it was pockmarked and filthy. I gently stroked Sage’s shadowy ear as he slept. Misty fur still scattered between my fingers, and at times the wraith-wolf shimmered into the wraith void, but his form had become more corporeal from the potion Graysen had injected into his body—thank Zrenyth and Skalki and Brangwene. I’d been praying to all the gods during the drive home. Sage had been my companion and my loyal friend for the past five years. My heart would shatter to lose him.

We’d made it back to the estate and Graysen was driving down the long, winding driveway that cut through the dense forest. The gnarled line of trees cast us in bleak light. It comforted my black soul to be shrouded in shadows.

I’m a monster.

A life ender.

We hadn’t spoken since leaving the city. But now, I had to say something. I’d beg if I had to. I’d get down on my knees if he desired it.

Could I trust him?

He was a Crowther, so—no. However, I had no choice but to. He hadn’t seen what I’d done in the cavern, but he’d felt it and witnessed the result. And I’d swifted with him.

My mouth was parched and the words were itchy in my dry throat. “Please, you can’t say anything.”

I had a glimpse of Graysen from where I sat. His jaw tightened, along with every other muscle in his body. His gaze flicked up to the rear-view mirror, catching my eye with his reflection. “How the fuck do you presume to keep this,” he waved his hand at his and my appearances, at Sage too, “contained?”

Both of us were grimy and coated with ash, except I looked like I’d crawled through a chimney flue to freedom while a fire burned in the hearth.

We broke through the gloomy forest and plunged into brilliant sunlight. I flinched, jerking away. The windows of the car were tinted, yet the light and heat still scalded my skin. I felt I might burn for my sins in the sun’s purity. I yearned for shadows. I could hide in shadows.

The mansion came into view, along with the guards that patrolled the perimeter, and servants tending to the immaculate front garden. A few Pellans were strolling down the path that skirted my massive home. “Park in my father’s garage. I’ll swift us to my room. No one will spot us then.”

Graysen dropped his head back, and his knuckles gripped the steering wheel so hard they turned white. “Fuuuck.” He straightened a moment later and cracked his neck with irritation. In the rear-view mirror, I saw the deep frown cutting across his forehead and the way he swiped his lower lip with a thumb. “I need to inform your father, and Novak too, about what happened.”

“You can’t.” He couldn’t. Just couldn’t. “How do you explain where we were? What I was doing? The Uzrek…?” It pretty much screamed other. I rubbed the tension point of the headache building in my temple. “Besides, maybe I wiped them all out.”

“Somehow, I doubt it,” he said, his fingertips rapping a beat on the steering wheel. “There’ll be more of them crawling about. There always are.”
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It was as easy to avoid everyone by parking inside the cavernous garage. Graysen cradled Sage, while I wrapped a hand around his arm as a swirl of buffeting wind, gray-tipped and cool, the feathery breeze brushing up against us before we swifted—

And arrived in the middle of my living room.

Graysen took Sage from my arms, strode into my bedroom, and placed him carefully on the end of my bed. Stepping back, he dug his fingers through his hair and tugged harshly as a shudder rolled across his shoulders. “Fuuuck.” Twisting around, he stared long and hard at me as if he wasn’t sure who or what he was looking at. I met his stare with my unblinking one. Eyes narrowing, he opened his mouth, then shut it again, giving a small shake of his head. His black hair ruffled as he growled in exasperation.

What was he going to say?

In quick, leggy strides, he departed my bedroom and stalked straight past me, heading toward the adjoining door of our two rooms. Dragging the armoire aside, he entered his quarters. The door shut behind him with a soft snick and I remained standing where we’d swifted in, staring at the door, wondering if he’d come back.

He didn’t.

Finally, I roused myself and went straight to Sage. My wraith-wolf’s bandaged chest rose up and down in a steady pattern as he slept. He was a little faded. A few wisps of shadows dissipated at my touch. But he was whole, alive, and well. I collapsed on the mattress and curled up beside him. My face was blackened with soot. Ash dusted my limbs and darkened my hair to a dull gray, and the stench of burned flesh clung to my cold, sweaty skin.

My fingers are shaking.

My arm too. I suddenly realized my heart was racing and that my entire body shivered as I lay on the clean, lemon-colored quilt. The illumination spilling from the chandelier blanketed me in pure golden light.

Too clean. The linen. My bedroom. Too clean and pure and I am not.

My soul is black.

I ended them all.

Every single one, apart from the two the Uzrek had dragged into his lair.

Stop! Stop thinking!

But my mind…my mind kept turning over those last moments in the cavern with those things closing in all around me. The papier mâché masks, the blades angling for me—

That death-like pause that had come upon them all. They’d swung my way as one, expressionless masks staring at me and their silk robes snapping in the gusts my power wrought, and then—

Then—

I’d unleashed.

Silence. Utter silence. And ash blowing on a phantom wind like falling snow. Looked like winter. Tasted like death. And as that unleashing ended, the silver fire flickered and then died out, leaving me in pitch-black darkness.

I’d ended them!

And it had been so, so easy to do so.

My fingers clenched into tight fists as a wave of despair crashed over me. It was one thing to expel the dark power residing inside me every morning and evening. But I did it in the cave below the waterfall. Sometimes in woodland clearings. Against stone. Up into the sky.

I’d never, ever used it against anything living, or not-quite-living either.

What have I done? I extinguished their lives as easily as snuffing out a candle.

A strangled, keening sound left my throat—

I’d killed them, killed them, killed them, killed them—

My stomach twisted with a painful sharpness and my mouth began to sweat.

Sick, I felt so sick at what I’d done. A dry retch squeezed my stomach.

I scrambled from the bed, only to fall into a heap of messy limbs, before rising on unsteady legs and hurtling for the bathroom. I didn’t even make it to the toilet, instead, I only made it as far as the vanity. Slapping my palms on white marble veined with gold, I leaned over and dry-heaved into the vanity’s basin. My stomach clenched as I dry-heaved again and again.

Oh my gods, I’d killed them.

Behind me, I heard a voice say, “Easy, Wychthorn.” My gaze snapped up to the mirror to see Graysen standing beside me with worry shining in his black eyes. I felt his hand gently stroking up and down my spine. His hair was damp, the silky locks glistening in the light, and the smell of fresh soap clung to him. He’d obviously showered and changed.

I couldn’t stop my body from trembling. Something wet splashed into the basin, arresting my attention. I was crying, moisture streaking a clean path through my soot-stained cheeks.

Bending over, I rested my cheek on the vanity. The marble felt warm against my skin because I was ice cold. Squeezing my eyes shut, the words were barely a whisper from my burning throat. “I ended them. Obliterated them into nothing but ash.”

I heard the soft shift of fabric. Fluttering my eyes open, I saw Graysen crouched beside me. He pushed a warm hand through my hair to sweep it from my forehead. There was a softness in his gaze as he regarded me, a stark contrast to the harsh way he spoke. “They were going to kill me. Kill Sage. And steal you. You had no choice.”

Hadn’t I, though? If I’d not panicked and thought it through, I could have swifted us out.

Pushing upright to straighten, Graysen let go of my hair and it fell in a tangle of locks about my shoulders. The face that greeted me in the mirror…who was she? She stared back at me with wide, gray eyes. The sharp cheekbones were grimy with soot, the freckles hidden behind a layer of ash. Her hair was a knotted mess. She looked weak and pathetic. She didn’t look like a killer. But that’s who she, I, was.

Bowing my head, my arms buckled on the vanity and my hands slipped to leave a streak of dirty fingerprints on the pristine marble. Fat teardrops scored a path through my ashen cheeks and dripped over my bottom lip as I started sobbing. “I’ve n-never killed anyone b-before.”
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Cursing softly, I gathered Nelle into my arms and lowered myself to sit on the cool marble floor, rocking her back and forth gently on my lap. Her tiny fingers dug into my t-shirt as she clung to me. I rested my chin on the crown of her head and murmured, “Ending lives is something you should never get used to.”

Nelle buried her face into my chest and her tears soaked into my shirt. Her voice was muffled when she asked, “Have y-you?”

Loosening a sigh, I offered her the truth. “Yes. Often those lives I ended deserved it.” Killing was part of our world, especially in my line of work as an enforcer. “But not when they’re innocent.” There were times my House had been ordered to take an innocent life on behalf of the Horned Gods and those were the deaths that haunted my soul.

Sniffling, Nelle shivered, and I ‌rubbed a hand up and down her trembling arm. “Little bird, those we faced down in the catacombs, they weren’t alive.” Her fingers bunched into my shirt, tightened, relaxed, then tightened again. I wasn’t sure if knowing that we’d battled an army of dead was going to lighten her soul.

I was seventeen years old when I took my first life. I held on until I’d gotten home, then headed straight for the forest and hurled everything in my guts up. Curling up on the forest floor, I’d wept like a fucking baby.

Like the Uzrek had said, I was a death-dealer. That was my purpose amongst the Houses—a weapon in the form of flesh and bone. It didn’t matter that who I’d killed was dark and deserved a swift death. Something had died inside of me. At the time, it had felt as if the last flickering goodness of my mother had winked out.

Had all my brothers felt the same when they’d taken a life?

Kenton, no. As stoic as our father and ice-cold like our aunt.

But Jett, probably. He’d made himself scarce the day he’d taken a life for the first time. Caidan, I knew for sure, because I’d spied on him when he’d returned from the Widowmakers with dried blood crusting his sword. He didn’t even make it as far as I had. He’d stumbled in through the massive front doors and emptied his stomach all over the stone floor before locking himself in his quarters.

Nelle lifted her grime-stained face, and her haunted gray eyes met mine. I wiped her tear-slick cheeks, but only smeared the soot and grime further. “I reacted much like you.” Tucking a lock of wild hair behind her ears, I shared, “After I killed for the first time, I cried like a baby.”

She blinked, sniffing, before scrubbing an eye with the back of her wrist. “A baby?”

“Tell anyone that and I’ll make your life miserable,” I half-teased.

She attempted a smile, but it wobbled, and her brows slashed up as silver filled her eyes. Her little fists bunched the soft fabric of my shirt. “I can’t stop shaking,” she whispered, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks.

“It’s the adrenaline. You’re in shock.”

I tucked her back against my chest and ‌stroked her head. The ash that blanketed her pale tresses coated my fingers. The only other girl I’d comforted this way was my baby sister Ferne when she had hurt herself, tripping over her feet or bumping into something unforgiving. And it didn’t feel so bad holding Wychthorn like this either.

This tiny little thing has me wrapped around her finger.

Her bathroom was luxurious and spacious. Lines of gold streaked through the white marble tiles. A large claw-footed bathtub sat beneath a smoky window. The room featured an open shower, and her skin products cluttered the mirror-backed vanity. The space smelled of that strawberry soap she liked so much, mingling with the bitter smoke clinging to her figure and her unique trademark scent.

Nelle’s fingers unfurled, releasing my fisted shirt, and she spread a hand against my chest. Her cheek shifted slightly as she angled her head to look up at me and her sweet breath caressed my throat. “Are they the same ones you spoke of yesterday to Master Sirro?”

“I expect so.” Too much of a coincidence not to be. They’d swifted in and there’d been no trace of scent about them.

Her whole body tensed in my arms. “How do they even know about me?”

I toyed with a lock of her hair as I thought it through, twirling the dirty strands around a finger. How did they know she was other? I was pretty fucking sure this afternoon hadn’t been an attempted kidnapping of royalty. Byron had been clever, keeping his youngest daughter in plain sight of all the Houses and allowing her to attend enough gatherings so no one suspected. He had been over-protective with all his daughters, ensuring that no suspicious eye would cast its gaze her way.

The truth of it was, I didn’t know how they knew about her.

Besides the Wychthorns, only one other person had known about Nelle—my mother. She’d known all along that Nelle was other, and she’d protected Nelle’s secret to her own detriment.

We Crowthers were the only ones who knew Nelle’s secret. We’d kept purposely quiet all these years to later use.

Has someone she trusted betrayed her?

I tugged on a lock of her hair to get her attention. She rounded her miserable, tear-soaked face to peer up at me. “How did they know you were off the estate? Where you’d be?” Had they sought her because she was other, or was she more to them than that? And what were those things going to do once they’d captured her?

She hitched a shoulder. She didn’t know.

Pushing up, she looked at me sidelong. There was a wariness to her gaze and she nervously linked her fingers together. She asked softly, “What are you going to do, Graysen?”

Fucked if I knew. She was right. I couldn’t go telling anyone what she’d been up to. Her father, yeah, sure, I could inform him, but what could he do? He certainly couldn’t alert the Houses, because they’d want answers to why we were hunting down the Uzrek. I ran a hand through my damp hair. “Shit, Wychthorn, I don’t know.”

One of her dress’s shoulder straps had been scorched, which left a thin webbing of melted fabric barely clinging together. I couldn’t resist trailing my fingertips along the exposed skin of her shoulder, grazing over the charred material too. Her flesh rippled and pebbled at my touch, and that electric prickling sensation bounced between us and coursed against my hand.

“No. I mean about me…about me being…” She glanced down at her hands. A worried frown creased her brow as she slid her fingers anxiously back and forth against one another, the adamere bracelet ‌chinking with the motion. Her cautious gaze slowly returned to mine and she gave a defeated sigh. “The Horned Gods, they’ll—”

“Take you,” I interrupted, my expression as cold as my tone. “Maybe give you over to House Pellan. Maybe one of the Horned Gods will claim you for their own. But they’ll strip you bare to discover what you are and what you can do. Then they’ll either steal it for themselves or worse, let you live—”

“My family…” She swallowed, her graceful throat bobbing. Fear and panic flooded those pretty gray eyes.

“An example will be made. Great House Wychthorn hiding an other… All this time…?” I tsked. “I’d hate to be in Byron’s place.” I was being a prick. And I knew it.

Brushing my hand back along her shoulder, I wound my fingers around her vulnerable throat. She sucked in a breath and went rigid, her eyes rounding. It was a threat, my hand wrapped about her neck, and I tapped my forefinger on the pulse point on her throat, feeling it kick into a rapid beat. But she held my gaze, unflinching, waiting to see what I’d do, what I’d reveal.

“They won’t accept a sacrifice like House Simonis did for their little boy. They’ll wipe out your entire House. Every single Wychthorn. Every single servant. They’ll burn your home to the ground, so nothing remains.”

If it was mere revenge we were after, that’s what we Crowthers would do—hand her over to the Horned Gods. But she was so much more to us than that. She was a pawn on a board that extended far further than eight rows wide and eight rows high.

Nelle wet her lips with the tip of her tongue. “And?” What are you going to do?—her gaze ‌demanded.

“I’m not going to say anything.”

She slanted her chin, staring at me through narrowed eyes. “Give me your word.”

Clever little Wychthorn.

I let myself smile, maybe a touch too cocky, because she needed to bind me. Smart to bind me. But she didn’t know that I’d never willingly give her away. I’d already done that twelve years ago. And besides, she wasn’t currently in possession of any dark magic or a device that would ensure my word would be bound.

I nodded. “You have my word, little bird.”

Her pent-up breath left her in a whoosh. The tension in her slender shoulders relaxed, and she shook her head at me, her knotty hair swaying down her back. She rubbed her temple with blackened fingers and shot me a look of disbelief. “Why? Why wouldn’t you?”

Simple. Complicated. We needed her alive. We needed to keep her hidden.

And me… I just needed her.

Something had happened when I’d kissed her in the woodland well of water. That jolt of energy that had passed between us—I’d felt the turning of the Alverac, its iron teeth biting harder, and something else twining around me, filaments of magic, of power. I was connected to her, bound to her more than ever before. That was blindingly obvious by my panic down in the catacombs.

Fuck, I’d almost lost her.

I needed time to sort it out and work out what it was. Because there was something inside me, she’d tamed and claimed.

Nelle shivered, teeth chattering, and I stupidly realized, “Shit, you’re freezing.”

I shifted her off my lap, rose ‌to my feet, and flicked the shower on. It was one of those open tile spaces with a single wall for privacy. Steam began to plume and billow within the bathroom. Assisting her to stand, I reached for her dress, about to tug it off, but she stepped ‌out of reach and frowned.

I shrugged, a little disappointed. Instead, I let my gaze skate leisurely down her figure and the dress half-eaten by flames. There was something fucking sexy about that wild, untamed hair, the rawness of her emotion—the puffy, red-rimmed eyes and lips salted with tears. The defiance shining back at me as she locked her spine straight and raised her chin imperiously.

“If you’re sure?” I purred, taking a step closer, forcing her to back up against the elegant vanity. I bent lower, enjoying how her pretty eyes flashed wide and lips parted in surprise as I ghosted her neck with my mouth and coasted my hand along the outside of her thigh. “But I could make it so much more—”

But before I could finish, something pinched my ear painfully.

Her thumb and forefinger twisted unmercifully.

“The fuck!” I bellowed.

Her eyes were thin glacial slits as she forcefully tugged me away by the ear. “I’ll say this once, Crowther,” she growled. “No, thanks.”
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Despite setting the shower to warm, the water scalded my frozen, shivering flesh.

In solitude, it didn’t take long for those dark thoughts to wind themselves around me and sink their rusty teeth into my mind. I stood beneath the shower’s falling stream and let it wash all over me, wishing it could cleanse the blackness from my soul as easily as the rain of water sluiced the grit and ash down the drain.

I am a killer. A life-ender.

A monster.

Sinking to the bottom of the shower, I wrapped my arms around my knees and burst into tears. I’d ended them. Dead or not-quite-living didn’t matter; what I’d done was still murderous. And what frightened me the most was my dark power.

So much power resided inside me.

The creature was currently curled up, sated and spent in my gut, but the enjoyment it took in rendering those things to mere motes of ash…

And if I were honest, at that moment, engulfed in the icy darkness of the catacombs, when fury consumed my blood so intensely that they’d dared to harm what I loved most, Sage, or take from me what was mine—Graysen—I’d reveled in retribution.

And that in itself scorched my soul and burned it black.

A monster… I'm a monster…

I don’t know how long I sat there with the steam billowing around me and the cascading water muffling my sobs. But I think I must have fallen into a fugue, because when I finally heard Graysen say ‘Wychthorn,’ it felt as if he’d been repeating my name for a while.

I jolted.

What is he doing here?

“Graysen?”

His rough tone filled the bathroom. “You’ve been in there for ages.”

I glanced down at my palms and saw how wrinkled they were.

“Need a hand?” he coaxed, his voice gone velvet. “I could soap up those perky breasts of yours.”

Something other than despair wound through me—a heated annoyance. “Get out,” I hissed. Sniffing, I scrubbed my red-rimmed eyes with the heels of my hands.

“Ah, come on. I can’t see you. See, I have my back turned…kinda.”

“Kinda?” I nearly shrieked. Rising, I canted myself forward to peer around the wall of white-gold marbled tiles while being careful to keep my body obscured.

Graysen was leaning against the vanity, arms crossed, blatantly not with his back turned.

He flexed his strong biceps as he shifted his weight and casually propped one bare foot against the cupboard door, his knee slightly bent. His height and breadth seemed to take up all the space, and he stole the air from the room, or maybe he stole it just from me. I reminded myself to refill my lungs and to stop staring at those glorious arms…the coils of ink…the strain of muscle…

He grinned and arched an eyebrow mischievously. “Well shit, Wychthorn, I’ve already seen you in your underthings, and they barely left anything to the imagination.”

I felt the hunger in his eyes like a caress that sent a heavy wave of heat rippling down my spine as his gaze drifted down my throat, to a shoulder, the only part of me appearing around the wall. But as soon as he said, “I’m curious how they might look… How they might feel… Go on. Show me. Just a peek. I’m guessing they’re perfectly perky tits.” I gasped, indignation exploding in its wake.

Gods, the guy has a one-track mind!

“Get out of here!”

He laughed, and the sound bounced against the walls. “Not until I hear that crack of the shampoo cap and some kind of movement.”

I grumbled under my breath, retreating to the safety of the shower head. I snatched up the shampoo and got to lathering, cursing him with every filthy word I’d gathered throughout my life. Soapy suds slid down my neck and shoulders. Rinsing off my hair, I slathered thick goops of conditioner through its length and began scrubbing the remaining grime from my limbs with body wash. The scent of strawberry bloomed in the tiled space. I stilled, cocking an ear and straining to hear anything. “You’ve not gone, have you?”

Silence.

I frowned, pausing in washing myself. Maybe he had.

“Nope,” came from the room.

I muttered a few more choice curses and scrubbed harder at my legs.

“Gods, Wychthorn,” he groaned, deep and low. And it wasn’t the sound of exasperation, it sounded desperate and greedy. “That mouth of yours. Filthy. Utterly filthy. You put me to shame. Though…” I could hear the playfulness kick into his tone. “I could put a better use to that waspish tongue, your pretty mouth, the back of your throat.”

My jaw dropped. Droplets of water clung to my lashes as I slowly blinked.

What the hells did he suggest?

As if I’d ever do that with him!

I swung back around the tiled wall and bared my teeth, snarling.

He only grinned wider, shaking a finger at me. “Uh-uh, little bird, you’ll learn not to bite,” and winked.

I grabbed the bottle of conditioner and hurled it at him. He easily dodged it, laughing as it clattered against the porcelain, scattering my moisturizers. I threw the shampoo, the body wash, the tub of hair masque, and the long-handled loofah.

Godsdammit, the guy moves like the wind!

And then I’d run out of things to throw at him. Fuck it.

And he had the body wash.

I huffed and stretched a hand toward him, my palm upward. “The body wash.”

“The body wash?” He chewed the word strangely, as if he’d never heard of it before.

“That one down there.” It had rolled beneath the shelves of towels. He bent, searching for the dark green bottle, and I tried hard not to look—tried and failed.

What am I doing?

But he was here in my space, and though my bathroom was large, it suddenly seemed tiny with him in it, in those sweatpants that hung low on his hips. Gods, he was blessed with a fine piece of—

Nelle! Get a grip!

“You do realize I can feel you staring at my ass,” he said, picking up the bottle and turning back with a cocky smirk.

I gaped, flushing.

His smile got more wicked as he lazily moved toward me. He leaned a shoulder on the other side of the shower wall. “That’s my favorite color on you, by the way.” He reached out to skim a fingertip along my cheekbone, the simple touch flaring my nerve endings to life. “That flush of rose-pink. Adorable.”

I snorted and batted his hand away before snatching the bottle from him and disappearing from his view.

“No—thanks—Wychthorn?” I could almost feel the disparaging shake of his head. “Your manners are atrocious.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“I’d rather fuck you.”

I let out an exasperated growl, and he answered with a chuckle. Rinsing the conditioner from my hair, I furiously cleansed my skin with the strawberry body wash before shutting off the shower. “Towel…please.”

“Better,” he murmured. A moment later, he stretched his hand around the tiles, offering a fluffy towel. “Say the word and I’ll help rub you down.”

I grabbed the towel from him. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

A second later, I heard the bathroom door open and shut. Quickly drying myself, I stepped out of the shower and twisted the towel over my wet hair before unhooking the bathrobe from where it hung on the wall. It was then, as I tied the belt about my middle, that I wondered if he knew what he’d been doing. He’d dragged me from the deep dark well of self-hatred and despair with his endless taunting. A small smile curved my lips as I entered my bedroom, only to find him reclining on my bed like an emperor, Sage asleep at the end of the mattress.

Graysen pointed a finger at me and boomed, “Robe. Off. Now!”

I glared at Graysen, my gratefulness quickly dissolving. He hadn’t been out to help me. He really had wanted to see my tits. “In your dreams, Crowther!”

His smirk only grew wider.

I stomped into my walk-in closet and found myself a set of underwear and a crisp shirtdress in white.

“Oh hells, no. I don’t think so,” he grumbled, rolling off the bed when he spied what I held in my hands. He stormed into the small room. I skipped backward, but he was too quick, grabbing the dress off of me, scowling at it as if it offended him, and was a hairbreadth from shredding it to strips.

“What is your problem?” Frowning, I snatched the dress back. What was so wrong with this dress?

He studied my face thoughtfully before replying petulantly, “I’d hoped you’d carry on the evening in the fluffy robe.”

I clutched the dress protectively in my hands. “Why?”

He took one long step forward. I yielded several back. My spine hit the chest of drawers behind me with a jarring jolt. One more step and he was flush with me, our bodies almost touching.

Holy hellsgate, it was hot in here. I flapped the neck of my bathrobe, trying to get cool. The air had seemingly risen twenty degrees. Had someone fiddled with the air-conditioning unit? No, I knew it was because he was right in my personal space and hunger swirled between us. Holy Skalki, have mercy on me, but I was finding it increasingly difficult to resist this man.

Graysen’s nostrils flared. Delight lit his eyes. His hand lowered, and a pinched thumb and middle finger ran down the edge of my bathrobe to the V, where the material overlapped at my cleavage. The backs of his fingers grazed my exposed flesh, blazing a trail of heat down my chest. “It’s the tightest thing I’ve ever seen you in, and there’s this gap right at your cleav—”

“Enough!” I held up a hand to stop him.

“But, I—”

“Stop right there. I don’t want to hear anything more from you about my tits and ass—”

“And puss—”

I shrieked and clamped my hand over his mouth before he could continue. “Don’t you dare finish that thought!”

But he murmured between my fingers, “Wet and pink and very pretty.” Wagging his thick black brows, he added, “Well, that’s how it looks in my imagination.”

I closed my eyes.

Just breathe in and out, in and out—

A sharp knocking came from the door to my quarters, startling us both.

“Who the fuck is that?” Graysen growled.

I had an awful feeling who it would be.

With three daughters, my father wisely knew not to walk in unannounced. I opened up my bedroom door and found him standing at the threshold. It was rather petty of me, but I refused to let him enter. His sharp gaze took me in—dressed in a bathrobe—then Graysen leaning against the door frame beside me, his size swallowing the space.

My father’s jaw clenched and fury burned in his blue eyes. I could see the words forming in his mind. What have I interrupted? Instead, he gritted out. “I needed to see that you returned safely.”

“I did,” I replied coldly, folding my arms across my chest and shifting my weight to one hip. I still hadn’t forgotten about last night—how he refused to end Evvie’s engagement to Corné.

“What did you do today?”

My gaze slid out of focus as the words repeated themselves in my head.

What did we do?

What did we do?

What…did…we…do?

What could I say besides hunting down an ancient creature to ask it a question, then getting attacked, Sage nearly killed, and myself almost captured?

Graysen answered, “We…” I felt his heavy gaze on me and heard the frown in his voice. “Rode the subway.”

“The subway?” my father echoed, his eyebrows rising.

“For hours and hours and hours.” That bored flat tone had returned to Graysen’s voice, and he adjusted an arm higher on the doorjamb.

“That’s all you did?”

“Pretty much,” I answered. “I’ve never been on one before.” And there was an accusation in that because my father refused to let me off the estate.

My father blatantly ignored Graysen and focused solely on me. I felt five years old again beneath that steel-edged glare. “Get dressed. You’ve missed afternoon tea with the Pellan grandparents’ arrival, and dinner too, but we’ll be gathering in the Great Room to run through the engagement celebrations tomorrow night.” I was opening my mouth to reply, no, when my father barked, “You’re expected there.”

I flinched.

And though I didn’t see Graysen tense beside me, I felt his fury rolling toward my father in blistering waves.

My father closed his eyes briefly, pinching the bridge of his nose, and dragged in a breath. His voice softened slightly. “And Danne is… Well, you haven’t seen much of him since he arrived, and he keeps asking where you are and when you’ll be back.”

Guilt trickled through me. I had seen little of Danne since he’d arrived. But right now, with everything that had happened today, I needed time alone. “I’ll…” I chewed my bottom lip while nervously fiddling with the belt tied at my waist. “I’ll see him tomorrow. I’m really tired—”

“You’ll be downstairs in half an hour,” my father snapped with a tone that brooked no argument. My stomach sank and I shrunk a little under his withering glare.

I felt a tug at the towel twisted about my head. As I jerked myself around, Graysen gently unwound the towel free, using it to massage my scalp and soak the wetness from my hair before folding it up neatly and placing it on the rolling office chair set up in front of my computer. Damp locks fell across my shoulders in thick waves. Keeping his amused gaze on mine, Graysen replied, “I think, Byron, if she doesn’t want to, she isn’t going to. So no. She won’t be gathering with the Pellans tonight.” One side of his mouth tipped up as he gathered my hair, twisting the length into a rope and slinging it over my shoulder. An intimate gesture—one I’m sure he had an ulterior motive for—to infuriate my father. I should have put a stop to it, but I liked it. Far too much. Especially the way he was smiling at me, his fingers teasing the tail end of my hair. “Don’t worry yourself, Byron. I’ll order something from the kitchen, and we’ll eat here. Get an early night.” His arm snaked out, and he spun me around, pulling me close so my back pressed into his front. My body sighed in delight at being enclosed in his sweet embrace. Godsdammit. Why the hells should he feel so good?

And then I saw my father’s reaction.

Every inch of him bristled. His furious gaze dropped to the tattooed arm claiming my waist. The anger burning from him could have set Graysen alight. Shit, I felt scorched myself. However, that was mostly from the feel of Graysen’s hard body against mine, his masculine scent washing over me. The soft words rumbling from his chest and vibrating against my back almost enticed a moan from my throat.

“How does that sound, Wychthorn? We’ll make it a date. Just you and me.”

Graysen drew us both backward and shut the door in my father’s face.

Did he? Did he…?

My eyes must have gone wide and round because when he spun me back to face him, he pulled away to look at me better and frowned. “What?”

“You…” I said, awed and a bit worried for him. I pointed my forefinger at the door and back at him. “Shut the door in my father’s face.” My father could punish him, or worse, for that slight. He held the mantle of Great House; no one disrespected him and got away with it. Hells, even I’d be in serious trouble if I’d done the same thing.

Graysen shrugged nonchalantly. “What’s he going to do? Send one of his men to take me out?” He casually strolled away, shoving his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants. “Been there, done that. And it’s become exceedingly dull.” That was a weird thing to say, and I was about to ask what he meant when he said next, “Besides, your father has no authority over me regarding you.”

“Why is that?” He had mentioned it before. I’d witnessed it when my father couldn’t do a damn thing to stop Graysen from taking me out for the day. But it still made little sense. How it was even possible that my father would cave to his wishes all the time?

Graysen turned back to me. “The Alverac we both signed. You’re nineteen. And you’re here with me.”

“I get it,”— kind of— “the marriage contract.”

At those words, something painful passed over Graysen’s expression—there and gone again in a heartbeat—quickly replaced by something predatory as he swiped his gaze down my throat at the parting of the fluffy robe at my cleavage. A thrill shivered through me. Everything I wanted to ask about the Alverac disappeared underneath that hungry look. He looked starved for me.

Oh, shit…

He took several steps toward me. “Now, where were we?”

“I’m getting dressed.” My voice came out a little shrill as I dashed away. Over my shoulder, I caught a glimpse of him before I darted into the safety of my walk-in closet. He tipped his head back, knees buckling slightly as he stared up at the ceiling and groaned in annoyance. “Don’t…”
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When I returned from dressing, I found Graysen with a tumbler clutched in his hand, investigating the little world of my living room. He glanced my way, looking severely put out to see me in the dress.

The dress had an empire waistline and was several sizes too big, but my mother always got them professionally altered so the arm sleeves didn’t gape and the neckline sat right. The crisp linen skirt was bell-shaped and flared a touch below my knees. Tiny pearl buttons ran down the front.

I padded barefoot to the little sitting area by the outside windows where I liked to have breakfast in the mornings. A soft high-backed armchair positioned near a round beechwood table, where several books of the Houses’ history were haphazardly stacked on top. The brocade curtains were open, and I sat down cross-legged on the armchair, facing the window. I’d gathered some supplies to deal with my knotted hair. I sprayed a detangler over the locks, my face scrunched at the smell of jasmine and chemicals. Coaxing the comb through my hair, I winced as I snagged on knots while observing the bustle outside. Floodlights had been erected so the contractors could carry on working into the evening. The massive marquee took up a large piece of real estate on the back lawn. A team was hauling in big potted plants, tables, and chairs, boxes filled with gods’-knows-what—everything and anything my sister had wanted for the significant event tying her to Corné.

Thinking of Corné had me tugging harder at my knotty hair. I needed to find a way to stop Evvie from marrying him.

After I tamed my hair, I placed my comb on the small round table and became aware that Graysen’s movements around the room had become agitated.

My eyes slid slowly his way. I waited patiently.

He prowled about, his gaze darting about the images I’d tacked on the wall, his temper flaring as the pieces fell into place for him.

I was sure, now that he’d seen me with the Uzrek, he could see the pattern in the pictures.

His gaze flicked from the catacombs to the lake, where the Osthane lurked beneath the azure surface, to the streets of Ascendria where belladonna flowers hinted something other roamed. He stabbed a finger, with the hand holding his tumbler of whiskey, at a particular photograph. It was the thick autumnal canopy of an oak forest where the Orbweever lived in a lair made from the hair of those he’d slaughtered. “These are all places with creatures… Monsters… Others.” He half-twisted my way, furious. “What the hells is this?!”

That was the wrong question. And he knew it.

His scruffy jaw sawed. I met his flinty gaze, silently.

“What are you doing with all this? Going monster hunting? Trying to find answers?”

I didn’t reply. But he was right.

Lowering his head, he rubbed the back of his neck with a hand as he bit out, “Fuuuck.” His voice dropped to a quieter note when he turned to look my way but didn’t quite meet my gaze, and asked, “What the fuck are you, Wychthorn?”

I shrugged. I didn’t know.

There was no point denying it. He had felt it and seen what was left of those who had attacked us. Nothing. Not a shred of evidence to prove they’d even been there.

I’d sought the Uzrek for answers and he had given me more questions. A few of them regarded Graysen. What was the Uzrek about to say before we’d been ambushed?

He didn’t know what he was.

And what did the beast mean when he snarled at me that there was another I could claim?

“The Uzrek didn’t only talk about me,” I reminded him.

Graysen flinched—actually flinched.

My eyebrows knitted.

What does Graysen fear?

What did the Uzrek discover when he slunk into his mind?

As I rose to my feet, Graysen remained silent but pivoted to face me fully and he positively crackled with fury. His hard eyes bored into mine over the lip of his tumbler as he downed the drink in one mouthful. His lips curled back with a hiss at the hit of whiskey burning its way down his throat before he slammed the glass down on the corner of my office desk with a heavy thunk.

I held his stormy gaze, refusing to look away; refusing to back down as I walked right up to him. Without withdrawing my gaze from his, I reached out slowly with an open hand and held it over his taut shoulder.

My movements were slow and careful, as if I were approaching a wild animal. Afraid he might lunge and bite. Afraid I might scare him off too. I didn’t need to look to know his muscles twitched and his skin was prickling with goosebumps beneath my hand as I slid it downwards. I felt it. This mysterious awareness hummed between us like static electricity. I was positive that it coursed through him too. “I don’t understand it. But it’s there, between us.”

“There’s nothing between us,” he snapped, glaring down at me, both his hands braced on his hips.

“Feel that?” I asked.

“I feel nothing, just annoyance that a scrawny whiny brat almost got me fucking killed.”

I didn’t need the dark power unfurling inside me to hiss—liar—to know it.

Graysen Crowther’s a godsdamn liar!

I snatched my hand back and clenched it into a fist, shaking it at him. So be it. If he wasn’t ready to face it. I couldn’t make him.

He swiveled on his heel and stalked away. I headed in the exact opposite direction, throwing my hands into the air, and grumbled about how much of a stubborn horse’s ass he was.

He wheeled around. “Horse’s ass?!”

I spun back, glaring, and jabbed a finger at him. “Yeah, horse’s ass!”

“How did you get such a sharp and wicked tongue on you?” He stormed toward me, his furious footfall thudding against the soft carpet. This time I met him halfway. We were toe-to-toe. “I don’t hear those kinds of things from your sisters. In fact, they’re boringly polite.”

I tilted my head back to snarl up at him. “Aren’t they just?”

We glared at one another, both of us quivering with fury, neither wanting to yield. Out of all the daughters in all the various Houses the Crowthers could have picked for the boon they’d been granted, they chose me. Out of the four Crowther brothers, he was chosen. It was some sort of sick joke the Gods were playing. Or fate had brought us together. Whatever this thing was between us. Whatever it meant.

We didn’t like one another.

I do.

Not like-like though.

The creature inside me coiled tightly, chuckling. I paid it no mind.

“Why me?” I asked. “For that stupid marriage contract. The Alverac.”

His lips thinned and he refused to answer. So I chose a different angle. “Why you then? Why did your father choose you to marry me, not your elder brother Kenton?” The eldest being the respectful choice.

“My father didn’t choose me,” he barked back.

“Your Aunt—”

“My sister did.”

“Ferne?” But she’d been, what, only ten, eleven years old at the time? My mouth fell open. “You let her make that decision?”

“I sure as fuck didn’t. But no one else had a say in which one of us it would be. It was her right. It had always been her right.”

What the hells did that mean? Her right?

And it was there, one of the questions I’d been hoarding since I’d met Ferne five years ago and encountered the strip of delicate lace strapped across eyes that had been stolen. “Your sister’s eyes?”

Darkness and rage flickered within the dark abyss of his gaze.

And still, he didn’t answer.

“The Horned Gods stole them. Why?”

“Why not?” he replied coldly, staring down the length of his nose at me.

So I was right. The Horned Gods desired different. We were there to do their bidding so they could live on the outskirts of the world. For millennia, our Houses had served them. It was us who found the souls that extended their lives or unearthed the strange things they could use in their spells.

But what would a pair of eyes do for them?

What could Ferne see the rest of us couldn’t?

She knew. Back then, when the Crowthers claimed me for the Alverac, I’d felt Ferne’s interest in me. Graysen somehow had sensed my dark power slinking around him too.

Ferne knew.

She knew there was something between Graysen and me. “She knew that you and I—”

He scoffed, crossing his arms across his chest. “My sister, you’ll find, has a twisted sense of humor.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant. If he was admitting that there was something there, humming between us. But his gaze had skimmed over my shoulder and I knew where it had landed—the map I had of the catacombs beneath Ascendria.

Graysen rolled his shoulders, cracked his neck, and when his gaze sliced back to mine, his expression was thunderous. Whipping his hand out, he fisted my hair right at the back of my head.

I yelped in surprise, my hands frantically clawing at his. A burning sting flared across my scalp as he shook me just hard enough that my eyes bit with heat. “Don’t you dare pull that shit on me again!” I knew what he was bellowing about. Not my wicked tongue, but because I’d deceived him in my quest to seek the Uzrek.

He arched my head back. Forcing my spine to bow. Forcing me to stare into his harsh gaze. My fingers wrapped around his forearms to steady myself. “I needed to know,” I rasped. “You wouldn’t have taken me.”

“No. I fucking wouldn’t,” he snarled. “I’m going to slap your ass pink, then red, then paint it blue black. What the hells were you thinking going in there…to find the Uzrek? Do you know what that beast could have done to you?”

“I think the Uzrek should have been more afraid of me,” I gasped out.

His whole body jerked as if I’d physically hit him. Then he blinked and slowly nodded in agreement, but he didn’t loosen his fist.

It suddenly dawned on me that his anger wasn’t about my seeking the Uzrek at all. This was about him. The shock of realizing his truth was kindling bursting into flame, licking every nerve, burning oxygen from my lungs.

In that cavern buried below Ascendria, when I’d been captured by a net, there was only one person I’d heard in the pitch-black darkness. All of my senses had been honed on him. The slash of his daggers, deep grunts, the sharp intake of wounded breath. He’d fought furiously, fast and hard. He had to be swifter than the wind, battling his way to me.

And it was my name he roared, Nelle, again and again and again.

Graysen Crowther cared!

And this was his jerkass way of saying it because he wouldn’t or couldn’t admit it.

My fingers inched up his arms to his shoulders, traveling up his throat, before threading through his thick, unruly hair. He breathed harder and his nostrils flared as confusion entered his gaze. “It’s okay, Graysen… I know…”

“What do you think you know?” Threat laced his words, emphasized with a tighter hold on my hair.

“You care—”

“I don’t care,” he snarled. But I caught it. I saw it. The truth he was trying to avoid. He’d been afraid for me.

“You care,” I whispered back softly. And then I fisted his hair. Harder. Sharper. Surprise flared through inky eyes; the pain fierce enough to make him gasp. I bowed his head toward my own while I rose on tippy-toes. My words brushed against his lips. “It’s okay.”

“I. Don’t. Care,” he bit out savagely.

I wondered if my lies tasted sweet like honey, what his lies tasted like on his tongue.

Letting go of his hair, I cupped his cheeks, the scruff tickling my palms. I kissed one corner of his mouth, then the other. “I know…you don’t care…not enough to save Sage.” Not once, but twice.

He squeezed his eyes shut and a pained noise crawled from his throat. When his eyes opened again—acquiescence shone back at me. His fist slowly unfurled in my hair, and his fingers massaged the sting from my scalp. I arched into his touch.

“Have you heartbroken and wailing for months on end?” he replied, shaking his head.

“You didn’t care to take on an Uzrek,” I smiled, pressing my mouth to the tiny faint scar nicking his upper lip. “Or those things that tried to separate us.”

“Go back to your father without you?” And he made a tsking sound before nudging my face to the side with his nose. His warm lips pressed a kiss to my cheek while his hand untangled from my hair to glide gently down my neck and along my shoulder, teasing a hot shiver from my body. He wound his other arm around my back, drawing me into his hard physique.

I closed my eyes, feeling his featherlight kisses against my jaw. “Nor did you care to stand beside me against Master Sirro,” I breathed. All for me. He’d done it for me.

He made a growling noise, rough enough that I snapped my eyes open, finding him glaring at me with a blazing intensity that caused my heart to clench. “Sirro wants what he can’t have…and you’re mine, little bird.” He captured my mouth, tugging sharply on my lower lip with his teeth. The burn was exquisite, the soothing flick of his tongue, divine. But it was his claim that had me melting against him.

You’re mine.

But what he didn’t realize was that he was mine. He’d always been mine.

Before he could kiss me, I kissed him, and while the words leaving his mouth denied he felt anything for me, his kisses told me otherwise. One large hand clasped my throat softly, the other moved to my hip, gripping hard, and his lips were painfully gentle. A whispering glance, an apology, and a burning need—mine, mine, mine—he silently said with every brush of his mouth, every sweep of his tongue. I twined my fingers through his silky hair, breathing in his woodsy scent and the faint taste of whiskey, and it was my kisses that became more insistent. More greedy. More possessive.

He groaned gruffly as I nipped his lower lip. And as he gathered me up—

My stomach growled loudly.

He paused, his brows slashing upward.

I burst into laughter as my stomach grumbled again.

“Hungry?” he grinned.

Well, mostly for his kisses. But now I realized how ravenous I was.

Hmmm, kisses or food?

He broke away and I groaned in frustration.

“I’ll find us something in the kitchen. Stay here,” he ordered, striding for the door.

“Gods, you’re so bossy,” I grouched.

He made a pffting sound like I occasionally did, and I couldn’t help but grin.

He left and I spun around laughing, my damp hair swirling as I did a little dance, a shimmy of my shoulders, kicking up my heels. Graysen Crowther cared. He was going to come back with food and we’d have dinner together as if we were on an actual date.

And then we’d kiss. A lot. I’d make sure of it. Because those kisses had inflamed every single part of my body. Deprived of his attention, I ached all over, and I wanted more!


37
Nelle


My phone pinged with an incoming message. I had received more than a few during the day, but I’d avoided them as they came in, simply wanting to experience my time off the estate with no outside influence or gruff demands I return home at once.

There were plenty of missed texts from Danne—which I ignored with a slight twinge of guilt—and a few from my father and sister. This latest one came from her too.

Evvie: Where are you? Father said you’re back home?

Me: I’m back. I’m okay. Just tired, it’s been a big day.

Evvie: Where did you go?



I wandered into my bedroom, replying—

Me: Ascendria. Riding the subway.

Evvie: LOL! Typical little sister. Of everything Ascendria has to offer, you ride the subway. Danne missed you today :) He seemed annoyed that you wanted to spend the day with Graysen. I think he’s jealous.

Me: As if. *scoff* Um…we’re staying in tonight.

Evvie: NELLE! WE’RE?!

Me: Don’t read anything into it! I’m just tired. I’ll see you tomorrow.



I was such a liar.

Evvie: Tomorrow then. Just remember, he’s a jerk.



I sat down on my bed next to Sage, petting him as he slept. Gently pulling back the bandages, I took a quick peek, relieved the wound was knitting back together. His misty fur was cool against my lips when I kissed the top of his head. “Poor brave puppy.” Sage was a full-grown wraith-wolf, but he’d always be that playful tiny pup Graysen had shoved in my hands five years ago.

A noise—a light rapping.

My head jerked around in that direction. It was coming from the outside door—fingertips on glass.

Quickly leaving my bedroom, I hastened to the door. When I hauled back the curtain, I found Danne standing outside looking sheepish. Opening the door, I whispered, “What are you doing here?”

He gave a quick shallow bow, and instead of answering, he took my hand and pulled me out of my quarters. “Take a walk with me.”

My bare feet made a slapping noise on the flagstone tiles of my private patio. Night had descended and the evening held a cool autumnal quality. Bright moonlight cast a silvery glow over everything, the lamps and bushy shrubs, even blanching Danne’s freckles as he smiled warmly.

I tried to pull my hand free. “Danne, don’t.” He shouldn’t touch me like that. I was a Wychthorn.

The creature within me stirred, shifting languorously, and gave a soft growl toward Danne.

Instead of letting me go, Danne curled his fingers more tightly around mine. “Please… I know you’re tied to Crowther, but give me ten minutes of your company.” Guilt coiled inside my chest. “I haven’t seen you all day…friend.”

And that one word gripped me hard with shame. Danne and I mostly chatted via text messages, and this was a rare opportunity to spend time with him physically, but Graysen and the Uzrek had swallowed my day up, and those—

Don’t go there!

I’d finally gotten a fragile grip on what I’d done, and I couldn’t afford anything to tear through the delicate equilibrium I’d woven between my mind and my soul.

Danne sloped his chin toward the marquee, a mischievous twinkle in his hazel eyes. “Let’s go have a look and see how it’s turning out.”

Thinking that I had a bit of time before Graysen returned to my quarters, I let Danne tug me through the gap in the stone railing edging the patio, down the flagstone path winding around the mansion, and onto the grassy lawn. As we walked, his body wove from side to side as he glanced about. “Where’s Sage?”

I shot a look over my shoulder at my home. Soft light spilled from quarters. “He…uh…he’s sleeping.”

He grinned broadly. “So I have you all to myself, then. Without the risk of him chewing my leg off.”

I almost laughed at that. “He does inspire fear.”

“That he does.”

We strolled over to the marquee. Men and women worked beneath the floodlights to get everything ready for tomorrow night. In a few hours, all the mortal contractors would leave and our servants would take over.

“Where did you go today? You didn’t answer any of my messages.”

I gave him a rueful sideways glance and toyed with the tiny pearl buttons on my skirt. “Sorry, I just got caught up with everything. We rode the subway.”

Danne snorted—a derisive noise. “He didn’t take you to the Monarch Tower? Down to the lakeside? Show you about Ascendria?”

“No. He took me where I wanted to go.” My icy reply had his eyes flaring wide with surprise. Graysen let me have my day. Though there was an ulterior motive for my decision to ride the subway, it was still something I’d wished to do. He’d let me choose, gave me the lead, and simply followed. I was pretty sure Danne wouldn’t have gifted me the same freedom. He’d have overridden my desire and made my decisions for me.

“The subway, huh?” A line sharpened between his brows in bemusement. “I didn’t know you liked those kinds of things.”

Softening my voice, I replied, “I do. I hadn’t ridden one before.” A smile teased my lips, and I sighed wistfully, remembering the fun of the lines and stations. Getting on and following it through until I changed trains at junctions. The jostling below my feet as the carriage rumbled along the rails to their next destination. All those people flowing on and off, from all walks of life, coming together purely for transportation. I hadn’t experienced being surrounded by life—by people—in quite that way before. “I’m not so much interested in the glamour of Ascendria. I prefer…well, the places and people that are more honest, real, every day.” I nudged his shoulder with my own, rocking him. “A little rougher, definitely not glamorous.”

Danne gave me an apologetic half-smile and I returned a small one back.

As we neared the marquee, industrious sounds flowed through the open entrance, and I could feel him quietly studying me. I turned my head and caught the interest swirling in his hazel eyes, as if he was seeing me in a new light. And he liked this new revelation.

“What about you?” I wondered how he’d spent his time.

His nose twitched, and for a moment I almost forgot myself, remembering what Graysen had said in the swimming hole this morning. A ferret. I shoved that laugh down before it could erupt.

“Mostly avoided everyone. Gods, I don’t know about you, but I am up to here with wedding talk.” And he held a hand up to his neck. “Corné—”

I made a noise of disgust at the back of my throat, and he broke off to give me a strange, wondering look. “Corné’s not to everyone’s taste.” He tilted his chin down and raised one eyebrow. “He’s my brother. So I’ll never quite be free of him. And I know he can be a bit of a dick.”

That’s putting it mildly.

But Danne continued smoothly, “But he’s not really all that bad. And he’s utterly devoted to Evvie.”

Brisk anger coiled itself around me—No, he’s not. He doesn’t even like her. He’s been hurting her!

However, we had arrived at the main entrance of the marquee and a long stream of workers were striding out, so I bit my anger back. Squinting as we entered side by side, my eyes adjusted to the golden light inside. I sucked in a breath, smiling wide with wonder. Delighted warmth spread through my chest. The tent had almost been transformed into the wonderland of a secret garden, just as Evvie had envisaged, with its waterfall of flowers and charming potted trees. But I could clearly see the makings of the elegance.

“It’s beautiful.” I let go of Danne’s hand to spin slowly around, the hem of my skirt billowing. “So elegant,” I whispered in awe. Exactly like Evvie.

The soft draping of the ceiling had great glittering orbs hanging low, a netting of fairy lights and strung crystal. Set up around a parquet dance floor were round tables adorned with white linen, vases and candlesticks, and encircled by taffeta-covered chairs wound with ribbons in pale peach. Great pots of bushy flowers or enchanting trees with spread boughs filled the space. Their glossy leaves and crystal ornaments brought a touch of wonder. The main table, where Evvie and our immediate families would sit, had a wall behind it thickly draped with tiny white wisteria flowers that cascaded down its length.

“Dance with me,” Danne asked.

My astounded attention whipped to him.

He wants to dance with me?

Suddenly looking bashful, he rubbed the back of his head. “If that’s what you’d like to do.”

“There’s no music.” My nose wrinkled as I felt a little self-conscious about the idea. Awkwardly, I twined a hand through the long length of my hair draped over my shoulder. “And I don’t know how to dance.” I’d danced with my sisters in the seclusion of our bedrooms, but I knew Danne was asking me to dance formally.

That unassuming smile returned, and he stepped closer, linking our hands together again. His fingers and palms were soft. Not roughened and calloused from wielding blades. “It’s easy. I’ll show you. Try not to step on my toes.”

I pulled a wry face. “I can’t actually promise that.”

He chuckled and shifted my free hand to his shoulder, before resting his own on my waist. “A waltz. Just one, two, three.”

I kept my eyes on my feet as he guided us around the parquet flooring. We weren’t exactly flowing and graceful as we danced together, but the simplicity of the waltz was easy.

As he moved us about the square dance floor, we neared a group of men setting up a raised platform where the string quartet would be playing. One man glanced over his shoulder. Bright blue eyes, pale blond hair. Our gazes met and a strange feeling crept over me. It was as if we knew one another. Though that couldn’t be possible. But he seemed familiar—

This morning… I’d seen him this morning unloading containers.

He piqued the interest of the creature living inside me. It twitched, slithering beneath my skin with curiosity.

The man rose from his crouched position with a nail gun dangling from his hand. He was tall and lean, wearing brown slacks and a fitted blue shirt. He was good-looking with full lips and short-sided hair, longer on top, with a touch of waviness. Unlike his light hair, his eyebrows were dark charcoal.

His companions left the marquee, so it was only him and us. He continued watching as we danced. I wasn’t sure, but I thought his nostrils flared and his blue eyes deepened to a darker shade. Under his keen interest, I felt extremely stupid dancing without music.

And what the hells am I doing?

My gaze darted over my shoulder toward the entranceway. Graysen surely would be back from the kitchen by now. Though it depended on what he was going to find us to eat. Maybe he’d be waylaid. And why did I feel guilty, as if I was betraying him with Danne?

Shit, what am I doing here?

So much had happened today, and I’d endured an overwhelming amount of emotion. The Uzrek. Those things in the catacombs. Graysen. And now I was dancing?

My head was spinning.

And so was I. Danne had let go of my waist to spin me around and around. My skirt billowing like a bell. I started laughing, caught up with the joy of whirling—the dizzying motion.

Danne stopped, and I fell into him, clutching his shoulders to steady myself, both of us chuckling. He wound his arms around my sides and when he spoke, there was anger simmering beneath his tone. “It kills me to see you bound to Crowther.”

Surprised, I leaned back to get a better look at him. There was a seriousness about his usually sunny face.

Is he jealous? Or is he being a friend, worried for me?

I knew what he thought about Graysen, but I didn’t feel the same way. Graysen was no longer being an arrogant asshole and keeping me at arm’s length.

Danne gazed at me with a ghost of a smile playing across his mouth. I felt his fingers running up and down my spine, more intimate than friendly, as was his voice when he said, “You do know that I like you, right?”

I swallowed, feeling a little ill. Maybe Danne didn’t mean it like that. Maybe he simply liked me as a friend. “Yeah, of course,” I replied, slapping his shoulder in a friendly way, trying to make light of his comment.

Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it—

“I don’t know if you understand…I like you.”

Oh… Oh no…

Maybe yesterday I’d have welcomed this switch in our relationship, but so many things had changed since then, which mostly comprised Graysen. The first thing I could think of to scatter his line of thought sprung from my lips unheeded. “Danne, what happened with Ferne?”

He blinked, once, then again, before his gaze hardened along with his jawline and his hands on my back. “He told you?”

Here we go—a lie.

Such a godsdamn liar, Nelle.

I nodded, keeping my gaze level and steady, not giving anything away.

Danne’s hold on me tightened, and his fingertips dug into my spine. “I’m sure in Crowther’s version, I’m the villain. The big bad Pellan.”

I swallowed back a laugh. Danne looked nothing like a big bad anything.

Remaining silent, I let the quiet smother him to force an answer.

He sighed, his gaze falling to the parquet floor as he shook his head. “It was all a misunderstanding. Ferne… She and I met last year and struck up a friendship.” His gaze slowly lifted. He was smiling and his eyes glazed over as he drifted into memory. “She’s lovely. Such an interesting creature. It’s a shame she’s stuck with her family out on their estate with brothers like she has.” His tone lowered and became snide. “Feral. They need to be put down like rabid dogs.”

A chill slid down my spine like icy fingers. I did not appreciate his opinion of the Crowthers. At all.

Movement in the corner of my eye captured my attention. Swiveling my head, I watched the pale-haired man retreat into the room next to this main one, where our servants would cook the elaborate seven-course dinner using mobile kitchens commissioned for the event. Now it was only Danne and me.

The slide of Danne’s hand to my waist brought my attention back to him. The embarrassment and modesty contained within the downward curl of his lips startled me. “I suppose by then Ferne had developed a silly little girl’s crush on me.”

My eyes widened.

A crush?

Ferne had feelings for Danne?

“The next time we met, it was at a gathering. A wedding. The eldest Estlore daughter wed one of their family’s foot soldiers. A nobody.”

Irritation prickled my skin. Why did he have to say that? A nobody. Alesk wasn't a foot soldier, he was an officer. His father held the distinguished position of Second-in-Command to the Estlores.

And I knew of the wedding. I hadn’t gone, but Evvie had. She’d come home all starry-eyed, said it was the most romantic wedding she’d ever been to, and gushed about Sia Estlore and her new husband, Alesk.

“She kissed me.”

My mouth fell open.

Ferne kissed Danne?

But the way Danne had said it, made it seem as if he didn’t appreciate her kiss. I’d seen Ferne recently, and she was growing into an exquisite young woman, a delicate and fine-boned beauty. But she was young—younger than Danne and myself.

“She’s a child,” he scoffed. “She must have only been about fifteen. I was trying to explain to her she was too young. I wasn’t interested in her that way and was trying to remove her hands from me. But Graysen saw it differently and Ferne… She didn’t correct him either.”

Again, that same feeling I had with Master Sirro stirred. Off. It felt off. Just how or why I wasn’t sure. Every time I’d had that feeling, it had to do with Graysen and Graysen alone. So that part of the story—what was off about it?

“She didn’t?”

He shook his head with a heavy sigh.

Anger flared. My friend had been beaten severely by Ferne’s older brother and she could have stopped it before it began. And Graysen should have asked questions first, instead of barreling in with both fists.

Danne guided me forward. The soles of my feet left the square parquet dance area behind to step upon soft, lush grass. We weaved through the large banquet tables, and I was distantly aware we were heading toward where the pale-haired man had disappeared into the room beyond, but my mind was too busy churning with what had happened to Danne, and why, to wonder about our direction.

Danne paused at one of the round tables and picked up an empty crystal vase. He twirled it around slowly, the light catching its polished surface. Tomorrow, someone would fill it with calla lilies, and the boxes on each table would be unpacked, adorning the crisp white linen with fine china and silverware.

“Pride, I expect,” he murmured. He turned to me with a pained expression, yet a sliver of understanding shone in his eyes. “No one likes to have their feelings unreciprocated.”

He placed the vase back down, adjusting it so it sat perfectly in the center of the table. “Graysen lost it completely. Didn’t give me time to explain, and unleashed.” He blew out a loud breath, a shudder roiling through him. “I thought I was going to die.”

“You didn’t,” I reminded him, and gently squeezed his arm. Only because Graysen let him live.

His somber gaze came back to mine. “He eventually listened to Ferne. She begged him to stop.”

“And you didn’t do anything about it? Retaliate? Demand justice from the Houses?” He could easily have pressed my father to make an example out of Graysen. He should have done it.

Danne’s gaze darkened. “I thought about it. Was going to. But Ferne visited me a few days later while I was recovering at home, apologizing profusely.”

Pushing into motion, he strode forward, stuffing a hand into the pocket of his pants. Hurrying to catch up, I noted distantly that his hand was fisted as if his fingers were wrapped around something. Or more likely, he was angry. Picking up his pace, he tossed over his shoulder, “I reminded myself how protective I can be of my sisters.”

I wasn’t sure about Carola. Maybe men might need protection from her. But his younger sisters, certainly.

Danne suddenly spun back, his mouth parting to say something, then froze.

A startled cry slipped from my lips as I bumped into him, stumbling, my hands whipping out to land on his upper arms to steady myself. I watched his wide-eyed gaze shoot over my shoulder before he swallowed thickly. “Oh, shit.”

“Huh?” I frowned, wondering what he was looking at.

Suddenly, large hands grasped my forearms. I was hauled back, swung upside down, my stomach curving around a shoulder—

Graysen fucking Crowther!

Graysen strode away with me.

“I’m sorry, Danne!” I called out as we disappeared through the entrance of the marquee. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow!”

I was more than pissed off at being manhandled like this, though it soothed my irritation to have a magnificent view of Graysen’s ass. I slapped it.

“The fuck,” he snarled, jolting.

Then he smacked my ass.

Pain ricocheted across the soft flesh. I howled. “That hurt!”

“I hope it hurts like fuck—thorn in my ass!” he roared.

My hair swayed with his furious stride, slapping against the back of his thighs, and the blood ran to my head, making my brain feel hot and stuffy. Just as hot and stuffy as I was feeling toward Graysen, and not in a good way. What an asshole! Treating my friend like that, beating him so badly that he almost broke his jaw.

I hit his ass again and again, shrieking, “Put me down!”

Swiftly crossing the lawn to the mansion, he shoved the outside door to his room open, strode through, and kicked the door shut behind him with a foot. Suddenly I was dumped upon his bed, bouncing up and down, before I finally settled. Infuriated, I shot to my feet, wobbling a little with the soft mattress. “Gods, Crowther, why don’t you piss all around me—stake your claim!”

Eyes twinkling dangerously, he gave me a sly smile. “You know, that thought has crossed my mind.” Raking his hands roughly through his hair, his gaze darkened into a glare. “I can’t leave you alone for a second, and that fucker is sniffing around. And you…” His jaw sawed as he stabbed a frustrated finger at me. “You don’t listen. I told you to keep away!”

I huffed and braced my fists on my hips, spreading my legs apart for a sturdier hold on the bed. “He told me about Ferne—you got it wrong.”

Every single inch of Graysen vibrated with building fury. It crackled off him in hot, blistering crests. But his words were cold, gritted out between clenched teeth. “I’m sure the eloquent Danne Pellan painted quite the picture. Crowther beating him into a bloody pulp. Let me guess. He was just being friendly with my sister. She was the one who wanted it. Wanted him. Encouraged him—”

“Ferne had a crush on Danne.”

“Like hells she did. A friend. The cunning little fucker likes to sidle in with his breezy, unassuming friendship. Right until the moment he…”

Graysen faltered before clamping his mouth shut.

Once again, he wasn’t going to share anything.

“He did what?” I barked, pushing him to say it. I already heard the truth from Danne and now I needed him to hear how terribly he’d misjudged my friend. Barging in and misreading the situation. Using his fists instead of his godsdamn head!

Graysen stared at his hands, his fingers furled and unfurled, back and forth.

“Tell me,” I demanded. “Tell me what happened. Why you’d do that to him without giving him a chance to explain?” Deep down I felt the twang of unease regarding Danne’s version of events, but I ignored it. Perhaps, simply because I had become so lonely, I desperately wanted to keep hold of a friend.

Graysen’s eyes snapped up to meet mine, burning with fire. “It doesn’t matter what I say. You’ll never believe me—you’re already taken in by that cocksucker.”

I tipped up my chin. “Try me.”

He stalked up to the end of the bed and I met him at the edge of the mattress with my hands braced on my hips. Standing there, for the first time, I was a little taller than him. I glared, daring him to continue.

“I did. I fucked him up badly. I wish I could have fucking ended him. But I didn’t. Ferne stopped me. She did it for me, not him.”

“What did Danne do?”

“He kissed her—”

“She kissed him,” I snapped angrily, defending my friend.

“No. She. Didn’t.”

I stilled, not even blinking. My mind replayed his words. Then went over what Danne had revealed in the marquee. “Whaaat?” I dragged the word out quietly, feeling that persistent unease expanding once again but with more force, reminding me of the same unsettled feeling I’d earlier experienced when Danne had spoken of the same encounter with Ferne and Graysen. “He said she kissed him.”

“Of course, that fucker would say that. She liked him. Not that way, though.” He took a couple of steps back. “He’d had his hands all over her. Had her pinned beneath him.”

The blood drained from my face. That… Danne hadn’t said that… He’d almost made it sound like they’d been sitting together sweetly when Ferne kissed him. How could she be beneath him?

“He said it was a misunderstanding.” I spoke more to myself than to him. But he answered anyway.

“I could taste his intentions, Wychthorn.” His features twisted, growing dark with memory. He glanced away, and when he returned his gaze to mine, his eyes reflected a mixture of agony and rage. “I wanted to tear my tongue out.”

I blinked. My mind jolted awkwardly from Ferne to that comment. “Taste? You’ve said that before.”

“I can taste emotions if they scream loudly enough.”

My lips parted in surprise. His senses and speed and strength were enhanced, and now he was saying he could taste emotions.

“And Danne. That motherfucker…” His mouth compressed into a tight line. “He’d cornered her away from the rest of us, where no one would hear her screams. Vile things. Such sick vile things he wanted to do to my sister. Would have done if I hadn’t stumbled across them.”

I let his words seep in. Absorbed them with horror. My mind reeled.

The blood chilled in my veins, and my world tilted.

It was hard to hear, to see Danne in that way, to adjust my thoughts and feelings for him. To see him in this dark light.

He was going to…

Gods, he was going to do that to Ferne?

Fresh nausea roiled in my empty stomach. I pressed the flat of my hand right where it hurt—at my heart.

The creature inside me writhed and snarled.

Danne Pellan suddenly seemed abhorrent. I couldn’t believe his sunny boyish charm had taken me in. I suppose I wasn’t the only fool. Ferne had been, too. A sickening sensation twisted within my chest. Maybe other unlucky girls, too.

I cursed myself for not listening to that instinctive gut feeling, that uneasy warning I’d experienced earlier. Instead, I’d blindly held onto defending him because all I’d wanted was a friend.

Graysen spun away. He tugged his hair hard, then tossed his hand wide. “Fuck, Wychthorn, you and your sheltered little life—”

“I believe you.”

He carried on talking as if he hadn’t heard me, angrily pacing back and forth in front of the bed. “You need to keep your distance from him. What’s to stop him from trying something like…that…again…” His words drifted apart as what I’d said finally caught up with him. He paused, surprised. “You do?”

“Of course.” I did. I had implicit trust in him. Stupid, I know. He was an asshole, a jerk, and often a prick, but what he wasn’t was a liar. Not about something like this.

He stared at me, blinking rapidly as if trying to reassess me, shift the puzzle pieces around, and let them settle into a new picture. “Huh?”

“And have you been able to sense or taste his intentions with me?”

“Scent him? Taste his hunger for you?” He shook his head, his brows slashed across wrathful eyes. “Not the same way he hungered after my sister. But he wants something from you, Wychthorn. Guys like him always have some ulterior motive. I haven’t figured out his angle yet.”

“Hells,” I grimaced. Could today get any fucking worse?

I flopped back onto the bed, straight-backed, bouncing twice before settling on the soft mattress. Staring up at the ceiling, I didn’t really see it. I made a gesture with my fingers popping wide away from my head, making a sound like an explosion as if my brain had exploded. “Mind. Completely. Fritzed.”

I glanced sideways. Graysen had shifted to the table by the window, refilling his tumbler with whiskey. “Was she… Is she all right?”

He swallowed a mouthful of liquor, swiping his thumb over his glistening lips. “Ferne? Yeah. He scared the fuck out of her, but she’s a Crowther and she didn’t need me stepping in. She was five seconds away from smashing his jaw herself.”

I levered myself up by my elbows, as a new image of his delicate sister as a badass ballbuster burst into my mind. “Seriously?”

His mouth kicked up on one side, and he leaned his hip against the wooden table, bracing himself with a flattened hand on the top. “Yeah, don’t let her poor little blind girl act fool you. She’s like you.”

An other? I was about to ask, but he’d read my question on my face before I could voice it. “No, not that way. Just feisty as fuck, and has the skills to back it up.” He took another mouthful of alcohol, and I watched the bob in his throat as he swallowed.

Flopping down again, I threaded my hands through my hair, kneading my skull. This was all too much for my brain to process. I needed to switch everything off. If I could have gone to sleep, I’d have willingly crawled into bed. But I was still wired from the craziness of the day. And now Danne.

I wanted him out of my head. I wanted him off my property. Gods, the Pellans…sick, sick, sick…I had to end Evvie’s engagement to Corné.

I rolled over to my side. Graysen was rubbing his ass and hissed through his teeth. “Fuuuck.” Glowering at me, he said, “You didn’t exactly hold back.”

No, I’d let his ass have it.

I jackknifed up, staring at him. I could… Surely he had one on him…

He stared warily. Beginning to become uncomfortable under my gaze, he retreated a step as I scooted to my knees. Shuffling off the bed, I strode right up to him and shoved a hand down a back pocket of his sweatpants.

There was nothing in either pocket, apart from the most perfect ass I’d ever had the pleasure of trying not to grope. Not that I’d ever touched someone else’s ass, but I was pretty sure Graysen’s scored a twelve out of ten even without having ass experience.

Gods, it was so hard… Glorious hard ass… So good…

“What the hells are you doing?” He growled, squirming a little. “No, wait…carry on…maybe check my front pocket…”

I delved into his left front pocket.

“Deeper…” he urged. “More to the right… Further…”

I hissed, exasperated, catching on to him. “I am not touching your cock!”

“Ah, you said cock.” He grinned. “Pretty little bird, you can be tamed and taught new tricks after all.”

My fingers latched around what I was looking for and I dragged them both out. A cylinder of rancid sweetness. A zippo.

Ah-hah, a blunt! I knew he’d have one on him!
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Graysen stole the blunt from me. “Like the wine, you won’t be able to handle this.”

Stealing it back, I skipped out of reach and awkwardly lit it. Poking the air with the hand that held the blunt, thin strands of smoke coiled from its burning tip, a sweetly rancid smell perfumed the room. “I’ve had a really, reeeaaallly, shitty day at the office. I need a break from all of this,”— twirling a finger beside my temple—“going on in my head.”

I took a drag like I’d seen him do before. Too hard, too long. Doubling in half, I coughed and sputtered and hacked against the burning tickle, trying to gasp down air. “Holy shit!”

Graysen rolled his eyes at me, leaned sideways to pick up a glass of water next to a splayed book on the bedside table, and handed it to me.

Taking a sip, the water soothed the scratchy, ticklish feeling in my throat. Eventually, I could rasp out. “This seems to calm you. So why not me?”

“Take small easy puffs,” he advised, plucking the glass from my hand.

This time I did, and found that he was right. It was much easier to inhale the smoke that way. Crawling onto the bed, I sat down in the middle, cross-legged, fixing my skirt over my knees.

Graysen strolled over to the light switch and reached for the button—

Icy panic engulfed me. “Not off!”

He regarded me incredulously, as if surprised, before softening his gaze. “I wasn’t going to.”

The dread clenching my heart eased and my breathing evened out. But it was a different feeling that tied knots into my stomach—the realization that he wouldn’t do that to me so soon after my panic attack down in the catacombs. Something momentous had shifted in him regarding me.

Graysen twisted the round button. The illumination spilling from the brass chandelier above dimmed, bathing the room in a softer glow of light and shadow. “I promised you a date.”

“A date?” I’d forgotten what he’d said to my father, what had excited me earlier. A thrill rippled through me at the thought of a date with Graysen, even if it was at home in a guest bedroom. “Is this what you do on all your dates? Set the mood?” I teased.

He shrugged, turning to stride toward the tray of food sitting on the table beside the window. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been on one.”

“Me either,” I murmured. Learning that he’d dated no one shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. I knew he played around. But still, he hadn’t taken a single girl on a date? Even just to get into her panties?

He retrieved the tray of food he’d gathered from the kitchen and joined me on the bed, placing it between us. He’d sourced meats and cheeses, olives and grapes, with freshly baked bread and crackers. While we ate, we passed the blunt back and forth, using an empty side dish to tap the ash onto.

“Why not?” I asked, crunching down on a cracker topped with brie.

His gaze honed on me and he appeared confused, as if I should already know the answer. “I don’t date. I don’t do girlfriends.”

“Is that because of me…us?” I motioned my half-eaten cracker between us. Because we were promised to one another and someday soon we’d be married? Something small and new fluttered inside—hope that he might say, actually, yes.

However, he shook his head slowly, squinting at me as if it was the most ludicrous question he’d ever heard. “Nope,” he replied before biting into bread loaded with meats and olives.

Those knots inside my stomach untangled and something heavy weighed me down with disappointment. Of course not—being tied to me wouldn’t stop him from doing whatever he wanted, who he wanted. Gods, I was a fool. I placed the cracker down on the tray and fiddled with the tiny pearl buttons running down the front of my skirt, no longer hungry.

An awkward silence stretched between us.

I sighed, giving him a sideways glance. “People talk, you know, on dates.” I knew it from all the books I’d read and all the TV shows I’d watched. I’d even experienced it second-hand from all those late nights I sat with Lise after she’d returned from a night out with Aldan Reska to dissect every spoken word, every nuanced look, every stolen touch.

Graysen shot me a pained expression

“Right, so when you said this was a date, you really meant it was a non-date,” I huffed, feeling prickly and annoyed.

He groaned, dragging a hand through his hair, messing it up. “Gods, what do you want to talk about?”

“Forget it.” I gave him a dismissive wave of my fingers. I couldn’t be bothered with someone who clearly didn’t want to talk to me. I picked up the blunt and drew in a small lungful of smoke, blowing it out in a hazy stream.

He frowned. “Wychthorn—”

But a terrible thought had struck me. I straightened, my eyes widening, a little panicked. “What is this?” I jiggled the blunt between my fingers. It better not be any of our own strains—cannabis mixed with magic. From what I knew, our own weed was a mind-bending experience, and highly addictive, even to us. One hit and you craved it like a junkie.

“Relax,” he murmured, settling his back against the bedhead, legs spread and both knees bent. “It’s Persian Gold. Pure unadulterated weed.” He leaned over, his muscled arm flexing as he picked up his tumbler of whiskey from the bedside table, and took a long sip.

“Phew… Okay, good.” I felt better and handed him the blunt.

The high crept up on me slowly, a pleasant feeling that surrounded me with the warmth of an early spring morning, sunshine promising heat and wonder, and a little bit of blustery wind. My mind skipped about all over the place, but I felt calm and at ease, and I couldn’t stop smiling. Everything seemed crisper and clearer. Even the food tasted better.

Suddenly, I didn’t even mind being on a non-date with Graysen.

Lying down on his bed, I tucked an arm beneath my head and crossed my legs at the ankles, popping a grape into my mouth and relishing the burst of sweetness on my tongue. Graysen rose, padded over to the media system, and flicked on some music—Chromatics ‘Shadow’—and my foot tapped in time with the melancholy beat. The ceiling was as hypnotizing as the song flooding the room. Why hadn’t I noticed the ceiling before? There seemed to be some sort of incandescent pearl sheen to it. And then I realized the softest feeling cradled me… A cloud… I was cradled by a cloud.

Oh…it’s the quilt!

I started moving my limbs, making snow angels, luxuriating in the feel of soft fabric skimming my arms and legs. “This is the softest, cuddliest quilt ever in the entire world. It’s like a cloud,” I told Graysen earnestly as he settled himself back on the bed.

He laughed. I did too. And his laughter was like sunshine breaking through storm clouds.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

I rolled over and over and over, laughing, even when I fell off the bed onto the floor with a heavy thump and a sprawling of limbs, expelling a startled oomph. “Good. Really, really, good. I like this.”

The carpet was a downy sensation against my skin. “Holy hells, come down here. The carpet is amaaazing.” Brushing my face back and forth, the long wisps of carpet softly stroked my cheeks and nose. “I looove you, carpet.”

“Fuck, Wychthorn. I knew this was a bad idea.” But I heard the smile in his tone.

I popped up from the floor, resting my chin on my folded arms nestled on the side of the mattress. “Is this why you smoke?” He’d smoked a few blunts in front of me over the year.

“It takes the edge off,” he muttered, then took a drag from the blunt, blowing out a whirl of smoke that eddied upward.

I could understand why he needed that, especially after yesterday—the truck and innocents burned alive. A cold shudder ran down my spine at the memory. “So every time something bad happens…at the office?” I smiled at my choice of word, office.

His dark eyes slid sidelong. “No. Sometimes I need to take the edge off being around you.”

The way he said it, low and husky, as if he wasn’t implying he needed the weed because he detested being in my company, but the complete opposite made my heart jolt. “As if, Crowther.” I shook my head at him. Absurd. And I burst into a chuckle.

Except my laughter died when I realized he was telling the truth. Not about me annoying him, not with that look he was giving me. It was heated. And it had warmth spiraling through my chest, spreading down, down, down, to the tips of my toes.

Graysen took another hit off the blunt. His ribs expanded as he inhaled the smoke, holding it in, before letting it stream from his mouth and swirl through the air between us. All the while, his eyes never left mine. And I didn’t think, even if I’d wanted to, I’d have been able to tear my gaze from his either.

I hauled myself back onto the bed, wondering what the hells I was doing, but unable to stop myself from crawling toward him. The low lighting carved shadows into his face, hardening his features, yet illuminating his beauty.

I knew I should run away from him—flee in the opposite direction. He was the man the world’s most powerful crime lords feared. He broke them when he had to. Ended them when necessary. And here I was, hoping he wouldn’t shatter me with one wrong look, one wrong word.

Despite it all, I couldn’t resist him. The soft quilt scuffed my knees as I knelt between his spread legs. My heart rapped an excited beat to be this close to him, to be enveloped in his unique scent. I took his tumbler from him, went to twist around and place it on the bedside table, then hesitated.

Hmmm…why not? A bit of Dutch courage.

Taking a generous sip, I instantly regretted it the moment the whiskey slid down my throat and set it on fire, the taste of it equivalent to petrol fumes. I wheezed, slapping my chest. “Holy hells!”

Graysen burst out laughing. His whole body shook. Taking the tumbler from me, he drained it before leaning sideways to put it on the bedside table. Spreading his warm palm against my back, giving me comforting strokes, until I got my sputtering under control.

“Awful. That was awful. How can you drink that stuff?”

“Easily,” he grinned.

Rolling my eyes at him, I rose on my knees and raked my hands through his hair, trying to smooth away the hank of hair that dipped over his eyes. But every time, that cowlick forced the strands to flop forward again. “Stupid beautiful cowlick.”

A flash of straight white teeth as he smiled widely, practically beaming.

“You need to smile more often.” He’d smiled and laughed a lot today with me and I liked how it made me feel. Delighted and special.

“Sure, I do,” he rumbled sarcastically. “I smile plenty.”

“Not real smiles. Not like that one.” I tapped his mouth. “You’re mostly smirking or it’s a cold smile, promising violence.”

He gave a surprised huff of laughter. “I guess I do.”

Sitting still, he let me play with his face and hair. Didn’t protest, or shove me aside, like I thought he would. Just sat quietly as I investigated him. The hand holding the blunt rested on his knee while his other hand grazed down my spine before settling on my waist. His thumb brushed back and forth in a lazy motion, and everything inside me suddenly narrowed on that touch that had flames licking my nerve endings.

I could feel his intense gaze as it slid over my features to sharpen on my mouth, and the desire rolling from him in blistering waves scorched my flesh and sang to my soul. I tried to push aside the questions that bloomed in my mind and wouldn’t go away—What was going on between us? Where was this all leading?

Taking a deep breath, I refocused on his face. Freckles were scattered across the gold-kissed warmth of his bronze skin, reflecting his Brazilian grandmother's ancestry. I marveled at the smattering of darker freckles and the thick eyebrows with a scar that ran through the left and bisected it. Long eyelashes fringed obsidian eyes. And his eyes weren’t pure black. A sprinkle of golden flecks surrounded the pupil, and a thin band of gold circled the outer iris. And that nose—straight, imperious. Yet, when I drifted my fingertip along its bridge, I felt the faintest bump. “Your nose was broken,” I said, surprised.

“Quite a few times. Kenton.” His breath skated across my lips, reminding me how close we were to one another. I could lean forward and kiss him if I wanted. Gods, I wanted to. I really wanted to.

He shifted slightly. The mattress dipped with his movement as he pincered me gently with his thighs. Letting let go of my waist, his touch languidly drifted up and down my side. I chewed the inside of my mouth at the alluring, erotic sensation.

Holy Skalki, that feels good.

What the heck were we talking about?

I cleared my throat, blinking. “Your brother? What did you do to piss him off enough to break your nose?”

“The usual. Getting too mouthy. The guy has a fucking stick up his ass. No sense of humor.”

As I traced his mouth, I discovered a tiny white scar on his upper lip before I swept my touch across the plane of his high cheekbones. His bristly five o’clock shadow prickled my fingertips as I ran them along his jawline before coasting down his throat where ink coiled in shades of black and gray.

I shook my head. So, so wrong for one person to be this beautiful.

Graysen frowned with curiosity. “What?”

I wasn’t going to say it. The guy had a big enough ego and I wasn’t about to inflate it further. My gaze dropped to his hand resting on his bent knee, and I fiddled with the thin leather straps and silver chains that bound his wrist. It was safer to change the subject. “When was the last time you slept?” He hadn’t last night, nor caught any today.

“Two days ago.”

I glanced up, stunned. “You’re an insomniac?”

A light shrug of a shoulder. “I’ll probably go under in the next day or two.”

“For how long?”

“If I’m left undisturbed, most of the day.”

I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. What would it be like not to sleep? To be awake for hours and days on end? And yet he seemed fine. He didn’t appear as if he were sleep-deprived. “Have you always been that way? Unable to sleep?”

He shook his head.

Pinching the blunt from him, I dragged in a lungful of sweet cigar-tainted smoke. “Did something happen to you—”

He cut me off with, “No.” His tone was sharp, too sharp, and I took his denial for what it was—a lie.

I flipped through my memories, sorting through everything I knew about him. I didn’t know he was an insomniac. “Does anyone else know? The Heads?”

“Only my family. A close friend. And now you.”

Happiness blossomed inside my chest—he trusted me enough to share this about him. I couldn’t stop the smile. His gaze slashed to my lips, lingering there before slicing back up, and the impact of meeting desire-darkened eyes made my breath catch.

It was too much. So I dropped my gaze, only it strayed across the expanse of his powerful chest, and I greedily eyed the white t-shirt straining against his broad upper body. Beneath the stretched fabric I could make out the ridges of ruined skin, and curiosity begged me to ask, “Can I see?”

Graysen tilted his head, his eyebrows nudged together, not understanding.

I pointed to his chest. “Your brand. House Crowthers’ insignia.” I’d missed seeing it last night when I’d confronted him after discovering he’d acquired the guest bedroom next to my own. There was also a small, devious part of me, eager to see him shirtless again.

One side of his mouth tipped up, a dip of the chin—a yes.

Tucking the blunt into the corner of my mouth, like I’d seen countless actors do in movies, freed up my hands so I could pull Graysen’s t-shirt up. The backs of my fingers grazed along hard muscle encased by silken skin. A thrill rushed through my veins when I caught the twitch of muscle and the throaty moan he tried to stifle.

Graysen took over, tugging the hem of his shirt up with one hand, but he didn’t remove it, instead holding the bunched material near the base of his throat. Reaching forward, he plucked the blunt from my mouth, taking a hit as he leaned back against the headboard to allow my gaze to roam leisurely over his torso.

A shooting spark of arousal carved downward to spear through my core. His face was beautiful, his physique perfection.

Holy, holy, holy hells—he’s finely cut.

There seemed not an ounce of fat on him. All muscle and golden skin. His tattoos scored across most of his chest and twined up one side of his throat to his jawline. The whorls of ink curled over both shoulders and downwards to a full arm sleeve on the right, while the flames and Ukkenskrit tales reached only as far as his left bicep.

But it was the brand that ensnared my attention.

My gaze gobbled up every detail of the insignia of his House.

Ruined flesh was raised over his heart. It was a brand of a wyrm—a scaled serpentine creature. Its long, coiled body concealed elegant wings on its sides, while it extended its talons and fangs. The wyrm’s detail was a little rough, not neat and precise like it had been created professionally with a laser. No, this was done with an iron brand dipped into fire and pressed against flesh.

“Did it hurt?”

“Like a motherfucker. I almost passed out.” His free hand returned to my side, his fingers splayed wide and curving about my hip. I swallowed, my blood heating. His touch was a brand on my skin.

My fingertips skimmed the scarred flesh of a wing. He grunted and his pecs flexed as my fingertips traced around the coiled serpent’s body.

“They’re territorial, obsessive, and greedy,” Graysen shared. “When they want something, they pursue it with single-minded determination. Claim it. Mark it. And they mate for life.”

“They’re gone now,” I said with a pinch of sadness. “All died out.” I’d come across that in the history books I’d read in my family’s library.

“No. A few still hibernate deep in the bowels of the earth.”

I glanced upward, astonishment expanding through my entire being. “How do you know that?”

“My ancestors tamed wyrms. Used them to hunt for the Horned Gods. Battled alongside them. But we freed the last of them after the Final War.”

Excitement raced through me to think that wyrms still lived.

When I took a really good look at everything together—the naked flesh of the wyrm brand surrounded by inked flames—it appeared as though wyrmfire had scorched half of his body.

“It’s beautiful,” I murmured, tracing a lick of fire across his pecs, feeling his muscles ripple with the feather-light stroke.

“You’re beautiful.”

Beautiful?

My shocked gaze snapped up to find him staring at me, his eyes gleaming with lust. My heartbeat stumbled. I’d never been called beautiful before.

“That’s the weed talking.” I cursed myself for the flush that heated my cheeks.

Embarrassed, I shoved against his thighs and squirmed backward across the bed, trying to hide the pleasure I felt from him saying I was beautiful.

Graysen dropped his t-shirt and the fabric slipped back down to hug his chest. Leaning sideways, he placed the nearly cut blunt on the plate scattered with ash. “Oh, you’re a thorn in my ass, but it doesn’t make what I said untrue,” he answered with a small smile, before lunging so swiftly I didn’t see it coming. He grabbed hold of my ankle and jerked. I fell backward with a startled shriek as he yanked me along the bed, my skirt riding up my thighs. He pulled me between his parted legs—now laid flat on the mattress—and I pressed my bare feet against the bedhead on either side of his body.

My heart drummed a frantic beat.

Holy Skalki, what the hells is going on?!

Am I ready for this?

Graysen encircled his hands around my hips to pull me in even closer. My knees bent to accommodate the shift in proximity. I was exposed like this, in more ways than just my panties on show. I was made vulnerable to his gaze as he took a long, leisurely look over every curve of my body.

A glint of amusement sparkled in his eyes as his hands lightly skimmed down my thighs.

I didn’t know what amused him.

Me, was it me?

Was he silently laughing at me? Mocking me?

He tsked. “No dagger tonight?”

It had been unconsciously done, leaving that dagger on the bathroom floor with the burned, shredded dress, not taking it and strapping it to the outside of my thigh like I did every single time we’d been in one another’s company.

Maybe this was what I’d wanted all along. Him.

He pushed my skirt up further. The cottony material gathered at my waist. A square-tipped finger traced the scalloped edge of my white panties. He growled, “Virginal white. The best kind.”

The words were a sensual stroke on the place he almost touched and I chewed back a traitorous moan. An inferno of heat exploded in my very center, spreading out like shockwaves. Dampness slicked between my thighs, wetting my panties. I realized in sickly, sweet horror, he’d be able to see how aroused I was. He could scent it too.

Graysen stared as if he’d never seen underwear before. “Fuck, I think I’ll come just from touching your silly, practical panties,” he muttered, easing a fingertip under the scalloped band.

I squirmed a little as his finger lazily skimmed beneath the edge of my panties, gliding ever so slowly to my inner thigh.

Hells! Fucking hells!

Everything was focused on that scorching touch.

Seconds, hours, perhaps it took an eternity for him to reach that place no one had ever touched before. And just as he was about to touch me there, he glided that finger back up to the curve of my hip and rested his hand there.

I was wound so tightly, I didn’t know if it was utter relief I felt or disappointment.

Shit, I’m disappointed.

I was also almost jumping out of my skin with giddy need as his thumb started making delicious tiny circles on my inner thigh, each sweep moving closer and closer to my core.

He hitched a leg up and rested his forearm on his bent knee. His eyelids grew a little heavier, his smile a little lazier. “Unbutton your dress,” he said softly, still caressing my hip with his hand.

My eyes flared wide. “Pardon?”

His thumb was now brushing back and forth along the scalloped edge of my panties. Panties which were pretty much soaked under that touch.

“Your. Dress. Unbutton. It.”

“I-I—”

Suddenly it was too much, too intense.

What the hells am I thinking?

I’ll never survive Graysen Crowther!

Bunching my muscles, I pushed my feet against the headboard, using it like a springboard to propel myself away before levering up on my elbows to scurry backward like a crab across the quilt-covered mattress.

Graysen moved fast. Impossibly fast. And I found myself trapped beneath him and unable to move. He stretched his body long, hovering over the top of me, his hands braced on either side of my head. He didn’t lean down to kiss or even touch me, but he was so close he may as well have been.

Heat and hunger swirled in the small gap between our bodies. Desire thrummed against my bones and my dark power stirred, breathing outward as gentle as a spring breeze to ruffle his hair and tease my own. Blood pounded in my ears in time with our matching heartbeat.

“Don’t think.” His mouth chased my lips as I tilted my head, blinking slowly at his eyes, gone as velvet-dark as his voice. “Stop thinking, little bird. I can see that clever little mind, freaking out—”

“But, I—”

One eyebrow rose. “I want to see.” He gestured to his chest. “Fairs fair.” Drawing closer, firm lips pressed a kiss against my throat and the words vibrated against my hot skin. “Just don’t think.”

Graysen reared back to sit once more against the bedhead with an expectant expression on his face.

Maybe it was being stoned, wrapped up in that cozy, hazy world that finally gave me courage, but I thought it was more him, his commanding authority over my body that had my fingers drifting to the neat row of buttons running down the bodice of my dress.

What the hells am I doing?

Don’t think, don’t think, don’t think, just do it…

He tipped his head back, resting it against the soft leather bedhead. His eyes had gone half-mast, and he gnawed on his lip, sucking on the plump flesh with teeth and tongue as he watched me slowly unbutton my dress.

It was mesmerizing watching him watch me. Not once did he glance up and meet my gaze. Everything was fixed on my fingers fumbling with the tiny pearl buttons. I went even slower to see what he’d do, and he let out the rawest, deepest groan I’d ever heard. “Fuuuck, little bird, you’re killing me here. Put me out of my misery.”

He lifted his hips and eased his sweatpants down his thighs. I caught a glimpse of his erection stretching his boxer briefs taut—Holy Skalki, he really is massive—before he fisted his cock under the soft fabric.

All I could do was stare, wide-eyed, as his hand languidly moved up and down as he stroked himself.

“More… More little bird…” he growled.

The fourth button popped open, the fifth, then the sixth, before I tugged the material aside to reveal my bra. Nothing special, simply a pure white cotton bra with a tiny pink bow right in the middle. A flush stole across my cheeks. Why hadn’t I worn something silky or lacy? But I didn’t own anything of the kind.

“Show me… I want to see how perfect your tits are.”

I bit my lip.

Should I?

Shouldn’t I?

“Do. It. Now.”

I peered at him beneath my eyelashes. Because it felt safer to do that. Shadows of lashes keeping him at a distance. My fingers worked on their own accord, following his curt demand, slipping under the straps, unhooking them from my shoulders. His fist pumped a little faster as I rounded forward to unsnap the bra and ease it off. With my breasts freed, I suddenly couldn’t look at him.

I heard his breathing hitch.

No one had ever seen me naked, apart from my mother and sisters, our shapes similar in the fact we were all women, but so different from one another. What would he like in a woman? Curves, definitely. Smooth, silky bodies, polished and oiled and glistening. An ass he can grab. All defined by one word—sexy. It wouldn’t matter how tall or short, or what kind of hair or eye color they had, or where they came from in the world. They’d all be sexy.

Not me—I knew nothing about seduction—which was glaringly obvious in the awkward way I lay with my hands clasped together, looking everywhere but at him.

This is crazy.

I don’t know what I’m doing.

I’m not ready for this.

I should…? Fuck it. Run, run, run!

And I ran like the coward I was.

I twisted around, accidentally kicking up and catching him under the chin—hearing the oomph, his startled curse—as I leaped off the bed and scrambled for the adjoining door. I was yanking it open when his voice boomed, “WYCHTHORN—GET YOUR ASS AGAINST THE WALL!”

I froze.

Shit, shit, shit—

“Wychthorn,” he growled.

Slowly, ever so slowly, I inched around.

Graysen stood on the bed. He’d tugged his sweatpants back up, but they were slung low on his hips, and his obvious hard-on tented the fabric. Cocking his head to the side, he plastered a delicious smirk on his mouth that practically promised I was soon to be separated from my panties. He boomed again, “I SAID—ASS, WALL, NOW!”

And gods help me, I did. I jolted under that authority, pressed my ass up against the wall, and clutched my dress tightly to my chest. There was a reason why this man got away with his surliness, why even the Heads of Houses silently deferred in his presence.

He jumped from the bed—a heavy thud on the carpet—and he sauntered toward me at a slow, measured pace, practically burning the gathered fabric from my breasts with his heated gaze. Dark eyes shining with a wicked promise met mine, and crackling energy sparked a fiery line up and down my spine, making everything taut and loose all at once.

I was actually glad to be pressed up against the wall to have it support my quivering body.

Graysen leaned a forearm above my head and bent so we were eye to eye. Close enough that we shared breath. Close enough to hear the thunder of my heart. His gaze briefly dropped to where I squeezed my arm around my breasts, desperately holding the parted dress together. His smirk grew more wicked, and my panties pretty much incinerated.

Godsdammit!

Raising his other hand, he waved two fingers at me. “My two friends here want to meet your G-spot,” he said, winking.

My mouth fell open and my eyes flicked wide. My gaze darted to his fingers, back to him, back to his hand.

Oh…my…gods…

He pursed his lips together, tilting one corner up slightly. Then he cupped those two fingers, those two friends of his, beneath my chin, lifting upward to close my gaping mouth. His thumb brushed along the seam of my lips and his voice lowered to a rumble. “This is happening, Wychthorn. You will be coming all over my hand and screaming my name. We can do this here. Up against this wall. Or you can walk your pretty, sassy ass back to bed and get comfortable. Your choice.”

My mouth was dry and my tongue sluggish, but I managed to push out, “I-I don’t want you.” I lied, horribly. It had stuttered from me and sounded more like a question than a declaration.

He smiled. “That scent of yours says differently.”

Gods, that smile. That damn cocky smile!

I hissed out a breath of annoyance. How could anything be private any longer? He could scent my arousal. Taste my lies. But that annoyed hiss turned into a choked moan when his cheek, dusted with stubble, raked along my own and he gently nipped my earlobe. His hot breath teased, “You want me, little bird. You want me to sink into you and I will. Not tonight. But sometime soon, you can have your wicked way with me. Willingly. Gladly. I’ll fuck you right into nirvana.”

I laughed, a little brittle and too loud. The guy had a ridiculous ego.

But when his lips kissed a sensitive spot just below my ear, my laughter sputtered out.

Holy hells, who knew that spot could make me moan and squirm? I threaded my fingers through his black mane to pull him closer so he could kiss and lick and suck until I was writhing, my hair mussed from being rubbed against the wall.

He pulled back to look at me, and his mouth leaving my body made me groan in frustration. I don’t know what he saw—me probably a panting mess—but he liked seeing me this way. Satisfaction gleamed in his dark eyes.

His intense gaze trapped mine and as I stared, mesmerized by the endless depth of his inky irises. I felt his fingertip blaze a trail of scorching heat down my throat, slip into the dip at my collarbone, before sliding along the valley between my breasts. “Tonight, I want to kiss you here.” And he drew his hand across my body, skimming from hip to hip, with his fingers spread wide and brushing so close to my clit that his intention was obvious.

Hells!

Want spiraled up my chest, teasing my breasts and hardening my nipples. Making my toes curl into the soft, plush carpet.

Yes, yes, yes…
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Graysen captured my lips and licked into my mouth. I whimpered into our kiss. I couldn’t help it. The clasp of his hands on my body was harsh and demanding and utterly exquisite. The way his mouth moved sensually over mine with devastating command felt like a claiming.

A heated moment later, he kicked my feet wider and gripped me under my ass, lifting me up. Pale locks of hair rippled about my shoulders with the abrupt motion as I slid up the wall, hitching my legs around his lean waist. And gods, his iron-hard erection lined up perfectly with my widespread sex. With a sensual roll of his pelvis, he ground himself right there. The erotic friction exploded straight through my core and my hips moved in the same eager rhythm, grinding back against him. “Fuck, yes,” he growled, almost angrily. His groan was gruff. His kiss, a clear stamp of ownership, became more forceful. He was fucking me with his tongue and I knew that’s how he’d fuck me too. Rough. Hard. Dirty.

“Who’s kissed you before, little bird? Who’s kissed these pretty pink lips?” he breathed between filthy, wet kisses.

Gods, does he really want me to answer? He already knows.

“Who?” he demanded roughly before he nipped my lower lip, tugging on it sharply with his teeth.

“Only you,” I sighed, letting go of my dress to frame my hands over the planes of his cheekbones. To draw him in closer. To kiss him back. To meet the hard press of his lips and the stroke of his possessive tongue with my plundering one.

My dress pooled at my hips and the sensation of my breasts crushed against the hardness of his muscular chest was incredible. An electrical storm raked across our skin where our bodies pressed together. I moaned at the same time he uttered a guttural groan. Gods, it felt sublime. The fabric of his t-shirt rubbed against my swollen aching nipples; the graze of his teeth and the scruff of his jawline on my soft skin; all of it heightened decadent pleasure.

Pulling free of my kiss, black hair slithered over his forehead as he glanced downwards and cupped one of my breasts, his forefinger and thumb gently squeezing a nipple, squeezing a gasp from me. “Hells, you’re exquisite.”

The shock of the compliment made my heart stumble.

There was something delicious in the roughness of his hands, the scraping of his callouses against my soft skin and the swell of my breasts. Skin that had never been revealed to another. Breasts that had never been touched before.

I’m on fire. Every part of me is on fire.

My mind was trying to analyze all the sensations sweeping through me. But it was too much. He’s too much. All I could do was run my fingers through his thick wavy hair and hold on and just feel.

He traveled down, down, down, skimming open-mouthed kisses along my collarbone. “And who’s touched these gorgeous breasts?” The whisper of his breath washing over the peak of my nipple stiffened it further, and a moan shuddered from my throat.

“No one,” I replied breathlessly, excitement driving my chest to rise and fall rapidly.

He made a pleased sound a heartbeat before the tip of his tongue flicked my nipple. The first touch and I whimpered. With a lick and a lustful swirl, he sucked the hard tip into his mouth. A husky growl as he bit.

A sweet sting of craving arced from my nipple right to my core. My hips bucked of their own volition. “Oh gods—”

“That’s right,” he murmured. “Just give in.” He kissed along the swell of my breast, down the valley, and across to the other nipple. His attention there was just as thorough—kissing and sucking, biting and licking to soothe the burn.

A sliver of doubt punctured through my foggy drunk-lust haze. This act was going to change everything between us.

Am I ready for that?

Is he?

“This isn’t a good idea,” I gasped brokenly, my fingers knotting in his hair.

“You’re right, it isn’t,” he agreed, glancing up.

And for a moment I was stunned by the sharp disappointment stinging me.

“It’s a fan-fucking-tastic idea,” he amended and winked.

I clung to the last shred of sanity I had left to me. “Graysen…”

He eased me to my feet, towering above my tiny figure and casting me in shadows. Holding my breath in surprise, I watched him sink to his knees in front of me. His hands rounded my ass to tug my hips forward so he could press a kiss through my skirt right on my clit. Right on that throbbing bundle of nerves that ached for his lips and tongue. A pulse of pleasure zinging through my blood wrestled a strangled cry of delight from my throat. Heaving for breath and slightly dazed, I glanced down and met dark eyes staring right back. The delectable huskiness in his voice wrapped around me with velvet seduction. “Is this how you want me? Bowing at your feet? Begging?”

It was a question he was already answering, already on his knees, hands splaying wide, palming my ass as he begged.

“You look…good…down there,” I teased, the words as broken and ragged as my breathing.

He slapped my ass playfully, and I yelped, then groaned, my legs wobbling, as the flare of pain melded with pleasure when he gave my clit a sweet open-mouthed kiss.

“You’ll be bowing before me soon enough, little bird.” He shot me a wicked smile before his hands rounded forward, pulling the material of the dress taut against my ass, as his touch roamed my breasts, kneading their soft curves and gently pinching my nipples.

“I bow to no one,” I huffed out. But right now, I wasn’t so sure. Not with the way he was touching, stroking, and kissing. My bones turned to liquid. I wanted it. I wanted him. Whatever he could give me. I’d willingly crumble to his feet, tear myself into pieces, cry his name.

“You’ll be on your knees with those pretty pink lips wrapped around my cock.”

Strangely, his words equally divided me between fear and arousal. Like the pleasure and pain he braided with kisses and bites, the contrast wound me tighter. The threat of seeing a cock—his cock—had liquid silver pooling between my thighs and drenching my panties.

“Gods, Crowther, you really know how to sweet talk—” and the words were cut short with a shrill shriek as his teeth grazed my clit. A hot bolt of pleasure speared into my center, filling it with blissful pressure, and my head banged against the wall with a thump, as my spine arched and I rocked my hips, silently begging in return.

Oh my gods…that feels far too good.

A calloused hand cupped the back of my thigh and he wrapped my leg over his shoulder before shoving my dress up so my panties were on display. His fingers drifted up my inner thigh, my skin pebbling beneath his touch, my breath coming faster as he coasted his fingertips up to the edge of my panties. Stroking my sex behind the thin barrier of soaking fabric, he shot me a triumphant half-feral grin. “That’s my girl.”

My hips shifted restlessly and my head rolled sidelong as he taunted me with too featherlight touches. I was panting and greedy and wanted more and yet I lied through my teeth, refusing to give him what he earlier had declared. “I won’t be screaming your name.”

“Won’t you? We’ll see.” He pulled the panties to the side and slid a finger between my puffy slit, slipping along the slickness of my arousal. “So wet, little bird.”

I moaned, my sex clenching. No one had ever touched me there before.

As his mouth parted, I knew what he wanted to ask, what he wanted to hear. “No one,” I panted. My hair fell forward in pale ribbons as I bowed my head to stare back at him through clouded eyes. “Only you.”

His victorious smile sent a shiver running from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. With every slow swipe of his fingers along my slick slit, from top to bottom to top and back down again, my body tightened and tightened. I didn’t know how exquisite it could feel. How primal and needy it could make me. I wanted him to sink inside me. I needed him to with an urgency I couldn’t fathom. He had to soothe the greedy demand of my clit, of my core.

Gods, oh fucking gods—

I prayed to Zrenyth and Skalki and Brangwene and every single god my scattered thoughts could grasp, that I’d survive whatever he had in mind for me.

In one graceful movement, he rose, picking me up with him. Clinging to his powerful body, my legs wrapped around his waist and my arms about his neck, he carried me to the bed. Walking on his knees, he shifted us to the middle before lowering me to the mattress. The soft quilt met my back, and the flat of my palms slid across the curve of his pecs to his nipples, stiff beneath his t-shirt. I flicked the tips, and he grunted on a filthy rock of his hips, grinding against my sex, the soft material of his sweatpants and hard erection digging against my aching clit.

“No touching,” he ordered with a low growl, swatting my hands from his chest. “Hands at your side.”

It wasn’t fair. I needed to touch him. “Please…” I pleaded, squeezing my fingertips into muscle.

His hand fisted my hair, and he tugged sharply, growling, “Hands at your sides”

Holy hellsgate, this man has a thing for my hair!

Cursing quietly, I let go of him and instead bunched my fingers into the soft quilt beneath my body. But even that wasn’t good enough for him.

“On your elbows,” he barked.

I levered up on my elbows and realized the position pushed my breasts up. It also made it impossible to pretend he wasn’t there, kneeling between my spread legs. Not being able to touch him suddenly narrowed the focus to only me and heightened everything about us and what we were doing.

Graysen didn’t pull my dress off, preferring to leave it gathered around my waist, but he ripped my panties off in one go. My skin smarted sharply where the material snagged and then snapped. “Fucking hells, Crowther!” I shrieked.

Tossing my panties over his shoulder, he gave me a smug grin, but he soothed the sting with gentle strokes of his hands. Stripped bare before him, he nudged my thighs wider with his knees, leaned back, and cocked a brow to study me right there as if he needed to commit everything to memory. Every last shadow and touch of pink, every glistening drop of arousal. My cheeks flamed and I had to look away.

The rough primal noise leaving his throat was the sexiest thing I’d ever heard and had my wide-eyed gaze swinging back to his. “Gods, little bird, exactly how I imagined. Beautiful. Pink. Wet. And all mine.”

Stretching his body long on the mattress, he settled between my spread thighs. Before I could even gather my thoughts—steel myself for that first touch—he parted my slit with his thumbs and lowered his hot, wet mouth to my core. Blazing erotic heat I wasn’t sure I would survive engulfed me and every nerve ending erupted with wild pleasure. I bucked against his hands splayed across my hips to hold me down. A shrill sound escaped—”Oh gods”—and I squirmed as he dragged his flattened tongue through my silken folds from bottom to top, before kissing my sex with a filthy groan, his tongue dipping inside my core to lick and lave. The humming noise of approval he made vibrated straight to my pulsating clit, swelling that sensitive bud even further. He kissed and licked for long, agonizing minutes, driving me mindless, stealing my breath. When he finally pulled back, my arousal glistened on his pouty lips as eyes drunk with lust locked with mine. My panting breath caught hard in my throat. “Sunshine, little bird…fucking sunshine…”

Without even knowing I was doing it, I reached for him, pulling at his hair to tug him back up. His broad chest engulfed my petite frame and I sighed as his hardness met my softness. My lips crashed upon his, my tongue sliding into his mouth at the exact moment his finger pushed inside my body, twisting, curling, finding a sensitive spot that had my spine bowing, my breasts pushing against his chest, and my breath huffing. Holy, holy, holy…hells!

He pumped his finger, hitting that spot again and again.

“Oh my gods, oh my gods…” I squirmed and writhed beneath him, wild energy buzzing under my skin, sparking in every cell of my body. My hair slid across my forehead, across my eyes. He brushed my sweat-damp locks aside. “Say hello to your G-spot, little bird.”

I bit down hard on my lip, trying to stifle the whimpers, the lewd rocking of my hips. I was mewling like a damned cat in heat. My whole body shuddered as my elbows buckled and I fell flat on my back.

“Fuuuck,” he hissed between clenched teeth, eyes squeezed shut as if in pain. But it wasn’t pain. It was the feel of his fingers sliding inside my body that made him groan. “You’re so tight, little bird. When I finally bury myself inside, I’ll tear you apart.”

I gasped. A bit of fear pierced the haze of want and need. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure anymore about any of this.

“You’ll love it,” he promised with tiny kisses to my clit on each word that made my mind and body fade into rapturous oblivion. “Elbows,” he gruffly reminded me. “Now, little bird.”

“You’re so bossy,” I half-pouted, half-panted. But I gave him what he wanted, levering up from the bed on my elbows to watch him watch me as he finger-fucked me, licking his way from one breast to the other, biting indulgently at my nipple with the barest of grazed teeth. And his thumb, gods, his thumb, circled my clit, coiling me tighter and tighter with every stroke.

And I fell willingly into that place that thrummed and threatened to unravel my very soul. I was a bird in an aviary. Feathers, wingtips of muted brown and black, beating not against metal bars, but flesh. I didn’t even know what kind of prison ensnared me, what lay beyond Graysen’s touch. But it was there, taunting me.

“Say my name, little bird,” his voice thick with need. “I want to hear you cry it. I want it bouncing off the walls.”

The word seemed a little slurry, a little hard to push out, as if I was speaking from another room. “Never.” But that wasn’t exactly true, because my tongue had already been on the cusp of forming his name. But he wanted it too much.

“Say it,” he growled, twisting and curling his finger and hitting that spot again.

Mind-bending bliss razored through every single part of my body. I bowed off the bed and cried, “Never, never, never!”

His abrupt laughter spilled through the room. “You never give an inch, Little Miss Annoying.”

Picking up his pace, he pushed in a second finger and stretched me wider—the burn both shocking and exquisite. This time, I had to touch him. My fingers latched onto his straining shoulders and held tight as he played my body with his hands and mouth. He teased and taunted, dragging me close to that point where I’d fall, fall, fall—only to withdraw his touch to hold me right at the edge.

As his lips ghosted along my own, our gazes remained locked together.

“Cruel, wicked Crowther,” I groaned desperately, slightly infuriated that he wouldn’t kiss me. Licking a wet trail up his throat to his ear, I bit the lobe.

His whole body shuddered, and he moaned helplessly, grinding against me at the exact moment he nipped the sensitive place between my shoulder and neck. “Lovely, wicked Wychthorn.”
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Wychthorn’s elbows gave out, and she slumped upon the bed, but this time I didn’t bark at her to get back up. Her wild hair was sexily mussed from all the thrashing she had done, ensnared within a world of sensuality. Pale strands were caught across the thick lashes that fringed her blissed-out gaze, and I leaned over to carefully brush them away. She bodily shuddered and moaned throatily as I continued to pleasure her with swift, deep pumps of my fingers. Intently watching those glacial eyes of hers, half-hooded and clouded with desire, I drank in the vulnerability swirling in their depth, the confusion over who I was, what I was doing, and how I made her feel. I could see it in her gaze, taste it on my tongue, how much she wanted it, wanted me.

I’d allow her to get close to shattering, then withdraw my fingers, kiss her inner thighs, or lick her sweat-slick belly until desperate and angry for that elusive climax I denied her, she’d let loose a string of curses, some of it in Balinese. She’d even given me a fucking foot in the face and bared her teeth at me.

Gods, she was so responsive. She loved every single thing I did to her.

I played with her body, wanting to know what would make her combust. And I wasn’t done with her yet. This…her here with me…I wanted to savor it. I wanted to draw out that impending climax. I didn’t want just one from her—I wanted another. Then another. Until she was a boneless, sticky mess.

I’d discovered a whispering gentle touch made her pussy quiver. But a tweak or nip or bite of her nipples; a pinch or a rough rub on her clit; made her pussy grip my fingers so tightly I thought I’d never get free. And she grew slicker and slicker with every dirty word I whispered into her ear, her hips moving in time with my thrusts and her husky moans becoming growls.

Hells yes.

My little bird’s perfect.

She warred with me mentally and physically, and it was turning my world upside down and inside out.

Like a bastard, I held her right there, right on the edge. I really wanted to have her come all over my tongue, but for her first time, I needed to see her fall apart and detonate. It was a heady feeling—she was mine and I, only I, was going to make her completely unravel beneath my touch. An insatiable need burned through my veins to hear her crying out my name, surprising me.

But shouldn’t I know that?

How many times had I given in to my darkest craving?

When I lost myself in too much whiskey, I’d purposely pick a petite blond eager to fuck me, and when I did, I always rode them from behind, Nelle’s pretty face filling my mind as I imagined their pussy clenching my cock was hers, my name they moaned, was her voice, the hitch in their breath before they came, hers too.

I craved her.

I always had.

Lowering my head, I tipped my forehead against Nelle’s, and we shared a breath right before I kissed her, tasting that tantalizing sunshine as my tongue caressed hers. That sparking sensation, that always charged between us, buzzed beneath my skin in rapturous pulses, sweeping from the top of my head to my toes, driving our twin-heartbeats faster. This was nothing, nothing, I’d ever experienced with any other woman. Like the magic-infused drugs we sold through the cartels, this was addicting. I wanted more from my little bird—I wanted everything.

The air in the bedroom was growing hotter. Or is that me, us, or her? Both of us were sweat-slick and greedy for one another. Beneath my roaming hand, my thumb circling her clit, Wychthorn was a panting, writhing mess.

“Beg, little bird.” If she did, begged sweetly enough, I’d give it to her.

She squeezed her eyes shut and jerked her head from side to side—no.

Hells, she was stubborn, Nelle Wychthorn.

Her breath hitched. She gave a full-body shudder.

My heart raced as fast as her own.

Her eyes flared open, fixed on mine, and I watched her pupils eat her iris, changing them from gray to black. Would my own be the same? As they’d done in the swimming hole?

She was right there, about to come all over my fingers. And this time, I was going to let her trip over the edge.

I flicked her clit roughly with the pad of my thumb and gently bit her nipple.

Then—

She detonated—

Just fucking detonated!

Her spine bowed off the bed, her throat arching as her teeth clacked together. Her black eyes rolled back as her mouth gaped wide and she screamed out in ecstasy.

It was the best sound ever. One I wanted to hear again and again. And I did something I’ve never done before, not with any other woman—

I fucking blew my load in my briefs like an inexperienced schoolboy, simply by looking at her, touching her, listening to her orgasm.

Holy fuck, holy fuck, holy fuck—

I fisted my cock in the sticky, cum-soaked boxer briefs, and jerked out my orgasm along with hers.

Holy hellsgate!

Her inner walls milked my fingers like she’d milk my cock when I was buried inside. I curved my fingers, rubbing purposefully into that magical spot that had her huffing and riding her climax to a higher peak. Her hot, velvety pussy squeezed hard. Tight. So tight. It was going to blow my mind when I finally sank into her. And I. Could. Not. Wait.

She let out a second shrill scream, and a pulse of dark energy exploded through the room—

Shuddering my bones—

Shaking the bed—

Shivering through the walls—

Jostling the windows.

And the bed caught fire.

Literally. The bed was on fire.

Shit, the bed’s on fire!

Silver flames danced along the rumpled quilt. I jumped off the bed, shock slamming my heart against my ribcage.

What the…?!

Nelle was still riding that orgasm, flushed and trembling and caught in that erotic world of bliss, completely unaware of the pale flames surrounding her. The fire singed her dress, but seemingly didn’t scorch her flesh.

And like an idiot, I stared in astonishment, my mouth slack in appreciation of how crazy and yet beautiful this moment was. It was like the catacombs. Pale silver fire…like starlight, moonlight…flames licking all around her flushed, naked body. She looked like a goddess. I wanted to sink to my knees and worship this girl.

Furls of dark smoke drifted toward the ceiling.

The smoke alarms!

Shit, shit, shit—

I lunged and yanked that quilt from beneath Nelle like I was a magician performing a party trick. Fisting the fireball of melting fabric, the stench of burning cotton irritating my nostrils, I dashed for the bathroom and tossed it into the shower, dousing it under a flood of water. The flames hissed and died.

What. The. Actual…?

I stared in disbelief at the sodden, charred mess of material.

What is she?

Roughly scrubbing my face with my palms, I raked a hand through my hair. I had no idea what she was. But she was far more powerful than my family ever suspected. After witnessing and experiencing her orgasm with the eruption of silver fire, I wondered if her emotions were tied to whatever she was.

And that unbidden thought had guilt clawing my insides.

Leave it. Today, tonight… Leave it alone.

So I shoved those unwanted thoughts down deep and locked them away to deal with another time.

Gods, I was a mess. I stripped my sweatpants off along with my sticky boxer briefs, tossing them into the wash basket. It only took a second of consideration before I shrugged my t-shirt off too.

Cleaning myself up, I leaned against the doorframe of the bathroom, arms crossed, one ankle hitched over the other, and soaked Wychthorn in. She was lying where I’d left her, staring up at the ceiling, one hand splayed across her chest, the other threaded through her messy hair as if trying to make sense of what she’d experienced. Her limbs were still quivering in the aftershocks of her orgasm. A sheen of sweat glistened on her skin, and strands of blond hair stuck to her temple and over her breasts that rose and fell with her panting breath.

She was beautiful. Utterly breathtaking.

Lithe limbed and proportional for her tiny height.

Gods, and those perfect tits. Those perky, pink-tipped tits and that firm round ass. I wanted to spend a lazy afternoon tasting every single inch of her honeyed skin.

And I grew hard as stone for her, all over again.

Her gaze slid to mine, still lust-addled. She blinked rapidly, her mouth falling open, and I could see all the crazy confused thoughts swirling around in her head: Oh my gods, what happened? Did I? Did he? Did that just happen?

And then, slowly dawning—

Holy shit, he’s naked!

A hand flew to cover her eyes. “I’m not ready for that,” she croaked out. One hand waved out in a sort of general direction, missing me entirely since she’d squeezed her eyes shut beneath the other hand. “Put something on!”

Un-fucking-likely!

Sunshine still coated my tongue from when I’d plunged it into her tight pussy and swirled her swollen clit. I wanted more of that soul-healing sunshine. More of everything she could give me.

What I really wanted was her tiny little hands wrapped around my cock. I wanted to feel her fingers sliding up and down, her perfect lips and hot, wet mouth engulfing me, tongue laving as she sucked me off. But it would seem she wasn’t ready for that, not yet.

Striding to my saddle bag hitched over an armchair, I fished out a pair of boxer briefs, tugging them on as my hard-on strained and fought to be free of the confining fabric.

The sheets were soft beneath my knees and hands as I crawled onto the bed to stretch out beside her and ran a hand up and down her silken side, marveling at the goosebumps appearing under my palm everywhere my touch lingered. She tensed, clamping her legs together and yanking her skirt down before hauling up the dress’s top to hide her breasts from me. Doing it all, while keeping her other hand pressed over her eyes because she was too shy to deal with my almost-nakedness and my erection eagerly tapping her on the thigh.

I tsked, purposely rolling closer, my body pressing against her side. She jolted. Jolted again when I pried her tense hand free. “Graysen,” she pleaded with her eyes squeezed shut and her cute nose scrunched.

I ran a fingertip down her graceful neck to the divot at the base of her throat. “There. There’s the name you need to scream.”

Because it actually pissed me right off, she didn’t cry my name.

But this was the tug of war between us. She never gave an inch, and truth be told, I didn’t want her any other way.

Slowly opened her eyes, her gray irises meeting my blacks. The pupils had waned back to normal, and she winced, her gaze flitting away, back to me, then away again. Embarrassment scorched her cheeks that rosy hue I like so much, and she couldn’t quite hold my gaze. Her teeth chewed on the corner of her mouth, and I could see the muscles in her legs and core bunching as she readied to bolt.

Shy. My little bird was shy. A look I’d never seen on her before. Never tasted before.

I needed to stop her overthinking. I needed her to go back to that place where it was just us and pure blissful pleasure. Rolling over, I straddled her legs and sat upright. Before she could react or ask what I was doing, I grabbed hold of her dress’s neckline and shredded the dress right down the middle.

“What the fuck?!” she shrieked, jerking up in shock.

I ripped the ruined material from her, bunching it up in my fists before throwing it toward the bathroom, feeling satisfied she was once more naked—fully naked this time.

Nelle wriggled free and escaped, diving beneath the sheets, and glared. “Will you stop doing that?!”

I grinned. Because, yeah, no. There was no way I was going to let her hide herself from me with that sheet of pale green, either. I tugged on it.

She held on like it was her last lifeline.

“Wychthorn,” I warned.

“No,” she bit back.

“I’m wearing boxer briefs.” I snapped the waistband, drawing her gaze there.

She blinked slowly, incapable of tearing her big wide eyes from my thick cock straining the material taut, and the abrupt spike of the scent of her arousal tickled my nostrils and made my grin grow broader.

“I-I…I-I’m…uh…ah…” she stuttered, staring at my erection. Her whole body slackened, unable to string together a cohesive sentence.

Gotcha!

I ripped the sheet from her. She gave a shrill shriek—then she frowned momentarily before rolling her eyes, giving in, and lying back down. She waved at me to join her.

Practically giddy with excitement, because hells yes there was a lot more fun for us to experience tonight, I stretched over the top of her, caging her smaller body with my own larger one. I delighted in the sharp intake of her breath as my hardness pressed against her soft curves while I sighed with pleasure. Gods, skin to skin, it felt like nothing else. I fucking craved it. I craved her. Worryingly, I didn’t want to leave this girl. This girl I was never meant to have. Not this way.

Stop!

Don’t think about that shit!

She stiffened beneath me, her frown returning. Blond tresses tumbled down her shoulders as she raised her head and sniffed the air. Her freckles were stark on her sweat-glistening cheeks. Gray eyes slid to mine. “What is that? Smoke?”

“You set the bed on fire.”

She levered up by her elbows, forcing me to rear back slightly. She shot me an astonished look. A sharp line formed between her brows. “What?” Glancing about, taking in the fact the quilt was gone, shock flared within the depth of her eyes, the thick lashes fluttering with startlement. “I set the bed on fire?”

I grinned. “Holy fuck, Wychthorn, is this going to happen every time I blow your fucking mind?” What the hells would happen when I finally buried myself inside her—would she burn the whole mansion down?

Worry creased deep lines into Wychthorn’s features. She rubbed her temple anxiously, before glancing away and hissing, “Shit.”

I tried to reassure her, running a hand softly across her slender shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.” I mean, we did need to worry about it, if there was going to be a repeat—and there sure as fuck was—but I refused to give it any headspace this evening.

“But, I—”

And I silenced those thoughts, taking advantage of her turned head, by pressing a soft kiss in the crook of her neck and gently scraping my teeth along her collarbone, smiling when I heard the sharp intake of breath before my name was loosened on a sultry moan. “Graysen.” Hells, I loved the sound of my name on her lips.

Nelle moaned again, arching into my touch as I kissed and licked and bit my way upward while gliding a hand up and down her side. “More, little bird. I want more. And I know you do too.”

She made a strangled noise in the back of her throat as I traced a fingertip over the soft swell of her breast, drawing tight circles around her peaked nipple, and flicking the tip with my thumb.

Her whole body jerked, and I groaned at the silken feel of her skin crushed against my own. She bit down on her lower lip, but she could not swallow back the husky moans that had my throbbing cock flexing against the heat of her pussy. I soothed the burning of her nipple with a gentle roll of my fingertips and nuzzled her neck. “This time when I fuck you with my tongue, you will be crying my name,” I promised, “until you’re dripping down my chin and making a sticky mess of the sheets beneath your sweet. Fucking. Ass.”

Nelle stiffened. She spun her head my way, gaping in shock. Scowling, she roughly shoved me away with a shoulder. “Gods, you and your filthy mouth,” she hissed, exasperated.

Oh…

Too much, too soon?

She flopped back down and stared up at the ceiling, an arm flung over her forehead. “I can’t believe some of the things you whispered in my ear. Seriously. You are so dirty.”

Yes. I. Was.

“Which one? Fucking you against the wall, or painting your ass pink with my han—”

She jerked forward and slapped a hand across my mouth. “No, you don’t.”

I mumbled between her fingers, “I particularly liked you bent over a couch, tips of your toes an inch from the grou—”

She shrieked and slapped a second hand across my mouth.

I wrenched my head free and cocked an eyebrow. “Watching those pretty gray eyes of yours as I slide inside—”

“Graysen!”

My gaze narrowed and I twisted my lips to one side, annoyed.

Why was she trying to deny what she liked?

Swiping at the strands of hair cascading down her chest, I pinched a silky lock and twirled it around my finger before tugging sharp enough to bring her gaze back to mine. “You like it.”

She huffed, glaring with indignation.

I ran a finger down the slope of her straight nose, then flicked the tip. She batted my hand away, bared her teeth and hissed.

“You like my filthy mouth, little bird,” I growled.

Frustration rolled off her in blistering waves. Frustration for me, for sure, but mostly for herself, because she was turned on so much the erotic scent of hers perfumed the air and was soaking into my pores. And she knew it too.

But still, she fought it, fought me. “No, I don’t,” she snapped. And the tang of her lie sliding all over my tongue was a sticky taste of honey.

“Your body betrays you, little bird.” Pressing forward and shoving her back against the mattress, I licked up her throat in a straight line right for her ear. She made a breathy sigh, then gasped as I tugged at her earlobe with my teeth. She rubbed her thighs together and her spine bowed as I breathed hot words against the shell of her ear. “I felt your pussy pulsing around my fingers when I nipped or bit.” I pulled away to see her better as I made a point of flaring my nostrils, cocking an arrogant eyebrow. “I can scent your desire.”

“Not fair,” she grouched, her cheeks growing pinker by the second. But she was subtly wriggling her ass beneath me because I was firing up her lust again. I almost groaned as her rolling hips pushed her sex against my hard-as-iron cock.

“You like a little pain with pleasure. You like my dirty words. Everything I whispered, wound you tighter and tighter and you, little bird, clenched my fingers so tightly I wasn’t even sure I’d get my hand back from your pussy.”

That flush of hers deepened to a fiery red. Chagrined, she averted her gaze, her mouth a thin line as she plucked at the Egyptian cotton sheets beneath us. Conflicting emotions warred across her face.

“Trust me—sweet, kind, and gentle are not for you, little bird.”

Thank the gods.

“How would I know if I’ve never experienced it?” she pouted, an accusing glint in her irritated gaze.

“Because you’re exactly like me. And you know it.”

She arched a questioning brow, challenging me.

I gritted out an exasperated hiss and gave her what she wanted. Taking both her hands, I laced our fingers together and lay them down beside her head as I stretched out over the top of her once more. My thumbs brushed back and forth against her soft palms. I took a moment to drink her in, feeling her beneath me, and listen to our hearts beating in time with each other.

Those thick eyelashes fluttered in quick, curious blinks as she stared back, not sure why I wasn’t kissing her already. Lowering my head, I glided my nose against hers as I breathed in her sunshine.

I kissed her. My mouth moved over hers, sweetly. Gently. No tongue. Gave her Prince Charming kisses.

And they weren’t so bad.

As we kissed, I could see her tasting those gentle kisses, assessing and considering, moving her lips along mine in the same way, teasing me with her own soft touches.

Her brow furrowed and her freckled nose scrunched. “I mean… I guess these types of kisses have their place.”

Doesn’t she like—

She bit my lip hard, laughing as she did it.

“Fuuuck…” My lip stung, but dark sensuality also made my hips buck into hers at the same time she’d clamped her teeth down on the soft flesh of my lip. The taste of copper flooded my mouth and the metallic tang coated my tongue. My hand went to my lower lip and a smear of scarlet stained my fingertip. She’d bitten my lip. Actually, bit it hard enough to draw blood.

“Shit,” she drew out, long and apologetic. A hand clapped over her mouth, muffled her voice. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to bite that hard.”

Wychthorn slowly pushed herself up on her elbows, her pillowy breasts ghosting deliciously against my hard chest, teasing every nerve ending. She stilled and I wondered what was going on inside her head. She cupped the back of my head, tugging at me to meet her the rest of the way.

She lazily licked the blood from my lip before sliding her tongue into my mouth, sucking mine with hungry intensity.

Holy hellsgate.

My toes curled, and heat scorched through my veins at that sensual sensation.

Nelle collapsed against the mattress, her eyes wide as she nervously waited to see what I would do.

Nothing. There was nothing I could do. I simply stared back, just as wide-eyed.

Thank Zrenyth—she’s perfect!

Her straight white teeth flashed as her mouth widened into a crooked grin. Her hungry gaze dipped to my mouth and lust burned the air from my lungs. “Bite me back,” she softly whispered, a tiny hand trailing down my chest.

Is she serious?

Her gray eyes drifted upward to meet my surprised gaze. “You’re a little fucked up,” I whispered back, awed.

She shot me a mischievous grin. “And whose fault is that?”

Feathering her fingers at the nape of my head, she drew me down. Her soft breath fanned my lips and cheeks as I watched her melt into me like I was exactly what she needed to live. Like air to breathe. And she kissed me—

She. Kissed. Me.

Those gorgeous lips of hers moved over mine—possessive and greedy. There was nothing sweet or gentle about the way she practically devoured my mouth.

“Gray—” she murmured, squirming beneath me.

I struck, nipping her back. Her whole body jerked against mine and I loosened a rough groan at the feel of her exquisite naked body.

Gods, this girl. What the hells was she doing to me?

“Oh my…it stings…” she whimpered, clearly torn between regretting what she’d suggested and not really understanding why she liked it so much.

With a flick of my tongue, I soothed her burning lip, before licking up the beads of blood, running it back and forth until I heard her breath catch, then quicken. A gasp. A groan. Her hands tightened on my body. And I pushed my tongue inside her mouth, curling it around hers. The taste of copper deepened with every sensual lick, and something small and golden lit my insides with warmth as her blood slid down my throat.

With a sultry sigh, her fingers dug into my hair as she slung a slender leg over mine, shoving at me to roll us.

I let loose a startled noise. I’d forgotten about that strength of hers.

Now flat on my back, she sat upright, straddling my hips.

The pale bed-mussed hair slipped over her shoulders, the ends cascading over her breasts and coiling downwards to reach her waist. Her chest rose and fell with an excited breath. And with that damned heart-melting crooked grin and lust-drunk gray eyes drinking me in, I knew that’s exactly how she’d look riding my cock. All she needed to do was bounce those glorious tits and cry my name in rapture.

My hands went to her waist, squeezing a little too tight in my eagerness. My name squeaked from her and I blew out a pent-up breath, softened my grip, and murmured an apology. But gods, right at this moment, I wanted her to impale herself on me. My cock was so hard for her it ached in agony. I thrust my hips up, not able to help myself. The sudden movement thrust her upwards and bounced her tits.

Glorious. Utterly glorious, my little bird.

“Did you…” she startled. “You are so not imagining…”

She slapped my chest. She was as sharp as one of my blades.

And when I thrust up again, her hair flailing and sliding around those beautiful tits, her laughter joined mine. “You are so dirty.”

Her laughter slowly died, and her eyes cast downward, those charcoal eyelashes hiding her thoughts. But I tasted a mixture of tart sweetness fizzing on my tongue. Before I could wonder why, she raked her fingernails down my chest, along the ripple of abs, right down, down, down between the sharp lines of my vee disappearing into my boxer briefs.

Fuuuck!

“You like?” she asked softly.

Hellsgate yes!

Her ass squiggled down a little lower, and I feared she was going to bolt. Then her mouth quirked up on one side and a mischievous thought lit her eyes to a smoky hue. I was pinned beneath that lustful gaze, unable to look away as I felt her fingernails slowly, so slowly, scrape my stiff, swollen cock from root to tip.

I sucked in a sharp breath, releasing it in a long, desperate groan, my hips desperate to shift restlessly. My cock throbbed a rapid beat, trying to punch its way through my boxer briefs into her. Oh, it was on. It was so fucking on. I was going to fuck my little bird tonight.

“I read that somewhere and I always wanted to try it,” she whispered shyly.

“Gods, I love that Kindle,” I ground out, every inch of me on fire.

I was going to burn every paperback, every single hard-covered book she owned, so she was only left with that Kindle.

Then she rolled us over again, so I was back on top. She kissed me, both of us moaning each other’s names into one another’s mouths. And I let myself sink beneath her waves and drown in her. This fearless girl who jumped from cliffs, who’d do anything for her sisters. The girl with the hearty laugh and crooked grin, who tasted of sunshine but looked like moonlight. With the acerbic wit, who’d never backed down or let me get away with any-fucking-thing.

Her mouth briefly left mine to nip and kiss and lick my jawline. I groaned, arching my throat to give her better access, and palmed her breasts, kneading them and earning myself a breathless moan and a reckless writhe.

Her hands slid up my chest, rounding my shoulders to link behind my head, pulling me back to meet her parted lips.

Just as I met them—

She stilled—

And something else cut through the blissful haze in those pretty gray eyes of hers, and had a line creasing between her brows. “Graysen?”

Whatever seemed to bother her, I wanted it to stop. I didn’t know why she was looking at me like that. I wanted more of the other. More of that blissed-out look, like I was the center of her entire universe.

At first, I didn’t register her hands moving along my back. Searching. Feeling.

Until she paused at the exact moment, she blinked with recognition.

Oh hells no…no, no, no…
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I’d given in to Graysen. And I. Did. Not. Care.

I wanted more. More of him. More of us.

What we were doing, how this would end in the morning, I’d deal with it then. But gods, could Graysen’s touch make my body sing.

I kissed and nipped his throat, delighting in the feel of his bristly jaw tickling my cheekbone. He made a rough, desperate noise that had my fingertips digging into his hard chest. We were practically dry-fucking as my hips rocked, desperately seeking friction to ease the torturous pressure building inside my core.

His hands cupped my breasts, kneading my nipples, and I moaned, arching harder into his desirous touch. Threading my fingers around his neck, I drew him down for a kiss, luxuriating in the feel of skin-to-skin. My hands drifted downward and skimmed the knotted bone of his spine—

Brushed over bumpy skin—

What is this?

What am I touching?

My fingertips explored, hesitated in their search, then roamed his back further. His skin felt textural, like a seagrass carpet.

I stilled. “Graysen?”

His gaze was lust-drunk, his kiss-swollen lips parted as they dipped lower to meet my own, and he made a humming noise as if encouraging me to ask my question.

There was something symmetrical about the roughened skin. I traced a line. A line?

Recognition crashed through me. Oh, my gods…

My entire body went rigid.

Graysen felt my reaction, startled, and jerked back. Fear slashed through his eyes, chased by remorse.

Remorse?

I scrabbled from beneath him and swiftly circled his figure. My knees sank into the mattress as I kneeled behind him.

My blood chilled like a lake frozen over.

My hand trembled as I touched his back, and he flinched.

His head was bowed, his spine rounded, and he sat on his heels, facing away.

Who? Who could have done this to him?

Someone had painted his entire back in pain. They’d ruined his flesh with welts and slices and puckered jagged marks. Only a whip could make this cruelty and bite with such symmetrical lines. And this many lines—gods, so many!—pain scored his back. No flesh remained unmarked. He’d had to have endured this time and time again.

Anger burned through me, sweeping faster and fiercer than wildfyre.

Who did this to him?!

I wanted to obliterate them. Burn them to ash!

The air crackled and pulsed with my anger—

The creature reared, hissing—

My fingers clenched into fists, and my adamere bracelet softly clinked with the motion, the sound a reminder—calm, calm, calm.

I struggled to will the creature to sink back down. To withdraw its fangs and claws.

“Who?” The word came out strangled, almost a sob.

Graysen twisted around and grabbed hold of my wrist. He growled a warning, “Don’t.”

A warning I didn’t heed. “Who did this to you?”

He closed his eyes, the long eyelashes feathering the top of his cheeks.

“Graysen?” I softly urged. Who could have done this? Hurt him this way?

The word came out flat and cold. “Go.”

“No.”

When he opened his eyes, they brimmed with rage. So much rage I flinched. “Go on—get the fuck out of here!”

He rose, lunging for me, but I was too fast, skittering off the bed. “Graysen—”

“Leave, now!” Graysen roared. A storm gathered in the depth of his gaze.

Why did I feel that rage was aimed at me? That it was me he blamed.

That’s what cut the deepest—what made me forget to breathe.

What did I do to him?

I didn’t raise the whip.

I didn’t slash it down and mar his back, cut his flesh and make him bleed.

I was torn. I wanted to make him tell me what had happened, who’d done this terrible thing to him, but he wasn’t going to let me in. He wanted me gone. And under that menacing glare, I wanted to run from him too.

Everything we’d just experienced, everything that had been blossoming between us, was cut at the root and he was tossing us away. The softness in his features had vanished. This cold, unyielding face—that was the face I knew only too well. Hard, aloof, disdainful.

There was nothing in his dead eyes—they were blank and unfeeling and utterly dispassionate.

“Let me in,” I whispered, the words choking a little in my throat.

A muscle in his jaw ticked. He slowly blinked, and when he next looked at me, dark amusement glittered in his gaze. A sly smile curled his lips. Rolling off the bed, he stood tall and sinister. He made a move toward me with a graceful predatory stride, and I couldn’t help but take a step back. Then another. My back jolted up against the wall and I almost shrieked in startlement.

Reaching where I huddled next to the wall of the bedroom, his shadow cast me in gloom. He stared down at me with a nasty line to his mouth. “You think just because I made you come, I give a fuck about you?”

His cruel words were a fist to my stomach.

And I let myself feel that pain, if only for a moment. But I was smarter than that. “I’m not stupid, Graysen. All you’re trying to do is deflect me. Who the hells whipped you?”

He ignored my question and instead reached out to capture a lock of my hair and toyed with it, twining it around his forefinger. His voice was low and seductive. “It was a pretty sight to see you come apart, Wychthorn. To hear your panting breaths. Riding my godsdamn fingers. Basically fucking them yourself. And you so easily gave that part of you away freely to someone like me.”

Horror and dread twisted inside my stomach.

Shamefully, it took me a lot longer than it took him to reveal those hurtful words, for his confession to sink in. It was a long, long moment where I stared at him like a godsdamn fool. My heart pounded in my throat as a flurry of confusing emotions—shock, hurt, embarrassment, anger—rushed through my veins and my muddled mind tried to make sense of it all.

But it was the smile curving his mouth that made me finally understand what he was saying. A smug smile only for me.

My legs threatened to buckle beneath me. “You despise me,” I said, more to myself than him, the words barely a whisper.

How could I have forgotten that so easily?

So much had happened over the past twenty-four hours. Dire circumstances brought us together. And I’d stupidly forgotten who he was. A Crowther.

He despises me.

This was what…?

I’m a game to him?

Graysen angled his head to the side, and the hair I’d mussed up by running my fingers through the wavy locks slid across his forehead with the motion. His words were pure venom. “Kenton thought I’d never get you into bed. Jett, maybe tomorrow after the engagement celebrations when you’d be all starry-eyed. But Caidan… Caidan called it just right.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. Something painful caved inside my chest.

His confession rang with truth. He did, he meant it. He’d made a bet of me.

Nausea roiled in my stomach and my knees buckled so badly, I almost slid to the floor. I flung my hand against the wall to support myself. “You had a bet with your brothers?”

No…it couldn’t be possible. He wouldn’t…would he?

I knew my gaze pleaded with him, begging him to refute it. “You’re making it up, saying it to make me go away.”

“I’m saying it because it’s the truth,” he murmured almost kindly, pity lacing his words. Pity for me.

I felt so small, so tiny in the menacing shadow he cast. I was the mouse and he was the lion. And he’d been toying with me, batting me back and forth with his lethal paws, waiting for the moment to pounce.

Rolling his eyes briefly toward the ceiling, he heaved a bored sigh. “A weekend is a long time to spend in your company, Wychthorn. I had to entertain myself some way.” He’d braced one hand against the wall while he continued to toy with my hair, sliding the strands between his fingers.

I was only half aware I was shaking my head in denial.

He made a humming noise as if trying to figure out how to let down a silly, foolish child. “It’s been fun, Wychthorn. But your wet kisses are dull, and we both know you’re not going to put out tonight. I think I’ll seek release elsewhere. I’ll ask if that pretty little friend of the Pellans wants a fuck. She keeps begging me to slide into her bed, so why shouldn’t I take up her offer?”

I slapped his hand away with a crack that resounded in the room.

Silence fell between us both. There was nothing but the sound of my harsh breathing. I pressed my palm to the ache in my chest. Something had cleaved inside me. My heart—I stupidly realized. And there was nothing, absolutely nothing, in his eyes. Just endless black nothing.

My gaze slipped to the wyrmfire ink scorched across his flesh—the whorls of ink spelling out his history.

Would I be there?

Would he write my story—his conquest—the stupid little Wychthorn he’d fooled?

Gods, I’m such a simpleton!

“I hate you!” But it came out pathetically hitched and my bottom lip wobbled.

His broad hand snapped to my neck. He shoved me back roughly and pinned my head to the wall. My hands went to his fingers cuffing my throat, and I dug my fingernails sharply into his flesh. But he didn’t release me, and some masochistic part of me needed to hear this.

His jaw clenched, and his brows furrowed over piercing black eyes that now blazed with life, with fury. “You should. You should hate me…because I hate you,” he hissed. “You’re a Wychthorn. A spoiled princess. Someone I’ve had to endure. But I own you, don’t ever fucking forget that. I own you. Like a toy. A pretty little toy. So go back to your room and enjoy your freedom before I steal it from you.” Barking a laugh at my distress, he shoved me away. I clumsily slid sideways, while he retreated a step, watching with amusement to see what I’d do next.

I was so shocked and angry my entire being shook.

He played me!

I was the fool!

Me!

I took a moment to gather myself. Lowering my gaze to the carpet and my bare feet, I stood before him, completely unclothed, but I felt like my heart was more naked and raw and vulnerable to him than my physical body.

Bowing my head, my hair cascaded in front of my face and acted as a shield as I blinked back the burning heartache in my eyes.

He had his hands on me.

His mouth.

His tongue.

All for his amusement!

The air charged and crackled against my skin as rage razed through me.

He was ice. But I was fire and brimstone.

Rage felt so much better than the ache devouring my heart, threatening to numb every single cell in my body.

I unconsciously unwound the adamere bracelet from my wrist and swung the length back and forth in furious snaps. I jerked my head up, and my hard gaze clashed with his. But when I spoke, it was gentle. “Two things, Graysen.” And I swore that would be the last time I’d ever use his name.

My mother raised me with kindness and compassion, and that was who I was. Despite the rage, the pain, the hurt, this was what I needed to say, and I meant it too. “First, I’m sorry. I’m sorry that someone did that to you.”

His nostrils flared with anger and he growled, “I don’t want your fucking pity.” The words sliced through me with the ease of a blade. It hurt to hear the disdain laced in his tone, all directed at me. “I deserved it. Every single lash of the whip.”

What did he do to deserve that kind of pain?

And then my fingers fisted—

Why the hells do I care?

The guy is an arrogant asshole who messed with my heart, my body!

“Secondly,” I paused, and allowed the fury to sting and the hate to boil my blood. Power slithered along my bones, hissing and snarling. “Though, right this minute, it would be so easy to wink you out of existence, incinerate you from the inside out, deny your lungs air…” I let those words sink in, satisfied when I saw a flash of unease, a slight shift in his stance. “I’ll settle for this instead!”

I smashed my fist into his nose and heard the satisfying crunch of bone breaking. His head whipped back with the force of my strike.

He rolled his neck and brought his gaze to mine. His nostrils flared as blood streamed from his nose, dripping over his lips, down his chin, splattering on the soft beige carpet between his bare feet. He sawed his jaw from side to side. But he didn’t make a move to retaliate. He merely stared down at me along the length of his broken, bloodied nose, with cold indifferent eyes.

“I hate you! I hate you…you motherfucking prick!” I slapped him, again and again. He stood still, letting me pummel him. “So go on, collect your winnings from your prick brothers! But know this—you dare claim me on my twentieth birthday—I swear to Zrenyth, I will make your life intolerable. And if you try, or give me so much as the slightest suspicion you’ve betrayed me to the Horned Gods, I will end your miserable life before they claim me. You got that, Crowther?!”

I pivoted, not waiting for a reply. I fled to the safety of my room, slamming the adjoining door so hard the frame fractured.

Tears, shameful, hot tears, fell then. I was a fool. A fool for thinking of Graysen Crowther as anything but a cold-hearted jailer. He’d made a mockery of me. He’d toyed with me. He’d made me think he cared for me.

Gods, I’m a stupid, stupid fool.

I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t care about him!

I scrubbed the tears from my face, hating myself, hating him too. But those scars, those vicious bites from a whip that ruined his back… Had they made him into what he was today?

Heartless. Cruel.

I don’t know how long I stood there, a puddled mess of pathetic emotion. Finally, I gathered my heavy, weary limbs and dragged myself to my bedroom. I slid into a nightie and slipped into bed, pulling the covers up to my chin. Sage slept fitfully at the end of the mattress, whimpering in his sleep.

I didn’t think that I could fall asleep, not with the merciless ache in my chest, my mind replaying Graysen’s cruel taunt over and over again. But exhaustion hit me hard. The day tugged at me, and I got pulled under, into the murkiness of slumber. And the dreams were black…

The yawning noise of a curved stone door being shut… The last flicker of light dying…

Silence.

I was alone in the dark.

Such endless unfathomable black… I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face…

I couldn’t see…
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FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK!

FUUUCK!

My ruined back was no secret. I didn’t fuck with the light off or with a shirt on. Every woman I’d impaled myself in had seen the scars. They’d all asked about it. They couldn’t help themselves after seeing the pain-marred flesh. I simply didn’t deign to offer them an answer.

I’d forgotten myself with Wychthorn.

She wanted to know who whipped me… But it was an answer she really didn’t want to know. So I’d pushed her away. I’d been purposely cruel. But wasn’t that me? A weapon. A blade formed from flesh. This time the blades were words, and I’d cut deep to wound her pride, her heart, her soul. I made her go away and so easily too. That bet my brothers had was true.

Right now, I hated myself.

But it was better than telling her the truth. Why those scars covered my back—the lashes, the bite of the whip—was all because of her. She’d done that to me.

When she’d been seven years old, locked up in the tithe prison, I’d just turned thirteen, and I’d endured a whipping once a month for a full year. A reminder never to fail again.

Ferne had really stuck it to me by choosing me for the Alverac. Maybe she did it because she thought it was my right to claim Nelle, but I had a feeling it all had to do with the strangeness that hummed between Nelle and me. My sister sensed it, and it amused and intrigued her.

And my aunt had assumed that I would be impervious to Wychthorn. That with every lick of the whip, I’d hate her. And I had. My hate for Wychthorn had burned my heart to ashes.

But I’d come to know Nelle over this year, as the Uzrek knew all too well.

Down in the dank chilly catacombs beneath Ascendria, the Uzrek had filtered through my mind, leafing through my memories, my deepest desires, my blackest thoughts, seeking the thing I feared most.

His ancient voice—Such a delightful fear, Son of the Wyrm—and his awful bone-chilling laugh echoed inside my head.

My darkest fear—that I would fall for Nelle.

I need it to stop.

I need to make her go away.

Her discovery of my scarred back was the timely reminder I needed. Today I’d given myself permission to shove aside who we were. No machinations—we were just a guy and a girl. But that was impossible, and it had been foolish of me to think otherwise.

From now on, I had to keep my distance. Every moment I spent with her was dangerous. I could feel her unraveling me, and that I could not afford, not when my family needed her so godsdamned much.

It was simple. A choice I had to make—Wychthorn or my family.

My family.

It will always be my family.

In the bright light of the bathroom, I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the bones reknitting beneath my fingers. I didn't let them set perfectly. The unnatural healing was a gift from my mother, but I needed this reminder—another break, this time from Nelle…no, Wychthorn…Nelle…

When did I start thinking of her as Nelle?

I splashed water over my nose and cleaned the blood away, refusing to look at my reflection in the mirror. I didn’t want to see the asshole staring back at me.

After drying my face and snatching up my sweatpants discarded on the bedroom floor and hauling them on, I left my quarters and drifted through the dark mansion. Padding barefoot to the Great Room, I passed several of Byron’s guards who eyed me fearfully, respectfully, as they fucking should. I needed a drink or two or three. Hells, maybe I’d drown myself in a bottle of Macallan and piss off Byron at the same time.

Shadows enveloped The Great Room. Silver moon rays slunk through the massive floor-to-ceiling windows and cut through the darkness of the early hours of the morning. I leaned forward, bracing my hands against the lip of the wet bar, and bowed my head with a weary sigh. I didn’t know what was up or down any longer. What was right or wrong or what she deserved?

She deserves pain. Anguish. The bite of the whip.

But why the hells was it so hard to think about doing it anymore? Making her suffer as I had done?

Maybe if I was Kenton, I could. He was an ice-cold motherfucker.

Behind me, a throat cleared.

I straightened and glanced over my shoulder, watching as Marissa walked deeper into the room. Has she been waiting up for me?

Marissa stepped toward me, and I heard the rattle of those damned pills she used to settle her nerves, coming from a pocket in her skirt. The pills she’d started taking after shutting Nelle up in the tithe prison.

“Nelle’s turning twenty next month,” she whispered.

“Yep.” Couldn’t wait for it. I unscrewed the cap, took a swig of whiskey, and thumped the bottle back on the wet bar. The crack of glass on marble echoed through the room.

I half-turned toward Marissa. She’d stopped a good distance away, nervously rubbing her arm with a hand. The rasping sound of dry skin, like sandpaper smoothing roughened wood, irritated my ears. “Byron, send you to beg for your daughter’s life, Marissa?”

She shook her head—no.

I raised an eyebrow. So this was all on Marissa. Ballsy.

“Nelle. She’s innocent of this. She doesn’t know… She doesn’t know what we did. Why Byron…” She untangled her hands, lifting them in defeat, at a loss what to say. “Why he did what he did.”

“Either way, he did it all for her.”

“Please, Graysen.” And I flinched at hearing my name leave her mouth. “Don’t make her pay for our mistake.”

“Mistake?” I ground the word out between clenched teeth. Mistake—like it was some sort of mishap, spilling one’s drink or accidentally smashing a glass. Easily cleaned up and easily replaced. “Your mistake—”

I couldn’t even continue. Anger and heartache throttled the breath in my lungs and I gripped the bottleneck of the whiskey so hard the sound of glass compressing and threatening to shatter crackled through the room.

She thought us claiming Nelle was revenge. She was right—partly.

“I’m sorry for the part I played.”

I couldn’t look at her. My voice was raw and filled with malice. “Tell that to my mother. To my sister.”

In the corner of my eye, I caught her flinching. I swore I could hear her frail, brittle bones splintering. She’d fallen apart all those years ago under the weight of guilt she carried.

Lifting the bottle, I took a long, long pull of whiskey. The alcohol burned my throat. Wiping away the wet beads from my lips with the back of my hand, I continued. “You can’t save Nelle from me.” From the things I desired from her once the Alverac tied her to me for the rest of her miserable life, however short or long it might be. From what my family ultimately intended to do with her.

Finally, I twisted around to confront Marissa, seeing the deep anguish that ravaged her thin, sharp face. She once had been stunning. I remembered when I’d been a child, her shiny tawny hair, the radiant smiles, and the joyous laughter she brought with her whenever she visited my mother at our home.

“Save your other daughter. Don’t let Evelene marry Corné.” There was no divorce in our world. Sure, both of them could have affairs, that was common, but Evvie wouldn’t be free of Corné until death claimed her.

She might even start begging for eternal sleep after a few years.

Marissa blinked, the change in conversation from Nelle to Evelene startling her for a moment. “Byron—”

“Byron is an egotistical prick.” He’d do anything to keep himself as Head of Great House Wychthorn, including betraying my family all those years ago. With one whisper in the right ear—Sirro—our family had been ripped apart, all to save his own.

“Stop the wedding,” I advised Marissa. Grabbing hold of the whiskey, I stalked out of the Great Room. But a moment before I pushed through the doors, she said something that made me come to a stumbling halt.

“Byron. I’m afraid of what he might do to end the Alverac.”

“He’s already tried killing me.” Loads of times. I was fairly certain I was safe this weekend. He wouldn’t be foolish enough to try ending me here on his very property and incriminate himself. And I was a Crowther. We didn’t die easily, especially one that hardly slept and was always on guard.

“I know. And he’s failed. But…he can’t allow you to claim Nelle next month.”

The blood in my veins turn icy and my heart faltered. Why did I have a horrible feeling I knew where this was going? Spinning around, I faced her. She stood beside a chaise. The moonlight falling upon her made her seem as if she was a spectral phantom. Especially the way filmy shadows deepened the gaunt lines of her face. “What are you saying, Marissa?”

Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “I’m saying I’m worried about what he might do to her. He can’t let you claim her. And…if he can’t kill you…”

Her?

He’d kill his own daughter?

We stared at each other. Horror etched my features, while sadness and grief engraved hers. She truly believed it. She really believed her husband, Nelle’s father, was capable of doing that.

But of course, he could. He held the mantle of the Great House. When we’d claimed Nelle with the Alverac, Byron and Marissa knew we’d discovered their betrayal. Byron suspected once we possessed Nelle, the moment she turned twenty, we’d hand her over to the Horned Gods because she was other, and Byron and his entire House would be punished with utter finality—death.

Marissa inclined her head and walked away, leaving me alone in the shifting shadows of the room.

I felt as if the ground had tilted beneath me, spinning on its axis, altering everything my family had planned. What was I going to do now? I couldn’t leave Nelle here.
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I had just made it back to my room that still smelled sweetly of Nelle when I heard a scream.

Who’s hurting her?

I’ll fucking shred them!

Her terrified scream tore through me, rattled through my head, and fear squeezed my chest.

Byron. Not Byron…

I tossed the bottle of whiskey aside and barreled through the adjoining door linking our two rooms. My heart pounded fiercely and adrenalin burned my blood.

What is it, what is it, what is it, what is it?

The door to Nelle’s bedroom blew open as I crashed through. It slammed against the wall so hard that the handle smashed a hole in the plaster. I threw my senses outward—Who is here, what are they doing to her?

I skidded to a halt in the bedroom lit up with gentle illumination from her night light and the fairy lights twisted around her bedhead.

Scanning the room, fast, intently, I discovered no one was there.

Moonlight poured through the windows and bathed Nelle in silvery rays.

She was thrashing, caught in a nightmare, her bedsheets tangled about her limbs and her nightgown stuck to her sweat-slick skin.

Calm her, calm her, calm her—

I hesitated.

Do it.

Don’t! Don’t comfort her!

DO IT!

But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I fisted my hands and forced them to my sides. All I wanted to do was crawl onto the bed, wake her from her nightmare, and comfort her.

I can’t, I can’t, I can’t—

I had to keep her away. I had to keep the wall of ice. I couldn’t let myself care for her.

Nelle screamed once more. I plastered my hands over my ears—the blood-curdling scream deafening. Her anguish too much.

I felt it then, a tremor in my bones. But it was beneath my feet. An almost imperceptible jostling of the floor, the walls too—

She was losing it.

Whatever she was, whatever power she had, was seeping out from her dream world.

Nelle’s terror vibrated outward, getting stronger. And I knew in a mere moment that slight tremble would become a violent quake. I’d felt it before in the catacombs beneath Ascendria. I knew what kind of power she could expend.

Someone darted past me, flinging a surprised look over her shoulder as she threw herself onto Nelle’s bed. She scrambled across the mattress and grabbed Nelle’s arms to pin down her flailing limbs.

“Nelle, Nelle, NELLE!” Evvie shook her sister hard. “WAKE UP! WAKE UP!”

Nelle awoke with a start, gasping for breath, tears rolling down her cheeks.

The quaking in the room, the bed, the walls—died instantly.

“Evvie…” Nelle only had eyes for her sister. “Evvie…” she repeated distantly, as if she were finding it difficult to untangle herself from that dark dream world. Her tremulous voice sounded scratchy from screaming. “I couldn’t see… I couldn’t see…”

“Shhh…it’s okay, it’s okay…it’s just a dream…just a dream…”

I couldn’t move. I was a voyeur watching from the outside as Evvie settled beside Nelle, cradling her in her arms and stroking a hand up and down her little sister’s trembling back until her stifled sobs eased and her ragged breathing relaxed, soothing her until she fell asleep.

I realized in the glow of the night light, the fairy lights twined around the four-poster bed, Evvie was staring at me. Her voice was soft but threaded with steel. “She dreams of the dark. She can’t be in the dark. Ever. Do you understand, Crowther?” She gave me the fiercest look I’d ever seen her give. It rivaled Nelle’s death-glares. “You lock her up without any kind of light and you’ll break her.” I was pinned under that glare; it promised violence. “You do that to her, and I’ll come after you, and I’ll keep coming after you until I’ve broken you too and buried you so deep you can’t claw your way out. You got that, Crowther?”

Fuck, the Wychthorn sisters burned with such fire.

I inclined my head in acknowledgment, spun on my heel, and left. I had no doubt Evvie would do as she threatened.

And yet…yet, I’d still do what I had to do.

I’d break Evvie’s little sister.

Deep down, I suspected how it could be done.

And now I knew for certain.

Fuck. I really wish I didn’t know that.
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The sky was a churning mess of dark, angry clouds. That’s exactly how I felt too.

Dark.

Angry.

Hurt.

I stood on top of the railing framing my private patio, my toes curled around the edge of the cold stone. Closing my eyes, I raised my arms, palms upward, losing myself in the chilly gusts that skimmed my skin and prickled it with goosebumps. The flared skirt of my swing dress buffeted in the snapping wind that teased my loose hair, making it twirl and slide across my face.

I’d slept in much later than I usually did, but wasn’t that expected after everything that had happened the day before? Exhaustion had slammed into me hard, dragging me into sleep. I’d fallen into the dream world and been hauled unwillingly into the eerie darkness that still haunted my dreams, even though I’d escaped the tithe prison years ago.

The creature inside me filled every space within my body, threatening to burst my skin like an overly ripe fruit. It yowled for release with each thud of my heart. But for once, I didn’t care, because I was sinking beneath an ocean of despair. I hurt. Every part of me hurt. It wasn’t only the heaviness in my limbs. It was everything inside my chest—an empty aching sensation.

Elbows, now, little bird—

Every touch, every whisper, every smile and laugh we’d shared now stung with bitter humiliation. The way he’d made my body sing—he’d heard every gasp and moan, and witnessed the bliss washing over my face as I climaxed.

I hate you. You’re a Wychthorn. A spoiled princess. Someone I’ve had to endure.

He’d enjoyed my downfall—

I own you. Like a toy. A pretty little toy.

Three short sentences that summed me up.

I was nothing but entertainment and amusement. Like Evvie was a Wychthorn trophy to Corné, I was simply a plaything to be used and discarded by Graysen.

I had nothing left but the pain in my chest—

Don’t think about it—

Don’t think about what it actually means.

Because it wouldn’t hurt this much if I’d just been played. This kind of pain meant something else entirely. Graysen Crowther had wormed his way into some deep part of me.

I drew in a fortifying breath and opened my eyes, keeping them focused dead ahead. A storm had swept in during the early hours of the morning. Heavy rain had turned the lawn into a sodden mess and the winds had brought down half the marquee. The mortal contractors were returning to reset the gigantic tent and strengthen the ties against the wild gusts. Their trucks carved deep ruts into the wet grass. My family and the Pellans were gathered in small pockets, anxiously discussing what needed to be done before the Houses arrived for this evening’s celebration.

Beyond, the woodland beckoned. The creature hissed at me, demanding to be released.

But a figure whose dress matched the shimmering gold in her tawny hair captivated me. Evvie. Though her voice was torn away by the wind, I heard my sister crying out for me.

I needed to run through the woods. I needed to burn the creature out. But my sister needed me more.

I jumped from my perch and ran toward my sister, knowing the choice I’d made was the wrong one.

But.

I.

Did.

Not.

Care.

Ensnared within her misery and panic, Evvie didn’t see that my smile didn’t reach my eyes. I struggled to catch her words, to hear what she was saying, but my mind scattered like the wind. I caught things like the wedding planner’s ill; the string quartet backed out; a missing truckload of flowers, and something about one of the mobile kitchens.

I should have told her I needed to purge myself first to find release from the powerful might thrumming beneath my skin.

I should have.

Except I didn’t.

And so I ran like the wind, blustering along the lawn, running from errand to errand. Keeping away from the mortals, I used the storm as camouflage and released the creature’s dark power in bursts of wind, letting it whip free and tear through the woodland, or soar into the roiling sky. It kept the edge off, but I was still teetering on the precipice of it consuming me.

As the day wore on, I didn’t see either Danne or Graysen. I helped Evvie track down the lost florist and his truckload of flowers, source a replacement for the mobile kitchen, and find another string quartet to perform for the evening’s festivities. I reset the chairs with ribbons and taffeta, filled crystal vases with flowers, and finished the table arrangements. If anyone saw a table suddenly shift or a chair flip over, or several vases shatter, they were too busy themselves to pay it any mind.

The disaster of the day slowly righted itself, and I was thankful for the distraction. My mind kept busy enough that I didn’t have time to think about Graysen Crowther. I didn’t want to remember how alive he’d made me feel—his mouth on mine; us sharing breath as his calloused hands mapped every inch of my body. How he’d teased that orgasm from me, smiled, and laughed with me.

Lies. All lies. And I’d fallen for him so easily. I’d given him a part of me that should have belonged to someone I loved. Or, at the very least, someone who actually liked me. Not hated me as much as Graysen Crowther did.
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A rumble of thunder chased violent light, skipping across seething clouds.

I stood outside the marquee’s entrance, Evvie by my side, both of us looking skyward. The storm had intensified, bringing gloom to the late afternoon. Winds buffered the tent but, now strengthened and reinforced with further lines, it would hold.

“I hope it doesn’t rain,” Evvie murmured.

“I’m sure it won’t,” I replied, jittering on the spot to hide the fact my entire body was trembling. We both swung our heads each other’s way and I saw how worry dulled Evvie’s luminous eyes. I hitched a shoulder. It probably was going to rain, but what could we do? “It’ll be fine,” I promised her. But I was really saying it to myself. While her mind was on the engagement party, mine focused on holding back the creature and trying to appear normal.

I’d never experienced this kind of power building up inside me before. It filled every single inch, every cell, every breath. I felt like it was going to claw its way from my body.

I have to get it out, get it out, get it out—

Outside the entrance of the marquee was a potted garden of roses and graceful miniature palms with tiny lights and crystal ornaments twining around their stems and trunks. If Evvie looked closely enough, she’d realize the palm fronds were swaying in the opposite direction to the wind and the rose branches shivered in time with my heartbeat.

Evvie made a thoughtful humming noise as she tilted her gaze back toward the gloomy sky, the ends of her ponytail flicking around her shoulders with the wild breeze.

“It’s not too late to call off the engagement,” I whispered, gripping my adamere beads tightly. Evvie wasn’t bound to Corné with blood scratched on parchment like I was to Crowther. Surely she could just end it.

Gods, I have to get through this evening, with him by my side, pretending last night never happened.

But after this weekend, I wouldn’t need to see Graysen again until I turned twenty. Only then could he claim me. But there was time between now and then. I’d figure something out and find some way to win my freedom from that insidious marriage contract binding me to him.

Evvie’s expression was crestfallen. “You know I can’t do that,” she whispered, glancing toward the early arrivals heading to the marquee. Gulfstreams and Bombardiers had flown members of Houses from distant cities to the airstrip on our estate. Others were arriving by car.

“Can’t or won’t?” I asked, while running the backs of my fingers across my forehead, wiping away the sheen of clammy sweat.

Evvie’s gaze slowly returned, resignation lined her exquisite features, and my stomach sank.

“Can’t,” I answered for her, my voice flat.

She sighed deeply, took my hand, and squeezed it. “I don’t know how I would have survived this mess without you today. Thank you.” I squeezed her hand back, then quickly unwound my fingers free from hers, hoping she didn’t feel me trembling and realize what it meant.

I scrunched my nose at her. It was a nice feeling to have been a help, but this was my older sister—she would have been fine without me.

Evvie drew in a deep breath and snapped her spine straight, her expression smoothing into that composed Wychthorn princess she’d perfected. “We’d better freshen up and get dressed. It’s already late,” she said brightly.

“I’ll see you in your quarters,” I replied. If she saw my smile was too tight, too forced, she either didn’t notice or chose not to ask.

Evvie headed back to the mansion while I remained where I stood, panicking while I considered what to do.

Wet grass squelched as I shifted from foot to foot, rolling my shoulders and neck, trying to ease the incessant thrumming beneath my flesh. Fat beads of sweat prickled at my hairline and I took to my itchy skin, furiously scratching my arm with my fingernails.

The power lurking inside of me was restless and angry, and I felt as if I was about to explode.

The creature coiled around my bones and roared—LET ME OUT!

I needed to unleash. But where?

The woods were too far away. I’d never make it in time. But perhaps my quarters? Maybe there I could expel a bit of power.

I was about to run toward my rooms when Carola Pellan’s tinny voice stopped me.

“Nelle,” Carola greeted me, and I turned to face her, cursing her silently.

“Carola,” I replied with a pinched smile.

Her friend, colleague—whoever the hells she was to the Pellans—stood by Carola’s side. Both of them wore fine gowns with their makeup artfully applied. But with my truesight I could see past the magic Carola had weaved across her features. Her dull, sleepy eyes sparked in barely concealed mirth. “Nelle, my, you look…” She obviously didn’t quite know how to express what she saw standing before her.

I knew what she’d see: a wild tangled mess of hair, a waxen sheen to my face, and—

Godsdammit!

My left eye kept twitching.

Unhinged, probably, would be the best way to describe how I looked and felt.

Don’t look, don’t look at her, don’t look—

I kept my gaze riveted on Carola, ignoring the woman Graysen had taunted me with.

I think I’ll seek release elsewhere. I’ll ask if that pretty little friend of the Pellans wants a fuck.

Carola zeroed in on that godsdamn twitching of my eye. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Never better,” I airily replied. But I was balancing on the tips of my toes on that deranged crest. One slip up and I’d fall, fall, fall, and show myself as other. The creature practically breathed fire down my neck. Liar, liar, liar!—it snarled at me.

And then a scent swept my way and chilled my blood.

I couldn’t stop my hardened gaze from slicing to her deep brown eyes.

The pretty friend of the Pellans with her sultry features looked loose-limbed, flushed, and her dark mane a touch mussed up as if someone had run their fingers through the locks. There was guilt in her eyes as they met mine. She swallowed thickly, and her gaze slid away as she nervously ran her palm over her hair, trying to smooth the flyaways down.

She glanced away—

Because she can’t hold my gaze—

Her scent… Sandalwood and musky sex—

And whether she couldn’t stop the small smile curling her lips, or wanted to taunt me with it when her gaze landed on someone over my shoulder, didn’t matter one bit.

I twisted around, my toes sliding through the sludge, as I followed her line of sight. It wasn’t Corné, strolling toward us, accompanied by two younger brothers, but the group behind him that snagged my attention.

My heart…my godsdamn heart slammed into my throat, squeezing the breath from me.

That’s when I saw him for the first time after last night’s humiliation—

Graysen Crowther.

His brothers flanked him, the four of them heading toward me. As he walked, Graysen tucked in his shirt, quickly fixing his belt before his hands moved to the dark gray tuxedo jacket, buttoning it up.

I didn’t hear or care what Carola murmured to her friend, or that they left me alone and entered the marquee. My attention was solely on Graysen.

He really had fucked that woman!

My gaze raked over the arrogant Crowther brothers and saw their smugness when three sets of violet eyes found mine. That fucking bet they had with him had to be at the forefront of their minds as they cast smirks at Graysen. They were like crows gathering to feast over a kill, to peck and pick apart the dead flesh, and I was the carrion.

A feeling… A real feeling other than that horrible aching hollowness I’d awoken to this morning scorched through me.

My whole body vibrated in anger. The sweat prickling my skin quickly cooled in the snapping wind. I flexed the fingers of my right hand and curled them into a fist. Rage, such pure unadulterated rage, burned my blood into a blistering heat.

And I welcomed it.

I’d forgotten in my misery, wallowing in self-pity, what I was.

I was fire and brimstone.

And I needed to be fire. Fire devoured. It ate and chewed and spat everything to ash.

And that’s what Graysen Crowther needed to be to me—nothing but motes of cinder dashed by the wind.

I surged forward, sprinting across the sodden lawn. Mud flicked up and stained the backs of my legs and ruined my dress. I didn’t care what I looked like to our guests. If I should look like a street urchin, the younger Crowther brothers had cruelly mocked me as five years ago—

I.

Did.

Not.

Care!

Graysen’s attention snapped my way as I dashed toward the eastern wing of the mansion. Nothing. Absolutely nothing was reflected in those blank eyes as he stared. Then life and laughter sparked within his gaze, as one of his brothers said something that amused him. Me. Probably me.

He’d made good on his promise, fucking the Pellan’s pretty friend.

He’s made a bet of me.

They’re all talking about it.

Laughing at how easily he got me into bed.

The creature rumbled in my chest, chuckling darkly.

I wanted to incinerate him. Blast him to Nine Hells. Instead—

I threw out a line of dark power. It blustered across the lawn, exactly where I wanted it, and wound itself around Graysen’s legs.

And I tugged on the snare—

He tripped and fell flat on his face in a puddle of mud. His brothers crowed in laughter.

Graysen pushed back onto his knees, flicking away the mud from his face with a hand. His furious gaze cut to mine and his nostrils flared and muddied jaw ticked.

I didn’t even have it in me to laugh out loud. But it did soothe my wounded soul to see him covered in sludge. Graysen Crowther could burn in hells! He was dead to me! Dead!

I reached my quarters, yanked open the outside door, and burst into my rooms.

Sage? Where’s Sage?

He wasn’t on my bed where I’d left him that morning. However, the bandages I’d wrapped around his chest were now half draped over the end of the bed. Maybe he’d scratched or tugged them off before heading off to eat? I didn’t know. I had no time to think.

I needed to purge myself, but I also had to keep it contained, so no one outside knew what I was doing, and I didn’t destroy the entire mansion in the process.

Shield this room—I ordered the creature before quickly instructing it of the things I wanted to be kept in one piece. The things that meant something to me, like my box of letters from my secret pen pal, my computer, and all my trinkets and journals and books. But everything else…everything else could go.

The creature roared—Let me out… Let me out… LET ME OUT!

I loosened my hold on the thing inside me—

And screamed.
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I’d felt the winding of wicked power ensnaring my legs far too late to save myself from tripping face-first into a mud pool— thank you very much, Wychthorn.

My brothers waited inside my quarters while I showered off the sludge. Changing into a fresh tuxedo, I roughly dried my hair with a towel while entering the guest bedroom and its living space. Jett moped around with his hands shoved into his pants pockets, finding displeasure in everything, even the Klimt painting. My youngest brother, as usual, was typically dressed in an over-the-top style. The silver tuxedo’s fabric shimmered with his moody movements.

Folding the damp towel up neatly, I hung it over a chair near where Caidan stood with his back to us. He stared through the window at the gardens lit up with wildfyre torches and watched House Zielenski, who oversaw our brothels, entering the arched entrance to the marquee. Caidan had been on edge since he’d arrived at the Wychthorn estate. His normally easy-going smiles were few and far between. Something was on his mind, but I didn’t have the headspace to give it room.

I tugged my shirt sleeves down over my wrists and twisted the gold cufflinks into place, before shrugging on the navy jacket of the second tux I’d brought with me—thank gods. Giving it some thought—how the day was obviously heading between Wychthorn and myself—I strode over to the bedside table and grabbed my phone, sending a quick text to Ferne. My sister wouldn’t have left our family estate, so she’d be able to bring me some spare tuxes, just in case.

Slipping my phone into my pocket, I strolled to a mirror hanging on the wall while running my fingers through my damp hair, tousling the wavy locks. Kenton handed me a new tie. My brothers and I didn’t do bow ties. Looking like penguins? No, thank you. Wrestling with the damn tie, I struggled to knot the thing while cursing beneath my breath. None of us were any good at this. Ferne always fixed them for us.

Kenton, who had the build of a rugby player, wore a classic three-piece tuxedo. He was born an old soul. Ice-cold, quiet, and wholly fixated on vengeance. Jett and he were deceptively alike, though Jett hid it by being loud and obnoxious.

Kenton poured a drink for me. His sharp eyes met mine in the mirror as his deep bass voice rumbled, “One month, Gray, before the Alverac puts her in our hands.”

I returned a dark look. As if I need reminding.

About to take the whiskey Kenton offered, I stilled when I caught Jett’s reflection. My youngest brother lurked at the adjoining door between Wychthorn’s room and my own, fiddling with the brass-plated handle. He scowled. “It’s locked.”

After what I’d done to Wychthorn last night, she had every reason to lock me out. There was probably an armoire shoved up against it as well. But I didn’t say that either.

There was something slender in Jett’s hand and I realized too late what it was—a Shadow Key. We Crowthers were thieves after all, and a locked door was nothing to us. Within a second, Jett had picked the lock and pushed open the door.

Fury razored through my blood, and I spun around.

“Oops,” Jett said, grinning at me.

“Get your fucking nose out of there!” I stormed toward him. It infuriated me that Jett would dare think he could slink through Nelle’s quarters. But did he listen? Fuck no. He tossed me one of his jerkass smirks and strode right on in.

My brows inched closer with confusion when I heard a strange sound of crunching coming from beneath his shoes. He loosed a long, low whistle before muttering, “Holy hellsgate.”

Pushing forward fast, I was inside Nelle’s quarters in an instant, drawing flush with him.

Jett and I shared a disbelieving look.

What the hells happened?

Was this because of me?

A horrible sick feeling twisted my gut.

It looked like a hurricane had swept into her rooms and destroyed almost every single thing. There were a few items that remained untouched, like her books, computer, and media system. But everything else was wrecked beyond repair. The four-poster bed was a heap of shattered wood, its linens shredded into tattered strips. Stuffing from the mattress and pillows, reduced to fluff, littered the floor with the rest of the debris. The armoire, dressers and tables, couches and armchairs, and clothing were obliterated. Porcelain and ceramic and glass and mirrors—dust. And all those pictures tacked to her walls were torn into tiny pieces and blanketed the mess like a layer of ash.

“What did this?” Caidan asked, frowning.

Me.

Because I could taste the residual anger tainting the room and the faintest tang of heartache.

But I replied, “Who? That’s what you should be asking.”

Shit, shit, shit—

Wychthorn’s anger was fresh. She’d clearly exploded with fury after fucking with me outside the marquee. And here, Wychthorn unleashing in her rooms, with all the Houses outside—reckless and stupid. She was losing her control over what she was or her anger with me had overridden good sense.

“This…is coming to live with us next month?” Jett murmured, dread coating his tone, as he slowly turned around, taking in the destroyed room.

Caidan’s gaze traveled across the great rents gouged into the walls and ceiling. He arched an eyebrow at me. “The girl is seriously pissed off.”

I tipped my head from side to side, examining the deep, jagged gashes. They almost resembled slashes, as if something with claws had taken to the plaster and wood.

“What is she?” Kenton demanded quietly as he came to stand alongside me.

I bristled. It was the same fucking question he asked every single time I’d returned from my day spent in Nelle’s company.

Without answering, I stalked from her room, my shoes crunching through glass and splintered wood, returning to my quarters. I headed straight for the tumbler of whiskey Kenton had placed on the table beside the outside window. Snatching it up, I downed it all in one go and poured another.

Godsdammit—I’m an asshole!

Last night I’d pushed Nelle away in the one way I knew would hit her hard. But I guess I’d taken it too far, hit her too deeply, and my timing, as usual, sucked ass. The Horned Gods Blessing would take place in a few hours and all the Houses had gathered outside. But this…I hadn’t anticipated this. Wychthorn’s anger. Sure, I expected that—the girl could burn the world down because of a slight—but I’d expected coldness. For her to mess with me slyly. Not to use her power to screw with me or decimate her bedroom.

Shit, she was being utterly irresponsible.

Or else…it was beyond her control, her volatile emotions intertwined with whatever she was.

And that, in there, in her bedroom, was all on me. Because I didn’t want to talk about my scarred back with her. Didn’t want to confess what had happened that night, long ago, that pitted our two Houses against one another. Because that night, I’d unwittingly chosen her over my own family.

Fuuuck!

I kicked the leg of the table hard enough to crack the wood and sent it slamming against the wall. The bottle of Macallan jostled, sliding over the tabletop, and I swept it up before it fell and spilled everywhere. I took a swig right from the bottle—getting drunk was certainly appealing.

I heard my brothers re-entering my room, the soft snick of the adjoining door shutting behind them.

“Gray,” Kenton prodded, thinly veiled anger tainting his deep voice.

I turned to face them, feeling sick and disgusted with myself. The three of them stared back at me with their various shades of violet eyes, waiting for me to speak.

Well, fuck them. I clamped my mouth tight.

“The Houses are right outside that door,” Jett snapped. His features twisted into a contemptuous glare at Wychthorn’s stupidity. “Anyone could have felt this, seen this.”

“Did you?” I bit back. Because I sure hadn’t. She’d contained it somehow. Fuck knows how, but she had. My nostrils flared as my fingers fisted the bottle’s neck. I was one breath away from smashing that snide look from Jett’s face.

“If she’s discovered before we claim her, all our plans are fucked!” Jett shot back.

“I KNOW! I FUCKING KNOW!” And I hurled the bottle at the wall. Shattered glass and whiskey exploded all over the Klimt painting. Amber liquid ran down in a river to soak into the carpet.

But I wasn’t pissed at my brother. I was fucked off with myself. Hissing through gritted teeth, I paced back and forth, willing myself to calm the fuck down. It was quiet between us for a drawn-out moment. While Kenton and Jett assumed my outburst was over my inability to control Wychthorn, Caidan searched my face, his features becoming thoughtful as he slowly came to another conclusion.

I dropped my gaze from his and hardened my resolve.

She means nothing to me.

Nothing.

“Is that normal?” Jett asked, slanting his chin toward her rooms beyond the adjoining door.

“Yeah, dickhead, the girl likes to redecorate her bedroom once a week.” I barked sarcastically, scowling at him.

Jett pressed a spread hand to his chest and mocked me with a hurt look, “Dude—harsh.” Then, rolling his eyes at me, he silently padded over to my bed and sat down. He dug a dagger from where he’d strapped it to his combat boots—no polished Oxfords for him—and started tossing the blade up into the air, catching it on the downward glide, only to toss it back up again.

“So what the hells was that in there about?” Kenton asked, shifting his weight to his other hip, his dark eyes narrowed.

Behind Kenton, Caidan slowly shook his head at me with a disappointed look that antagonized the shit out of me. Neither Kenton nor Jett saw him, but I heard the silent accusation—You did that to her, you fucker.

I shrugged a shoulder as if I didn’t know. But I did. Caidan was right. That mess in there was all because of me.

“What do you know?” Kenton said. It wasn’t a question, it was a demand.

I rubbed my face and dragged my hand through my damp hair, tugging hard enough that a burning pain swept across my scalp. My gaze fell on Caidan. Out of the four of us, he was graced with more lightness. He knew what the Wychthorns had done to our family, but our aunt had never quite twisted him to the way the rest of us viewed Nelle. He said nothing as his eyes bounced between mine, but I could see he read me easily—the indecision I grappled with.

This was it. This was the moment I had to choose between my family and Nelle.

My gaze slid to the beige carpet, and I rubbed the back of my neck, not understanding why there was such heaviness inside my gut.

Gods, why is this so hard to do?

I needed to choose. I had to choose.

So I closed my eyes briefly and remembered my little sister’s terror, her agonizing screams, and my mother on her knees begging for my life…and me…there was only me between the two people I loved the most and them. I’d been thirteen at the time, but like all my brothers, I’d been raised in the art of violence and could wield a sword before the age of five. But I was nothing, absolutely nothing, facing off against a Horned God. I was a mere insect, annoying, but easily swatted aside.

I began to talk. And as I talked, my brothers’ eyes grew wider and wider.

I went through what I’d learned. Each word betrayed and condemned Nelle, and as I told them everything I knew about her, I felt as if I was flaying my soul.

I explained about the Uzrek, what had happened down in that dank catacomb. Why she’d gone there in the first place seeking answers for herself. But I left out what the Uzrek had said about me, about us.

You do not know what you are either, Son of the Wyrm.

Do not know what you mean toge—

I just knew it was going to say—together. But what else was it going to reveal? What was it between us?

Caidan blew out a breath of disbelief, but then a small smile tugged his mouth up. “She sought out the Uzrek?”

“She didn’t just seek the Uzrek out, she put him in his godsdamned place,” I replied.

Jett’s face scrunched with an odd mix of disgust and awe. “She can swift?”

Everything we knew said nothing living can swift and yet I’d swifted with her.

I had no idea how I could survive that endless abyss of shadows. Maybe simply her holding me. A shudder rippled down my spine at the memory of that creepy sensation, like ghostly hands pawing all over my body, icy tendrils of power trying to trap me in the void forever. And the eerie feeling we weren’t alone in that place, either.

“I’ve seen her with fire, the ground quaking, aether charging the air, manipulating wind,” I told my brothers.

“All of them?” Caidan asked, his eyebrows rising nearly to his hairline.

I nodded.

“Holy hellsgate,” he hissed, running a hand down the front of his white dress shirt before he turned away to snatch up his drink and gulp it down.

I shared the last of my tale, of what had happened down in the catacombs and what remained of those things after they tried to kill me and capture her. “She incinerated every single one of them to ash.”

Jett flopped straight-backed upon my bed. He shoved away the wayward hair from his forehead with the fist wrapped around the hilt of his dagger. “Holy shit, we are so fucked.”

Kenton sank into a chair, propping an elbow on the armrest while rubbing his chin with his free hand. For a while, silence filled the room as my brothers contemplated what I’d revealed—what that meant. None of us knew of any recordings of mortals or anyone from the Houses serving the Horned Gods who controlled more than two elements. Mostly, others fell into singular brackets. There were all kinds of others. Some could manipulate emotions, the kind we used to alter the mood in our gambling halls to entice the patrons to chase the thrill of a winning streak. I didn’t know the depth of the well of dark power Wychthorn could draw from.

Or what else she was capable of.

“What is she?” There was a glint of accusation in Kenton’s hard gaze. A reprimand for not discovering it by now.

“She doesn’t know.” I didn’t taste her lies when she’d spoken to me about it. And without witnessing firsthand what she was capable of, I was still in the dark.

My little bird was a knowledge gatherer. I knew that about her, but my irritation at being stuck in her company blinded me to that fact. On a few of those days, she had kept me holed up in her family’s library. She had a personal table, reading lamps, and a high-backed leather chair. And stacked upon the table were piles of books she had dug out during the period between my visits. She’d perch on the edge of her seat, a furrow between her brows as she read. And whenever she had difficulty deciphering the old language, the tip of her tongue would touch her upper lip, and the pen loosely held in between her fingers, tap, tap, tapping on the folded leaves, slowed down.

While I sat there or stalked the quiet room, seething, she’d been researching our world, doing it right in my face and I’d been such a dumbass that it hadn’t clicked.

Godsdamn, I was an idiot.

A spoiled princess—I liked to throw that in her face every opportunity I could.

She was simply a girl who didn’t know what she was, and perhaps didn’t even understand it herself. But did that stop her or get her down? Fuck, no. No wailing or self-pity from Nelle. She quietly got to work in the only way she could, sifting through the ancient tombs of the library, rifling through the Wychthorn history to find out anything about herself; by trying to discover the location of some monstrous beast that might help her unpick the threads binding her secret.

Those pictures on her wall, now shredded into tiny scraps, were the lairs of monsters and otherworldly creatures she’d discovered, pinpointing their territory. The Uzrek was the closest creature she could ask about her dark power.

And how long had she been up to this monster hunting? Years, judging by the layer of pictures lining the walls in her quarters.

I’d misjudged her. We all had. Thinking her a spoiled princess—cloistered on the estate, pampered and coddled and clueless.

All the while, Wychthorn had been researching and planning and biding her time, waiting for an opportunity to find herself free and alone in the city of Ascendria.

And I’d provided that moment for her.

The cleverness of it all, her fearlessness, and the fact she’d duped me so easily when we’d ridden the subway… Her sharp mind was a godsdamned aphrodisiac and my body tightened with lust.

“Any ideas?” Kenton asked.

I blinked, adjusting my position slightly. My hair ruffled as I slowly shook my head. “I haven’t figured it out yet.” Whatever Nelle was, her power was close to a Horned God’s might. And by the apprehensive look etched on Kenton’s face, he’d realized it too. “I don’t know if we’ll be able to contain her on the estate.”

The Alverac would contain her. But none of us knew if the binding of the Alverac would contain whatever dark might prowled beneath her skin.

“She’s turning twenty in a few weeks’ time. And that…” Jett jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at the adjoining door. “What the hells do we have to trap that?”

“That has a name,” I snapped back.

Her name is Nelle Wychthorn!

But how often had I let myself utter her first name? Hardly ever.

I saw Jett’s confusion at my angry reply turn into a stormy black look. Kenton eyed me shrewdly, contemplating my reaction. Both of them harbored deep resentment for Wychthorn. Can I blame them?

“Besides, you forget who we are,” I grumbled, kneading my forehead with my fingertips. I had to sever those tangled feelings I had for Nelle. I had to, or else I’d never be able to do the things my family needed from me. Shoving those confusing feelings down deep, I filled my blood with ice.

She means nothing to me.

Nothing.

Straightening my spine, I quirked up one eyebrow. “We are Crowthers. The oldest family amongst the Houses. We’ve weapons given to us by the Horned Gods, forged by Zrenyth himself.” Somewhere in our armory, we’d find something to bind Wychthorn’s powers.

“Besides, we have another problem,” I added as I strode over to my saddlebags and pulled out a roll of velvet. No one, besides my brothers, knew Wychthorn and I had encountered the mysterious faction that was hounding the Horned Gods. How the hells I was going to inform Novak, without giving us away, was beyond me.

I unfurled the fabric, revealing the crossbow bolt I’d pushed from Sage’s chest. “Those things, that army of the dead in the catacombs, they’ve got to be looking for others. That’s why they’re attacking our shipments, searching through our stolen souls. I don’t know if Wychthorn and I were at the wrong place at the wrong time. But I’m certain they were after her.” I handed the bolt wrapped in velvet to Kenton. “This brought down a wraith-wolf.” The bolt was the only thing left after Wychthorn had obliterated all of those things that were hunting her.

Jett got up from my bed, stalked over, and leaned in to stroke a fingertip along the length of the bolt. He snatched his hand back, flicking his wrist, cursing at the blisters rendered into his skin. He frowned. “What the hells is that thing? I could feel myself unraveling.”

I could only offer a shrug. I didn’t know. But I’d felt the same sensation when I’d worked it out from Sage. A tugging at my senses, my strength, the very blood in my veins—trying to steal the power we’d all been blessed with from my family line and our mother.

Kenton passed the wooden bolt to Caidan before his gaze sliced to mine. “And those things hunting you in the catacombs are equipped with these?”

“Yep.” I poured a whiskey into a fresh glass and took a deep swig, welcoming the burn sliding down my throat.

Caidan gave the bolt a good going over before handing it back to me. I wrapped it up in the velvet and placed it in my saddlebag, pausing a moment at the window. Our own extended family members were arriving on the estate. Aunts and uncles, cousins who worked alongside us as enforcers or soldiers, were strolling into the marquee. Ferne would be here soon too, with our father and aunt.

I jerked my chin toward the outside door, indicating it was time for us to join the celebration.
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My brothers and I gathered down at the back of the marquee. Our dark reputation and carefully schooled masks of indifference kept everyone else at a distance, apart from a few servants who offered canapes and flutes of champagne, which I waved away. I’d brought a couple of Byron’s aged Macallans with us. It gave me a childish sort of amusement to think how pissed Byron would be when he discovered the dent I’d made in his vintage whiskey collection.

Leaning my ass against a banquet table, with my hands braced on either side of me, I narrowed my gaze on Caidan. “What have you got on, Danne?” The motherfucker had kept a low profile today. I hadn’t spotted him anywhere on the estate and I’d been purposely looking for him. I might have been spoiling for a fight, so it was lucky for Danne that I hadn’t found him.

“Gambling again. Racked up quite the debt. Drowning in it,” Caidan advised.

“With who?”

“Not any of our own,” he replied, sliding a hand into a pocket of his dark gray jacket. “But I uncovered a name—Silas Boon.”

“Who the hells is Silas Boon?” The name meant nothing to me.

Caidan shrugged one shoulder. “Still figuring it out.”

“What do you think Danne wants with Wychthorn?” Jett asked.

I shook my head. I wasn’t sure.

Caidan’s cheek dimpled with a sly smile. “Have you considered he could actually like her?”

Mother—

Fucker!

Caidan was three years younger than me. Out of the four of us, he and I were the tightest. He’d also taken it upon himself to bring me back to myself after I’d survived that frigid well of darkness beneath the Keep when I’d fucking lost it after signing the Alverac.

Caidan was the one who knew me the best, but he liked to stir and stir until he got a reaction. And I didn’t disappoint. The thought of Danne douchebag Pellan daring to even share the same breathing space as Wychthorn—

“That fucker likes only himself,” I snarled.

And girls that scream—NO!

That thought must have been written all over my face because my three brothers suddenly grew still, sharing dark looks among themselves. Kenton tossed back the remains of his whiskey, slamming it down on the table so hard that glasses and even the candlesticks rattled. His deep voice rumbled, “He’s going to get what’s owed to him. Sometime soon.”

I’d scented Danne’s interest in Wychthorn when I’d found them in the marquee last night, dancing together—Danne playing her like it was some kind of cheesy romcom. Dickhead. As I’d marched for her, territorial possessiveness raging through me, I’d scented a faint trace of lust and something else—a tang that reminded me of stale spice that had sat in the cupboard for too long—retribution.

“He could want what? Maybe a way in with Byron? Find some way of paying off his debt?” Jett said, shifting his lean figure to snatch a couple of goat cheese canapes from the silver tray a servant offered.

Maybe me. Maybe getting back at me.

Last year, without my knowledge, Kenton had taken Ferne to speak with Danne while he was recuperating at home after I’d almost pounded him into an early grave. Ferne was strong-willed, and I guess even I wouldn’t have been able to stand in her way once she’d made up her mind. Ferne had gone in alone, but Kenton had lingered outside, listening into their conversation. She hadn’t begged on my behalf. Typically, like the Crowther she was, she’d threatened Danne and scared the ever-living shit out of him. She’d be the one to end him if he dared try to twist what had happened—what he’d been about to do to her—by bringing me to meet judgment before Byron or even Master Sirro for attacking him.

Then—

Something acrid stung my nostrils.

I sniffed the air in the marquee.

What the hells is that smell?

Smoke?

My attention snapped to my brothers as soon as I heard Caidan’s snort-laugh. Jett’s cheeks were red as he guffawed obnoxiously, his upper body bent in half with his hands splayed on his knees.

Even ice-cold Kenton cracked a smile and huffed a laugh.

“Dude, your tux is on fire,” Jett crowed loudly, just as blistering icy heat scorched the flesh of my arm.

Hells, my tux is on fire!

I tore off the jacket, throwing it on the ground and stamping out the flames beneath my leather shoes.

How the fuck?

I glanced around. Sure, I’d been leaning against the banquet table, but I was nowhere near a godsdamn candle.

I felt her then, that incessant prickling awareness thrumming across my skin. Swiveling around, I found Wychthorn standing outside the entrance to the marquee, her silver dress shivering in a wind I was pretty sure came from her. My gaze clashed with her fiery death-glare that screamed disappointment I hadn’t exploded in a fireball of melting flesh. Hells hath no fury like a woman scorned. Nelle Wychthorn had kicked in the gate to Nine Hells, shoved Hazus off the throne, and proclaimed herself Queen.

She stared back at me with eyes as stormy as the angry clouds gathering overhead. I was dead to her, and if she had her way, I would be literally dead, and she’d prefer my death to be long and agonizing.

My brothers took her in. She gave every one of them a slow, lingering hate glare.

“Holy shit,” Jett murmured beneath his breath, brushing a hand through his hair. “I think if an asteroid the size of Manhattan slammed into us right this moment, it still wouldn’t satisfy her.”

I fought the grin that threatened to expose itself. Yeah, I got the same feeling too. That fury she burned with…gods, it made her even more breathtaking.

She looked like moonlight, beautiful, ethereal in layers of silver that shifted and shimmered with the unnatural wind. I’d never seen her in anything so fitting before, or so grown up, either. The gown’s front split down her cleavage, right between the swelling of her breasts to her waist. And she was completely oblivious to the appreciation slithering about her from the males inside the tent who’d noticed her presence. The kind of appreciation that heated my blood, and not in a good way. My fingers curled into fists at the scent of lust filling the space.

My brothers and I were silent for a long, drawn-out moment, staring back at her. It was Caidan who spoke first, with a dimpled grin that split his face. “I like her.”

“Did she… Did she do that?” Jett asked, his eyes gone round as he toed the mess of smoking fabric at my feet with his shoe.

I picked up my burnt jacket, the stench of melted wool assaulting my nostrils. “Yep.” And I was lucky she didn’t incinerate me on the spot. “That was a matchstick compared to what she’s capable of.”

I furtively scanned the other occupants of the tent. But those drawn into small and larger groups, chatting, sipping champagne, or nibbling on canapes, didn’t appear to have noticed what had happened. A few nearby had, casting curious glances before dismissing it, and turning back to their conversation with each other.

Thankfully, House Văduva hadn’t arrived yet, as they hunted others. If they’d felt it, seen—

Shit, if Wychthorn exposes herself in her desire to fuck me over…

Where would that leave us?

We needed her.

I needed her—

BLOCK IT!—I ordered myself.

“Why?” Kenton cocked a perceptive eyebrow my way. “What did you do to piss her off?”

Gods, what I’d done shamed me.

I dropped my gaze to my smoldering jacket, but all I saw was her sweet face. The confusion that pinched her features, how her chin quivered as realization sunk in at all the vile ugly things spilling from my mouth last night. All intentional. All to hurt her.

And now that fire and brimstone and hate she burned with… I’d done that, and I fucking deserved it.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I drew in a deep breath and slowly released it.

I had to be ice. I couldn’t care.

Wychthorn is nothing to me.

She is a means to right a wrong.

She is the reason my mother was—

Gods, I couldn’t even stomach my own bullshit!

Flicking my eyes open, I rubbed at my chest where something hurt. Fuck, I ached inside. What the hells is that?

Kenton stepped up, close enough we were chest to chest. “The girl confronted the Uzrek and lived. She wiped out those things in the catacombs that even you couldn’t take down.” I met his ice-cold glare with my own. “She set you on fire. Destroyed her rooms. And I’m guessing your bumbling ass didn’t trip over into mud—she did that to you.”

All true, but I didn’t say anything. I gritted my teeth.

“We cannot afford for her to reveal herself. We can’t lose her, not when we’re this close—”

“I get it,” I snarled.

“Whatever you’ve done to her, fix it. And find out what we’re dealing with.”

“Er, Gray…” Caidan jutted his chin in Wychthorn’s direction.

And what I saw had red-hot rage searing my blood.

The milling crowd partly obscured them, but I caught glimpses of some guy, as massive as Kenton, swooping in to scoop up Wychthorn. And that smile, that glorious smile lighting up her face, both wounded me and inflamed my rage further.

Some.

Fucker.

Is.

Touching.

Her!

Had her grinning that cute crooked grin and laughing in delight as he spun them both around fast and tossed her up in the air like a child.

They briefly disappeared, and without realizing it, I was shifting to locate a better vantage, only to find his back to me. I had no idea who he was, but I knew. I just knew what the fucker was doing as he dipped her slightly sideways so I could see her warm expression, her pretty lips parting as his descended on hers.

Some other guy was kissing her!

Caidan slapped his hand on my taut shoulder, leaning in to whisper with a smug smirk. “Looks like you’ve got some serious competition there, brother.”

All I saw was red.
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Nelle


“Ew,” I grouched, but I was smiling and the laugh that erupted from my throat was genuine. It relieved the burning anger I held for Graysen, but once that fire subsided, all I was left with was a hollow kind of pain.

Aldan Reska, a mountain of a man in a black tuxedo and bow tie, chuckled as I rubbed the spot beside the corner of my mouth, where he’d placed a chaste kiss then blew a godsdamn raspberry on it like I was five years old.

Fine lines creased from his wide-set‌ thin eyes, the deep brown irises sparkling with mirth and white teeth flashing as he grinned broadly. He slung a massive arm around my shoulder and gently bopped me on the nose with a fist. “Nelle.”

“Aldan,” I grinned back, swatting him good-naturedly on the arm.

House Reska governed the illegal gambling halls. They used the magic of others, the kind whose power was entwined with emotions, to infuse the atmosphere in those places to heighten the thrill, urge a higher bet, to dig deeper into pockets slowly being emptied into the Horned Gods’ coffers.

We didn’t see each other as often as I’d have liked, but I adored Aldan’s company when we did. He was mostly quiet and restrained, but with Lise, with us, he allowed his softer side to show. And with me, his playfulness. I was the little sister he’d always wanted—one full of mischief.

“Still raising hells with Crowther?” His eyes gleamed with curiosity to learn how I’d messed with Graysen this time.

“Of course,” I replied with a wicked grin. “I spiked his whiskey with chili juice a few nights back.”

And then he kissed me—

Stop right there. Don’t think about it.

A rich chuckle burst from Aldan. “Brilliant.”

“I’d like to think so.” However, I glanced away because right at this moment, it didn’t feel so good anymore. I didn’t feel so good anymore.

“And what about tonight?” Aldan asked.

I lifted a shoulder as if I hadn’t thought about it. Setting Graysen on fire, it would seem my pranks were getting a little more vicious. A little more lethal.

Aldan wiggled his thick eyebrows. “Say the word and I’ll make him disappear. Dump him into the ocean, feet encased in concrete.”

I stifled a sigh.

Knowing Graysen, he could probably breathe underwater.

And then my eldest sister appeared, her arm linked with my mother’s.

The dress swathed Annalise’s body in apricot, and she’d swept up her tawny hair in a sleek chignon. She didn’t need anything but a touch of mascara on her lashes and a dabbing of lip gloss on her pouty lips to enhance her beauty. She was radiant during pregnancy.

“Lise! LISE!” I squealed, almost throwing myself at her until I remembered her baby bump.

Lise’s blue eyes crinkled and sparkled with joy. “Nelle!” She let go of my mother, wrapping her arms around me, and I pressed into her as much as possible with that swollen belly. I looked up at her with excitement. “Can I?”

Her smile widened as she nodded.

The strapless dress flowed over the swelling of her stomach. I gently placed my hand across her belly, surprised at how hard it felt beneath my spread fingers, and patiently waited. It wasn’t long before I felt a slight stirring. I beamed widely, and Lise and I shared a thrilled look.

Aldan moved to Lise’s side. “You need to sit down.”

She smiled up at him while winding an arm around his waist. “Stop fussing. I’m fine.”

If it were possible, Aldan Reska had fallen even more in love with my sister since marriage. The hesitancy I’d had for Aldan had evaporated the moment they had officially announced their engagement, and he’d become fiercely devoted and enthralled with my sister. His essence had strengthened. He still felt like crisp autumnal twilight, with the world we lived in, the things that were expected of us serving the Horned Gods. But when he was with Lise, he positively scalded my skin with pure love.

“Let’s have a look at you, little sister.” Lise rested her hands on my capped-sleeved shoulders as she studied me, before clicking her tongue in approval. “You look stunning, Nelle.”

Layers of translucent silk, in the same silvery-gray shade as my eyes, made up the dress’s lower half, and the pewter bottom skirt had a pattern of stylized stars. The neckline of the dress plunged to the high waistline, and my hair had been brushed until it gleamed and the front braided into a crown with the long length knotted around a low-slung ponytail that cascaded over one shoulder.

My mother’s smile shone with agreement. She leaned in to smooth my hair and fuss with the skirt’s layers. “I know it’s not what you usually wear, but when I saw it, I knew this was the dress for you.”

My face scrunched in disagreement. “It’s too tight.” I tugged at the wide silky belt, cinched and tied into a bow at my waist. The constricting feel of the dress was too unyielding. I felt smothered, confined, almost like I was harnessed.

My mother pulled my hands away. “Leave it. Just this once, for your sister.”

For Evvie, I’d endure this. But, gods, I wanted to tear it from my skin.

My mother turned to Lise. “I have to do the rounds and greet the other Houses, but you need to listen to Aldan and sit down.” She patted Lise’s arm and kissed her temple before departing.

As soon as our mother was out of hearing range, Lise scrunched up her nose in horror and shook her head at my dress. “Oh, my…what the hells was she thinking?”

She didn’t need to say anymore, and she couldn’t because Aldan was present, but we both understood one another.

“And the shoes?” she hissed, pulling up the layered skirt to reveal my silver high heels.

I hated wearing shoes, let alone high heels, and the ones my mother had given me to wear with this dress were practically skyscrapers.

“I mean, there’s no way out of shoes tonight,” she murmured, “but did she have to find the highest pair?”

I snort-laughed and Lise hugged me in commiseration. “It’ll be alright. Only a few hours of torture, then we can cut you free of this.”

“What’s wrong with what she’s wearing?” Aldan asked, not understanding because Lise had never divulged my secret. “She’s beautiful… In fact,” he said with a sly look. “You’re too beautiful. I think I need to scruff you up a bit.”

Aldan reached out to rub my head, something he always did, which would make me yowl and twist away and give him a good kick in the shins—when Lise barked at him, “Don’t touch her hair!” She fixed me with a glare, just as I was drawing a foot back to kick him. “And you have mud on your shoes. You’ll only ruin his tux.”

Aldan’s chastised expression mirrored my own.

“Inside, the pair of you,” Lise ordered, waving a pointed finger toward the marquee’s entrance. She walked off, then stilled, her face scrunched, as if puzzled. “What is that smell?”

Something large bumped into my leg, making me sway.

“Sage!” I cried, crouching down beside him. I wound my arms around his massive shoulders and rubbed my face into his misty fur. His body was corporeal, the fur shimmering but not fading. He nuzzled into me and gave a playful growl. Ugh—he really stank. A rotten smell wafted from him. He’d obviously disappeared from my rooms to dig up the mangy carcasses he’d buried in the woodland.

Lise leaned down to pat Sage’s head with affection. “Evvie, right? She’s always sneaking you little treats.”

Sage gave a huff, which sounded heavenly to my soul, as he lowered himself to the grassy lawn—gingerly, I noted. I massaged a spot behind his ears and he pressed back into the touch, his tail wagging sluggishly. Sage, alive and well, lightened a piece of my dull, aching heart. I stole a covert look at his barreled chest. Despite the wounds being healed, ‌he still hadn’t regained full health.

Blowing out a puff of cool air, he settled his head on his paws and his eyelids grew heavier. My overgrown puppy obviously needed more sleep.

A shiver inched down my spine.

Master Sirro would attend the Blessing tonight. Suddenly, I became terrified of what might happen to Sage if he was forced to protect me. Graysen had saved my wraith-wolf’s life, not once, but twice now. There was no way I was going to risk Sage’s life a third time.

“I’ll see you in a bit,” I said to my sister, rising.

“Where are you going?”

“The kennels,” I replied, then clicked my tongue. Sage pricked his ears and slowly rose to his paws. I’d shut him up in the kennels for the night. He hated it, but there he’d be forced to sleep and recuperate, and I wouldn’t have to worry about him when the Horned Gods arrived for the blessing.

Lise frowned, as I rarely locked Sage away. Then understanding flooded her face. “Master Sirro.” The way she said it, I knew she’d already discovered from Momma what had happened the night Master Sirro showed up for the impromptu meeting with my father and the other Heads of Houses.

“Won’t be long,” I called out while striding off, but when I heard footsteps following, I turned around.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Aldan asked Lise, his hand hooked about her elbow.

She waved dismissively at him. “With my sister.”

“Annalise,” he growled.

“Aldan,” she growled back. “I haven’t seen Nelle in ages.”

“You should be taking it easy and sitting down.”

“I’m six months pregnant, not an invalid.” She shook herself free and walked toward me.

Aldan threw up his hands. “Gods, what is it with you Wychthorn sisters?”

“What the hells is that supposed to mean, Reska?” she tossed at him while marching past me.

“Pigheaded, stubborn, bossy,” Aldan grumbled, but he winked at me as he hurried to catch up with her.

“I heard that!” Lise snapped back.

Both of them carried on ahead, playfully snipping at one other. Casting my arms wide to help keep my balance, I teetered across the lawn toward the flagstone path surrounding our home. Aldan and Lise were too engaged in their fake fighting to realize I’d fallen behind.

I felt him then—

My entire body sparked, and it felt as if a warm breath whispered down my spine. I found my gaze swinging wide before I could stop myself.

Graysen Crowther.

Every single nerve ending jolted.

He was striding out from the marquee, his burnt jacket bunched in his hands. His pace faltered and his head snapped my way as if that awareness we had of one another tugged at him too. He drew to a halt, and the thick throng of our guests arriving from House Battagli and House Zaman moved behind him toward the tent’s entrance like a violent riptide.

There was a fleeting look of surprise as he stared at Aldan, who walked ahead with Lise on his arm. Then his attention darted back and my heart stumbled as he met my gaze, the brisk wind ruffling his black hair.

But there was nothing in his eyes I could read.

But mine—that hurt carving a hole inside my chest—I was sure was far too open.

Lovely wicked Wychthorn—he’d whispered to me last night in bed. He’d held me after the catacombs, soothed away the terror and despair. Shared my smiles and gave me his own. And I had come alive beneath his body, his touch, his lips.

Overwhelming measures of pain and shame splintered through my heart and sluiced through my veins. I couldn’t breathe. I hurt too much.

Make it stop, make it stop, make it stop, make it stop, make it stop—

I was someone he had to endure. He didn’t hurt as I did. He’d probably think it the greatest joke ever to discover the immense heartache I suffered.

The words of the Uzrek haunted my thoughts—A thief. A death-dealer. A spinner of deceit.

I scrambled to grab hold hard of those feelings that burned the anguish away.

Fire.

Anger.

Hate.

A weekend is a long time to spend in your company, Wychthorn.

I had to entertain myself some way.

He hated me. He told me himself.

But the pain was still there; I couldn’t rid myself of the emptiness!

Make it stop, make it stop, make it stop, make it stop, make it stop—

The creature, its need matching mine, writhed, hissing and chuckling, squeezing my bones, itching to be let loose.

And I welcomed it.

Rage boiled my blood and pounded in my ears. Vengeance drove out every rational thought. I didn’t even know what I was doing, only half aware my hand was rising, drawing that dark power into my fist.

“Nelle?” someone said, my name sounding distant.

I heard nothing, saw nothing but him. I didn’t care that a sea of unwelcome guests surrounded me. This pain inside my chest was too much. TOO MUCH!

Graysen took a hasty step back, braced his stance, and mouthed—Not here.

“Nelle?”

It’s been fun, Wychthorn.

But your wet kisses are dull and we both know you’re not going to put out tonight.

Graysen Crowther had made a fool out of me. He’d easily manipulated me into bed with his honey-coated lies.

I’ll shatter every bone in his body!

I saw realization barrel into him, the flash of fear in widened eyes, and still, it didn’t stop me.

I pulled my arm back, readying to strike. To let the dark power snap his spine in two.

Graysen’s swift glance took in my fist, his gaze slicing to mine, and he looked at me as if I had completely lost my mind, mouthing—Are you fucking crazy?

All I had churning around in my head were his words from last night.

I hate you. You’re a Wychthorn. A spoiled princess. Someone I’ve had to endure.

I own you. Like a toy. A pretty little toy.

Pain and hurt engulfed me, cruelly twisting my heart and wholly consuming my mind.

Makeitstopmakeitstopmakeitstopmakeitstopmakeitstopmakeitstopmakeitstop—

A blood-curdling scream roared inside my head—

I punched my fist forward—

Something big knocked into me, rocking me off balance—

I stumbled, flinging my hands outward to steady myself, and it was enough to sever the connection to that dark power. To send me spinning back into awareness.

Sage shunted his massive head into my thigh once more. And he growled.

I blinked.

He growled at me.

My fury snuffed out.

Shock and overwhelming fear swamped me, turning the blood in my veins to hoarfrost. A shudder rippled through my body. And this time, terror squeezed my heart with a barbed wire embrace. The seriousness of what I’d done earlier, what I’d been about to do right now, suddenly struck home. My gaze swept wide. I stood amongst a sea of guests—all those people, all the immediate families and closest relatives of the Houses—anyone of them could have seen.

All it would take would be just one of them to wonder, to suspect.

What am I doing?

What the hells is wrong with me?

My sister was repeating my name. “Nelle?”

I slowly blinked once more, coming to, twisting around to where I’d heard my name spoken.

I’d come to a standstill facing Graysen, and my sister and Aldan, who had reached the flagstone path, were looking back at me. Lise tilted her head to the side, her eyebrows drawn closer with worry. “Are you okay?”

I nodded because there was a thick knot in my throat. But my mind was screaming—No, I’m not!

When I looked to where Graysen had been standing, he was gone.

Horror at what I’d almost done fisted inside my gut.

“Nelle?”

“I’m coming,” I rasped out and hurried to catch up with Lise and Aldan.

We made our way along the flagstone path, wending through the garden toward the western side of the mansion. The garden was lit up with wildfyre torches and my heels crunched through the pebbled path between tall conifers, swaying with the wind razing through their frilled leaves. Anxious, I fidgeted with my layered skirt and the bow tied around my waist.

Lise did most of the talking, but even her excited chatter over the impending birth of her firstborn, and the playful banter between herself and Aldan, couldn’t stop my distress, nor banish the ache in my chest.

What have I done?

Earlier in my rooms, I hadn’t loosened the creature fully. I hadn’t let its fire out, but I’d thought I’d released enough to satisfy it and to take the edge off me. But as soon as I’d seen Graysen talking with his brothers at the back of the marquee, such hurt overwhelmed me I’d needed to extinguish it with flame.

My hand trembled as I rubbed my forehead.

Earlier, setting Graysen alight—

Gods, what I’d done had been reckless, stupid, and irresponsible. I’d sent a bolt of dark power upward to dart through the strings of light and glittering orbs hanging from the ceiling of the tent, before slamming that spark of fire right where I wanted it.

But anyone could have seen or felt what I’d unleashed on Graysen.

What would have become of me, of my family, of our House if I’d been discovered?

I rubbed at my chest where it ached, not realizing until I noticed the change of surroundings, the clatter of my heels on the cobbled courtyard, that we’d reached the kennels. The space, which served as training grounds for our guards and soldiers, had barracks and a custom-engineered kennel for Sage at its edge.

I’m stupid and foolish and reckless to give myself over to such blind fury—

I balled my fist, welcoming the sting of my nails digging into my palms.

What kind of person am I?

A monster—

I hadn’t realized Lise had stopped talking until I felt her hand squeeze my shoulder. She gave me a concerned look. “Nelle, are you all right?”

No. I’m losing my godsdamned mind.

But I gave her a pretty, mindless smile, one I’d seen Evvie make countless times, and answered, “Yes.”

Liar—the creature hissed with vexation.

And Lise looked as if she didn’t believe me either. Her eyes narrowed on mine and her mouth parted as if she were about to say something when I hurried forward to shut Sage up in his kennel, specifically designed to contain a wraith-wolf.

The cage crackled with energy like bottled lightning. Sage glared at me. “Don’t look at me like that,” I told him. “You need more rest and you won’t get it if you’re trailing me all night.”

He huffed, still glaring.

I sighed, tickling under his chin, and whispering low, so Lise didn’t hear, “Thanks, Sage. For saving Crowther from me.” But it wasn’t only Crowther, Sage had saved my entire House.

A second later, the sound of my phone ringing cut through the dark air. Fishing it out from where I’d tucked it inside the wide belt of my dress, I swiped the screen. It was my mother.

“Nelle, where are you?”

“I’m with Lise and Aldan, out by the kennels.”

“Is Evvie with you?”

“No.”

“I can’t find your sister anywhere, and she’s not answering her phone.”

Relief flooded my veins because I knew Lise was going to press me to tell her the truth, and this was the perfect excuse to evade her. I wasn’t particularly worried about Evvie. Maybe she wanted to steal a moment alone or was busy attending to some minor party detail. But I reassured my mother by saying, “I’ll look through the house and see if I can find her.”
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Iran through the mansion, asking servants if they’d seen my older sister. No one had. I scoured our home, getting more anxious when I couldn’t find Evvie. On the verge of giving up, I heard her delighted laughter.

What is she doing in there?

Sending a quick message to my mother, I let her know I’d found my missing sister in the laundry.

As I approached the laundry room, there was such playfulness in Evvie’s voice that it surprised me. “Gods, you’re always such a baby. Stay still. Stop shifting around and let me finish.”

I opened the door, her name on the tip of my tongue, and there it stayed.

Evvie sat on top of a washing machine in her gown with an ostentatious tiara sparkling in her hair. Standing right in front of her was Caidan Crowther. And not only that, he was shirtless.

I stood rooted to the spot, stunned.

Caidan was the same height as Graysen, but his body was brawnier. Amongst the whirls of tattooed flames coiling across his broad chest, there didn’t seem to be as many Ukkenskrit tales as his older brother’s. The longer locks of Caidan’s undercut hairstyle had a beach-swept feel. Violet eyes, the same shade as an amethyst, were locked on my sister.

While Evvie cleaned the blood from his neck with a damp cloth, he was staring at her. Watching every movement. Every nuance playing across her exquisite features. And his eyes were unguarded. It floored me with what I saw in their depths…yearning.

As yet, neither of them had realized I lingered beside the open door.

Evvie dabbed at his throat, glancing upward. “I missed a spot.”

Caidan blinked and the yearning vanished from his face. “You’ve been at this for ages,” he grumbled without any bite to his tone.

“It’s not my fault you bled like a stuck pig.”

I could see there was no blood left on him, but she traced a finger along his neck as if there were, murmuring, “Here, here…and here,” until she reached his ear, and then she ruthlessly flicked the tip.

He yowled, jerking away and pressing a hand to his stinging ear. “What the fuck?!”

Lunging forward, he dug his fingers into her sides, tickling her.

She twisted, howling in laughter, slapping at his hands. “Get off!”

He stopped tickling, but he braced his hands on either side of her, boxing her in.

“You’ve messed up my hair,” she glared playfully. Her tiara sat on an awkward lean and it wobbled. She went to adjust it, but he got there first, plucking it from her head.

He scowled at the diamonds crusting the silver, and the glittering emeralds the size of robin eggs. “You don’t need to wear this. Could it be any more ridiculous?”

Evvie tried to grab it from him, but he raised it high, out of reach, making a tsking sound.

“It’s a gift from the Pellans. They want me to wear it tonight.”

He held her worried gaze with an impish smile that dimpled his cheeks. I watched in horror as his fingers crushed the tiara in half. Diamonds popped free, scattering all over the floor like raindrops, the chink of emeralds following.

Evvie’s mouth fell open and her eyes bugged wide. “Oh my gods… You did not just do that?!”

“Whoops,” he grinned.

Delicate hands flew to her temples. “How the hells am I going to explain that?”

Caidan shrugged nonchalantly before tossing the broken tiara over his shoulder. It hit the tiles, skittering over the floor to strike the bottom of the dryer across the room.

Her eyes narrowed on him, and her mouth thinned into a mean line. “I’ll have to tell them you broke it.”

“Me?”

Mischief sparkled in her gaze as she arched an eyebrow. “Yeah, I’ll tell them you sat down on your big fat ass and broke it.”

He sucked in a shocked gasp, slapping a broad hand over the wyrm branded above his heart with mock offense. “My big fat ass?”

“Yeah, your big fat ass.” She jabbed him in the stomach with a finger. “It matches your big fat mouth.”

He tipped his head back and roared in laughter, his whole body shuddering while my mind was racing to catch up with what I was seeing.

My sister knows Caidan?

My fingers tightened on the door handle, and it lurched downward with a loud squeak.

Both of them startled, swinging my way.

Evvie gaped to see me standing there and I watched the surprise and shock transform into guilt and apology at being found here having fun with one of the Crowther brothers. “Nelle,” she greeted, shame pinking her cheeks.

“What’s going on?” My astonished gaze darted between them both as I stepped inside. Muggy heat warmed the large room from dryers tumbling clothing in their metal bellies.

“We’re washing his shirt,” Evvie answered, entwining her fingers together anxiously on her lap.

Caidan twisted around to lean right beside my sister. So close their shoulders touched, but neither of them shifted away. In fact…did she lean closer to him?

“Why?” I addressed this to Caidan. Why would he need his dress shirt washed and why the hells was Evvie doing it herself and not handing the job over to one of our servants to do? “Wouldn’t there be a shirt you could borrow? Perhaps from our father?”

Then, maybe because Evvie was a little tipsy—not that I’d seen her drinking—or maybe simply because she couldn’t help herself, she perked up and smiled with mischief. “Nelle.” She gestured to Caidan as if it were obvious. “I doubt he could fit his ego-inflated head into one of our father’s shirts.”

“Oh, for the ever-living hells,” he grumbled, “I have an ego-inflated head now? And it’s a shirt. I don’t need to poke my head through a neckline.”

“But you need to do up the collar around your big chunky neck.”

“Gods,” he hissed at her, before turning to me to say, “It’s my lucky shirt.”

“Oh, your lucky shirt, is it?” Evvie snort-laughed. “You were wearing it when you got punched in the face. What kind of lucky shirt is that?”

Caidan got punched? The surprise of it rattled through my mind. He was a Crowther. No one dared lay a finger on a Crowther. No one even would get close enough to even try either. I frowned. “Who punched you?”

“Graysen. Broke his nose.” Evvie gave Caidan a sidelong glance filled with curiosity and cheekiness. “He probably deserved it.”

“What the?” He rounded on her with an appalled look and pointed at his nose. “He broke my nose. It hurt.”

“Aw, poor baby, I bet it did. Did you cry big fat tears of pain?”

“Aw, fuck. You are so mean.”

“Do you want me to kiss it better?”

Delight lit up his features. “Well, I wouldn’t say no to that,” he purred with a wink.

She rolled her eyes at him.

“I did not wholly deserve it,” he said, crossing his arms over his barrel chest and jutting his bottom lip out a fraction.

“Sure, Caidan,” she drawled, as if she didn’t believe him. “Besides being a gossip, you’re a stirrer.”

“Why?” I asked, interrupting their banter. Why would Graysen punch his brother? It didn’t surprise me, but I was curious.

Caidan’s attention swung to me, but he merely stared back silently, and I couldn’t read anything in his gaze. He’d effectively shut me out, just as well as his older brother could.

Evvie answered after realizing he was going to remain silent on the subject. “He won’t tell me why. Which is incredibly unusual—”

His eyebrows rose sharply as he cut in with a sideways glance. “Unusual?”

“You sing like a canary for me. All. The. Time.”

Black waves of hair ruffled as he shook his head, but he was huffing a laugh at the same time. “I do not.”

“You’re the biggest gossip. Worse than the Estlore girls.”

His eyes widened as he straightened his spine. “Oh, you crossed the line there. The Estlore girls? Those gossip-mongers?”

“Maybe that’s what I should call you from now on,” she taunted him. “Caidy Estlore.”

For a moment, something painful swept across Caidan’s features at the name, before a sunny expression returned to his handsome face. “Caidy? Caidy Estlore?” he choked.

My gaze flitted between them.

How the hells does Evvie know Caidan?

I mean, we all knew one another, but this was different. There was such familiarity between them—this clearly wasn’t a new friendship.

A different hurt flooded through my chest. My sister had hidden her friendship with Caidan from me all this time, and it stung to discover she’d kept a secret. “He’s a Crowther.” It slipped out, quietly, breathlessly, unintended. But damned if I was going to let my sister be sucked in by one of those brothers.

“Observant,” Caidan grinned at me, his cheeks dimpling. But his grin faltered at my blistering cold glare. His throat bobbed and he rubbed the back of his neck with discomfort. Evvie’s gaze met mine and she shifted with unease. She knew how I felt about being tied to Graysen—

Well…not everything.

Caidan’s gaze became more shrewd as he leaned against the washing machine, readjusting his brawny arms over his chest. “How’s the weekend been with my brother? He hasn’t said much about it.”

I blinked.

What the hells did you say?

That’s what I was about to ask. Because why wouldn’t Graysen be telling his close-knit brothers everything? Including who won that godsdamned bet. And the winner was right in front of me, toying with my sister. Bitterness slashed through my veins and pinched my mouth into a thin line.

Evvie answered for me. “Much the same. Those two at each other’s throats.”

He hummed thoughtfully, a hand rising to his chin, fingers brushing back and forth as he studied me intently.

That’s when I realized the state of his nose was practically pristine. There was no swelling or bruises. Nothing at all to indicate that he’d been punched.

“Your nose…it’s healed,” I breathed, surprised.

He shrugged, glancing downward as he lowered his hand to curl around the edge of the washing machine. “My mother’s bloodline—”

“Unnatural healing,” Evvie finished for him. She leaned over and pinched his nose, trying to wiggle it.

He jerked his head back and snapped his hand up to bat hers away. “Get off,” but he was grinning widely.

My gaze fixed on Caidan.

Tabitha Crowther. No one talked about the Crowthers’ mother. Years ago, I’d asked once why Varen’s wife looked so much like him. Lise laughed, and because my mother looked so pale and clearly couldn’t speak, it was my older sister who told me that Valarie was Varen’s twin sister. My mother whispered to me that Tabitha Crowther had died.

Squinting, I could make out a thickening of skin at the bridge of his nose as if it had indeed been broken. I pointed to it. “But that bump—”

“We keep the scars we’re given,” he replied gruffly, scowling and glancing away.

I wasn’t sure what that meant.

Evvie must have read the confusion on my face because she elaborated. “Normally, their wounds don’t leave behind a scar. But the Crowthers have this stupid tradition of keeping the scars they give each other.”

“Gods, woman,” he whipped back and growled. “It’s not stupid.”

My thoughts started spinning—

Keep the scars they give each other—

It was there, right there, like tattered moth wings fluttering inside a paper lantern, the answer to Graysen’s scarred back beating against my mind.

Before I could grasp the puzzle pieces and lock them into place, Evvie interrupted, asking brightly, “What are you doing here?”

I answered automatically, without considering how it would be received. “Momma’s looking for you. The Houses are arriving and she wants you there to greet them.”

And I felt like an asshole as the brightness in Evvie’s eyes dimmed as she remembered who she was, and what was happening tonight, right outside those doors. “Yes, of course,” she answered in a thin, reedy voice.

She went to jump down from the washing machine, but Caidan swung around, his hands gently wrapping about her hips. He carefully picked her up and placed her on the ground. Her slender fingers gripped his forearms to steady herself as she wobbled a little in her red-soled heels. Neither of them let go of the other.

Caidan brushed his thumbs back and forth on her waist while Evvie smiled up at him, and her whole face lit right up. I’d never seen that radiant smile on her before. Not with Corné, not with any boy that had drawn her eye over the years.

Both of them were caught up in their moment and didn’t even notice or care that I was still in the room. I noticed Evvie’s fingers softly spreading across his biceps, how her chest rose and fell with a quickened breath, and that she bit down on her bottom lip shyly.

I felt like a voyeur. I shouldn’t be here, watching this. This was an intimate moment and I felt awful for intruding.

“Your lucky shirt’s probably dry by now,” she whispered to him. I think she meant to make a joke of it, but if she did, she failed awfully. It sounded like a fervent appeal.

Caidan lowered his head and parted his mouth—

I didn’t know if he was going to tell her something or kiss her, but I needed to get the hells out of there. I was turning to slink out when one of her arm sleeves slipped.

My breath left me in a whoosh. “Evvie?”

She jerked my way, and her wondrous smile faded as she saw my horrified expression.

“What did he do to you?” I breathed out, barely a whisper. I was at her side in five purposeful strides.

Caidan’s gaze followed my hands as I yanked up Evvie’s sleeve, then the other.

Bruises—fingerprints—a purplish hue, banded around her arm like a bracelet. And to my horror, there were more bruises on her other arm—older, more yellow and mottled green petals, amongst fresh ones.

Caidan’s nostrils flared, and anger creased his forehead as he glared fiercely.

Evvie’s face paled as her panicked gaze bounced between us both. She tried to free herself from Caidan, but he held on tight.

“Who did this?” he demanded roughly.

Her mouth parted to reply, but nothing came out.

Caidan and I shared a look of rage. Both of us knew exactly who had done this to her.

“Corné,” I muttered when my sister remained silent.

I twirled my wrist to release a long loop of my adamere bracelet, and I clenched it with a fist. I’m going to fucking end him!

In a panic, Evvie shoved free of Caidan, who reached for her again. Her shrill voice cried out, “No, let me go!”

Stumbling back, she half-turned away, and in her profile, a rush of wild emotion crossed her features. But the loudest, the one that stayed, was shame. A heartbeat later, it disappeared.

Dread twisted my gut as I realized where her resolve was taking her. She was the perfect Wychthorn princess, after all. “Evvie? Please, don’t do this,” I begged her.

She’d dropped her gaze to her shoes. Her arms hung limply by her side, and I watched her flex her fingers. She drew in a deep breath and straightened her spine. One hand rose to brush along the flat of her stomach as she squared her shoulders and lifted her head regally to look directly at Caidan. Nothing but a sweet, mindless face greeted him. She delivered a warm yet impersonal smile, saying, “I need to go find Momma. I hope you’ll enjoy the evening.” Stepping back, she swiveled on the ball of her foot, and walked toward the door, smoothing her arm sleeves down to cover the bruises encircling her wrists.

Caidan’s expression darkened. In a surge of motion, he lurched forward, grabbing hold of my sister’s elbow to spin her around to face him. She stumbled and her hands went to his bare chest to steady her balance. “Caidan,” she yelped in surprise.

“No, you don’t,” he growled. His fingers gripped her waist to keep her pressed against him. “You don’t get to sweep this away.”

If I hadn’t been so focused on Evvie and Caidan, I might have heard the footsteps approaching.

The door swung open and a haughty voice asked, “Evelene?”

Corné stepped into the laundry, holding a glass of wine. His eyes flared wide with shock, then narrowed to slits as he took in Evvie pressed against Caidan, and the large hands spread around her waist while hers were splayed across his bare chest. Corné’s face became more like his father’s—thin and pointy with anger. “Evelene, what the hells is going on here?”

His gaze bounced between Evvie, me, and shirtless Caidan, all of us gathered together in a tight knot. It would look inappropriate if you didn’t take in our expressions. Such rage filled mine and Caidan’s.

Caidan snarled, “Corné—”

“No, you listen to me, Crowther,” Corné interrupted, pointing a finger at him with the hand holding his wine. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on here, but get your hands off my fiancée and keep the fuck away from her. You don’t look at her. You don’t touch her. You don’t speak to her.”

Evvie flinched, paling, then stepped free from Caidan. Her terrified gaze shot from Corné to Caidan and back again. “It’s not—” my sister started to say.

“It’s not how it looks?” Corné sneered. “My fiancée all over a Crowther?”

His mouth pulled into a distasteful line and he shook his head at Evvie as if trying to grasp the idea of how low she’d sunk. “Gods, a Crowther. How common.” He squeezed his eyes shut and drew in a deep breath through his nose. When his eyes flashed open, there was something predatory gleaming in their depth. He looked like a wolf—a russet-coated wolf. I could practically see the saliva dripping from his fangs as he fixed his attention wholly on Evvie.

A small smile curved his lips, almost as if he was enjoying this. Almost as if he enjoyed finding something about Evvie he could exploit. He’d been pissed off that she’d disrespected him, but I didn’t think for a moment that finding her with Caidan made him feel betrayed and hurt.

No, this was something else… This was excitement.

My sister had given him a reason to punish her.

“Evelene, come here.”

“My sister isn’t a dog!” I bellowed.

His features twisted with anger and he glared at me with fury, as if I should dare speak to him like that.

I rounded on him. “You don’t snap your fingers or click your tongue and she comes running.”

“I’d watch how you speak to me,” he warned.

The creature inside stirred with my fury, power seeping out, raising the muggy heat in the room a few more degrees. “If your simple, narrow mind hasn’t grasped it yet,” I gritted out, “let me spell it for you. I. Don’t. Like. You.”

And still, he didn’t address me, instead turning to speak to Caidan. “Such a willful tongue. I’m surprised your brother allows it.”

I’m going to burn him to the ground!

I lunged for him—

Evvie gasped, “Nelle, don’t!”

Caidan grabbed hold of my waist, dragging me back. His fingers squeezed hard. Hard enough that it reminded me to keep myself in check.

I could not let Corné know what I was.

But that savage power roiling inside… I still hadn’t extinguished it by letting it loose in my quarters, and now it threatened to rip its way free.

I gripped my adamere bracelet, running the beads through my fingers—My roots are deep, my strength is stone, my breath the wind. I bow to none.

I couldn’t give in to the power lurking beneath my skin.

It would be so easy to fling it out and end him.

But I couldn’t—I couldn’t.

Corné took a leisurely sip of wine, his hazel eyes narrowing slyly over the lip of the crystal glass at my sister. His tongue darted out to lick the scarlet beads from his lips. He didn’t look at me, or at Caidan, but spoke to Evvie. “I wouldn’t stand for it,” he said softly. And there it was, hanging between us, an unveiled threat toward my sister.

My blood chilled, my gaze sliding to Evvie.

Evvie’s attention was solely on Corné. All the color had drained from her face. Her fingers twitched nervously at her sides and her chest rose and fell with rapid breath. I could see her mind had frozen with fear. She didn’t know what to do, how to soothe and placate Corné.

No, my sister would never say the kinds of things that spat from my tongue.

Rage, such wild rage, hissed through my blood and roared in my ears. I hadn’t realized what a chauvinistic pig the elder Pellans had raised. Such a bully. But those bruises gracing Evvie’s arms had revealed that.

I gripped my bracelet tightly, my knuckles burning hot.

What will my sister endure in this marriage to keep our family as Great House?

Behind me, Caidan’s voice dripped with venom. “Gray likes how Nelle speaks her mind. He likes her fire. As does anyone who isn’t a fucking sexist prick.”

I was too far gone to take in those words. Why Graysen would never reign in that part of me, and what it meant.

Corné snorted, rolling his eyes.

Caidan snarled. Behind me, I felt all the muscles in his body tensing, readying to strike. I threw my arm in his way, blocking him, keeping my focus on Corné. “He’s mine,” I hissed over my shoulder.

Caidan reluctantly let go of my waist. I rolled my neck from side to side while fixing my blistering gaze on Corné. Caidan stalked toward the laundry door. I thought he was leaving. Instead, he used his bulk to stand in front of the door, arms crossed and feet braced, head slightly tilted.

“Nelle,” my sister softly urged. I glanced over at her. Her ocean eyes implored silently—Don’t do this.

She knew me all too well. I’d do anything for my sister. “Not this time, Evvie. Momma is waiting for you.”

“Yes, she is, as is everyone else,” Corné ground out, as if my sister were at fault. He pivoted on his heel, his soles making a squeaky noise on the floor of the laundry. “Come along, Evelene,” he snapped, treating her exactly as I’d warned him not to—like a dog he was ordering to heel.

Evvie flinched, then jolted forward, her heels clacking on the tiles as she quickly submitted.

“You there, Lower House boy, get out of my way.”

Corné was an idiot speaking to Caidan like that. He probably had a hundred different ways he could kill Corné with only his forefinger.

Caidan shifted his weight from one foot to the other, cracking his knuckles. A dark storm raged in his eyes. “Oh, you did not fucking call me that.”

“Step aside before I have the title of Lower House ripped from your family. You’ll join the nobody ranks, exactly where you Crowthers belong.” He moved purposely forward, as if he could push past Caidan.

Caidan’s lips curled back from his teeth. But before he could unleash, I barked at Corné, “No! You stay right where you are!”

Though Corné bristled at my command, he still leveled his hate-filled eyes on Caidan.

My voice was silky with menace. “Why are you looking at him? I’m the one speaking to you. I’m the Wychthorn.”

Corné swiveled his lean body around to face me. Contempt darkened his features.

I lifted my chin and arched an imperious brow. He might dominate Evvie, but he was going to learn firsthand why the Wychthorns held the Great House.

There was nothing but the noise of the tumbling dryers as we stared in anger at one another. The muggy heat in the laundry got hotter and hotter with my rage. Sweat beaded on Corné’s pasty skin.

The creature stretched beneath my skin, slinking around my bones, chuckling darkly.

I welcomed that chuckle. I reveled in that darkness. The snarls, the hissing, the whisper—End him. End him now.

Over Corné’s shoulder, I saw Evvie slink past Caidan. She stilled at the entranceway, wrapping her fingers about the edge of the door. She attempted to silently implore with me one last time to stop what I was doing.

I gave a slight shake of my head.

I heard Caidan murmur, “Get Gray, now.” He shut the door behind her and kept guard. His nostrils flared and lips thinned.

Unease entered Corné eyes as I took a step toward him, rotating my wrist. The adamere bracelet slipped to its full length. I snapped it out, tossing its length up and down in lazy arcs, snatching the tail end to release and snap up once more.

“Care to explain why my sister has bruises all over her arms?” The words came out softly but laced with dangerous warning. Corné didn’t know me. He had barely seen me or spoken to me. I was an enigma. He had no idea at all what he faced. He’d made the mistake of thinking I was a silly child, hidden away.

Corné snorted. “I’ve been nothing but respectful.” He shifted sideways, casting a shrewd glance between Caidan and myself, still thinking his position as Evvie’s betrothed made him untouchable. “Your sister’s a delicate creature. I certainly didn’t intend to mark her. I obviously don’t know my own strength. I’d never do anything intentionally…to harm her.” His lips twitched as if he was stifling a smile, but I saw the gleam in his eyes, the smugness.

“LIAR!”

Corné flinched, a flicker of fear flashing through his gaze as he finally recognized the threat standing before him.

I took one more step toward him. “I’ve seen them, Corné. All the bruises you’ve graced her with. You’re not even married yet and this is how you’re treating her.”

Another step closer.

There was something filling the room. A scent—woodsy and spicy.

Sandalwood.

It was coming from Corné.

Where have I scented that before?

I faltered mid-stride as realization slammed into me—

That same scent of Corné’s had clung to the Pellan’s pretty friend.

Earlier today, when I’d been confronted by Carola and her friend, I’d foolishly thought when the sex-mussed brunette had given me a taunting smile while she’d glanced toward the approaching guests, that she’d been looking at Graysen. But Corné had been walking ahead of the Crowthers.

The breath left me in a whisper. My voice was just as low. “You brought your mistress with you?”

Surprise crashed through Corné. He gulped like a fish. He tried to shake his head in denial. But I’d already read the truth on his pale freckled face. “I—”

Razor-sharp fury ignited.

“HERE?!” I roared.

He dared bring his mistress here? To our house?

To flaunt her in front of my sister?

The woman he’s going to marry!

It overwhelmed me. The arrogance. The nerve. The vileness of the man.

Corné’s eyes flicked between Caidan and myself. He swallowed, and the rasping sound it made seemed as if his mouth were tinder-dry.

I exploded with rage. Not thinking. Simply reacting, slinging the adamere bracelet around my head. A whirring sound filled the air as I slung it faster and faster and faster.

Corné stepped back, jerking up his hands in self-defense. Wine spilled from the shaking glass all over the floor. “W-what are you doi—”

I used my bracelet like a whip, snapping it forward, straight for his face.

He shirked sideways. The wine glass slipped from his sweaty fingers and shattered, spilling scarlet liquid. But he was no Crowther. He didn’t possess unnatural speed. He couldn’t move like the wind. The hard adamere beads caught his cheekbone, just a graze, but enough to hurt viciously.

His hand trembled as he lay it against his reddened cheek, already swelling and blooming with a bruise.

Caidan hissed under his breath, “Oh, fuck…”

“What the hells are you doing?” Corné warbled, scrabbling backward as I flung the bracelet upward, sending it whipping around my head as fast as a lash.

I struck again. “You disgusting pig!”

He jerked aside.

The bracelet missed him by a millimeter, smashing into a canister of washing powder. Sweet-smelling bluish powder exploded everywhere, coating his pristine tuxedo.

Corné looked to Caidan for help. “Stop her!”

The air in the room grew hotter, swirled, and buffeted, charging with my fury.

I’m going to end him!

Caidan lunged to stop me. Perhaps because he’d realized where my descent into rage was taking me. “Don’t do this!”

His fingers stretched for my raised arm, but I was faster, darting out of the way and sliding across the tiles. I spun around, slashing the adamere bracelet out, aiming for Corné’s fragile skull, missing him by a hairbreadth. The beads clacked as they snapped back into my palm. “You fucked your mistress on the very day you’ll be announcing your betrothal to my sister?!”

I backed Corné right into a corner and I struck the wall right beside his head. The adamere beads cracked the plastered wall, sending shoots of splintering plaster upwards in vicious fissures.

His eyes had gone so wide they were mostly white, as white as his milky, sweaty skin that reeked of fear. “You’re insane…”

The creature snarled—End him! End him! End him!

“I’m not only insane, Pellan! I AM WRATH!” My adamere bracelet whipped around my head in a frenzied arc. Lethal dark power coiled about the glass-beaded length. I was going to sling it around his throat and choke the life from him!

I snapped it out—

Corné screamed—

Someone snatched hold of me—

I was thrown upside down. Gone in a blink.
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Graysen


My hand trembled. Amber liquid sloshed up the sides of my tumbler. I switched my drink from one hand to the other, but that was no better. Choosing to down all the whiskey, I shoved the empty glass at a passing servant before dropping my hands to shake my wrists. I rolled my neck and rotated my shoulders, trying to rid myself of the incessant connection.

Her fury burned beneath my skin. It took up almost every inch of my body. It was getting hard to even think. I didn’t know how I felt her. Why I would. But I knew who was making me feel this way. Nelle.

Whatever tied us together had intensified.

The blood—

The blood we shared when we’d bitten each other’s lips. We’d kissed and our blood had mingled. I’d felt something small and warm and golden, a kernel sinking down my throat into the pit of my gut, burying itself deep inside.

And now it glowed, red hot with her fury.

Where is she where is she where is she where is she where is she—

Stop it!

What’s wrong what’s wrong what’s wrong—

I had no right. I did not care—

I do not care!

I cannot care!

First the kiss, now blood.

What the hells is going on?

What is she? What are we together?

A sultry voice purred my name. My gaze snapped into focus, resting on the dark-haired beauty in front of me. I hadn’t realized I’d been staring.

Carola Pellan and her sisters were at it again. Boring me to Nine Hells. The sisters and their pretty friend had cornered Jett and me ten minutes ago, and like the obtuse Pellans they were, they had no idea my brother was making fun of the conceited younger sister. She had the slightest of lisps and Jett was busy trying to get her to say anything with an ‘S’.

Carola’s friend smiled suggestively at me. What was her name? Laila, Lela? I couldn’t remember. All I could smell was Corné’s sandalwood scent all over her. The stench of it almost made me gag.

She batted long lashes, softening those deep chocolate eyes. Her fingers pinched a lock of hair, slowly running through its dark length, right down to where it ended at her plump cleavage.

Lust stung my nostrils.

Even fresh from fucking Corné, she wanted me. Mistress or not, she was open for business. I could take her to bed if I desired. A quick tumble, and soundly nail the coffin shut on my relationship with Nelle.

Be the bastard, she thought.

Be the bastard I am.

“Graysen,” she purred once more, stepping so close I could feel her body heat washing against my own.

Beautiful—yes, she was. Her gaze brimmed with desire, and she ran her tongue sensually along her bottom lip to lick up the glistening beads of champagne. She placed her hand on my chest and twined her fingers around my tie, giving it a playful tug.

But all I could think of, all I could feel, was Nelle. Her rage scorched my insides—who, what was responsible?

She could lose it.

She could reveal herself.

And where would that leave me?

This was the wrong place to show herself as other. Every single House was here and the Horned Gods were on their way.

Laila-Lela tilted her head to the side, the fine skin surrounding her eyes crinkling. “Are you all right?”

No, I sure as hells wasn’t.

She lifted a hand and drew her forefinger languidly along my cheekbone. “Maybe…” another lick over her red-coated lips, “I could make you feel better.”

I resisted the urge to shudder and went to slap her hand away when movement caught my eye.

Evvie ran into the marquee. Fingers hitched into her skirt, and her eyes, wild and wide, searched the tent until her gaze landed on me.

A cold feeling slithered down my spine. Panic radiated from her.

Jett grinned at me. “Annika was telling me about…?” He turned back to Annika. “What was that place? Sablé-sur-Sarthe?”

But I was gone in a blast of speed—

And slammed to a halt in front of Evvie.

Breathless, she fell against me. She gripped my forearm hard while her other hand fluttered above her chest as she tried to ease her panting breath.

“Evvie?”

“Nelle…” she gasped. “Corné. She’s—”

“Going to tear him into shreds.” That’s what I was feeling. What burned through me. Rage against Corné. “Why?”

“Me…” Evvie’s guilt coated my mouth. She implored me with wide eyes, begging me to help. “I couldn’t stop her when she saw—”

“Your bruises.” It tripped off my tongue before I could catch it.

She gave a sudden intake of breath. “You knew?”

I gritted my teeth. “It’s one of Corné’s specialties.” Probably the nicest of his traits. “Where is she?”

“The laundry. Caidan’s there. I don’t know if he’ll be able to stop her.”

Lurching forward, Evvie halted me, squeezing my arm hard. “I’m coming,” she demanded, spinning around to follow.

Gods. Running alongside Evvie, her pace slowed down by her six-inch heels, was excruciating. So much so that a moment later, I swept her up in my arms. She let out a startled yelp but wound her hands about my neck, and I surged forward, racing across the lawn to the mansion in a rush of unnatural speed. Evvie gave directions where to head through the rooms and hallways. I used my back to slam into the laundry door, causing it to crash open, before spinning around and placing Evvie on her feet.

The laundry…the muggy heat from a tumbling dryer…and rage coated the hot, moist air. Such wrath.

Caidan’s scent lingered alongside Nelle’s. But neither of them were present.

Only Corné. The fucker was on his ass, pale and shaking, his left cheek bruised and swollen. Red wine was splashed all over the white-tiled floor, along with shattered glass, a warped metal canister, and washing powder. The blue grains dusted Corné’s black tuxedo.

I was about to whirl away and track Nelle down when Evvie’s expression stopped me.

Her complexion had turned a sickly shade and her eyes seemed so large they swallowed the rest of her features. She stared at Corné, unblinking. It appeared as though she didn’t know what to do. Didn’t know how to soothe Corné’s bitter hate.

Why the hells should she?

As much as everything inside of me was screaming to find Nelle, I couldn’t leave Evvie with this bastard. Wychthorn obviously had a good go at him and I assumed Caidan had stopped her before she went too far. But Corné was going to take out his anger on someone else who didn’t have the steel spine my little bird had.

“Corné?” Evvie took tentative steps toward Corné and crouched beside him. She leaned closer to cup his face to inspect the savage wounds bruising his cheek. He slapped her hands away, snarling. “Your sister’s fucking feral.”

Oh, he did not fucking say that in front of me!

He shot his gaze to mine, his eyes burning with hate. “Much like you, your brothers, your godsdamned family,” he spat, gingerly touching his bloodied graze. “She certainly fits in with you lot.”

Yes, she does.

I was about to grab hold of the asshole and throttle him when Evvie reached for him again. She breathed soft soothing sounds as she rubbed his shoulders. Corné clenched her wrists and shoved her back viciously. “Get your hands off of me!”

Evvie let loose a startled cry as she rocked off-kilter, her arms flailing to right herself. I was there in a surge of motion before she fell backward, steadying her balance and helping her rise.

“Leave, Crowther.” Corné lips thinned cruelly. “I want to have a word with my fiancée. Alone.”

As the son of an Upper House, he had every right to tell me what to do. Except…well, I was a Crowther, and we didn’t take to assholes telling us what to do. Never have. Never will. So I remained where I stood.

“Get the hells out!” he bellowed.

“Piss off, Pellan,” I snarled.

Besides, there was one other person here who held a higher rank than either of us. But Evvie had shrunk inside herself as fear strangled her thoughts and voice.

My gaze flicked from Evvie to Corné to the door of the laundry.

Where is she where is she where is she where is she where is she—

Wychthorn’s fury still burned brightly.

I needed to track her down before she lost herself.

Everything, every molecule of my body, was screaming at me to find her, find her now.

But I knew what was going to happen to Evvie if I left her alone with Corné. This time, he wouldn’t stop at the bruises on her arms.

Trembling, Evvie drew away in tiny steps, heaving panicked breaths. At a complete loss as what to do. How to fix this.

My intentions resolved, I shifted closer. I couldn’t help Nelle. I couldn’t put an end to the Alverac. But I could do this for her. I could help her sister.

I gave Evvie’s hand a reassuring squeeze. Her gaze slowly traveled down to where I’d looped my fingers about hers. I whispered. “Evvie, stop this now before it’s too late. You don’t have to marry this motherfucker.”

Corné was too preoccupied with his own misery, constantly whining about how Wychthorn had used her bracelet like a whip and attacked him to hear what I was saying to Evvie.

Actual pride swelled in my chest. Wychthorn was a fury unlike any other. Sharp and clever and resourceful. Hells, I hope she never took to me with that bracelet. She’d broken my nose with her fist and laid waste to my cheekbones with her palm. I couldn’t imagine what Corné’s freckled face would look like if she actually unleashed on him completely.

“I can’t,” Evvie whispered back, heavy despondency lacing her words.

“Then put him in his place.”

Her dark eyelashes fluttered shut, and I sensed her despair, her terror, her fear of not knowing what to do, how to do it.

“Where’s that fire you burn with?” She’d threatened to end my life last night if I ever locked Nelle up in darkness. And I’d believed her, too.

My jaw clenched. This girl, right here, was a faint shadow of the haughty woman who liked to shoot foul glares and silent threats at me whenever I joined Nelle for the day.

“You’re a Wychthorn, Evvie,” I said, steel edging my words. She needed to be reminded of who she was and where she came from. “Great House Wychthorn. Your family has ruled for centuries.”

Evvie’s eyes flashed open wide in astonishment—probably because I was the one reminding her of her lineage. I felt her fingers tighten around mine as she locked her spine straight and focused her attention on me and what I was imparting.

“You come from a long line of imperious females. Just as strong as their husbands and ruling in their own right,” I continued, sharpening my gaze. “You bow to no one. We’re the ones kneeling at your feet.” Evvie stared back at me, seeing me but not seeing me, as if her mind was churning through what I’d said. “You wouldn’t let anyone treat your baby sister the same way you’ve allowed Corné to treat you.” Then I put it more simply. “What would Nelle do?”

Evvie slowly blinked, the glassiness in her gaze seeping away. She stared long and hard at me, long enough that I started to feel uneasy. Her features became curious, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “I’ve never heard you say her name before.”

Huh?

Shock rippled through me, and—godsdammit—a pleased feeling. I’d always distanced myself from Nelle by calling her Wychthorn or little bird.

Corné went to rise, and Evvie’s attention whirled from me to him. Her shoes slid through the glass littered at her feet, widened and braced. She crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her head slightly…and that stance reminded me of Caidan.

An unexpected thought barreled through me—Just what had Caidan been doing in here with Evvie and Nelle?

A feeling wound through me, bitter and unwanted—jealousy…

…only to disappear when I felt the shift inside Evvie and tasted her strength. “No, you don’t,” she snapped, shoving Corné off balance with a heel to his shoulder.

He fell back on his ass, a startled noise escaping his throat.

As Evvie stepped closer, her shadow engulfed him, and the fire gathering in her gaze reminded me of Nelle. “You stay exactly where you’re supposed to. On your knees before me.”

His mouth opened and closed like a fish landed on the bottom of a boat. I grinned. It was a good look on him.

“I am the Wychthorn and you…” Her head cocked to the side, eyes narrowing as if she were sizing him up and trying to find the right words for him to understand. “You are nothing but a son of a lower house—”

Corné breathlessly uttered, with a hint of outrage, “Upper House Pellan—”

“No, Corné,” she snarled. “To the Great House Wychthorn, everyone is lower. We bow to no one. I will never, ever, do you hear me—bow to you.”

“We’re to be married.” But it came out weak and pathetic.

She unwound her arms and rested her hands on her hips. “Oh, but you see, Corné, there’s a lot of time between then and now. And my father…well, he’s not so sure about you anymore. Neither am I.”

Corné gasped. “Byron can’t break the betrothal. He needs us too much.”

The sweetest lies are told with a smile. Doubt comes in the form of silence. Evvie simply let her smile curve upward like a gloating cat and remained silent.

Corné’s horrified hazel eyes slid to mine, and Evvie followed his line of sight. “Here’s the thing about Crowthers, Corné. They don’t hide behind big desks and spreadsheets and push buttons to tell someone else what to do.” She gave me a sideways look, a dark smile playing on her lips, knowing Corné was watching. “They’re thieves, soul stealers, death-dealers.”

I stared as if I’d never seen Evvie before, and in truth, I hadn’t—only a glimpse last night when she’d threatened me. I chewed back my grin. Evvie had fangs and claws exactly like Nelle.

“I’ve spent a lot of time with Graysen while he’s been courting my little sister.” Another blatant lie, but what would Corné know?

I blinked rapidly.

And what the actual hells?

Courting?

Evvie stepped sideways so she was flush at my side. Glancing up, she gave me a devious wink. “Graysen’s shared such interesting ideas. Such fascinating ways to make someone suffer.”

I let my mouth curl into a feral smile, playing the same game as we both turned our attention back to Corné.

Corné’s throat bobbed once, twice. His wide eyes darted frantically between us both. I supposed that, right now, we made quite the villainous pair. I slung an arm around Evvie’s shoulder. “That’s enough toying with Pellan, Evvie. He looks a little green.”

She tilted her head and pouted. “Shame.”

Gods, she really did channel her little sister.

I gave him one more kick while he was down, growling, “If I see another bruise on Evvie. If I see her smile falter at something you’ve said. If I see even a hint of sadness. I will end you.”

“No, you won’t,” Evvie snapped. And for a moment, those words hung in the air between us all. Worry sank into me, then vanished as soon as she said, “I will.” She gifted Corné with a deadly smile, promising vengeance. “I will be the one to end you Corné, I promise you that.” A sly look to me, another wink. “But I’ll let Graysen hand me the blade to do it with.”

Corné looked terrified.

She barked a laugh. “Gods, you have every right to be terrified of me, Corné. Because I will be marrying you.” She bent lower so they were eye to eye. “I have plans for you, Corné. I have plans for your entire family.”

Corné’s freckly face went ashen as he finally realized what he should have done from the beginning. He’d let a wolf into his House.

Evvie sighed as if thoroughly annoyed with him. “From this point forward, you will keep your nasty hands to yourself. You don’t speak to me, you don’t touch me, and when we’re married, you will never, ever, grace my bed. Do you hear me?”

And still, Corné couldn’t speak.

She bellowed, “Do we understand one another, Pellan?!”

He nodded, a jerky motion.

Satisfied, Evvie rose, turning my way. “Thank you.”

“I have a blade any time you want to slit that motherfucker’s throat,” I whispered back.

She grinned, but then her smile faltered into worry. She gripped my upper arm. “You need to find Nelle—now.”
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Nelle


“LET ME GO!”

There was a storm roiling the sullen sky. But it was my rage that swept a mighty tempest to thrash the trees. Branches slapped and creaked like ship-rigging. Dead leaves and pine needles sliced through the air and raked against my skin.

A heartbeat before I’d been about to strike Corné down, Caidan had thrown me over his shoulder, stealing me from the laundry. In mere seconds, we’d left the mansion, crossed the vast lawns, and plunged into the gloomy depths of the woodland.

Caidan pinned me to the knotted trunk of an oak, pitting his entire weight and strength against me. He banded his broad hands around my upper arms, holding them to my side. I struggled, lost to a rage so vengeful I could barely think, could barely hold back the creature. The thing inside me roared with blood thirst—Let me go. Let Me Go! LET ME GO!

A surge of dark power vibrated within my fists and I bellowed at Caidan, “LET GO OF ME!”

“Shut it, Wychthorn!” The cords on Caidan’s neck strained. His feet slipped and skidded, flicking up clods of dirt as I fought back. “Get a grip. You were one breath away from revealing yourself!”

Graysen obviously had told his brother that I was other and my fists shaking with menacing might tightened at his betrayal. “I DON’T CARE!”

Corné was hurting her.

He’d never stop until he’d broken her or killed her—

I punched out with dark power. “I’M GOING TO END HIM!”

A roiling mass of magic slammed into Caidan, knocking him backward, sending him sprawling into the undergrowth, flattening saplings and ferns and bellwort.

Caidan rolled, flipping to his feet—

I surged forward—

Caidan, faster, crashed into me and shoved me back up against the oak with a force that crushed the air from my lungs. “You kill him, you’ll reveal yourself!”

I sucked in a sharp breath and screamed, “HE’LL BE DEAD!”

“YOU CAN’T—”

I snarled, snapping my teeth at him.

Caidan jerked away, cursing.

And I loosened the leash on the creature—

The ground beneath our feet exploded in great shuddering quakes. Dirt and stones blew skyward. A rotten reek, as foul as my temper, filled my nostrils as the decaying forest litter whipped upwards, writhing through the air.

Caidan jostled. His footing slipped against the shaking earth. His hold on my shoulders fumbled. “HELLS!”

Trees groaned and yawned, tipping over as their twisted roots were unearthed. Birds, frightened from their roosting perch, burst into flight, wings snapping as they scattered.

Swifting winds gathered around me.

I’d swift back to the mansion, hunt Corné down—End him!

Someone roared, “DON’T YOU FUCKING TOUCH HER!”

Something—dark and fast—charged from the dim murkiness between thick gnarled trees. And slammed into Caidan—

Sending him careening into the leafy darkness—

And I was free.

I bolted forward, the swifting winds intensifying—

Someone tackled me—

I soared sideways to land with a startled cry as I tumbled, smashing through the thicket and over lichen-studded stone, caged by a hard body and arms that held me tight.

I ended up on my back with Graysen on top of me, caught between the shivering earth and his powerful physique. Chest to chest, our rapid heartbeats hammered in time with each other.

His eyes were wide. The wyrmfire inked on his throat undulated as he swallowed great gulps of air. As soon as Graysen’s large hands touched my shoulders—

Something unwanted blew a cool soothing breath on the rage burning inside.

“NO!” I yelled, desperate to get free of him, desperate to keep hold of that fury that dampened with every passing heartbeat. “LET ME GO!”

I writhed, squirming, struggling to escape.

Fierce black eyes met my grays. “Don’t do this!”

The gray-coated swifting wind beat against my chilled skin and tore at Graysen’s raven hair.

“I’m going to end him!”

He was breathing hard. His long eyelashes shadowed the fear in his gaze. “You’re not thinking straight. This isn’t you!”

“Let me have him!” But it came out more as a plea than a demand.

I bared my teeth and went to scratch his face—

He snapped aside, grabbed hold of my wrists and pinned my arms above my head. With his other hand, his fingers weaved beneath my hair to grip the nape of my neck while his calloused thumb pad stroked the frantic pulse point in my throat. But it was his scent washing over me, cedar and something indefinable, that had every inch of my body submitting to his dominance.

“You go back there, like this, you’ll show yourself as other. You’ll play right into the Pellan’s hands.”

“But he’ll be dead and Evvie will be free,” I cried.

Graysen made a soft sound as he brushed his thumb gently against my throat.

That damned touch of his, so similar to Evvie’s soothing way she had about her, I didn’t know why, how he could calm me, but the hate and rage ebbed away.

Pressing his forehead to mine, his nose slid against my own, and his lips so close they feathered my mouth as he said, “It’s us, Crowthers, that Sirro will order to end your entire House. Everyone you love will die. And we’ll be the ones to do it.”

“No…”

But he was right. Everyone would die, including Evvie.

I let go of the swifting wind with a choked sob.

And the last of my fight seeped from me.

The earth stopped quaking. The wind died. Stones, dirt, and debris dropped to the forest floor in rattling thuds. And the creature, lulled by Graysen’s touch, twined around itself, settling inside my stomach.

All I was left with was heavy trembling limbs, uneven breath, and pain. Such overwhelming pain.

He let go of my wrists, and my arms fell slack.

Pulling back, he braced a hand against the churned earth beside my head while his other went to his chest, fingers spread wide, kneading the spot above his heart. Silence stretched out between us as his eyes scanned my own. I didn’t know what he found, emptiness and pain probably, while I stared into a dark gaze smothered with worry. “What’s wrong? What can I do?” he asked softly.

Everything.

Everything’s wrong.

I hurt because of you.

My bottom lip quivered. “Corné hurt Evvie. He’s been hurting her all this time.”

His features hardened. “I know. I saw the bruises.”

“He brought his mistress here. That pretty friend of the Pellans.” Grief pierced my heart with the sting of a thousand barbed thorns. “That woman you fucked last night. It’s her.” Graysen obviously hadn’t fucked her this morning, but who was to say he hadn’t last night? After mocking me with that horrid bet of his brothers, he claimed he’d take up her offer of a one-night stand.

Graysen’s head jerked back as if I’d slapped him.

But he didn’t dispute it, didn’t deny it.

He glanced away. Thick brows drew over his eyes as he stared at some fixed point in the underwood, chewing his bottom lip thoughtfully before whispering, “Nelle, I—”

“Don’t you dare,” I rasped, shoving at his shoulders, trying to push him off. I couldn’t bear to hear my name leave his mouth.

Refusing to move, his gaze swung to mine, and I squeezed my eyes shut. But all I saw in my mind was him. All I felt was him, the air swirling with his movement as both of his warm hands cupped either side of my face, brushing his thumbs back and forth along my cheekbones. I still couldn’t look at him when I whispered, “I hate you.”

But I was a liar.

Such a spiteful liar.

I wouldn’t hurt this deeply if I simply hated him.

A deep sigh. “I know.”

The sound of crunching twigs had my eyes flashing open and my head turning in the direction the noise came from. Caidan appeared, shaking his hair free of leaves. He glowered at Graysen. “Territorial much?”

“You had your hands on her,” he snarled over his shoulder.

“I’d been trying to stop her, you idiot.” Caidan rubbed the back of his neck, wincing painfully. “Corné. She was about to annihilate him.”

The breath was sucked from me. Corné… Evvie…

It finally sunk in what I’d been about to do. What could have happened if Caidan hadn’t intervened.

I’d given into my fury, to the creature inside. A heartbeat away from revealing myself. But if I had been discovered, it would have been my family who paid with their lives.

“Get off me.” The words came out broken and barely a whisper.

Graysen hesitated, then rocked back on his heels. I scooted out from beneath him. Too tired to go any further, I pulled my legs to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. A hard lump formed in my throat and tears threatened. I furiously blinked them away, dropping my gaze to my feet, to those silver shoes my mother gave me, now stained with grass and dirt.

What is wrong with me?

What the hells am I becoming?

A monster, a killer, a life ender.

Graysen moved to crouch in front of me and cupped my chin to tilt my head upward to meet his gaze. The emotion swirling in his eyes squeezed my chest tight, and my heartbeat stumbled. Worried. He looked concerned and worried for me.

Does he care for me?

But his hand that had touched the friend of the Pellans was touching me.

“Take your hand off me,” I hissed. “I don’t want you touching me after you’ve touched her.”

His whole body flinched. He knew exactly who I was talking about.

He removed his hand, but he didn’t shift from his crouched position in front of me. Instead, he rested an arm on his bent knee and dropped his gaze to the split and rutted earth separating us, tension entering his clenched jawline.

“Evvie?” Caidan asked, worried, coming up to stand right behind us.

I snapped my spine straight. Panic flooded my chest.

Where is she? Is she alright?

I need to find her!

Rising swiftly, I wobbled a little on the stupid heels my mother put me in. Graysen unfolded his tall body, rising, and reached towards me, perhaps hoping to steady my balance.

I scowled, shirking aside.

And his hand dropped away.

I gathered the layers of my skirt between my fingers and held it up as I stepped over freshly broken branches with sap oozing from their wounds and messy clumps of tussock and ferns which had torn from the earth in my wrath.

“Where are you going?” Graysen gritted out.

“To find Evvie.”

“She’s with Corné—”

“You left her alone with Corné?!” I gasped, rounding on him, terrified.

Caidan reached my side, agitated. “Why did she even go back to him?”

Though it was Caidan who asked, Graysen spoke to me. “She’s fine. I was with her when she confronted Corné and put him in his place.”

“Six feet under?” Caidan snarled.

“As much as I’d have liked to dig the burial mound for his corpse, no.” Admiration burned in Graysen’s gaze as he tipped his chin at me. “But she gave him some of your fire.”

My brows nudged together, not quite understanding.

“She reminded him who he was—a dog beneath her,” he said.

I wanted to smile, but I had nothing left in me to even curl my mouth up.

“He got the message,” Graysen added. “He won’t be messing with your sister anymore.”

An icy feeling rippled down my spine as I considered his words. “She’s not calling off the engagement?”

Graysen slowly shook his head. Silky locks of hair slid along his forehead.

Caidan grunted, turning away, muttering a few curses.

My heart sank. Of course she wouldn’t. And perhaps now I’d made things far worse for her with Corné. Someone like him would bide his time. He’d make someone pay for what I’d done, and that person would be my older sister.

Godsdammit, why do I never think things through?!

I sighed wearily, kneading my forehead. “Go away. Leave me alone.”

Graysen didn’t move.

So I did, concentrating on my steps as I ducked under low-hanging branches and navigated unearthed roots and moss-crusted rocks.

“So…? You’re going to walk back home?”

Inside, I still radiated with too much power. I could swift to the edge of the woodland, burn a bit of that restless energy off. But I needed to untangle all my messy thoughts and frustration regarding my sister’s choice to remain with Corné. A physical walk would give me time to piece myself back together and get myself under control.

Not bothering to reply to Graysen, I simply let my actions speak for themselves. Ignoring him, I walked on.

The trees formed a thick, intertwined mass, with creepers entangling their leafy branches like intricate lace. The only way out of the copse was a slender gap, blocked by a tree I’d snapped in half with my fury.

I climbed up on the broken tree trunk with bark studded with lichen and moss and cringed when a gauzy layer of my skirt caught on a twig and ripped.

Graysen was still following me. I could feel him close behind, that incessant thrumming in the air, the sparking awareness caressing my skin. Sucking in a breath, I whirled to him with a fierce look. Standing beside the tree trunk I was balanced on, he and I were almost the same height.

My commanding voice grew stronger, threaded with steel. “I’m telling you as a Wychthorn. Go. Away.”

He stared back with deep, fathomless eyes. “Wychthorn—”

Whatever he was going to say, I didn’t want to hear. Anger ignited. Fire weaved through my veins. My tone sounded cold and foreign, even to my own ears. “Consider your pretty little toy back in her box.”

With the swiftness of a heartbeat, some pained feeling ravaged his face. There and gone. Leaving me wondering if I’d seen it.

A moment later, a storm brewed in his midnight eyes.

He was on top of the fallen tree before I registered he’d moved.

His hand ensnared my throat, gripping too hard, and I winced, gasping.

“Gray!” Caidan roared.

Graysen pointed a finger at his brother in warning.

Brutal fingers angled my chin until my neck arched painfully. “Get your shit together, Wychthorn.” His words were delivered in an icy, cruel tone. “I don’t know what the hells is going on in that head of yours, but get your temper under control. Having a tantrum like a toddler—”

“A toddler?” I rasped. That fire within me flared hotter and a chilly wind stirred his hair.

His mouth tightened. “There you go again. I can feel you, do you know that?” He stabbed two fingers at his chest right above his heart. “Your fury. It burns inside of me, too.”

My eyes startled wide. What did that mean? But before I could ask, he growled, “You’re being reckless, irresponsible…stupid. The Houses are here. All of them. The Horned Gods are on their way.” He paused. “Understand?”

As much as it infuriated me, as much as it terrified me, I did.

“You let yourself fall into rage and strike out—you’ll reveal yourself. They will take you, and they will butcher every single Wychthorn that haunts the earth.”

He waited for my reply.

And I gave it to him.

Anger hissed through my blood. Power raked along my bones and danced upon my palms. With a punch of might, I shoved hard enough to yank myself free from Graysen’s grip.

He rocked back, caught off-balance, almost tumbling from the tree.

“Don’t you think I understand?!” The silver layers of my dress blustered with the unnatural wind coiling about my body. “Don’t you think I’ve lived with this my entire life? I understand. I fucking understand!”

He glared at me with flinty eyes.

I poked my chest with a forefinger. “It’s all I live with, every single day. Keep hidden—keep us safe! One misstep and my sisters will die. My mother. My father. Every single cousin and aunt and uncle—all our servants. Every single person connected to Great House Wychthorn will swing by the noose, or perhaps you Crowthers will behead us. Just because I was born different, just because I’m other. And I don’t even know what I am!”

My anger faltered as those words I’d uttered spiraled through me.

“I don’t even know…” My voice broke with anguish, spoken more for me than him.

Graysen stared down the length of his nose at me, the shadows of the forest rippling around his formidable figure. “Then get your shit together, Wychthorn. We’re going back in there, and you’ll have to deal with seeing your sister with Corné, and you’ll have to sit your pretty little ass right next to mine the entire night!”

He lunged fast, grabbed hold of a fistful of my hair at the nape of my neck, and craned my head back. I bared my teeth at him, bracing my hands against his forearms to keep my balance.

Fury sparked in his dark eyes as he bowed his head, close enough that his breath kissed my lips. His voice was soft but deadly. “I get why you tripped me up. Set me on fire. And only Zrenyth knows what you were going to do to me outside that marquee—maybe choke the life out of me, incinerate me, bury me beneath the earth. But you’ve got to stop trying to blast me to Nine Hells. You’ve been lucky so far no one’s caught you out, but that luck will run out. So you keep your godsdamned temper under control. Do you understand?”

My nostrils flared.

“I need to hear you say it.” His fingers tightened their hold. My scalp stung with pain. “Do. You. Understand?!”

“Yes,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

His grip around my hair relaxed, and a moment later he let go, jumping down from the fallen tree. His shoes made a heavy thud as he struck moss.

Sawing my jaw, I massaged my scalp with a hand and gingerly rolled my neck and shoulders. Readjusting my skirt, I swiped away the dirt and tiny hooks of grass that had embedded themselves in my dress to give me something to do. A way to avoid his stony gaze.

I could do this. I had to, for my family’s sake. I’d keep myself on a tight leash and keep my temper under control.

Drawing in a deep cool breath, infused with the smell of mildew and stale woodland air, I brushed my palm down my torso, the same way I’d seen Evvie do to compose herself.

I meant nothing to him.

He meant nothing to me.

Liar—the creature hissed.

I refused the hand Graysen offered, glaring at it as if he were offering a handful of snakes instead of assistance, and clambered down from my perch on the tree trunk to stalk past him. Bending my waist, I slipped through the gap between trees, their branches hovering low. Cobwebs caught in my braided crown and I swiped the sticky threads free of my wind-blustered hair.

Behind me, I heard Caidan’s footfall making a rustling noise on the thick carpet of wild garlic as he followed, while Graysen walked by my side. He infuriated me by continually ignoring my desire to be left alone and pissed me off when he held spindly branches out of my way. I was quite capable of doing it myself. I practically lived in these woods.

My gaze slid sideways, and I finally noticed Graysen was wearing a slim-fitting black tuxedo that hugged his body in all the right places. “How many godsdamn tuxedos did you bring with you?” I asked spitefully.

“If you don’t mind.” He arched a brow, running a palm across the satin lapel of his jacket. “I’m rather partial to this one. It matches my—”

“Cold black heart particularly well?” I cut him off, stepping over a cluster of red-capped toadstools.

He shot me an offended look. “I was going to say my eyes.”

Behind him, Caidan snort-laughed. Graysen swung around, taking in Caidan’s appearance, and frowned. “Where the hells is your shirt?”

“Getting washed, dumbass,” he snapped back. “After I got blood all over it, no thanks to you.”

Graysen came to a sudden halt, grabbing hold of my arm to stop me too. My traitorous nerve endings burst into life at that innocent touch. His thick brows had risen almost to his hairline. “You were in the laundry with him, like that?”

Caidan’s laugh was bitterly soft. “Yeah, just like this, big brother.” Then I suppose he remembered Evvie and the bruises encircling her wrist because his eyes darkened with anger.

Graysen’s gaze sharpened on me.

“Go away.” I shook my arm free, cursing my body for the heat strumming in my blood. I felt as cruel as an asp and I wanted to strike hard—vicious. “Go back to Corné’s mistress. Go back to your brothers and have a good laugh at me.” My glance sliced to Caidan, who had his hands braced against a birch, his head hanging low. He breathed deep, ragged breaths. He looked torn, as if he wanted to reassure himself and find Evvie or tear down the entire woodland with his bare hands.

But I didn’t care. All that churned through my mind was that damned bet the brothers all had with each other. The fun they’d all had at my expense. My gaze whipped to Graysen. “What did he win, by the way? How much was I worth?”

Caidan pushed off the tree. “I’m out of here. I need to find Evvie.” He took a few more paces, came to an abrupt halt, then spun around to face me. His head angled to the side and the unruly locks of hair swept across his forehead. “Huh?”

In the corner of my eye, I noticed Graysen swallowing hard.

“What did you say?” Caidan asked, frowning.

I lifted my chin in challenge. “I know all about that bet you all had. Your brother found great delight in telling me all about it.”

“A bet?” he drawled, retreating a step. “What bet?” His gaze darted to Graysen, to me, and back again, and I could see his mind spinning fast. He slowly blinked. Once. Twice. And right then—

Understanding lit his eyes. His jaw slackened and he whirled to me. “Holy hellsgate, you two…”

I felt heat creeping up my chest, over my neck, threatening to stain my cheeks a guilty shade of red. But I kept my chin up, along with an imperious expression.

Caidan faced Graysen, furiously scanning his face.

Graysen’s hands were white-knuckled fists at his sides, and every single inch of him vibrated with tension.

“A bet…” The corner of Caidan’s mouth curled into a silent snarl as he stabbed a finger at his brother. “This is what you did, you fucker.”

“You know nothing,” he gritted out.

“Oh, I’m starting to get an idea exactly what happened.” Caidan stalked closer to Graysen. “And then what? You couldn’t handle it, pushed her away the only way you know how, by lashing out—so you told her about that goddamn stupid bet!” He kicked out at a gathering of debris, scattering leaves, broken branches, and stones. “Fuck!”

I watched Caidan warily, wondering what was going on. It was a long moment before he released a pent-up breath. One hand landed on his hip. “Godsdammit, Gray.” He wiped a palm down his face, staring down at his feet. Slowly, his body relaxed, and he brought his gaze back to mine. His soft and apologetic eyes surprised me. “No wonder you’re pissed. The death-glares you shot us down with.” He shifted his weight, a foot crunching upon a blanket of leaves. “That bet was Jett being his usual dick-head-self, messing with Gray. We couldn’t help ourselves. Getting a rise out of Gray is the best thing ever. It was stupid and crass, and none of us took it seriously.”

I slowly blinked, taking an involuntary step forward. “He did. He took it seriously.” I wanted it to come out harsh, instead, it came out weak, wobbling from my mouth.

Caidan’s nostrils flared. “He never instigated that bet. He wasn’t even part of that bet. It was only between Jett, Kenton, and myself. We did it to wind him up.”

“Get out of here! This has nothing to do with you!” Graysen barked at his brother.

“No, you stay right where you are,” I ordered Caidan, before twisting to Graysen, my skirt flowing with the movement. “And you—you keep your godsdamned mouth shut. I want to hear this!”

Graysen flinched.

And I almost did too, when I realized he seemed ashen, the few freckles now stark against his skin. He stared at me, wide-eyed, and I’d never seen him look so unnerved. But when his eyes shot to his brother, rage ignited in their endless inky depth. He looked as if he wanted to shatter every single bone in Caidan’s body.

Caidan ignored him, focusing on me. “He was livid when Jett tossed the idea about. He lost the plot and almost knocked out Jett for even suggesting it.”

My head swam and for a long, drawn-out moment, I could only stare at him, astounded. His brothers had taunted Graysen with that bet, and he’d…he’d what?

I pointed a shaking finger at Graysen, still trying to make sense of it all. “You made out you’d been part of the bet— “

But Graysen was glaring at Caidan, full of fury. “I said, shut your godsdamned mouth!”

“What are you going to do brother, break my nose again?”

“I’ll do more than that!” Graysen threatened, lunging forward—

Power erupted, flooding through me with the quickness of wildfire. I stamped my foot—

The ground exploded with a powerful quake—

The undulating earth rocked Graysen, and he landed on his ass, flinging an arm across his face as dirt and moldy leaves sprayed in a wide dirty arc.

I advanced on him. He scrambled to his feet, shock washing over his features. I glared at him. Though I was five foot nothing, right at this moment, I seemed to tower over his tall, intimidating figure. Bitterness tainted my words. “You don’t want me. I mean nothing to you, just someone to toy with, right?” He hadn’t denied that he’d slept with the sleek brunette either. “My kisses were dull and insipid, so why not find release with someone else, why not fuck Corné’s mistress—”

“Laila?” I heard behind me. “You fucked Laila?”

And panic…utter raw panic swamped those dark eyes of Graysen’s.

I flinched at the abrupt sound of laughter. So much joyful laughter that it had me swinging around to discover Caidan, buckled forward, his broad hands resting on his thighs, laughing hard. A laugh that went on so long it unsettled me.

Was it really that funny?

“Hells, no,” he rasped in between chuckles, now beginning to die down. He straightened, his eyes crinkling as a grin swept over his mouth. “Laila,” he snickered, shaking his head at Graysen. “Gods, you’re a dumbass. You’ve never been very good at thinking on your feet.”

I remembered one important thing about Graysen. I turned back to face him. “You hate the Pellans.”

But Graysen fixed his attention on his brother. “Caidan.”

Caidan took no notice, taking several long strides to stand flush with me. “Of course, that idiot would have said something like that. Gray always takes things too far. Always has, always will.”

“Don’t do this,” Graysen warned Caidan.

Caidan sounded bone-weary when he replied quietly, “I’m doing it for you. It doesn’t have to be this way, brother.”

“Don’t…”

My heart stumbled—I didn’t think I’d ever heard Graysen sound so desperate.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Caidan rubbing his mouth with a flat palm. I felt the heaviness of his attention as he regarded me thoughtfully. And it was almost as if he was speaking to himself, rather than me, when he said, “Out of all the women in the world to taunt you with, he picks one he wouldn’t even touch with someone else’s dick.”

It was as if the world paused.

As if the woodland itself drew in a deep breath, leaning in, waiting to hear what Caidan was going to say.

“My brother would never, ever, go near anyone remotely connected to the Pellans.”

I wasn’t sure I was breathing.

He hadn’t slept with Laila?

He’d never considered sleeping with her?

I didn’t even know what I felt. So many emotions barreled into me. Confusion and outrage and elation and relief—overwhelming relief—that melded a small splinter of my broken heart back together again, a tentative promise it could be reforged.

But then my heart faltered, as I remembered—

He’d intentionally said those things to hurt me, to push me away!

“Why did you do it? Why say those things to me?”

Fury etched itself over Graysen’s face. He let out a bellow of rage, hurtling into his brother with a lowered shoulder. The force knocked Caidan flying backward—

He tumbled through the dim woods, rolling and flipping over, finding his feet.

I cried out in shock, stumbling back, slamming into the scratchy embrace of a hawthorn tree.

Graysen was on Caidan a moment later. His fist smashed into his brother’s jaw, a second punch to his nose, and went to strike again—

Caidan lunged, grabbed hold of Graysen, and head-butted him. The sound cracked through the small clearing. He stumbled, cursing, shaking his dazed head.

Caidan spat blood and phlegm and lowered his stance. Glee shone brightly in his eyes. He grinned, his teeth stained red. Darted forward—

Graysen met him—

They were gone in a blur of black momentum—

Fearful, I threw myself into short bursts of swifts, tracking their destruction. The bellows and curses roared.

They rumbled through the woodland. It was a clash of strength and speed, of rage and flesh, almost impossible to keep track of. Both ducked and weaved, landing blows and kicks, blocking strikes. But Graysen flowed like the wind. He was fast, much faster than his brother.

Caidan surged forward—

Graysen pivoted low, swooping around, and savagely punched Caidan right in the kidneys.

Caidan staggered, curling over, letting loose a string of gasping curses. He swore again as Graysen slammed a boot into his back, sending him sprawling into a blanket of creeping ivy. He rolled, swiftly flipping to his feet, barking a crazed laugh. Blood dripped from his chin, splattering all over his bruised chest. “That all you got, brother?!”

Graysen roared—

And then they locked in renewed fervor—

Trading blows, slamming into trees, smashing them in their wake. Leaves shook free, raining down like falling snow.

I stumbled after them, shouting, “Stop! Stop fighting!”

They came to a halt. Not because of me yelling at them to stop, but because Graysen had hold of his younger brother.

“Gray,” rasped Caidan. One of his brother’s hands was pincered around his throat, squeezing hard.

“Graysen, don’t!” I shrieked, terrified.

But neither of them were listening. Graysen was too far gone. Too lost to rage. “You just had to open your big mouth! You don’t know what you’re messing with!”

His fist drew back to smash Caidan—

Caidan’s entire body slackened, both of his hands fell limply to his sides, and he tipped his bloodied chin up as if saying—Go on, do it.

Graysen hesitated, and his drawn-back fist shook with leashed tension.

Caidan said quietly, “I know you, brother. I know what you’re facing. What you’re trying to protect yourself from.”

“Then you know why I can’t.” It wasn’t spoken with anger, it was laced with pain.

“Ferne may feel whatever it is between you and Nelle. But I see it.”

My brows shot up, and my breath caught in my throat.

My gaze sliced to Graysen. His open expression, raw and anguished, stunned me. It was him I watched, while I heard Caidan’s words spilling through the gloomy woods. “When you forget yourself, I’ve seen how you look at her when you think no one is watching. As if she’s everything.”
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The woodland, Caidan, and Graysen melted away into the background. It was only me and those words spinning through my mind, chasing one another endlessly.

As if she’s everything…

Those words filled the empty space inside my chest with bright golden warmth like sunshine, and I smiled. I smiled for him.

When agony and sorrow carved deep lines into Graysen’s handsome features, my smile wobbled and then slipped from my lips.

The sunshine sputtered out.

He shuttered away that raw emotion a heartbeat later, and his mouth curled into a snarl. “I can’t! You know I can’t!”

He drove his fist into Caidan’s face.

I stumbled back and threw out a surge of power without thinking. “Enough!”

The gust of squalling wind struck the brothers and split them apart. They rolled in opposite directions, skidding and tumbling, crashing through the undergrowth.

It seemed like an eternity of waiting. My head muddled with the knowledge Graysen had lied to me until I heard the sounds of footfall and ragged breath.

Graysen was the first to appear, bloodied and bruised, his dirt-stained tuxedo ripped and ruined. He glanced sidelong, as if it were too hard for him to look at me, and his eyes darted away before I could hold his gaze. He grimaced, roughly scrubbing his face, smearing blood across his cheeks, before his palm ran upward to rake through his hair.

Caidan stalked between two spindly trees snapped in half, with his fingers pinching the bridge of his broken, bloodied nose. He bent sideways, brushing dirt and leaves from his pants, finding a tear in one leg. “Fuck, my tux, you asshole.”

Graysen ignored him. He ignored me too.

“Go find Evvie,” I told Caidan, keeping my line of sight on his older brother. “I need to know she’s okay.”

He nodded, then burst into speed, disappearing swiftly.

Graysen strode toward me. Still unable to look at me directly, he’d fixed his gaze somewhere above my head. He didn’t slow his approach, and I knew he was going to stride past.

Is he really going to walk away without even saying anything?

I slid into his path and blocked him. He abruptly halted, his shoulders stiff, while refusing to meet my gaze.

Spinning my bracelet between my fingers, I drew strength and courage from its familiar touch. My eyes were wide. My heart beat fast, and I knew his would be too.

“You never slept with Corné’s mistress. You were never part of that bet. You lied to me. Were cruel and vicious. And hurt me. This is your chance right here, right now, to be honest and tell me the truth!”

He didn’t even blink, but his breath quickened. He finally looked down at me, watching as I stepped close, so we were toe to toe.

I craned my neck to look up at him and spoke more softly, more gently. “Don’t I deserve it?”

Jaw clenched and brow furrowed, he swiveled his head to the side, looking as if he were working something out in his mind. He turned back to me, and there was such hopelessness devouring his black eyes, it stunned me.

His lips parted—

And I thought, here it is—

He let loose a deep raw sigh, shaking his head once, his hands fisting at his sides, and he shut his mouth, remaining silent.

He stepped around me—

And walked away.

Godsdammit!

Maybe everything I’d been feeling caught up with me differently from my earlier rage. I was angry, but this time for knowledge. There was no way in Nine Hells I was going to let him go without getting answers. “Don’t you turn your back on me!” I shrieked. “Don’t you dare walk away!”

He faltered in his pace for one brief moment, but he carried on, and I kept my gaze fixed on his broad back as he disappeared into the gloom of the woodland.

Motherfu—

Memory ignited.

His back, his back, his back—

The scars on his back, the scars from a whip…

Last night… I’d touched his back… Seen the scars…

And he’d snapped. Pushed me away with vile, ugly words. What he’d said to me, I’d easily swallowed because it was so close to the truth of us.

And while my stupid pride and ego and heart were bleeding out, I didn’t see what was so blindingly obvious.

My fingertips spun through my adamere beads, faster and faster, as my mind sifted through all the little pieces of puzzles. Rotating them, flipping them around, sliding them against one another to find where they fit.

A flickering thought came to me…

…and then one of those puzzle pieces clicked into another.

We keep the scars we’re given.

I realized what I should have. However, the vileness spilling from him had enshrouded everything else. He’d been purposely cruel to make me go away. To stop me from asking about the scars.

I threw myself into a swift—

Reappearing right in front of Graysen in a swirl of featherlight wind.

He reared back in surprise. “The fuck?!”

I didn’t give him a chance to say or do anything further. I blurted it out. “Those whip marks. Who did it? Which one of your family did it?”

Shock briefly scored across his features. He surged forward, bolting—

“Godsdamn you, Graysen Crowther!”

I swifted, intercepting him—

He dodged me, disappearing in a burst of black velocity—

We spun through the woodland, me swifting, him using his speed. Until furious and frustrated, I knocked him off his feet with a punch of icy wind. He fell on his ass with a startled oomph.

I pounced, tangling him up with threads of power. I didn’t bother hiding them this time, allowing them to glow with a silvery otherworldly light as they ensnared his body.

He struggled, his arms tied to his sides. “Let me fucking go!”

I straddled his thighs, bending slightly, so we were eye to eye.

“Tell me now! What don’t you want me to know?” My fingers bunched into the lapels of his jacket, jerking him forward. His jaw clenched tight and his nostrils flared. “Who did it?”

He said nothing, glaring back.

And I just lost it.

“Who did it?! Godsdamn you, Graysen! Who did it to you?!” I slapped his chest. “You went out of your way to make me feel small, insignificant. You stole something precious from me, twisted and tainted it!” I didn’t even know what was pouring from my mouth, but I released it all, everything I’d been keeping bound tight inside. “And worse than that…you! Your stupid smiles and your stupid laugh. You let me in. Shared another side of you. And for some godsforsaken, stupid, fucked up reason, I like you!”

His eyes startled wide.

“What don’t you want me to know?” I let loose a barrel of slaps, my palm stinging every time it encountered his muscled chest. “What was it? Go on. Tell me why you said such horrible things to me?!” I kept hitting him. “What made you hurt me?!”

He was breathing as hard as I was, practically panting.

“Open your godsdamn mouth and tell me!” I bellowed. “Who hurt you?!”

“My Aunt!” he roared.

My hand froze mid-motion. “Valarie?”

My power slipped from my grasp. The threads of magic loosened around his body, and he was free.

Graysen let out a raw, wounded noise. “My Aunt Valarie. It was her.”

I slowly blinked, absorbing his admission. My hand sank to his chest, right above his heart. Beneath my palm, his chest rose and fell erratically, as if he were on the verge of gasping for breath.

My legs buckled, and I twisted, sinking to my knees beside him, staring blankly at a crooked, misshapen pine draped in ivy.

If I thought Graysen was ice, Valarie was arctic.

Although it was her twin brother, Varen, who led House Crowther, she seemed to rule the family. Out of the pair of them, I’d always known she was the one to watch out for.

And she’d whipped him. Beaten him.

A muffled thud and I swung around to find Graysen on his back, cushioned by moss and thimbleweed.

He stared up at the canopy of leaves dancing in the wind, his breathing just as wild.

Minutes passed where I sat beside him, wanting him to speak, wanting to ask, but couldn’t bring myself to. Minutes where I’d hoped he might open up and explain. Instead, I watched shadows flit and shift in the small clearing we’d ended up in. The gloaming had settled in, and motes floated in the pale shafts of dying light.

He let out a low anguished sigh, and I turned in time to see him fling his forearm over his eyes as if it were too much to look at me, to be this vulnerable, to share this kind of pain. “I didn’t know when she’d take to me,” he rasped quietly, as if his mouth was dry as sandpaper. “Once a month, she’d find me, drag me out, tie me to the whipping post… She whipped me until I couldn’t stand. Until I’d almost passed out.”

Something caved inside of my chest and I dug my fingernails into my palms to stop the tears from pricking at the corner of my eyes.

His back, his beautiful, ruined back… The punishment he’d endured was savage and had happened over a great length of time, not one whipping but countless whippings. “How long?” My voice broke on the words.

The barest of touches brushed against my hand, featherlight and coarse simultaneously. I glanced down, watching his little finger curl around mine. A simple touch. Perhaps all he could allow himself right now.

Half his face was still hidden beneath his arm. He cleared his throat before saying, “For a full year.”

My pinky locked about his tightly. The edge of my palm burned against his cold clammy hand as I shifted my body toward him, as shock and horror curdled my blood.

“It’s our way. A reminder to be better, faster, stronger. Never to fail.”

Why would his aunt punish him like that? Icy fear settled inside my gut as a terrible thought took root. “What did you do?”

I grew still as death.

Everything in the woodland seemed to grow still.

Even the wind rustling leaves, the hum of insects quietened.

“I didn’t save my mother.”

He moved his arm further up his forehead, and his eyes slid to mine. There was such desolation staring back at me. My heart shattered for him.

He let loose a raw, pained sound, and his hand clenched into a fist. “I couldn’t save her!” He kicked out, frustrated and angry. “What use is a blade against a Horned God?!”

My breath left me in a whoosh.

The Horned Gods…

“Who, which ones?”

“There were three of them. Only one I recognized… A monster with the face of a child. She accompanied something else, a creature of mist and shadow and wind. And the other was a Horned God with vivid red hair.”

The bitter way he spoke the last, I knew that Horned God had ended his mother’s life.

“I-I wasn’t good enough to protect her… I couldn’t save her from them!”

I knew Tabitha Crowther had died, but I’d been told it had been a car accident. I’d never known her death had been at the hands of the Horned Gods. Nor that Graysen had been there either. That meant something, but my mind was racing far too fast and I was busy flicking through my memories. When had she died? Twelve years ago. “How could you? You were so young. You’d only be—”

“Thirteen. I’d just turned thirteen.”

“So your aunt punished you for not being able to save her? You were a kid.” What could he have done to stop them? What could any of us have done against such malevolent power?

He closed his eyes briefly, swallowing hard, and said hoarsely, “I deserved it. Every single lash of the whip.”

“Gray—”

“No—”

“I’m sorry, “ I whispered, knowing how pathetic it sounded, wishing I could take away his pain.

Then, his hands were on me, flipping me over, pinning me beneath him. His body heat was a furnace, the hungry flames burning in his eyes just as hot.

My body reacted instantly. My heart ricocheted against my ribs. Aether charged the air. Electricity hummed between us, crackling currents of lust bouncing back and forth.

What was he doing?

I wasn’t even sure if he knew, either.

And it was stupid of me, so stupid after all the cruel things he’d said, to still want him now.

He suddenly couldn’t look at me. The shadows of his eyelashes grazed his upper cheeks. “Don’t pity me,” his voice low and rough.

Inching my hand between us, I rested it on his chest and slowed…slowed…my heartbeat down. “I don’t.”

He sucked in a shuddered breath, as if deprived of air. His gaze lifted to mine as he slid his fingers around the back of my neck, drawing me closer, and for one moment, time paused, and we stared into one another’s eyes, seeing past every barrier we’d erected. I wondered why I had never recognized the pain and guilt hidden inside.

The intense heat burning in his eyes for me dampened with confusion, as if he couldn’t understand why I could want him in return. And there was a little bit of sorrow too. “Don’t…don’t look at me like that.”

My mouth went dry. The words softly rasped out, “Like what?”

Both of us breathed as one, our heartbeats matching perfectly. His gaze dipped to my mouth and followed the movement of my tongue as it darted out to wet my lower lip.

“As if you want me,” he whispered.

He didn’t give me the chance to think it through. Lowering his head, his breath kissed my lips. An exhale. A promise.

My entire body sighed.

Just as I thought he’d claim me in a bruising desperate kiss, his lips gently ghosted mine, tracing the lines, the curve, the bow indenting my top lip. A deep groan left his throat in a gruff vibration that I felt spin through me, spiraling into my core, down to the tips of my toes curling in my shoes.

Cupping his face, my thumbs became sticky with the blood coating his cheeks. More. I wanted more. And I leaned into him, slightly parting my lips, inviting him in, and I made a greedy murmur, “You want me too.”

His lips moving over mine, warm and hard and curiously soft—froze.

He pulled back a fraction to stare at me. Even though he was looking at me, he wasn’t. He was staring inward. A flash of something I couldn’t be sure of—guilt, perhaps—darkened his eyes. “I can’t…do this…I can’t…” the words stumbling from him.

He pushed off. Rising. Standing. His shadow fell over me, denying me light like a shriveled, spindly sapling that would never grow into its full potential.

I looked up in confusion.

“I can’t, Nelle…” he gasped, retreating, his head hanging low. Everything about him, his stance, the sagging lines of his body, seemed defeated. He whispered in a rough voice, unable to meet my gaze, “I can’t.”

He spun away, and in a blur, disappeared.

I stared at the spot where he’d stood, the shadows of twilight engulfing the space, as a cold and hollow feeling devoured me.

He’d pushed me away again.

This time, a little kinder than the first.

I slowly got to my feet, my mind and heart reeling with what he’d revealed about his scarred back and his mother.

The wind blustering the layers of my skirt was chilly, but that wasn’t what prickled goosebumps all over my exposed skin, what had a shiver slithering down my spine.

Thirteen years old. So young for such pain to be inflicted. And I’d been seven at the time. Seven years old and locked in a tithe prison.

Both of us were punished during the same year.

And his mother… His mother had died that year.


50
TWELVE YEARS AGO
Graysen


We were traveling home from Ascendria. My mother, myself, and Ferne. My baby sister, harnessed into her car seat, slept with a rag-doll clasped to her chest with chubby three-year-old hands.

I ran my palms up and down my thighs, staring out the window of the limousine at the black winter night.

What am I going to do?

My thoughts were as dark as the countryside blurring past. Worry and guilt and confusion at what I’d learned, what I should do, swirled around in my head. Those all-consuming thoughts were so loud that I hadn’t heard my mother ask the first couple of times until my body rocked when she shook my shoulder with a slender hand. “What is it, Gray?”

My mother had golden hair like wheat and grassy-green eyes. A ray of sunshine in the dark looks of the Crowthers. Years ago, when I’d asked where I’d gotten my black eyes, she’d said, a little wistfully—Not from me. She’d wished at least one of us would look like her—a blond child with bright green eyes. But my black eyes came from the Crowther ancestors, Wyrm Tamers, she’d said. Every so often, black would appear amongst the violet.

I plucked at a stray fiber along the outside seam of my jeans. “I was just…”—shit, am I really going to do this?—“… thinking about Nelle.”

My mother smiled. “Oh, I like Nelle a lot,” she said, doing a little shimmy with her shoulders. “She’s so fiery and full of mischief.”

I snorted. “She’s fucking weird.”

My mother snapped out with a hand to clip my ear. I yowled, frowning back at her as she glared and waved a pointed finger in front of my face. “Graysen Crowther, you know I don’t like that language.”

“Well, she is.” I crossed my arms across my chest, sinking sullenly against the leather seat. I grumbled, “You should hear her. She cusses worse than Ennio Battagli, and she’s only seven.”

My mother huffed a delighted laugh. “She’s a magpie, Nelle, alright. Marissa and Byron have their hands full with that one.”

Nelle was so different from her sisters. Evelene and Annalise were Wychthorn princesses, prim and proper with their pretty dresses and glossy hair and perfect manners. Nelle was a ball of furious energy in too-big dresses and bare feet. Running everywhere, climbing trees, her hair long and loose and wild, with intense gray eyes. Staring at anyone she felt like for way too long—including me.

“I’ve seen how you look at her,” my mother said.

“Ugh, gods, mom!” I was thirteen and she was seven. Far too young. And a girl. A GIRL!

Okay, I was starting to notice girls, like my older brother Kenton had for some time. And my stomach did some kind of weird fluttery backflip thing whenever I encountered Alison Troelsen at a House Gathering. She was a little older than me, and so pretty with her sweet smiles.

“That’s not what I meant,” my mother replied, rolling her eyes.

I scowled back, wondering what the hells she did mean.

My mother broke out into a wide toothy smile, her head ducked low, to whisper, “Nelle doesn’t know it, but you’re always watching out to make sure she’s kept safe.” She straightened and fixed me with a sharp look. “I saw you taking that bully Battagli boy aside before he hit her in the back of the head, and threaten him to keep away from her.”

My eyes went wide. “You saw that?” Shit, I thought I’d been stealthy. It had also been one of those rare times Nelle and I had spoken at a gathering of families.

“A mother sees everything, don’t you know?”

“Yeah, well, that guy’s an ass—”

I yowled again as her hand swiped my ear. Shit, shit, shit—fuuuck that hurt!

“Gray,” my mother warned with one of her don’t-you-dare-cross-me glares. “One more time and I’ll hand Aunt Valarie the soap to wash your mouth out.”

“Okay, mom,” I drawled while rubbing my throbbing ear. But she’d make good on her promise. There was no way I wanted Aunt Valarie dishing out my punishment. She wouldn’t hold back like my mother would. She’d really soap my mouth up and make it sting.

“She stares at me all the fu—all the time,” I quickly corrected, tensing, wondering if I was going to get another clip around the ears. “She freaks me out.”

“Still.” My mother’s lips twitched with amusement. “That doesn’t stop you from staring at her too when she’s not looking. It doesn’t stop you from keeping an eye out for her, either.”

Godsdammit, mom really does have eyes on the back of her head.

“She doesn’t exactly help herself,” I grouched. “Someone needs to look out for her.” Last month, the Houses had gathered at the Battagli estate. Nelle had climbed an oak, perched on a thick branch like a fledgling sparrow, and thrown acorns at Ennio Battagli’s son for making some smart-ass crack at her sisters.

I couldn’t help the grin spreading my mouth wide. Nelle had superb aim, and she’d peppered that stocky asswipe with a barrage of acorns, hard enough to bruise.

Wychthorn or not, the Battagli prick was going to thump her back. Later on, he’d snuck up on Nelle, about to sucker-punch her in the back of the head, until I got my hands on him and warned him off with a blow to the guts.

But as much as I didn’t want to agree with my mother, she was right.

I did look out for her. I couldn’t help it.

I’d figured out Nelle’s secret long ago. Despite that, even now, I couldn’t make sense of the incessant curiosity—what it was about me and her. Whenever we were in the same space, which wasn’t often—she rarely attended House gatherings—I found myself drawn to her presence. All. The. Fucking. Time.

I shot a quick covert glance at my mother. She was leaning forward, readjusting Ferne’s woolen blanket to cover her tiny feet. Thank Zrenyth my mom couldn’t read minds, or else I’d permanently have liquid soap pumped into my mouth.

“She’s annoying,” I said, toeing my weapons bag that sat on the floor of the limousine.

“And you can’t keep your eyes off her,” she teased, leaning back into her seat.

“Mom!” I crossed my arms, glaring, jutting my chin out. “I don’t like her in that way.” Gods, this kind of talk with your mother, em-fucking-barrassing.

“You know it’s our way, Gray. As soon as you were born, we were considering other Houses and marriage alignments, just like every other House does.”

It was true, and I hated it. All my brothers did. Kenton was shitting himself over the thought that our parents were going to consider Carola Pellan. Not that we really had a chance in all Nine Hells aligning with an Upper House. But none of us wanted to be stuck with one of those creepy Pellans.

“Shame,” my mother sighed lightly. She propped her elbow on the car window, resting her face in her palm. She gave me a sly sidelong look. “Because Marissa and I have decided one of you boys will marry Nelle. And we decided it would be you.”

I think my heart stopped beating. No. Fucking. Way.

My mother’s laughter peeled into the shadowed car. “Kidding, Gray, kidding.”

I let out a sigh of relief, sinking back into my seat and pressing a hand across my heart, pounding wildly in my chest. Thank gods, she was kidding. Hells, I was far too young to think about things like marriage even though I knew deep down that it was inevitable.

“Mark my words, Gray, that girl, when she grows up and sets her sight on who she wants, they’ve got no chance.”

Ferne murmured in her sleep, squiggling a little in her car seat, which displaced her knitted blanket. My mother pulled it back up, tucking the edges around my baby sister’s sides.

My mother had obviously been somewhere important before she was called in to pick me up, as she had her hair swept up stylishly and wore an elegant dress. The dress’s dark color and simple cut made her jewelry stand out. A necklace of yellow diamonds, a special gift from my father, sparkled around her neck in the gloom of the limousine.

She turned back to me, the lightness in her expression dimming as she took me in.

I was still worried about Nelle, and I chewed on my thumbnail, wondering what to do.

My mother remained young at forty-four, but she looked decades younger. She would never look any older than twenty-five, no matter how many years passed. She’d begun experimenting with mortal cosmetics, like make-up artists on film sets, adding fine lines around her eyes and mouth. Using glamour wouldn’t work if someone had truesight and could see past the magic.

“What’s wrong, Gray?” She smoothed back my hair. It was longer and needed cutting, and she could tuck that defiant hank behind my ear.

“It’s Nelle. I’m worried about her.”

I’d spent the day with my father at the estate of Yoran Novak. I was young, reaching the age where, like Kenton, I was brought into the fold of what our family did to serve the Horned Gods as enforcers for Upper House Novak. So today had been a kind of bring-your-kid-to-the-office day.

While my father had an impromptu meeting with Yoran and Master Sirro, I sat outside Yoran’s office. The door was shut, but that was nothing to a Crowther.

For a while, boredom caused me to mess with my phone and play with the small blades I carried, seeing how fast I could whirl them around or toss them like a juggler. But then I caught a name, and every sense honed on in that meeting held behind closed doors.

My mother picked me up from my father since the end of his day had transformed into something quite different. Something that a young boy at this point shouldn’t be part of.

“I overheard something.” That was me—always listening when I shouldn’t. “About the Wychthorns. About Nelle.”

My mother stiffened, instantly worried at what I was going to reveal. Marissa Wychthorn would come to visit her at our home. She was beautiful and funny. Really funny. She and my mother would tease one another mercilessly, and there was nothing better on a summer day to lounge on our lawn and bask in their easy banter—the kind two people who’d been best friends since childhood had.

“What about Nelle, Gray?”

“We’ve got to warn her.”

“What from?”

“The Horned Gods are going to move on the Wychthorns tonight. They think she’s other.”

My mother’s words were carefully spoken. “Do you think she’s other?”

I ran my hands up and down my thighs. I’d never told a soul, never spilled Nelle’s secret to anyone.

I drew in a deep breath and nodded.

I’d sensed it the moment I’d first met her as a tiny child. There was something that shimmered and shifted and sparked around us both, no matter how much I tried to deny it, and pretend it didn’t exist. I wasn’t other, but I knew she was.

My mother slid her phone from her handbag, her hands fumbling for the screen. The tinny sound of ringing filled the darkness in the limousine.

A moment later, Marissa answered. “Tabitha?”

My mother hurriedly whispered, “The Horned Gods, they’re coming for Nelle. Tonight. You need to get her out. You need to run, Marissa.”

“How…? How did they find out?”

My mother’s gaze darted to me. I shrugged, as that part hadn’t been revealed within the meeting my father had with Sirro and Yoran. My mother answered, “I don’t know. I’ve only just found out.”

“What about you? Are they looking for you, too?”

“I’m fine. No one knows about me. No one suspects. Don’t worry about me.”

They both whispered their goodbyes before hanging up. My mother let the phone drop to her lap, and she swiped at her wet cheeks, wiping away her tears.

The way my mother had spoken to Marissa had my brows nudging together. “You knew about Nelle?” But why wouldn’t she? Marissa was her best friend.

My mother’s gaze was on her lap. She laced her hands together and twisted her fingers back and forth. “Yes, I’ve always known about Nelle,” she said quietly. “I-I’ve never told anyone. Not even your father.”

That surprised me. But then, it was safer for my father not to know.

She lifted her head and smoothed a hand over her golden hair as she considered me thoughtfully, her eyes still glistening with unshed tears.

“What is she?” My mother often could sense the power in others, what kind they were.

“I don’t know, exactly.” She sniffed, dabbing at her lashes with the back of her wrist before straightening and turning to face me fully. She cleared her throat before saying, “Whatever is inside her has been growing with her. Maturing with her age.”

I blinked. Growing with her? Maturing? My forehead creased, perplexed. It was as if my mother thought there was something inside her, a separate entity, yet a part of her. And that was completely unheard of within our world.

“I have this feeling she’s going to be something we’ve never seen before. Someone unique. Someone who could rival the Horned Gods themselves.”

I let that sink in. Tried to process it.

Holy shit, that kind of power—it wasn’t something I could fully comprehend.

A moment later, my mother squeezed my hand and gave me a watery smile. “It’s a good thing what you did, Gray. I’m proud of you.”

I wasn’t so sure. I was betraying the Horned Gods. But I also couldn’t bear the thought of Nelle being in their hands.

As we traveled down quiet country roads, I was nervous and worried for Nelle, but also felt a profound sense of relief settle over me that my mother had warned Marissa in time.

But less than an hour later, the limousine suddenly spun sideways—

Flipping—

Rolling over and over and over—

The noise of crunching metal almost drowned out the sound of roaring wind and thunder, and Ferne’s shrill screams. The violent crash threw me around the backseat. My world turned upside down, tossed this way and that. Metal and buckling glass cracked against my head and body.

And then I was thrown.
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I didn’t know how long I’d been unconscious, only that when coming to my head was spinning and cold, dirty water lapped at my skin, soaking my clothes and chilling my bones.

Blinking away the confusion, I discovered I lay in a ditch. I pushed upright and swayed, huffing out pained breaths between gritted teeth. My right arm dangled uselessly by my side and I woozily shifted my weight to my good leg. My nerve endings screamed in agony as my mother’s bloodline, her gift from her to us, knitted the splintered bones back together. Sagging, I shuddered in relief as the ferocious pain subsided.

Blood dripped down my forehead and seeped into my eyelashes. Using my forearm, I wiped the stickiness away before clambering up the steep incline to the roadside. Moonlight glanced off the clouds of swirling smoke, a sinister light in the darkness.

My sister and mother—where were they?

A choking scream sliced through the air.

Ferne!

I bolted, following the shrill screams of my sister.

Wreckage littered the long stretch of deserted country road. The acrid stench of burned rubber and scorched metal irritated my nostrils. Brutal skid marks cut across the asphalt leading right to the crumpled limousine flipped upside down on the road. My mother had gotten herself and Ferne out and was trying to pull her bodyguard, Wes, who often acted as her driver, free from the wreck. Ferne remained buckled into the car seat, which leaned against the limousine’s crushed side. She wailed and shrieked, her limbs flailing.

“Mom!” I cried, relief slightly calming my frantic heartbeat.

“Gray?!” My mother rose and staggered toward me. I fell into her, hugging her tight. Pulling away, she cupped my cheeks with shaky fingers as she scanned my face. “You’re okay? Thank gods.” She dropped her hands to my shoulders and squeezed, determination furrowing her brow. “Wes, he’s hurt. I need your help!”

While my mother spun around, I rushed over to the limousine and kneeled by the shattered window. Carefully, I pulled Wes out. A twisted piece of metal had punctured his chest. He was a sickly, pale color, cold and clammy, shivering as he gulped down ragged breaths. We needed to stabilize Wes’s wounds and stop the flow of blood loss until help arrived. A kit filled with modern-day medicine blended with magic would be in the limousine’s trunk.

My mother was already running behind the crumpled vehicle. I heard her frantic wail of “Oh no, no, no,” before she spoke to me. “The trunks smashed apart. It’s not there!” The clatter of her high heels cracked against the asphalt as she dashed partway up the road where the wreckage was strewn, desperate to find the medical kit. When she found it, only to discover all the glass vials containing healing tonics and painkillers shattered, she stamped a foot while barking out a string of curses. It was perhaps the only time I’d ever witnessed my mother swear.

My mind was whirling with all the first aid lessons our physician had run my family through to prepare for an event like this. Granted, we’d mostly thought it would be when we were engaged in warfare with mutinous crime syndicates. “Mom!” I yelled, tearing off my jacket. “We can do this. Grab the gauze!”

I tore the jacket in half, right down the middle, and rolled up each part into a cylinder shape. My mother rushed back, dumping the medical kit by my feet. I handed her the bulky cylinders. “Butt these up against the metal. Be careful.”

She nodded, doing as I asked. “Here, Wes,” she whispered. “Keep this pressed in place.” Wes’s hands shook as he helped my mother keep the impaled metal stabilized while I snatched Ferne’s blanket from her thrashing body.

Wes’s angular eyes squeezed shut with pain. “T-Tabitha, y-you need to go.” He hacked a cough. Droplets of blood sprayed across my mother’s cheek and soaked into her hair.

She didn’t stop to wipe the blood away. Instead, she brushed her hand over his. “Wes Zhang, you fought by my husband’s side against Jurgana.”

“I-I think that night the l-lightning d-did more damage than us.” He tried to grin, but it was more of a pained grimace.

“Maybe,” my mother shot back with a startled laugh and a tremulous smile. She patted his hand, speaking softly. “Not only then, Wes, but countless times after, the pair of you looked out for the other. You think I’m going to come home to Varen without you?”

I split Ferne’s blanket in half, rolling the fabric up as I’d done to my jacket. With my mother’s help, we arranged these two atop the first, but in the opposite direction. I wrapped the gauze carefully around Wes’s torso and over the bulky dressings, alternating the siding of each pass to secure the twisted metal.

My mother grabbed my arm and tugged to get my attention. “I need a rock, Gray.”

Yes. Shit, yes, she did.

Rising and spinning around, I ran, a whir of frantic speed, over to the side of the road and down the slope to the ditch, to race along the tree line, searching amongst the forest litter until I found what she needed—a good-sized rock, bigger than my hand. I knew what she was going to do. Why she needed the rock for it to work.

After scrambling back up to the roadside, my footfall smacked loudly as I dashed for my mother, slamming to a halt with heaving breath, and handed her the dirty rock.

She cradled the pitted stone in her hands as she kneeled beside Wes. Her torn dress was blood-splattered and greased with oil. Holding the rock in one palm, she raised her arm above her head and spread her other hand across Wes’s chest. Squeezing her eyes shut, she concentrated hard.

My fingers fumbled as I unbuckled Ferne from her car seat. Her chubby cheeks were slick with tears and bright crimson from all the screaming and hollering. She flung herself at me, clinging like a limpet. “G-Gray,” she warbled on a sob.

While I brushed sweat-damp hair from her forehead, her beautiful big eyes stared at me, swimming with tears and wide with terror. “Shhh Ferne, I got you… I got you…” I murmured as I crouched down a safe distance away from my mother and shifted Ferne onto one hip. She sniffled, her tiny fingers digging into my shirt.

My mother was a quieter kind of other. She could steal pain and absorb it into her own body, but it would consume her if she didn’t channel it out. She was the conduit, and with direction, the pain would flow through her into the rock.

Filaments of magic weaved around her body, illuminating her in a wondrous golden glow as her power coursed to the rock held in her hand. The rock vibrated, dancing between her clenched fingertips as she channeled Wes’s pain into stone. While her chest rose and fell in quick shallow breaths, Wes’s breathing eased and slowly calmed.

Has my mother called for help?

I didn’t know if she had, so I dug around in the back pocket of my jeans and fished out my cell phone. The screen was cracked—

And it abruptly occurred to me we were alone.

I frowned, rising and scanning the road. We always traveled with a convoy of guards. But when I knew there should be two shiny black SUVs somewhere nearby, I found the road oddly deserted. Had they crashed into the forest? Other than our skid marks, there were no additional tire marks on the road.

And then, as if in answer—

I realized the wild sound rushing in my ears wasn’t my panicked heartbeat at all.

Craning my neck back, I stared into the night sky, a mess of shadowed wind as if a tornado had formed and was held above the earth with misty fingers.

A whistling sound as if something large and heavy was plummeting.—

Two SUVs broke through the mist and fell from the sky—

Metal slammed into asphalt right in front of me. The jarring noise of collision exploded in my ears—

The horrific impact boomed along the quake-thrust ground and rocked my balance.

Ferne shrieked, plastering her hands over her ears, as screaming, pain-ridden screaming, burst from the vehicles.

The guards inside the wrecked SUVs were a few of my older cousins and friends of mine. I ran to help, completely forgetting I had Ferne propped on my hip—

And skidded to a halt as something wet exploded inside the cars that cut the screaming short.

Scarlet soaked the cracked spider-webbed windshields. So much of it, I couldn’t see inside.

Blood…it was blood and gore, sliding down the glass, drizzling down the crumpled doors to drip onto the asphalt.

I staggered back in disbelief, spinning back to my mother, just in time to see the rock held above her head shatter—

Turn to dust—

And blanket her in a dirty coating of gray.

My mother cried out, startled—

Then screamed in agony—

Her whole body spasmed and shook as Wes’s pain slammed into her with nowhere else to go.

“Mom!” My heart hammered against my ribcage as I sprinted back and fell to my knees, unmindful of my bones cracking against unyielding stone. Wes spluttered and slumped, loosening a long, whistling breath. Ferne ducked under my arm and clambered around to cling to my back like a monkey, as I cradled our mother across my lap. In my arms, my mother trembled. Her grimy, crimson-speckled face was white, lips bloodless.

“Mom! Oh my gods, Mom!”

Ferne started bawling.

My mother’s lashes fluttered wide as she drew in a ragged breath. “Gray,” her voice was hoarse, as if she’d been screaming. “What happened?” She tried to sit up and pitched sideways. I helped right her balance and eased her back to lean against the buckled car, before tucking the dusty hair that had fallen across her eyes behind an ear. Ferne climbed down from my back and fell into her arms. “Hush baby, Mommy’s here. I’m all right.” She looked at me with apprehension.

I went to shake my head and open my mouth to explain. I had no idea who. But I knew what.

All the fine hair on my body prickled—

A shiver ran down my spine and the blood in my veins turned icy—

The winter night, velvety black and pricked with starlight, grew heavier, thicker with malevolent power. Its might skated across my chilled skin, promising insidious cruelty.

Something shifted and shimmered in the periphery of my vision—mist and shadow and wind descended from the sky in a long streak, then collected in an elongated ball, buzzing like a hive of bees. A dark blot formed in its center. A vaguely humanoid form—a Horned God. And I knew this creature had ended our guards and blasted the rock to smithereens in my mother’s hand.

I turned to face it, and in the corner of my eye, I saw a child, a girl, perhaps a few years younger than myself, step around the car wreckage. I knew her. We all did. Mistress Lyressa.

But it was the echoing sound of footfall that had my head swiveling, my body following, back to the road, where our limousine’s smoking wreckage was strewn across its width and length.

A figure approached, walking along the painted lines, heading directly for me.

A woman. A Horned God.

The soles of her black high heels clacked hollowly on the asphalt as she drew nearer with leisurely steps, as if she had all the time in the world.

My breath caught tight in my throat.

She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

Long red hair, a vibrant unnatural red, coiled in silky waves over her shoulders and cascaded right down to the swelling of her breasts. High cheekbones and wide-set golden eyes graced a pale complexion that was snow white, as if she’d never tasted sunlight on her skin.

Sashaying forward, she reached us and her blood-red lips pulled into a smile. One that seemed small and unassuming. She opened her mouth, and shock rattled through me when I glimpsed needle-sharp teeth. A thin, forked tongue sliced out to taste the air with a flick.

The Horned God stared down at my mother and said in a husky voice, her tone sweetly betraying her intent, “Tabitha Crowther, you’ve been hiding from us. And you know how we feel about that.”

My stomach fell away.

They’d kill my mother because she was other. That’s why they’d come—for her.

But for me, my sister, my entire family, and House, our fate was sealed as well. All of us would be murdered for hiding her from them.

The sound of my name drew my attention away. Ferne huddling in my mother’s arms, peeped up at me below a thick mane of messy black hair, and squeaked once more, “Gray?” She blinked. The color of her irises was so unique they rivaled a sunrise.

Someone spoke behind me—female. “My, what pretty eyes you have.”

My mother gasped.

Anger chewed its way through my veins with toxic teeth.

I managed to lock it down, before crouching beside Ferne, pressing two fingertips to my mouth before pressing them against her lips. “Turn away, Sis, don’t watch this,” and I smiled softly, giving her a wink.

Ferne buried her face in my mother’s chest.

I rose—

Bloodlust exploded—

My heart raced, injected with adrenaline—

No one was going to touch my family. No one would dare threaten my baby sister and fucking live. Not even the Horned Gods!

NO! FUCKING! WAY!

Twisting around, I surged forward before my mother could stop me. I lunged inside the limousine, snatching my weapons bag from the wrecked car, and unzipped it with furious fingers.

“Gray, no!” my mother cried, pushing herself upright.

But I was spinning away.

My blade sang as I unsheathed it in a graceful arc. It held a sweeter note than singing metal.

The boned blade, razor sharp and slightly curved with Ukkenskrit etched down the fuller, caught pale moonlight and shone brightly in the dark night.

I faced the Horned Gods, swinging my sword one-handed in a figure eight. The loops sliced lazily through the freezing air, dangerously near each side of my body as I whirled it, faster and faster, making the blade whine and hum. My Fuck You Challenge!—to them.

I tuned out everything. My sister’s soft whimpers. My mother’s frantic cries begging me to stop, begging the Horned Gods to spare my life.

Wind spilling over from the creature of mist and shadow blustered my hair. My quickened breaths briefly clouded in front of my face before being whipped away. I stared the three Horned Gods down. Fury and blood rage rushed in my ears and flowed through my veins. I braced my stance, both hands gripping the knotted hilt as I arced the sword above my head.

My sword was ancient.

The Blacksmith had forged it from a femur bone belonging to the greatest wyrm that ever lived—Draxxon. A few years back, my father had gifted me Draxxon’s sword when I’d proved myself worthy of the blade.

Not my brothers. Me.

My black eyes gave me the right to wield the blade.

I was Graysen Crowther, from the only surviving family of the Final War.

My ancestors were ancient and ruthless, and we’d held the mantle of Great House long ago.

And I—I was a Tamer of Wyrms.

But tonight—I’d be the Ender of Horned Gods!
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PRESENT TIME
Nelle


Leaves wound around my ankles, skittering over the steps leading into the ancient stone temple. Centuries ago, mortal slaves painstakingly dismantled the temple. The stone blocks loaded onto caravels and carracks and transported across the Atlantic in an armada. Our ancestors left the old world, our Chapter moving in its entirety, to claim this new world of the Americas. Half of those mortals who came with my ancestors had been slaughtered, their blood and bone ground down and used as mortar to cement the temple’s blocks of stone into place. After the temple had been rebuilt, the remaining enslaved mortals were offered in sacrifice to Hazus, lord of Nine Hells, and his sister, mother Skalki.

The temple was enormous and reminiscent of a Greek structure. The surrounding trees were so tall their latticework of branches bowed over the sloping roofline, yet where the branches brushed against the stone, their limbs were skeletal, devoid of leaves, as though the temple itself were a deathly entity and nothing living could touch it.

Wrong, wrong, wrong—my senses sang. An eerie sensation skimmed across my skin as if the temple had awoken to my presence and expelled a chilling, venomous breath. An awareness prickled through the air and a shudder rippled down my spine. I kept away from this part of the woodland, no matter how much the thing inside pleaded and begged, demanded and insisted on coming here.

Torches burned in sconces. Wildfyre danced over gnarled creepers that were entwined around the doric columns dominating the porch and tangled about the relief sculptures carved into the sides of the buildings. Light and shadow played over the sickly moss and lichen, encrusting the images of our gods. Goat-like horns furled back from Zrenyth’s cold, angular face. Curves and grooves captured the beauty of mother Skalki. The goddess’s forked tongue unfurled. And winged Brangwene, with his reptilian skin, caught in mid-flight.

Upper and Lower Houses, immediate family members, and their high-ranking relatives were gathered around our temple like newly born spiders emerging from their nest. Younger children were not permitted at the ceremony of the Horned Gods for obvious reasons, which was why I hadn’t been present at Lise and Aldan’s engagement blessing a few years ago.

Tonight, we would offer our tithe as a sacrifice.

And her death would gift my sister with extended life and fertility.

Nausea roiled in my gut at the thought of facing the tithe I’d kept company with Graysen by my side. Her terrified, despairing sobs had awoken me in the middle of the night and were a memory I couldn’t erase.

Gods, what I’m going to witness tonight…

I pushed the frightening thought away, shoved it down deep, and frantically searched the faces of those nearby until I found her. Guards formed a cluster around my family, resembling an unkindness of ravens. There was only one person I desperately needed to see and speak with first. Hitching up my skirt, I ran for her as well as I could in these stupid shoes my mother had forced me into, the nearest guards stepping aside at my approach.

As soon as Evvie heard my clattering footfall over the uneven cobblestones, she spun around. “Nelle?”

I threw myself into her arms. “Evvie!”

We clung together, holding each other tightly. “Are you all right?” she whispered into my ear, her voice cracking. She pulled back and gently framed my face with her hands. Her eyes shone too brightly, and moisture dampened the lashes. I was sure she’d see the same in mine, my throat already thick with tears. “I’ve been so worried about you. Of what you’d do to him. And if he should discover you.”

“He didn’t.” Though Corné had been so close to finding out.

Evvie didn’t need to know that it was Caidan who’d stopped me just in time. She’d only worry further, knowing the Crowther brothers knew my secret.

Betrayal was a noxious fume clogging my lungs. Graysen obviously had told Caidan I was other, even though he’d given me his word he wouldn’t. When did he tell him? As soon as I’d shown myself after the Uzrek? Or when his brothers had first showed up on our estate?

It rankled and hurt that he’d spilled my secret. That his word meant nothing.

Yet, if he hadn’t shared what I was with Caidan—

Gods, I’d been a mere breath away from ending Corné, from choking the life out of him with my adamere bracelet.

Caidan hadn’t exposed me when, by all rights, he should have. Instead, he’d prevented me from revealing myself to Corné by stealing me from the laundry. I should be grateful, I knew that, but his actions were in direct contrast to how I’d always regarded the Crowthers. They detested me. Quiet, ice-cold Kenton stared at me as if sizing up an opponent, and Jett never bothered hiding his dislike, his hate-glares almost rivaling mine. So why keep my secret? Especially if it could advance themselves by handing me over to the Horned Gods and then watch my family fall.

I couldn’t fathom why they hadn’t.

There were so many missing puzzle pieces that made up the Crowther family. I’d walked most of the way through the woodland thinking about Graysen, what he’d confessed, those whip marks at the hand of his aunt, and the death of his mother by the Horned Gods.

What must it have done to him, turned him into?

I knew I was intertwined with his mother’s death. Precisely how, I didn’t know, but the suspicion sat heavily in my chest with icy dread.

Evvie’s disappointed frown brought me back from my troubled thoughts. She shook her head at me. “That temper of yours.”

My mouth fell open. “Can you blame me? He’s been hurting you, Evvie.”

“It’s just—”

I was done with her trying to downplay it. “Just a few bruises? Go on… That’s what you were going to say, wasn’t it?” I hissed out an infuriated breath. How far would she go to hide it from us? Would she tell us if he took a fist to her face, or pushed her so hard she broke a bone?

“What else has he been muttering to you?” I’d seen the way her smile faltered, the pale quality of her complexion as he whispered slyly into her ear.

All the color drained from Evvie’s face and her hands trembled slightly as she lowered them from my cheeks. She half-turned away so the wildfyre limned her edges in blue and cast the rest in shadows so dim I couldn’t see her expression.

Gods, what insidiousness had he been spilling to her? The creature reared up, hissing and snarling, and I took a moment to force the rising anger to dissipate and willed the dark power to quieten.

I gently tugged on Evvie’s arm. “You didn’t tell me.”

She turned back, wiping at the tears clinging to her lowered lashes. Her voice broke as she said, “And what would you have done? Lost it, that’s what. You’d have given into your temper to protect me. I’m the one who protects you, little sister. Me.”

I leveled my gaze at her. “I don’t need your protection.”

She hitched a shoulder, trying for a smile, but it was tremulous. “I beg to differ.”

Wrapping my arms around her middle, I hugged her tightly. We half-snickered, half-sniffed back our tears. Looping a hand about her arm, I hustled her away.

The Wychthorns had a line of guards separating us from the other Houses. Some families were entering the temple to take their places inside the chamber, while the rest milled about talking to other members of our society. Their chatter and murmurings were a clamor of discordant noise inside my head. I rubbed at my ears, the sound as irritating as the itchiness of my skin. The creature was stirring and stretched along my bones, curious and intrigued by the temple and all these lethal souls gathered in one spot.

My mother spoke with Lise, a rare smile illuminating her face, while my father was engaged in conversation with Aldan and his father, Lukus Reska, overlord to the gambling arm of our empire. My father caught our movement, angling his head toward me. A single flash of relief shone in his eyes to see me returned and safe, then the emotion was shuttered away so quickly I doubted anyone else would have seen it. He turned his attention back to Lukus. But there’d been a promise that we’d be speaking soon.

I led Evvie beneath the draping boughs of a willow, far enough for us to speak openly without our family overhearing. Two guards shadowed us but halted as soon as she held up a palm.

I gently ran my hand down Evvie’s arm and over the soft silk hiding her shame. When I thought back on it, she’d been wearing long sleeves for a while now. And those bruises…some of them were old. Guilt gnawed at me. Why hadn’t I realized this sooner? “You didn’t say a word to me. You hid this from me, from all of us.”

Like her friendship with Caidan. What else was she hiding?

Taking her hand in my own, I felt the slight trembling of her fingers and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t marry Corné. End the engagement. Call this off now.”

Long lashes feathered against her cheeks when her eyes fell shut briefly. Beneath my hands, hers flexed as she sucked in a sharp breath, and her answer was resolute. “No.”

I blinked, taken aback by the fierceness of the word. “Evvie, father won’t allow it when I tell him how Corné’s been treating you.”

She gave me a sad look, like I was a naive child, and I suppose she was right, me thinking our father would put her above what he needed to carry on with the mantle of the Great House. Absurd.

“Please,” I begged her. “He can’t force you to do this. All you have to do is say no, walk away.”

“I might not marry him after all, little sister.”

Wait…what?

For a long moment, only silence flowed through me.

I squinted at her, my mind reeling.

Evvie’s gaze turned sidelong and fell on Corné, who remained unusually quiet as he stood beside Carola, her mouth never ceasing in motion. His cheek was an angry portrait of revulsion—swollen and bruised and blotched with blood crusting the grazes from where I’d struck him with my bracelet. But he was cradling his hand. One of his fingers was bound in gauze and strapped straight.

“I didn’t do that to him…” I breathed out in shock.

Evvie chewed her bottom lip, giving me a rueful glance. “I might have slapped him and afterward stood on his hand. I might have broken his finger on purpose.”

I clutched her upper arm as stunned laughter burst from me. “Are you serious?”

She gave me a devious look. Her chuckle joined mine. “It felt good, really good.”

My hair ruffled as I shook my head in disbelief. Letting go of her, the knotted trunk of the willow tree dug into my spine as I leaned against it. My eyes widened in wonderment at my older sister. She had an amazing, confident smile on her mouth that rounded her cheeks softly.

Evvie sighed, and the fabulous smile disappeared. She slowly twisted around and joined me, leaning against the tree. Her shoulder pressed against my arm, and I realized her gaze was narrowed on Corné. “If I do this right. I won’t end up marrying him.”

I stared at her sidelong, trying to process what she’d said.

What did she mean by that?

However, a faint smile bloomed on my mouth as relief rippled through my entire body.

“But I do need to go as far as being engaged to him,” Evvie amended.

My heart lurched. Not quite what I was hoping for, but still, she wasn’t going to marry him, and that alone lifted my spirits. As did the glint of steel strengthening her tone as she spoke. “The Pellans are up to something. Working on something so secretive, even Father doesn’t know. They’ve got a direct link with Master Sirro on this.”

I knew that. I rubbed my temple with the heel of my palm, my mind spinning back to the night the Pellans turned up at our home.

What had Graysen told me? They’re on the verge of giving birth to something that will gain the Horned Gods’ favor.

“Whatever it is,” my sister continued. “Corné believes it will ensure they’ll rise above us. We’ll be usurped and the Pellans will be shifted up into the Great House.” Her fingers curled into fists and her lips thinned. “I won’t allow that to happen. The only way I can get into the Carpellean Mountains and their laboratory is through Corné. I need Corné to get access. If we’re engaged, he’ll let me in. And if, at first, he won’t allow it, I’ll force him.”

My breath clenched tightly in my lungs with surprise. My sister pushed off the tree, pacing a few steps. There was still sweetness in her, and a sliver of self-doubt, but there was courage too. That she should try, even if she failed. I liked that look on her.

I shook my head in disbelief and awe. “What the hells happened to you, Evvie?”

She blew out a surprised puff of air and shrugged. Long lashes framed her widened eyes, as if whatever was going on in her mind she was trying to come to terms with it herself. “Graysen Crowther, of all people.”

Hearing his name had my skin tightening all over and my heart fluttering in my throat like a moth stuck in a bottleneck.

It took a few seconds, where I remained perfectly still and dumbfounded, for what my sister had shared to catch up inside my head. Graysen? It astounded me. My tongue was suddenly so heavy in my mouth I couldn’t even move it to ask—How?

She glanced away to stare at the Pellans strolling up the stone steps and disappearing into the temple, before bringing her gaze to mine. She remained thoughtful. Considering. “He said some things to me that made sense. That made me want to fight back. That gave me the strength to pursue an idea I already had, but hadn’t the guts to act on.” She tugged at the cuff of her sleeve before gifting me with a wry smile. “He’s not as bad as I thought.” She paused for one long moment, then her nose wrinkled as she leaned slightly closer to me. “Well, maybe it might be too early to change my mind about him. But I’ll give him a chance. For you.”

Because Graysen and I were to be married. That’s what she thought. That’s what everyone thought. Unease snaked through me because he’d never mentioned marriage, not once in all those years since the marriage contract was signed. And still no word of it, even now with my twentieth birthday so close. No mention of it from any of his family, either.

And now, knowing about his mother and how she’d died. Not in a car crash, as the rest of the Houses believed, but at the hands of the Horned Gods. And his aunt had punished him brutally for his failure to protect his mother.

But how could you protect your loved ones from the malevolent force of the Horned Gods?

However, this wasn’t about me and Graysen. This was about Evvie and Corné.

Evvie’s gaze had been drawn away from me again. I followed her line of sight and it fell upon the Crowthers. They stood apart from the rest of the Houses, clustered together like shadows, stoic, unreadable, unapproachable. Graysen stood beside his aunt, and I wondered how he could, after all she’d done to him.

He’d changed into a new tuxedo, custom-made and tailored to his lethal physique. He arranged his body in presumed casualness—leaning on one hip, with a hand tucked into a pocket. I could read him though, the tension lines around his jaw, the skin creased and feathered from unblinking eyes, the fixed way he stared at the massive arched entryway to the temple, the stone cut to resemble the fanged mouth of Hazus, god of Nine Hells. He was aware of my attention, yet refused to look in my direction.

As if she’s everything.

Graysen abruptly spun around and stalked off, punctuating how he felt with every brusque step.

My heart clenched, then sank.

He didn’t wish to want me. And I didn’t know if it made me feel even more pitiful for knowing it.

Evvie’s voice startled me from my disheartened thoughts. “Whatever I discover,” she said, her gaze meeting mine, bright and finely honed, “hopefully will allow Father to strategically place us in a position that ensures our continuation as Great House.”

Her gaze slid away and I saw her expression dim and become a little clouded with hurt.

“And Caidan?” I asked, because she wasn’t looking at Graysen any longer. She was staring at his younger brother. Caidan was the only one of the Crowthers talking to another House. He stood at the edge of his family with one of the Estlore girls. Elyse Estlore was a year or two older than Evvie, with long blond hair twisted into an elegant top-knot and blue eyes that sparkled with humor at whatever Caidan was sharing with her.

Evvie gnawed on her bottom lip before answering. “Just friends.”

I flicked her arm with the backs of my fingers, hard enough that she startled, her rounded gaze swinging back to me. Pinching my lips, I folded my arms across my chest and gave her a look that said I was onto her lies and I wasn’t going to put up with them any longer.

A crestfallen look swallowed her features, and her shoulders slumped. “Father abhors the idea that you’ll be married to Graysen, so he’s not going to be swayed to allow another daughter into that family.” She dropped her gaze to her hands as she threaded her fingers together, rubbing them back and forth. “And…I…he…” Her nose scrunched as she shook her head as if laughing at her own absurdity. “It’s not as if I don’t know what he’s like. I mean, look at him, he’s such a flirt.” She gestured toward Caidan. “He can’t help himself.”

When I turned to the Crowthers, Caidan had Elyse in a fit of laughter, one hand resting on her shoulder, a boyish grin dimpling his cheeks.

Exasperation had my mouth thinning at the sight. Still, I couldn’t stay my tongue. I’d seen what was on Caidan’s face in the laundry, that yearning, the belief the feeling wasn’t returned. I might have shared this with Evvie because ‌I owed him. “He might be talking to her, but he’s not stopped looking at you.”

I’d felt his attention all over Evvie while we’d been tucked together beneath the low-hanging branches of the willow tree. Swift, sharp, stolen glances, as if he couldn’t prevent himself from looking.

“That doesn’t mean he has any real feelings for me. Ones he’d act on.”

“But you hope he might.”

She sighed as she tipped her gaze to the canopy of rushing leaves. “There’s no use hoping for things out of my reach, Nelle. All I can do is focus on me, what I can achieve.” When her eyes sliced to mine, a sly gleam darkened their color, and like the wondrous smile I’d witnessed her give Caidan in the laundry, this was the same but of a different nature. I’d never seen that cunning stare before, nor heard the cold, calculating tone in her voice either. “And I am going to. I will find out what’s going on inside the Pellan Laboratories. I’ll find out and give what I learn to Father. But it will be an exchange of information, for the right price.”

Ruthless. That’s what I instantly thought and had never considered my sister could be. She astounded me, and I could only blink blankly as she said, “I’ll trade whatever House Pellan is up to in exchange for my right to choose my husband. And you too.”

You too—had my eyes widening and my heart thundering.

“Maybe what I learn will be valuable enough that you won’t be forced to marry Graysen Crowther.” She smoothed her hand down the front of her dress as she squared her shoulders, but her voice softened when she whispered, “Well, that is, if you don’t want to.”

I turned toward Graysen, my body instinctively knowing exactly where he’d moved to stand near Caidan, even if my mind didn’t.

If I had the choice…would I marry him?

His gaze shot to mine as if this time he couldn’t help himself, couldn’t deny the taut line of energy singing between us, tugging each to the other.

The moment our gazes collided, every cell in my body awakened with a crackling jolt. The wind ruffled his charmingly disarranged hair as he stared back. His eyes were as inky-black as the crest of darkness high above a city skyline, its nightlife blanketing the stars. And I lost myself within their endless depth with no stars to guide myself home, no way to find an escape from within him.

I wondered if he felt the same.

If I affected him the same way he did me?

Neither of us able to deny or stop this attraction.

But there was nothing on his expression. Nothing at all.

As if I meant absolutely nothing to him.

A brisk gust of wind whipped tendrils of my hair across my eyes, which had come loose from the braided tiara. My lashes narrowed instantly, and I blinked against the moonlit strands. Tucking the wayward locks behind my ear, I tilted my head into the wind, and it was like a trick of the light reflecting off the dusty surface of a glacier—a crack rendered through the icy wall Graysen projected around himself. Enough for me to peep through and see past the facade, the turbulent emotion roiling inside those conflicted eyes, the remorse and awe and banked desire as he stared back at me.

It slammed into me with stunning simplicity. The man who’d kept me company all this year wore his brooding and sullen mood like armor, his apathetic, bored-as-fuck tone as a shield, and that jerkass attitude was his blade.

He was a godsdamned liar!

He, like me, had hidden himself well.

Perhaps even better, because he’d refused to face his own truth.

He’d kept himself distant all this time because he really liked me, that much deeper kind of like too, and this was not a new feeling for him either. Even his brother was aware of it, and thank Zrenyth, had thrown him spectacularly under the bus.

As if she’s everything.

It should have filled me with joy. I should have been bouncing up and down with glee.

Instead, it was a match to dry kindling, and my temper ignited.

I popped a fist on one hip. He was an idiot if he thought he could keep up this charade. Though he didn’t want to want me, it still meant he wanted me.

I mouthed—Such a liar, Graysen Crowther.

Shock exploded in his midnight eyes, a flame to illuminate the darkness. And I smiled in delight to see him unnerved, how he scrambled to bring back the guardedness in his gaze. The anxious way his features tightened, the muscles corded starkly against his tattooed throat, the tension in his hands as he flexed them by his side.

Too late, Graysen Crowther.

And I couldn’t resist giving him a wink and mouthing—Gotcha!
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There were no other words for it…I was freaking the hells out.

I stood with my family on the outskirts of the temple with the trees at our backs. Leaves rustled and branches slapped and creaked and groaned. The wind was as scattered as my thoughts, the gusts as strong as the panic sweeping through me.

Wearing my usual mask of boredom and indifference, no one could read the riot of emotion going on inside me.

But she wasn’t just anyone.

Nelle possessed a sharpness that rivaled the blade hidden in my jacket pocket. She’d picked up a sledgehammer and smashed the thick wall of ice, splintering it into chunks and shards, and seen right through to the heart of me.

Oh yeah, I am fucked.

That girl let me get away with nothing. She was going to nail me to the wall, pin me there like a moth, and torture the truth out of me.

What Caidan had said back there in the woods slayed me.

It had been scratched across my mind in big block letters I couldn’t run from. A mirror held in front of me, forcing me to see the truth reflected—all those moments when I’d forgotten myself and dreamed of her, of what could have been.

And did my brother have to make it sound like that?

Gods, what kind of bullshit romcom did he pull that from?

As if she’s everything.

But it was true, and it scared the ever-living shit out of me.

Hooking a finger into the knot of my tie that was strangling my neck, I tugged and yanked. The godsdamn thing was too tight. I couldn’t breathe. At least that was what I told myself in my desperation to ignore the fact my hands were shaking.

Shit, my hands are shaking!

Shock flared through me that I’d only just noticed.

I flexed my fingers, curling and unfurling their length until I got myself under control.

I’d left Nelle behind in the gloomy woods, gathering my messed up feelings and confusion at what I’d confessed to her, and had run like a coward.

I couldn’t give her what she wanted.

I couldn’t let myself care for her.

Gods, but I do.

And it was right then, with sickening clarity, that I realized she was a vibrant poison that spiked my blood and fevered my soul. I wasn’t sure I had the strength to bleed her from me like toxic blood, nor even if I truly wanted to give her up.

I pinched the bridge of my nose and sucked in a fortifying breath.

I am so screwed.

Another thought arose, slinking through my mind, and it had me roughly running a hand through my hair, tugging hard enough to make my scalp burn. Why the hells did I confess as much as I had to Nelle? What was wrong with me? It had been there on the tip of my tongue, about to slip free—what her family had done to ours.

She was clever, my little bird. I didn’t think she remembered my mother or knew of her friendship with Marissa. While my mother had rarely visited Marissa at her home, so too had Wychthorn rarely attended House Gatherings.

She’d put it together, though. In my moment of madness, I’d given her enough for the wheels to turn in that brilliant mind of hers. Gods, she’d spent most of her life in her family’s library, searching for any reference of otherworldly creatures in those cumbersome tomes, then tracked down the location of the Uzrek and spoke with it. And what had my stupid-ass done? I’d handed over all the pieces of a jigsaw. All she had to do was fit them together.

She’d soon come to the right conclusion that we’d both been punished the same year. How that inner light her mother glowed with had dimmed as she’d fallen into despair and turned to those little white pills to blanket her guilt.

Marissa had locked her daughter in a tithe prison, trapping her in absolute darkness behind a wall of adamere. Maybe because she couldn’t deal with what Nelle was, but I suspected it was more about the fact she couldn’t face her daughter. Nelle was a living reminder of what she’d done. How she’d saved her at the expense of her best friend.

If Nelle pieced it together, discovered why our two Houses were pitted against one other… What the Alverac meant… What I was going to do to her—

How can I go through with it?

I suddenly felt my aunt’s attention slithering all over me.

I kept up the mask I wore, something even my aunt couldn’t see past, and waited until her interest turned back to her twin. She leaned slightly to the side to whisper something to my father. I didn’t listen in. I didn’t care to. It would only be about those Houses gathered here, or the Wychthorns, always at the forefront of our intrigues.

Lightning ripped across the churning storm clouds, chased by thunder. The smell of ozone fizzing through the air muted the foul tang scraping against my tongue from those dark souls eagerly anticipating the blessing. Beneath it all came a low vibration I felt in my bones, emanating from the temple itself.

The last of the stragglers had made their way from the marquee and arrived at the Wychthorns’ temple to await ‌the Horned Gods. I watched them mingling like a thick cluster of ants crawling around a kill.

We were the only House that survived the unfolding centuries after the Final War. The other Houses that had lived through that bloodbath had fallen away into history, annihilated from the machinations of other Houses, or fell from grace. We survived by keeping our distance, being ruthless and cunning, like we were doing right now.

My aunt’s gaze slowly raked over those gathered on the outskirts of the temple, her razor-sharp mind no doubt scheming to use whomever she could. Ever since that black night on the country road when I’d lost my mother, she had one singular purpose—find the Horned God with the vibrant red hair and forked tongue.

Garnering the identity of the Horned God had proved elusive.

Nelle would assume that I hated my aunt for what she did, tearing my skin anew, flaying my back until it became tattered shreds. And there were moments, dark moments when I did, when I’d wanted to rip that whip from my aunt’s hand and turn it against her.

But my aunt had been right. It was all down to me. To that foolish kid who’d opened his mouth, wanting to protect a small girl.

If I hadn’t…if only I’d kept my mouth shut.

But then Nelle—

“Bishop to c4—mate in three,” a low raspy voice said, interrupting my conflicted thoughts.

I jerked around, the soles of my shoes scraping against cobblestones and through crumpled leaves. Ferne stood behind me, holding onto Caidan’s forearm, my brother smugly smiling, no doubt thinking he’d done me a favor back there in the woods.

Ferne let go of Caidan and stretched her fingers forward, and I offered her my arm. As she lifted onto her toes, I met her halfway, leaning down just enough so she could press a kiss to my cheek in greeting.

Earlier, after Caidan had checked on Evvie, he’d joined me in my quarters, both of us remaining silent and brooding in each other’s company. I’d changed yet again into a new tuxedo, one that, at my request after Nelle tripped me up into sludge, my sister had brought with her from home. Caidan had been forced into borrowing a pair of my pants since our rumble in the woodland had torn holes in his. The only good thing that came out of the mess he’d shoved me into with Nelle, with all my secrets spilled for her to sift through, was the uncomfortable way he stood, my tuxedo pants too tight for his bulky body.

Sudden fury rolled off me in blistering waves at how Caidan had so brilliantly fucked everything up for me. I’d been drowning in quicksand with every single reveal and he’d forced me to face up to my truth, how I felt about Nelle. And to top it all off, the girl was now onto me.

My brother was going to have a little chat with my fists later on in our training pit back home.

As if he read my dark thoughts, his smile turned into a half-feral grin, those stupid-ass dimples denting his cheeks as he mouthed—Bring it on.

I bared my teeth.

He wiped a mock tear from the corner of his eye with his middle finger.

I raised my fist to break his nose—

Ferne threw up her hands in an exasperated gesture. “Whatever is going on between you two, knock it off.”

While Caidan and I maintained a fearsome glare-off, Ferne barked, “Now!”

He silently snarled and broke first, spinning around to stalk off. Well, tried to stalk. I huffed a gleeful laugh at his wooden stride, how he attempted to tug stealthily at his crotch for more room. He flipped me off over his shoulder without even looking my way, rejoining Elyse Estlore and Mela Văduva.

A stylish gown hugged Mela’s curves. The gleam of fire enhanced the warm undertones of her dark brown skin. She smoothed a hand up over her braids, swept elegantly into a high bun adorned with a sparkling ruby that matched the color of her dress, before she nervously fiddled with her necklace and its pendant which had always reminded me of a tiny golden egg.

I knew Mela well enough to see how on edge she was around Elyse, how she was trying desperately not to seem affected by the other woman.

I caught her eye and smirked, mouthing—Good luck.

A small sliver of white teeth flashed as she shot back a disheartened grimace, one that neither my brother nor Elyse noticed.

Nelle had assumed wrong in the water well when she accused me of favoring the girl with the scent of honey and orange blossoms. I let Nelle believe that Mela and I occasionally fucked. But the truth of it all was…hells no. Mela was my best friend and our friendship was and always had been platonic. Besides, Mela wouldn’t ever be interested in me. She was attracted to her own gender. The only reason Nelle picked up on Mela’s perfume was that every so often we’d crash together. Maybe after we came home exhausted after a hunt or we’d gone out to a bar and gotten absolutely hammered, I’d succumb to my insomnia and collapse into a deep sleep while she passed out beside me. Mela was the only other person outside of my family that knew of my insomnia. Well, I supposed that was no longer true since I’d entrusted my secret to Nelle too. Not that either of them knew the reason behind the affliction.

My sister cleared her throat, rousing me out of my thoughts. Welcoming the distraction from the mess I was currently in with Nelle, I said, “Bishop to c4, huh?” Tucking my hand into my pocket, I dug out my phone and swiped the screen. Ferne’s last chess move showed up as a notification. She’d sent it through a moment before sidling up to me. I arched an eyebrow I knew she wouldn’t see, but she responded all the same, her small smile growing wider. “Mate in three? Gods, Ferne, so damn cocky.”

She shrugged a slender shoulder. “You have to be with brothers like mine.”

“You haven’t won yet,” I reminded her. Though, with Ferne, it pretty much was an absolute.

She nudged my side with a pointy elbow, making me shirk away. “Oh, but I will.”

Ferne tucked a lock of glossy black hair behind her ear and stilled as if she sensed something. I frowned, watching her worry her bottom lip with her teeth as if biting back a secretive smile, while those sweet cheeks of hers pinked.

My eyebrows nearly rose to my hairline as an uneasy feeling squeezed my gut.

Oh, hells no.

I searched through the milling crowd and found him easily enough. The boy was staring at my sister with a dreamy look in his green eyes. He noticed my incensed attention fixed on him, and his head swiveled my way so fast that his brown hair shivered.

Snatching my dagger from the inside of my tux jacket, I twirled it. The spinning blade caught the wildfyre light and gleamed blue as I delivered Ezra Qillisan a cold, vicious smile.

His eyes widened in understanding and his throat bobbed as he swallowed.

Yeah, that’s right—stay away.

My sister tensed. “What did you do?” She pressed her lips into a thin line.

I tucked away the dagger and used my most innocent voice. “Nothing.”

Her nostrils flared. “Ezra Qillisan, right?”

I grunted, glaring at the boy, who I thought would have heeded my warning and shuffled away, but the little fucker tipped his chin up at me. A sliver of me delighted in his bravado. The rest of me wanted to crush him beneath my leather shoes.

Ferne crossed her arms defiantly over her chest. “He’s my friend.” But her cheeks flushed a brighter pink at her botched attempt at subterfuge.

“Then what,”—waving a pointed finger at her expression—“is all this?”

She slapped my hand away. “I’m sixteen, Gray. Siiixteeen and old enough to like a boy and hope he likes her back.”

An anguished noise crawled from my throat as I scrubbed a palm against my face while hissing, “Gods, Ferne, I’m your brother.”

She thwacked me on the arm, good and hard, and expelled a sound like ugh, but more peeved. “I knew I should have stayed with Caidan.”

I didn’t know if the suffocating sensation around my neck was the uncomfortable knowledge that my baby sister was growing up or the fact I’d messed up my tie, as per usual. My hands scrabbled at the knot, trying to loosen it up.

Ferne heaved an annoyed sigh and reached for the tie’s silky length, her fingers inching upwards. She deftly unknotted it and retied it properly, the silken ends whirling around with her deft moves. “I don’t know why you’re all so useless at this.” Finished, she brushed her hands along my shoulders, feeling the fabric of my jacket beneath her touch. “What number tux is this?”

“Fourth,” I grouched.

“Lucky for you I’d brought so many,” she grinned. My sister, though resentful of Nelle, had always found my time spent with Little Miss Annoying grudgingly amusing, and knew the tricks played on me well enough to have thought ahead and arrived with not one, but half a dozen tuxedos.

Ferne’s hands stilled. She tipped her head to the side. Dark eyebrows nudged together over the delicate lace that covered her forehead and eyeless sockets. The lace was a pale pink that matched her dress perfectly. She brought her hands up to hover in front of my face, fingers spread wide, before she made a soft, considering hum. I felt her senses sweeping over my body, wrapping around me, prodding and poking.

Ferne reeled back, her mouth falling open. “Something’s changed…shifted in you, brother.”

“Nothing has—”

“Bullshit,” she snarled. Her fury cut brutally into her beauty.

Dread clenched my heart with sharp claws and squeezed like a motherfucker.

If my sister could sense what I railed against, who else could? My gaze instinctively sliced to my aunt, but she was too busy listening to Kenton informing her he and Jett would escort the tithe convoy later tonight to have noticed.

“Ferne,” I glared, shoving her hands away from my face. “Leave it alone, okay? I got this.”

She grew serious, deadly. Everything about her. “You better. The Witches Ball is nearly upon us and we need her.”

The Witches Ball was held every seven years at a secret location and attended by those Horned Gods whose power dealt in nefarious spells and potions. It was less a ball, and more an auction. We’d already teased out our bait and were waiting for the tug on the line to reel in an invitation. Houses were rarely invited to the Witches Ball unless you possessed a unique offering or something that would pique their curiosity…like a Wychthorn princess.

Revulsion, as thick as bile, surged up my throat.

Why couldn’t it have been any of my other brothers chosen to do this to her?

I looped a hand around Ferne’s elbow and gently led her away. She frowned in question, but allowed me to direct her off the cobblestones and into the woodland. The curtain of leaves and branches blocked out the radiance glowing from the wildfyre torches and plunged us into darkness. I carefully guided her a short distance from my family, over jutting roots and the uneven layer of dead matter rotting on the ground, stopping before a twisted adolescent wild pine.

There was a question that Nelle had asked me last night. One I had asked myself over the years but never raised. “Why me?” I implored my sister quietly, my voice strangely hoarse.

Confusion had her angling her head. The dark curtain of her hair fell across the laced forehead and the shiny lengths cascaded over a shoulder.

“Why did you choose me for the Alverac?”

The question startled her. But the way she quickly settled made me feel that she’d been expecting me to have asked, perhaps for a long time now. “Complicated and simple.”

I squeezed her hand, urging her to explain.

She huffed, her bottom lip jutting out a fraction, and she looked exactly her age, a surly teenager. “Simply, spite. I was too young and angry to be standing there amongst the Wychthorns. And I figured she deserved to be broken by the person who needs it to heal himself.”

My breath constricted tight in my throat.

Is that me?

Broken? Fractured?

My sister seemed to read my mind and my feelings. Reaching out with her free hand, her callus-roughened skin scraped atop mine. She whispered, distress in her tone, “You shouldn’t carry the burden of what happened that night with our mother. It’s not right—”

“None of this is right,” I barked, cringing when I glimpsed my aunt swing my way at my outburst, her sharp eyes glowing like a nocturnal animal. I ducked my head until my aunt’s attention returned to Kenton, before hissing quietly, “What we’re going to do with her? The why of it all. She doesn’t know. She’s innocent—”

“None of this is fair or right.” Ferne whipped back fiercely. “There’s only what we can do, what we have to do.” She squeezed my hand so hard my knuckles buckled, and fiery pain shot through my finger bones, my arm. “Our father and aunt won’t rest. And neither will I until it’s done.”

My sister was right. None of us would stop. We’d been at this for far too long to give up. It was too ingrained in my siblings, the hate for the Wychthorns.

Ferne gentled with an exhale. She released my hand and lifted her own in a defeated manner. “Gray, I know it’s complicated. That’s what I meant earlier.” She gnawed at her bottom lip, her brow furrowing as if she wondered how to voice it. She sighed, a resigned sound, turning her head in my direction, and I imagined, though she no longer possessed eyes, she was staring at me hard. “There’s something between you two. I felt it the night of the Alverac. I’d felt it before when you two were in one another’s space at House Gatherings.” She glanced away, her face angled toward Nelle as if she was drawn to her the same way I had always been. “I still don’t know what it is, but I recognized that night, it had to be you. It had always been you.”

My heart lurched with hope. Stupid hope that my sister might understand.

Her fingers wrapped around my forearm as swiftly as an asp. Agonizing pain erupted as my bones crunched together under the force she wielded. I struggled not to wince, not to tear her hand from my arm. Her voice was edged in savagery as she dragged me closer, teeth shining brightly in the dark night. “You cannot pity her or give in to her if we are to honor our mother.”

My heart drummed a rapid beat inside a hollow chest.

My sister was right.

I was teetering on the precipice of something all-consuming, about to fall into oblivion. I had to haul myself back from the edge, from making the wrong choice before it was too late and I was condemned along with Nelle.

As if sensing my resolve, Ferne relaxed her hold on me but didn’t let go. She jerked her chin in the direction of Aunt Valarie and pushed me toward her.

If I was ice, my aunt was absolute zero. And it was she—with every slash of the whip, every hissed accusation that fell from her lips that I’d failed my mother, my family, our House—who had sculptured the wall of ice and incinerated my heart, rendering it to ash.

She’d strategically placed herself where she could see through the line of guards that separated the Wychthorns from the rest of the Houses.

Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look—

But I’d never been very wise. And my gaze traveled to the Wychthorns.

I covertly watched Aldan guide Lise away to House Reska as his family made their way inside the temple. Lise absentmindedly rubbed her swollen belly with a delicate hand, glancing back over her shoulder at her youngest sister, smiling as she mouthed—See you later.

It wasn’t her jerky movement that ensnared my attention. It was a sudden flare of panic that erupted beneath my skin and set my senses scrambling.

My little bird stood in front of her father, the layers of her silver-gray dress swirling with the brisk wind. His broad hands gripped her upper arms so tightly I saw her bite her bottom lip to stop from wincing.

Fury engulfed me with the ferocity of a brush fire.

I’m going to annihilate him!

Byron had been absent most of the day, spending his time in his office in meetings with Heads of Upper and Lower Houses as they’d arrived. His bright eyes studied hers, but there was a glassiness to them, shining with too much alcohol.

My heightened senses allowed me to listen to their conversation. He’d demanded she explain what had happened to Corné. She was trying to, without giving herself away—what she’d nearly done, reveal herself—but Byron wasn’t having any of it.

“Enough!” he barked, raising a hand, and she reared back, flinching.

Violence hissed through my veins. I almost took a step toward him, wanting to strike him down.

Self-preservation roared in my head, overriding the bloodlust—DON’T!

Fuck, don’t!

I caught myself in time, forcing myself to stand still, and became aware that my hand had inched inside my jacket pocket, reaching for my dagger. Withdrawing it quickly, I balled my fist against my thigh instead.

Every inch of my body went on lockdown.

I felt my aunt’s curiosity, her intrigue at my reaction.

Despite the rage, I maintained a bored expression as if everything disinterested me. But nothing was further from the truth. Satisfied, Aunt Valarie turned back to the Wychthorns, her hands linked at the center of her waist, and we both watched Nelle shrink, confused and hurt by her father’s response.

Byron paused momentarily, then raked a trembling hand through his salt-peppered hair. His thin lips parted as if he was going to speak, then they fell shut. Smooth fingers, which had never held a blade, went to her chin so he could tilt her face upward. And he stared at her as if he was memorizing how she looked, how she felt, as if this was a goodbye. He whispered hoarsely, “I’m sorry.”

I tasted guilt, desperation, and fear clouding his emotions. A godsdamned volatile cocktail. The memory of Marissa’s warning and the thought of Byron even considering ending Nelle’s life chilled my blood. It was an effort to curb my natural instincts. I wanted to shove my dagger into the back of his skull.

Byron blinked, and the moment between them broke. He stepped into his role once more, brutal stoicism returning. An order. “Keep it hidden, Nelle. For your sisters’ sakes. For all the Wychthorns.”

She nodded, rising on her toes and then rolling back on her heels, one white-knuckled hand clenching her bracelet of beads behind her. Her other hand slid over her swirling skirt, gripping the fabric to stop the layers from being buffeted by the brisk winds. But I saw it for what it was, nervousness and something to do to avoid his icy glare.

At that moment, the beauty of her wildness struck me.

She hadn’t changed. Maybe she hadn’t found the time or had the inclination to do so. Her skirt lifted and fluttered. A few of those fine silvery layers were dirty and torn and hooked with tiny leaves. Grass and mud stained the silver shoes. Her hair, the pale locks of moonlight, was a tangled mess of cobwebs across a bare shoulder, and her high-cut cheeks were flushed from the harsh rebuke from her father.

She stole the breath from me.

Nelle suddenly glanced sideways. An intoxicating jolt razed through me with the velocity of a lightning strike as her silver-grays locked with my blacks.

I felt like I’d been sucker punched.

Her thick lashes widened in surprise at encountering my stare. Astonishment glittered in those pretty eyes first before she flashed a secretive feminine smile, and my heart thrummed in response. Everything in me wanted to return it.

Don’t…don’t…don’t…

A flash flood of panic drowned me beneath a sickly deluge, making it hard to breathe.

I was going to ruin her in every single depraved way.

She was going to burn with hate for me.

It wouldn’t matter to her that I already hated myself.

The hurt and fear had dissolved and now there was something else slinking under my skin, humming down that strange bond we shared—curiosity tempered with trepidation. And delight, utterly enchanting delight.

I couldn’t look. I couldn’t feel. I had to shut it out. Shut her out. Shut out all those feelings she was projecting.

Gods, no good will come of wanting someone like me.

Didn’t she know that, recognize it?

The sweetness in her features cleverly disguised the dark power lurking beneath her skin. The markings that should warn of her lethality were innocent freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks, shifting as she failed to tame the charming crooked grin blooming on her lush pink lips.

But me, I practically screamed predator—the blatant markings were all over my body, the tattoos, the Ukkenskrit tales that told of my exploits, of those who had fallen to the blades I carried, even to my bare hands—screaming loud enough to spike the protective instincts of those weaker and send them scrambling away. My entire body was a weapon forged in violence.

And she was my prey.

But I wasn’t delusional, not to realize that I was also hers.

Gods, she’s my match in every single way.

I closed my eyes and drew in my aunt’s subarctic temperament. A reminder of what was at stake here—my mother.

A heavy feeling pressed itself on me. It wasn’t her—it was all me. A dull, aching void had carved a hole inside my chest.

I wanted her.

I wanted everything.

I wanted everything I couldn’t have.

I shoved that want down, down, down, to that dank, dim place where I shoved every complicated feeling I had for her, but for those rare moments where I’d forgotten myself and let it surface.

As if she’s everything.

I cracked my neck and let that bleak frostiness seeping from my aunt flood my veins and freeze my cold, black heart.

It came down to a choice—my choice.

Her or letting go of our plans and schemes.

Her or the Horned God.

Her or my mother.


53
Nelle


Evvie and Corné had entered the temple to ready themselves for the Horned Gods’ blessing.

My arms ached where my father had gripped them too hard. I didn’t understand what had overcome him. I expected him to urge me to keep myself hidden, but that other look, the one that overwhelmed his features with grief and guilt and caused his silence, unnerved me.

It had felt like both an apology and a goodbye.

My mother tipped a small white pill into her palm and swallowed it dry. Her eyes shone distant and glassy. “Byron, it’s time. We’d better see to Evvie.” He patted her hand as she linked it through his arm. “Come along, Nelle,” she encouraged with a bland smile.

I went to follow my parents when someone stepped in front of my path.

Glancing up, I was surprised to find it was Varen Crowther. In all my years, even since signing that parchment promising me to his second-eldest son, we’d barely spoken, merely politely greeted each other when I’d attended a rare House Gathering. Though I’d felt his heavy gaze crawling all over me, exactly like his twin sister’s, whenever we’d been in one another’s presence.

Varen bowed—a swift and shallow gesture.

He was an imposing man, at six-foot-five he towered over my diminutive figure. The tuxedo failed to conceal the fact that his body was quilted with muscles. Like his sons, he had a riot of wavy black hair that was pushed back from his forehead and lightly winged with silver. Also, like them, he was handsome, but his beauty was more weathered and brutal. The hard glint in those icy eyes, glowering beneath thick eyebrows, froze me in place.

His deep voice, like sliding gravel, rumbled, “You’ll stand with us tonight.”

My gaze narrowed on him.

Did I hear that right?

My father spun around to face Varen. His features twisted in outrage and he reached my side in three furious steps. “She’s a Wychthorn. She’ll stand on our side.”

The intoxicating scent of cedar brushed over me a heartbeat before Graysen appeared. His body heat singed mine as he shifted closer, but he completely ignored me and everyone there. He studied his fingernails, a bored gesture matching his tone perfectly. “She’s a Crowther.”

My scowl whipped to him—Like hells I am!

Graysen merely raised one brow at me, before his gaze swung to my bristling father as he opened his mouth to snap something. But my mother’s bony hand on his arm stopped him. Her wide-eyed gaze swept between us all, lingering on Graysen. She’d always found it difficult to hold Graysen’s piercing stare, but this time, she met his empty eyes and inclined her head respectfully. Her lips were bloodless and her other hand had stolen into the pocket of her dress. I could hear a rattling sound as she rotated that small vial of pills between her fingers. When she addressed my father, her voice was papery-thin. “She’ll remain with them.”

I sucked in a stunned breath. “Momma?”

But she’d averted her gaze from mine.

I whirled to my father with a look—Get me out of this!

The barest of movements—my mother squeezed my father’s arm. He cleared his throat and nodded to Varen.

I begged him with my eyes—Don’t do this!

Something shrunk within him, and it frightened me. He’d always been my constant, my protector, the man who ruled over all the Houses. But with the Crowthers, he always deferred. Always. I didn’t know what kind of power they held over him. Was it me? Surely it wasn’t this marriage contract Graysen and I had signed?

Father—I mouthed. But his gaze had already slunk aside. As if he felt guilty. As if he was at a loss. As if his authority were bound in this matter.

My heart stumbled as he turned away, stiffly escorting my mother up the steps of the temple, heading to the small inner room where Evvie would be waiting with our family’s tithe.

My mind reeled. They’d left me alone with the Crowthers.

I caught a look of understanding shared between Graysen and his father, before a broad hand was pressed at the dip in my back, pushing me toward the family I never really thought I’d ever be joining.

“What are you doing?” I whispered. But Graysen didn’t answer. He kept his hand on my back and that impassive expression on his face as he moved us toward House Crowther.

A shiver that had nothing to do with the power relentlessly humming inside my chest stroked an icy fingertip down my spine. I was tiny, but I’d never truly felt my stature until this very moment, surrounded by a sea of darkness. Cold. I felt so bone-cold and isolated, hemmed in by the Crowthers.

Valarie had never taken a husband. But Graysen had other aunts and uncles with their offspring gathered here tonight. Curious, discourteous glances, including those of Graysen’s brothers, were cast my way.

As one, the entire family bowed before me.

Ferne had her arm entwined around Valarie’s. Delicate lace covered her empty eye sockets. She, I was the most curious about. However, it was Valarie I locked my gaze with. Her dark hair had been pulled into a severe coil at the nape, which matched her stern features. The blustering wind whipped her simple black dress and made it flow like molten liquid. She held my hate-glare, staring back at me down the length of her straight nose with arctic eyes. Her expression was impenetrable. I had no idea what she was thinking. That violet gaze unreadable.

A familiar fire began to spark and inflame the smoldering embers in my blood.

Vengeance.

The creature breathed out, filling my veins with a pulsating power that demanded to be unleashed. That scratchy feeling returned. It felt as if I was going to crawl out of my skin. I raked my fingernails along the exposed flesh of my arm, back and forth, faster, harder. My dress, the godsdamn bow cinched around my ribs, constricted my breath, and my body itched—everything itched!

I tried to block out the images flooding my mind. The sound of a whip slicing through flesh. The blinding fury at what Graysen had endured.

My roots are deep, my strength is stone, my breath the wind. I bow to none.

But I wanted it too badly. I wanted her to suffer.

“Easy, Wychthorn,” Graysen murmured. My head jerked around to meet his blank gaze. There was a disinterested line to his posture as he stood beside me with one hand shoved into the pocket of his pants. My fury bored him. I bored him. That’s what everyone else saw.

But not me—I saw the truth of him.

Long lashes were half-lowered over sharpened eyes, while his thumb rubbed across the nails of his curled fingers, and he minutely sawed his jaw. I honed in on his shallow breathing. He was on edge. This wasn’t a power play for him. It wasn’t him showing me my place. He was worried. Worried I might upset his aunt.

What sort of hold did she have over him? Over this entire family?

And why in hells did he think his aunt could do anything to someone like me?

Foremost, I was a Wychthorn. No one would dare raise a hand to me.

As for myself, though…

Do it—the creature hissed.

And maybe it was more about the man standing beside me than myself. Protectiveness burned bright, along with a strange territorial fury that I wasn’t in the right mind state to question.

I’d touched those scars, that seagrass-textured back, with my own fingers.

She’d done that to him. A child!

I ripped my gaze from Graysen and my high heels scratched at the stone as I stepped in front of him, giving in to the creature which was reacting to the monster that stood before me.

I unwound my adamere bracelet and held it aloft.

I used this on Corné… Maybe she needs to be taught a lesson.

Maybe she needs to be whipped.

Valarie’s detached gaze fixated on the ripple of beads as they caught the glow of wildfyre and spun shards of blue light across the clustered darkness of Crowthers.

“Wychthorn.”

This time, the soft chinking of adamere failed to distract me, failed to remind me to keep myself calm. Instead, they were the melody to my heart pounding a heavy war drum inside my chest. There was nothing but wrath and abhorrence hurtling through me, directed at the vile woman staring at me as if I were insignificant. All that roared in my ears was the cracking of branches against the stone temple like the strike of a whip.

I bared my teeth, moving fast—

Shifted a foot back. Swiftly spinning my body sideways—

The Crowthers moved like ink spilling on parchment, stepping forward to encircle me, tightening their ranks like a fortress.

“Wychthorn,” came again.

Graysen might have shouted it or whispered it. I couldn’t tell because I stopped hearing anything but the roaring of the creature—END HER!

I flung my arm back. The bracelet’s length snapped outwards—

A large hand wrapped around my slender wrist, stopping the arc and whipping motion as I went to strike.

A second later, I felt Graysen’s other hand pinch the nape of my neck. I gasped, my spine instinctively bowing. It was a possessive touch, purposeful and primal, a signal from a predator to its prey to submit. Despite the message, the way his blunt-tipped fingers squeezed the vulnerable spot, his touch doused the rage burning in my gut, the flames and fury scorching my throat.

I blinked rapidly, coming to—the roaring in my ears for bloodshed, dulling—but not able to fully gather my wits, nor quite able to let go of my revulsion for his aunt.

“If you’ll excuse us both,” I heard him respectfully address his father and aunt. Then he suddenly jerked me sideways as he tugged me away.

I flung a dark look over my shoulder. Valarie’s chin tilted imperiously, watching me through slitted eyes as the Crowther family stepped aside to let us pass.

“Graysen,” I ground out, stumbling to keep up.

“Don’t—” he gritted out as he led us toward the back of the temple. His cold, black gaze slid to mine. “Just don’t.”
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Astorm of hatred weaved across Nelle’s features and burned bright. She needed space, and so did I.

With every step distancing us from my family and the other Houses, I could feel her temper clawing beneath my skin dissipating. “It’s okay,” she sighed, drawing to a halt, stopping me too. I let go, flexing my fingers and trying to loosen that electric feeling fizzing through my blood from merely touching her wrist.

She arched her elegant throat sideways and massaged the back of her neck where my hand had squeezed the vulnerable expanse of skin before shooting me a curious look.

Pincering her there, at the nape, was a primal move, animalistic and dominant, usually enforced with fangs. I needed her to submit to me, not to whatever it was inside her.

I gritted my teeth, shoving one hand in my pocket while rubbing my chin with the other. Shit, she had lost control in front of my aunt and they hadn’t exchanged a single word. My family had crowded around her. Not that she’d realized it ‌and if she did, she probably assumed they were boxing her in, rather than what they were actually doing—not allowing anyone else to see what was happening in our inner circle.

Back here, where we’d disappeared behind the temple, we were alone. Though there was space between the temple and the thickly knotted tree line, it was as if the forest couldn’t resist the ancient structure. The gnarled boughs buffeted by the winds stretched over its roof, and the bare limbs scratched at the pitted stone. I took a couple of steps across the cobblestone studded with lichen and weeds that poked through cracks. Tonight had me worried. Part of me understood Byron. Why he’d perhaps had one cognac too many. Tonight’s blessing was unavoidable. There was no way he could excuse Nelle’s presence without suspicion being cast in his direction.

Nelle had bowed her head and was smoothing the tips of her fingers under the arch of an eyebrow. “I couldn’t…” Her lashes fluttered wider as she glanced at me sideways. A strange mixture of contrition and utterly unrepentant for her reaction to Aunt Valarie shone in her gaze. “I couldn’t look at her without seeing what she’d done to you—”

“Leave it,” I bit back with more anger than intended.

She flinched, then straightened to face me fully, her hand slackening to her side. Once again, I felt like an asshole, but she needed to hear this. “Keep that temper on a short leash,” I growled, shoving a finger at her. Wychthorn princess or not, by disrespecting my aunt, she was brandishing a red flag. Plain and simple.

And here, amongst all the Houses, had all rational thought fled?

What was it? That thing hidden beneath her flesh?

Were her emotions so entwined with it, she had no control when she ignited with fury? Or was it simply her—a fearless girl incapable of concealing how she felt?

Nelle propped her hand on her hip, looking at me incredulously. “How can you stand her? How can you not hate her for what she did?”

“I don’t hate her.”

“What she did—”

“Leave. It. Alone!” I barked.

Storming off, I heard a burst of motion, the clattering of heels, and suddenly she was right in front of me, blocking my path. She crossed her arms, one foot slightly forward so she could rap her toe on the flagstone in an irritated pattern. “You need to apologize.”

I glared at her, a little astounded by her demand, but also not. Cocking my head, I hissed low. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed this about me, but I don’t apologize for anything.”

Her gaze narrowed and her mouth pinched. “You were cruel and vicious and I shouldn’t trust you after what you said and did to me last night.”

And that struck home, like a fist to the guts. I briefly closed my eyes, cursing myself. Gods, she really shouldn’t trust me.

When I squinted through one eye, I found her glare had gotten meaner. She tossed up a flattened palm. “Why couldn’t you have just told me the truth? Or at the very least, tell me it wasn’t any of my business?”

“It. Is. None. Of. Your business.” I snarled, matching her ire.

“Stop being such a stubborn ass and apologize!” she shrieked, both hands balled into fists, and when she stamped one foot, I swore I felt the earth shudder.

“Not gonna happen!” I roared back.

The air held moisture, but as yet, the heavens hadn’t unleashed. A crack of blinding-white lightning bleached the color from the trees and the freckles from her honeyed skin, cutting everything into sharp contrast.

Turning her image for a split second into a wrathful goddess.

Ethereal.

Untouchable and remote.

And full of righteous fire. She looked like she wanted to smite me down.

Do it—a sick part of me roared, wishing for one stupid moment to unburden myself from this heaviness pressing upon my bones, crowding out my very breath. The responsibility and unfairness battled against the incessant need to be near her all the time. To do anything for her, to please her, simply to tease out a smile within her silvery-gray eyes, curve her lips into a crooked grin, and make her burst into that hearty laugh that warmed my soul. And her fire, gods, I adored her fire, how she warred with me and refused to put up with my personal brand of jerkass. She was wicked-mean and I craved it from her, as much as I desired her sweetness too.

Lightning died.

Darkness plunged.

A grumble of thunder followed.

And as my eyes swiftly adjusted to the gloomy night, she was just a girl standing in front of me. A simple girl shaking with fury and indignation, made perfectly for me.

And that sudden realization pitched my stomach into a freefall.

How am I going to do everything that needs to be done?

Her anger dissolved and her expression crumbled as a pent-up breath left her body. She gnawed her bottom lip, darting a worried look at me. Stepping closer, she raised her chin, those light eyebrows quirking upward. I listened as my little bird said softly, “I know you’re keeping something from me. I know there’s more you don’t want me to know.”

Guilt was a cold greasy feeling sickening my insides.

She spread her fingers a hairsbreadth from my throat, the adamere beads adorning her wrist, chinking like wind chimes as resolve strengthened her voice. “But hear this, Graysen Crowther. I’ll steal your secret sooner or later.”

We stared silently in challenge, my heartbeat a shameful thud in my empty chest, and I prayed to Zrenyth she wouldn’t see my truth.

As always, it seemed when it came to her, I buckled first.

Spinning away, I stalked along the broken cobblestones crusted with moss until I was dead center at the back of the temple. My shoulders rounded forward as I toed the stone beneath my feet, crushing blades of grass where they poked free. A thick swell of loss and resentment choked up my throat, and it took a long moment to regain control, to remind myself that Nelle was not for me.

Nelle’s distinctive fragrance swept ahead of her before quick, clipped steps brought her to stand in front of me. I squared my shoulders and knotted my arms across my chest. Perhaps it seemed an aggressive gesture but it was also defensive.

Her eyes were glacial and her mouth petulant. “I don’t want to stand with you and your family—”

“Tough, you’re with us tonight. You don’t want to be up there with your family. Not at that altar. Nor standing beside the Horned Gods.”

That was why we couldn’t let her near the altar.

Faced with the tithe she’d comforted at the tithe prison, with the sacrifice about to happen and the seductive power resonating from the Horned Gods, it could make her slip. The best we could do was keep her as far away from the dais as possible and the simplest way to do that was for Nelle to stand amongst us. She was unraveling. Today she’d proven that with her rage and lack of self-control.

A shudder rippled through her slight figure, and her complexion paled. Soft blue light from the wildfyre glanced along the sharp lines of her cheeks. Anxious eyes flitted away, and she absentmindedly scratched her fingernails against her upper arm as she stared at the temple. At the lichen creeping over weather-worn grooves that curved into a monstrous wingtip. “With everything going on between us… I hadn’t time to think about the ceremony.” She instinctively shifted closer. Her shoulder, an inch from my arm, caused all the fine hair on my body to rise. My heartbeat kicked up a notch to match hers. “I don’t come here very often,” she whispered. “I’ve rarely been inside… I haven’t witnessed this kind of ceremony before.”

It was going to be brutal tonight.

Urstlo was one of the three Horned Gods who would perform the blessing. It wasn’t anything I wished for her to meet. Sirro, of course, would attend, but as for the identity of the third Horned God, I didn’t know who or what it would be.

Who the hells knew how Nelle would react?

But Marissa understood my father’s veiled offer disguised as demand. Despite those pills clouding her mind and emotions, Marissa knew how dangerous it was for her daughter to be standing at the altar beside the Horned Gods, with that innocent death performed right in front of her and nowhere else to look. The Crowthers were the only ones who could shield Nelle without raising suspicion.

And perhaps she agreed so readily with my father because of what she’d shared with me last night. She suspected her husband was capable of doing anything to keep himself as the Head of the Great House, even taking his own daughter’s life, which was why she wanted Nelle as far away from Byron as possible.

Nelle’s eyebrows slanted upward. “The sacrifice…? Is that why you pushed for me to join your family?”

Push? It was more a curt demand. One Byron had to give in to.

I nodded, relieved I could at least be honest about that. Tucking my hands into my pockets, I rocked back on my heels. “No—thanks—Wychthorn?”

“You first,” she shot tartly, flashing a grin.

I let out an exasperated huff I only half felt. I was suffocating under the weight of us, and yet she continued to delight me with her ability to both charm me and piss me off at the same time.

My gaze drifted to the relief sculpture that took up the entire length of the back wall. It slowly came into focus as I untangled myself from thoughts of her.

A wyrm.

Maybe it was me, the fact that I’d inherited the black eyes from my ancestors that tamed wyrms, but I’d always admired the sleekness of the serpentine body, wings extended, horned head similarly shaped to a dragon—a mortal myth and not in any way real—with a ridge of plated spikes down its spine, and the design of its webbed feet made for digging through dirt. Wyrms didn’t have lairs in caves; they dug burrows beneath the earth and kept their offspring deep underground until they’d crossed adolescence.

A proud smile threatened to expose itself. Of those families gathered here, House Crowther was the oldest. Our lineage went right back, well past the Final War, to the age shrouded in mist and hidden from mortal knowledge, when Zrenyth gave life to the Horned Gods.

And once, long ago, we’d had an earlier version of this temple on our own lands.

Nelle noticed what I was looking at. Her expression smoothed into wonderment as she stared wide-eyed at the relief sculpture of the wyrm.

Pinching her skirt between her fingers, she lifted its length while ascending the steps. The soles of her high heels cracked against the stone porch that wrapped around the building. Wildfyre torches blazed, shadows dancing over the carved wall and pillars and creeping dead ivy, and cast her in an icy blue light that was reminiscent of those ancient glaciers up north. I trailed behind, drawn to her like a moth to a naked flame, unheedful of the danger.

Gods, why can’t I stay away?

Her body weaved from side-to-side as she took in the wyrm’s rendering. “Greedy. Obsessive. Territorial,” she murmured so quietly that I knew she was talking to herself.

“Easily offended. Cunning and shrewd. Stubborn as all Nine Hells,” I added, shifting my weight to one hip. “Volatile too.” I gave her a sly look, unable to resist adding, “Like someone else I know.”

She’d been craning her neck to stare up at the roofline of the wall where the tips of the wyrm’s wings were extended. Surprised, she whipped her head to mine. Gray eyes sparkled with amusement. “Volatile indeed,” she scoffed. Reaching out, she hesitated briefly before touching the ancient pockmarked stone. Her delicate fingers traced a curve of a leathery wing, just as she’d done last night to the wyrm branded above my heart. “Draxxon,” she said softly, reverently.

I made a humming noise in confirmation. The rendering of the wyrm wasn’t quite right, though.

Anyone looking at me would only see boredom and simmering aggravation to be stuck in her company, but inside…I couldn’t help the excitement fizzing through my veins. Out of anyone I knew within the Houses, she was the only one who would appreciate our families’ vast history. I couldn’t wait to see her reaction when she came face to face with Draxxon at our home, his gigantic body lining the wall of our Great Hall.

Weather-roughened stone prickled my palm as I ran my hand over the wyrm’s head. Draxxon’s horns resembled antelopes, more graceful than what was captured here, thick and gnarled and ram-like. “He basked in sunshine. Wyrmfire, pure sunlight. He brought mountains to their knees.”

Those eyes of hers, lashes darkened with mascara, seemed so much larger as she slowly blinked, taking in what I knew. Her focus dipped to my mouth, and with the languid swipe of her gaze, a tangible caress sparked against my lips and fired a straight line of heat down to my cock.

“Let me guess, Draxxon was tamed by a Crowther.”

I bunched my fingers into fists at my sides and told my stiffening shaft to back the hells down, or else I was going to do something stupid like clench my hands in her pale hair and claim her in a searing kiss.

Gods, I want her.

A notch formed between her brows, and I suddenly realized, rather belatedly, she was waiting for an answer. I could only swallow and nod in reply with a rasp. “Hamon.”

She couldn’t help herself. She was a curious little thing. Heaving a sigh, she reluctantly asked, as if she wished there was someone, anyone else, besides me, to provide her with an answer. “How do you tame a wyrm?”

“Charm the fuck out of them.”

Her brows shot up in surprise. Then she threw her head back to laugh skyward, giving a full body shake of laughter, the infectious kind that enticed you to join in. It peeled from her, bright and radiant, each note rich with exuberance.

The sound wrapped around my body and infused me with her sunshine.

It was the second-best sound I’d ever heard, the first being those delicious hitched gasps she made right before she came and the godsdamn scream as she detonated. The erotic sounds vibrating along my bones almost had me wishing to fall upon her to claim entirely.

Nelle spun around to slump against the temple, clutching her stomach. Her laughter died down to broken chuckles, and she swiveled sideways to brace her shoulder against the wall, her eyes bright with joy. “How do you do that?”

I arched a brow because I didn’t know what she was asking.

“How do you manage to simultaneously piss me off and make me laugh at the same time?”

I shrugged, taming the grin. Because I’d asked myself the same question about her only minutes ago.

She pushed off the temple, turning back to Draxxon’s image, still smiling. Her gaze scoured the serpentine body. At the scales flanking its form that were harder than adamere. “Did your ancestors ride wyrms?”

I snorted. “Hells no. You can’t constrict wyrms with harnesses.” Draxxon was the most powerful wyrm of all time. Because of the deep bond with Hamon, he battled by my ancestor’s side in the Final War.

“Draxxon and Hamon were the only ones between the Horned Gods and the army of mortals,” she said, her forehead creased in thought, obviously running through the last war and the Houses’ history.

I shot her a sidelong glance, finishing the history lesson but adding a few more details she wouldn’t know. “Clever motherfuckers had aligned themselves with Children of the Harbinger, created a legion of others, and used them against us.” A few treasonous Horned Gods had betrayed us, too. “Hamon was killed. Draxxon wounded. Without Hamon, Draxxon was freed.” I spread my legs wider, crossed my arms, and absentmindedly rubbed my fingertips back and forth along my jawline while taking in the flames of the wyrmfire blazing from Draxxon’s snarled mouth. “He could have turned feral and left the battlefield, but he fought on until he was brought down by wyrm-harpoons. But his sacrifice allowed the few of us that survived the slaughter to scatter.”

She blinked, confusion tightening her features. Her gaze bounced from me to the wyrm and back again. “How do you know all of that? I didn’t even know about wyrm-harpoons.”

That knowledge, along with many others, had disappeared from the lessons we’d been taught growing up, along with the names of the first and most ancient Houses that succumbed to treachery when new Houses arose.

“Our family library.”

For a moment, her gray eyes lit up with excitement and she bounced on the balls of her feet.

Her own family’s library only went back so far in history. I could see her mind churning, what she thought she might learn in those ancient tomes of ours. A ghost of a smile danced across her lips.

Then she remembered herself.

That look of delight melted away a frosted lawn meeting sunshine. Darkness swept over her features. She stepped closer to the temple to tap her forefinger against the stone, frowning as she fixed her gaze on the movement. “I don’t know if I can stand near your aunt without saying anything.”

The sudden reminder of our reality, what I was to her, and her to me—had me falling from a great height, slamming into pavement with a jolt that shook through me.

“You will. You have to.” I rubbed my hand across my face. Gods, I’d completely fucked everything up. “Shit, Wychthorn. I should never have told you any of that.”

Her tongue darted out to wet her lips as she turned to face me. Those eyes, more silver in the dim light, snagged on my mouth, and heat scorched through my veins, then froze to ice as soon as her words registered. “I…I didn’t know for the longest time about your mother…her dying.”

Dying. Guilt churned my stomach.

And for a moment I had to close my eyes to hide myself from her as another image burst unbidden into my mind. The last memory I had of my mother was her crouched over my shattered body, her terror as tangible as the blood splattered all over her face. The bright red flecks thinned by tears, washing down her cheeks in watery streaks.

I’d reached for her, three of my fingers broken and bent awkwardly—

She screamed—

And then she was gone.

I still didn’t open my eyes, my throat thick and burning, when Nelle said quietly, “But I remember her, I think, from when the Houses came together and my father allowed me to attend. I have faint recollections. She had a smile and laugh that warmed the soul.”

She did. My mother did.

Green eyes, bright and full of mirth, and hair spun gold.

“I think I have one memory of her. She’d made my mother smile. Back when she smiled and laughed a lot.” Opening my eyes, I found Nelle staring down at her fingers rotating through her adamere beads. “Not so much anymore.” Her gaze lifted and she seemed faraway in thought. “She crouched down to tap me on the nose.” Her brows nudged together as she gave me a sidelong glance, contemplative. “You were there too. I don’t know why I couldn’t stop looking at you. You were a curiosity, but I also resented you too. I never understood why I couldn’t look away whenever you were nearby. I never had to search to see where you stood. I could feel it. Feel you looking back at me, trying to understand it yourself.”

You never did stop.

Neither could I.

Her chest expanded with a sudden rush of air and she blinked rapidly, as if coming back to herself. “She said I was something special. I thought she just meant what grownups liked to say to make a small child proud. But that wasn’t what she meant at all. Was it?” Her gray eyes sharpened on mine. “She knew what I was, or suspected at the very least.”

Panic erupted, and I could feel tiny beads of sweat coating my palms. I hooked a finger through my dampened shirt collar where the necktie seemed to have suddenly gripped me in a stranglehold.

Nelle took a step toward me. “The Horned Gods killed your mother.”

Hearing those words fall from that innocent mouth, I was pretty sure being run over by an eighteen-wheeler and backed over several more times for good measure wouldn’t have hurt as much.

A thief, a death-dealer, a spinner of deceit.

The Uzrek’s proclamation rang true. I was all of those things. The last, I hated with every inch of my being. But it was true. I was a spinner of deceit.

“I was locked in a tithe prison the same year you endured that punishment.”

She took a step closer—I took one back.

“My mother changed overnight, a shadow of her former self.”

Two more steps and she’d backed me up against the wall. Cold, uneven stone jabbed against my spine.

“When your family claimed me, we’d hardly ever spoken directly before. But when we spoke in the aviary before signing the Alverac, you’d acted as if you knew me and had already passed judgment, and you didn’t like me.” She tilted her head back, worry glistening in her eyes. “So what is it, Graysen? What have I done to you to make you resent me this way?”

She was close, so close to discovering the truth.

What good would it do but terrify her?

I wasn’t sure I was breathing, and terror ripped at my insides with razor-sharp talons. It wouldn’t take long for that clever mind to piece it together.

Her gaze lowered to her hands fiddling with the adamere bracelet, fingers distractedly rotating the beads. Her voice dropped to a whisper, and I could hear the fear laced through the words. “Because I can’t help but think that I have something to do with those whip marks on your back. That I was responsible for it.” She drew in a deep breath and she slowly raised those big wide eyes to stare at me again. She was determined, but her bottom lip trembled and she was trying to hide her anxiety from me by rolling her lip into her mouth. “You need to tell me what I’ve done.”

Even if it will break you?

Frighten you?

Her thick eyelashes fluttered even wider as she waited, her chest rising and falling with a shallow breath, and her knuckles turned white around the bracelet from their forceful grip.

Gods, Nelle, what I’m going to do to you?

As a child, she’d mesmerized me. I’d protected her, and she’d never known that fact. Then everything changed between us. One night on a dark country road when my world, the heart of our family, my mother was hunted in her place. Someone had given up my mother to save her. And it was me. If only I hadn’t breathed a word, sat in the gloomy recesses of the limousine, and held my tongue. My mother would still be with us and I wouldn’t be standing here with the girl who I saved through my reckless choice.

She’d have been killed or stolen—

But I’d still have my mother and my back wouldn’t have been ruined with slashes of the whip.

What could I tell her?

The truth?

The truth was raw glass that would flay her soul.

But wasn’t that what I’d wanted all along? Hadn’t I wanted her to hurt as much as I had been?

Gods, I’d waited for this moment for years—to cut Nelle down and make her pay. Watch the life drain out of those vibrant gray eyes and pure terror erupt instead.

But deep down, I knew my truth.

I cared for her. I always had. Even when I’d denied it, refused to acknowledge it—lied to myself about it.

Nelle waited nervously, the fierce spirit that lived and breathed in her gaze dulled with dread, while condemnation scorched through my veins with the ruthlessness of wildfyre, leaving nothing behind but shame and self-loathing.

Nelle or my mother?

Every cell in my body rebelled against me as I fought against the need burning inside. To confess. To fall on my knees and beg forgiveness for something that had yet to pass.

Nelle thought she was the monster.

It couldn’t be further from the truth.

I was.

I was the monster that lurked in a shadowed crack, preying on her, silent and still and waiting with infinite patience for her to pluck a silken strand so I could strike. I’d drag her into my lair and feast on everything good inside of her. Bleed her dry until she was a husk of hate.

And it was there, a monstrous chain around my heart, weighing me down and binding my soul in a barbed wire embrace, almost about to roll off my tongue, my confession, the truth of the Alverac. My mouth parted—

The abrupt sound of hurried footsteps jolted us apart.

Someone who smelled of honey and orange blossoms rounded the temple and saved my ass.

Mela Văduva.


55
Graysen


Nelle reacted instantly.

She whirled away to face the two interlopers who stumbled across the cobblestones, their elbows looped around each other and their laughter deadened by the boom of thunder.

As soon as Nelle saw Mela Văduva and Elyse Estlore, every muscle in her body tensed, but her wolf-bright eyes fixed on Mela. Curiously, her fingers curled—nails biting into soft palms—lips thinning as she bared her teeth. Her freckles starkly contrasted to a complexion with a waxen sheen.

The ends of my hair lifted as a bitter wind raked around us. Cooler and fiercer than the storm gusts, aether sparkled like spindrift on its wings.

Oh, shit.

Nelle looked as if she wanted to gouge Mela’s eyes out.

It was instinct to slide my hand beneath the waves of moonlit locks and clasp her slender neck, right where she was vulnerable most. I didn’t need to feel her humming pulse against my fingers, because mine matched hers beat for beat. I forced her head around, and her body stiffly followed. Lowering my head, there was nowhere else she could look but into my eyes. She was gone somewhere inside that clever mind, bristling as her nostrils flared with the sharp rapid breaths. The sliver of her eyes shone predatory and unblinking, and beads of sweat glistened along her hairline.

I closed the gap between us. My nose brushed against hers, and her sunshine breath kissed my lips. “Easy, Nelle,” I murmured, as if I were gentling a skittish horse.

I squeezed the nape of her neck fiercely enough to snap her out of the mindset that had a hard hold on her. She startled at my painful touch and gasped. Her gaze came back into focus, lashes flicking wide with shock. And the wild wind she’d wrought died.

Still, I didn’t let go, but I eased the pressure of my grip. “You okay?”

She swallowed, nodding, and I finally released her. Embarrassment had her cheeks flushing with color as she fidgeted with the bow cinching her waist, jittering in her sky-high heels. Shame glanced across her features—stunning, but wrong.

I frowned, not understanding her reaction until a feeling slunk through me, oily and queasy—jealousy.

It wasn’t me…it was her.

Jealous? My little bird’s jealous?

A girlish laugh had my gaze slicing back to Mela, who was giggling as she and her blond friend skipped up the stone steps to rest against a pillar. So far, neither of them had noticed us.

Mela smiled at something Elyse said. She shared a playful look with the woman at her side before swatting her arm. And then, Elyse leaned into her, winding an arm around Mela’s back before resting her head against my friend’s shoulder.

I watched the delight, confusion, and elation sparkle in Mela’s deep brown eyes.

Holy hellsgate.

Suddenly, I was in a quandary. A completely different fucked-up problem altogether.

For the moment, Nelle had forgotten about my mother and the question that plagued her. What had she to do with that night long ago? I should take my leave, keep my distance from Nelle, and thank Zrenyth that I hadn’t answered her question.

But Mela…and Elyse.

My friend deserved this chance.

Nelle stifled a surprised yelp when I spun her around and hooked an arm about her waist to pull us both into the shadows of the alcove where we wouldn’t be seen. Her back pressed against my front, and gods, holding her there, right where she fitted perfectly, sent my mind and body into exquisite shock.

“What are you—”

I shushed her.

She slanted sideways to peer up at me. Her mouth fell open. “Did you just shoosh me?” But she had lowered her voice to a whisper. “So we’re going to hide here in the shadows?”

“This could be big. Really big for Mela. Let her have this moment,” I whispered back, desperately trying to ignore the delectable blossomy scent of Nelle’s that perfumed the air.

“Who, Mela?” Nelle squirmed in my grip to cant her upper body forward to peek around the alcove to glower at Mela. And that jealousy emanating from her intensified to score at my insides with the blunt edge of a blade.

Understanding flared. “Oh…Mela…”

Wychthorn jolted at my voice and half-twisted about to face me. Her eyes were wide with shock, and her mouth slackened, then clamped tight, as if she’d only just acknowledged her intense reaction to Mela herself. She finally heaved a defeated sigh and fell back against my chest. She averted her gaze, but I could see, peering down, the sullen pout to her lips, and how one hand tugged furiously at the capped sleeve of her dress.

I couldn’t help myself, the stupid grin and the languid glide of the backs of my fingers down her soft arm. “You’re jealous of Mela?” That possessiveness radiating from my little bird was seriously hot.

She bristled. “Of course not.” She’d spoken harshly, but low enough not to be overheard. Maybe she felt, if she spoke it aloud, she’d believe the words too.

But I’d already read the darkness gathering on her features and felt the sting of her jealousy. “Right, that’s why you’re crackling all over with jealousy.”

She kept her scowl averted. “You liked to…you know…with her,” she waved a dismissive hand. “Before you came to see me for the day.”

No, I didn’t. Not Mela.

But there was truth to it because months ago there had been other girls in my desperation to keep lying to myself. Because all I wanted was her.

If there was any time to apologize, it was right now. But I found I couldn’t. Maybe because I rarely did and had sworn never to apologize to this Wychthorn, the words were foreign to me. Still, I could offer her this. “Mela’s in love with Elyse.” My friend had been in love with Elyse for years.

“Really?” Nelle angled her head sideways to look up at me with rounded eyebrows. “Elyse Estlore?” She gifted me a dazzling smile, and the remnants of her jealous wrath crackling beneath my skin doused as if a bucket of water had been tipped over her.

She went to leave, but I pulled her back. “Don’t move, they’ll see us.”

“So we’re stuck here, for how long? I don’t want to be hiding while they’re making out.”

I dropped my gaze to my feet, spread on either side of hers, and scuffed the dirty, worn stone with a toe. “Well, yeah…I guess.” Admittedly, it wasn’t much of a plan.

Elyse’s voice teased my heightened senses.

“I need to talk to you,” she said softly to Mela.

Nelle and I stilled, locking eyes.

“Are you listening in?” Nelle whispered with a mischievous grin.

“You are too,” I shot back, my mouth mirroring hers.

“It’s impossible not to.” Pulling at my hold, she peered around the edge of the alcove, and then, without looking, she wiggled her fingers for me to join her in spying on my friend.

I crowded behind Nelle while we watched Elyse reach out and take Mela’s hand, turn it palm up, and lightly trace circles on the sensitive flesh with a single finger, drawing a full-body shiver from Mela.

“Mela. I know what you feel for me. What you want from me too. I’ve been foolish and I’m ashamed I haven’t been honest with you in return. I’ve hidden behind the expectations of my family, who they expect me to marry because I’ve been too afraid to ask for what I want.”

Mela tried to say gently, “Elyse—” but Elyse’s tentative smile cut her off as the blond woman pushed off the pillar to stand in front of her.

“I’m done denying myself. I want you, Mela. You.”

There was a moment of pause between the two, and we could no longer see Elyse’s face as her back was to us. But we saw Mela. Her lush mouth widened into a stunned, glorious smile, and then her expression disappeared too as Elyse leaned in and kissed her.

Finally!

I turned away, glad Mela had got her happy ending with Elyse.

Keeping close to the temple and the shadows cast by the eaves, I tugged at my bottom lip with a crooked forefinger and thumb, wondering how we could extricate ourselves without disturbing Mela and Elyse. We could sneak behind the temple. But I was pretty sure we’d be spotted.

Nelle turned away, slowly twisting around to slump against the wall. She was practically beaming. She tipped her head back to stare up at the swirl of storm clouds blustering low.

Once again, I was struck by how gorgeous she was.

That adorable rosy-pink hue flushed her cheeks, and she was breathing little fluttery breaths. Loosening a wondrous sigh, she lowered her gaze to the tree line in front of us. “You care.”

Yeah, I did.

I shrugged, jamming my hands into the pockets of my pants. “She’s my friend. Mela’s loved Elyse for years.”

Nelle shifted her head slightly. Luminous gray eyes slid to mine as her cheeks rounded with a small secretive smile. “I’m not talking about Mela.”

I cocked an eyebrow, not understanding.

Nelle spoke slowly. Deliberately. “You care for me.”

My stomach fell away.

Holy hellsgate, here we go. I was effectively toast. She was going to decimate me. Incinerate me. Torture the truth out of me.

I made a pffting noise, rolling my eyes.

Like a shark sensing blood in the water, her gaze sharpened on mine. She shoved off the wall, straightening her shoulders, taking a step toward me with one hand popped on her hip. “I see you. All this…” she said, circling a pointed finger at my face. “It’s a mask you wear. I see you, Graysen Crowther, right through to the heart of you.”

My pulse exploded into a skittish pattern because I’d thought the same thing when she’d seen through my bored expression earlier. “I have no heart—”

“Only ash in the space it should be.” Her cunning smile widened as she flung my own words back at me. Thick lashes lowered in challenge. “What are you afraid of?”

I snorted. “Ah, nothing,”

You. I’m frightened of you. Of my family. Of losing the way you’re looking at me right now, somewhere between wanting to punch me in the face and kissing the hells out of me.

“You like me…the deeper kind. You’ve felt that way for a very long time.”

There was something about her, about us, as if I’d walked straight into an electric storm that buffered me about and raked along my skin. As if she sang to me, and I couldn’t stop myself from responding. It drummed a thunderous beat in my chest, a bass line of twin hearts. I wanted desperately to draw her in, thread my fingers through her hair, and press a kiss into the hollow at her throat.

Instead, I glared back at her, because I was an idiot and didn’t know what else to do.

She reached me in two quick steps. She craned her neck. Even with her in those sky-high heels, I still felt like a giant. Static electricity hummed in my gut and I was praying to Zrenyth that it didn’t show how lost I was to this tiny thing full of fire.

I almost was unprepared for it when she jumped at me. My arms went instinctively to catch her. “What the hells are you doing?”

She gripped my shoulders and shimmied up my body. “What does it look like?”

“Climbing me like a tree.”

She wrapped her legs around my hips and we both heard the schlicking sound of her dress tearing. “Oh, dear…” she grimaced, her eyes sparkling, belying the truth. She wasn’t sorry one bit.

Squeezing my shoulders, she looked me dead in the eye. “I’m not about to have this conversation talking to your belly button.” She wriggled, getting comfortable, and made a delighted, surprised sound when she encountered something long, thick, and hard. “Oh…”

I groaned gruffly as my little bird adjusted her pussy with a wicked smile, right against my erection, and my hands flexed on her ass in response. I barely held myself back from spinning us around to press her up against the wall and grind up against her.

She leaned forward. Her soft hair tickled my cheek, and her lips and breath found the shell of my ear. And, gods, did that feel good. Hot molten pleasure flowed down my spine as she nipped my earlobe and breathily whispered, “I know you want me…I can feel it. “

I knew she wasn’t referring to my hard-on. But all the same, the ferocious urge to claim her crashed through me with the force of a tsunami. That damned tantalizing dress, the bow tied in front—she was a sexy-as-fuck present I wanted to unwrap with my teeth. The soft pink lipstick coating her mouth—I wanted it smeared all over my body like godsdamned war paint.

Bending forward, she touched her forehead to mine, her eyes fluttering shut. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

I couldn’t. Not without lying.

I wanted her with every cold bone in my body. Gods, I wanted her in every sense. I wanted her beneath me, wrapped around my cock. To hurt her in the most pleasurable way. I wanted her sunshine, her smiles and her laughter. And her delightful smart-ass mouth, too. We were bound together, she and I. We always had been.

Swallowing thickly, I shook my head slowly from side to side, because I was incapable of speech. But every inch of me was taut. Surely that gave me away.

Nelle pulled back, opening those gray eyes shot with silver and honed with insight. “You’re a liar, Graysen Crowther.”

I didn’t like the sudden keen edge in her gaze, the sly way she smiled.

Her hand snapped to my throat—

I jolted. “The fuck?”

Two of her fingers rapped a staccato beat on my pulse point that had kicked into a quickened rhythm. Gods, she’d taken lessons from me, upped the ante, and wielded the power she had over me mercilessly like my queen.

“You know what I think?” Her gaze dipped to my mouth and every single inch of my body exploded under her attention. If it was at all possible, my cock got harder and throbbed against her heat.

“I think I’ve crawled under your skin, burrowed so deep inside I’ve taken root, and you’ll never be able to dig me out.” Her lips ghosted mine. “You can’t stay away—can’t stop thinking about me, wanting me.”

She nipped my bottom lip, drawing her teeth across the flesh before she sucked on it.

She let go, leaning back in my arms, and winked. Actually winked.

I was lost. So fucking lost to her. I didn’t know what to do.

“So why not forget about our past, what lies ahead, and let us have now.” She raised her hand, holding it a scant breadth from my arm, not breaking away from my gaze the entire time. I felt that sparkling energy pass from her to me and bounce back from me to her. “Give in to me. Give in to us. Give in to this… Whatever this is between us. Just. Give. In.” She curled her fingers and idly swept the backs of them up my neck and along my jawline without once touching me. The fine hair rose wherever her hand passed and blazing heat scorched every single cell. I felt like the crackling flame burning down a wick of a firecracker, about to explode and perforate the air with shards of bright vibrant light.

Just give in.

How easily I could.

And so wrong.

Yes.

No.

Fuuuck!

Her lips parted. I breathed in her sunshine as the words brushed against my mouth. “As if she’s everything.”

My blood thrummed in time with our twin heartbeats and the words ricocheting around in my head in a litany—Yes, yes, yes.

She softly sighed, and I let out a deep groan when her sweet lips met mine.

It was a long slow kiss that started sweetly with closed lips, then open mouths, and finally she pushed her silken tongue inside, sliding like melted honey to tangle around mine.

Everything emptied of my head but her. She consumed me—her taste, the feel of her in my arms and embraced within my body. That insane, tartly sweet scent of hers drowned me beneath its waves of heady fragrance. The taste of her sunshine and those desire-darkened eyes, the glittering silver and striates of charcoal. The flush of her skin in that rosy-pink hue I found adorable. And the freckles scattered over her cheeks like constellations, that I knew would taste of nothing yet would be stardust against my lips.

My hand instinctively went to the back of her head, threading beneath the thick waves of hair to cradle her nape, angling her gently to deepen the kiss. As if now that I’d touched her there, I needed to reassure us both of what we had. I kissed her as if I had forever. That she was forever mine.

A rough clearing of a throat exploded in my ears and jerked us apart.

Caidan leaned against the nearest pillar. He actually had the audacity to lean, arms folded, one foot hitched and resting against the stone, smirking at us.

I never wanted to punch my brother in the face more than at that moment.

“You’re lucky it was me sent here,” he said, his gaze shifting to mine, hardening.

On reflex, my hands tightened on Nelle, and she winced, biting back a gasp. I remembered myself, loosening my grip and soothing her skin where I’d momentarily held her too tight.

Gods, but he’s right. If it had been Jett or Kenton who had come upon us—

Caidan tipped his head toward the temple. “It’s time to go inside.”


56
Nelle


The moment my foot crossed the temple’s threshold, I knew I’d made a grave mistake. A mistake that could cost the lives of myself, my sisters and parents, and every single person connected to the Wychthorns.

I hadn’t gone to the woods today—not this morning, nor this evening. I hadn’t found time. And stupidly, stupidly, letting the dark power unleash itself in my bedroom wasn’t enough. I hadn’t freed its fire, its might.

I’d come to the temple as a child, nine years old and already strange. Curiosity had drawn me up the worn stone steps toward the large open archway, Hazus’s yawning mouth beckoning me inside his belly, and I’d felt a sensation, almost as if the temple inhaled a breath and expelled it. In the stale rank currents of air, power whispered over my flesh, enticing and intoxicating as if it had sung to me, wanting me to drink my fill of the darkness that strummed through the shadowed temple.

As I’d lingered at the entranceway, my foot hovering over the threshold, the creature had stirred, slithering around my bones, and I’d heard it for the very first time, clearly as if it had been standing right beside me, hissing into my ear. But it was in my mind its rasping voice had spoken. “Hello, tiny little thing…”

Terrified, I’d spun away and fled.

Now, years later, I entered Hazus and Skalki’s temple.

The creature was curious and thrummed with excitement. There was too much pain, too much blood and suffering and death residing within these stone walls.

All I wanted to do was spin around and run. Run far, far away.

But I couldn’t.

The Houses were split and arranged to face one another to allow a wide gap between them so the Horned Gods performing the blessing could stride through and take their places on the dais.

The skittish flames of wildfyre burning in sconces along the wall held the gloom back. A row of pillars braced the vaulted ceiling and slender arched entryways broke up the outer walls. Though fresh air could filter in, the scent of rot stung my nostrils. However, it also seduced my senses and the thing inside me purred.

I followed Graysen, with Caidan striding right behind me, and took my place amongst the Crowthers. Not in the front row, but where Graysen gestured with a flick of his fingers, the second. The Crowthers had situated themselves near the end position of our society, with a slim opening in the wall directly at our back. Their rank should have placed them further up in the line of Houses, but as usual, they kept themselves apart. I gripped my adamere bracelet tightly, the beads warm against my palm, ensuring I didn’t make eye contact with Graysen’s aunt and have that blinding fury engulf me. Instead, it was Ferne who stood in front of me.

Sickly looking thorned vines tangled around the pillars and crept across the ceiling. The insides of the temple, its columns and walls, were carved with the varying shapes of the Horned Gods. Fascination and distress warred within me at confronting such terrifying beauty. Writhing beasts with claws and fangs, scaled or leathery creatures. Beautiful men and women with forked tongues or a crown of horns. Indistinguishable shapes of elemental beings.

Curiously, I caught a look of pride shared between the Crowthers as they settled into rank as if they’d arrived home‌.

Great House after Great House inherited the temple from those before us who had either fallen from grace or been annihilated. There was no knowledge of who reigned before the Final War. But I had my suspicions.

In a book so old I’d been afraid the pages would crumble to dust, there’d been a reference to the family who’d held the position. Not by name. Instead, there’d been a mention of wyrms, and there was only one House who’d battled alongside wyrms in the Final War. Only one House tamed wyrms. House Crowther.

The Crowthers had borne the heavy mantle of the Great House millennia ago, I was sure of it. And I wondered, once more, what their ancestors had done to reduce them to a Lower House.

Graysen’s family surrounded me, their body heat warming the air, yet I couldn’t get rid of the deep, bone-chilling sensation. With so many dark souls gathered together, hoarfrost crawled through my veins, prickling my flesh with goosebumps. I felt as if I’d pushed through the front door into a snowstorm.

Soft murmuring between the Houses echoed tenfold in the temple, even louder in my ears. The scraping of heels and custom-made leather shoes on ancient stone, the rustling of haute couture dresses. Even the breathing was loud—too loud, too many people—a discordant symphony of chaotic notes vying for attention. Humming a note to bring up the wall of white noise wasn’t working either.

“Concentrate on your breath,” I heard, barely a whisper that cut through the clashing sounds. “It’s only noise. Dial it down in your head. Drown it out with your thoughts,” Graysen murmured.

I rubbed my ears, tilting my head from side to side as if clearing water from my inner ear. I focused on my breathing—in and out, in and out, in…and…out—and perhaps it wasn’t the best thing for me to be thinking of, but it kept flipping through my mind—What is he hiding from me?

Graysen hadn’t answered me earlier. Mela and Elyse had distracted me from returning to the question—What had I to do with his punishment?

But when I felt the nudge of Graysen’s nose nuzzling against my neck and a warm mouth at my ear, that question haunting my thoughts exploded into spinning fragments when he breathed, “If you want to think of all the dirty things I know you want to do with me, go right ahead.”

My locked muscles tightened for a very different reason altogether, and it was an effort to bite back the moan at the caress of hot air whirling over the shell of my ear, the instinctive bow of my spine.

I blinked up at him, my mouth suddenly dry. His gaze dipped to my lips, and I shivered in response to the desire heating his midnight eyes.

He noticed with a slow, satisfied, masculine smile. Acting so quickly I barely registered his movement—he nipped my earlobe. The sting of his bite speared lust through my core.

Holy…Skalki…

He’d done what he’d intended. The maelstrom of noise instantly muted with the anticipation of those skilled hands on my body again, the echo of his tongue on my clit.

I nudged my elbow into his ribs, heat flushing my cheeks. I didn’t know why the heck I was blushing since I’d pretty much jumped him only a few minutes ago. “Gods, Crowther, keep it PG,” I whispered.

He huffed a laugh and gave a cocky wink.

Air stirred against my skin from the other side of me, as someone shifted their body—Caidan.

Graysen’s attention flashed upward, over the top of my head, and whatever he saw in his brother doused the amusement. He blinked, and his expression wiped clean of all emotion. The icy wall returned.

He averted his gaze and stared ahead, bored.

Confusion whorled in my mind, settling uncomfortably in my stomach, as he adjusted himself so he wasn’t standing close to me anymore. I was still staring in bewilderment at his profile when I felt a featherlight stroke. The back of his hand brushed against my own. A whispering touch that I felt like a shockwave rippling through my entire body. His little finger curled around mine and tightened briefly before he let go.

My heart swelled, actually swelling so big I thought it might burst from my chest, and the intense relief I felt surprised me. I knew he cared, knew he was mine, but it was still new and precarious, so I played his game and turned away to ignore him, too.

Rising on tippy-toes, I peered through the slender gaps between the Crowthers, toward where my mother and father stood beside the altar, a slab of rough stone, pockmarked and stained with marks of rusty red. Corné’s parents, Aldert and Irma, were there too, as well as the extended family of Wychthorns flanking either side—cousins and uncles and aunts I’d rarely met. My father’s protectiveness had broadened to even keeping me away from his own family.

I should be standing with my parents.

For the first time, I stood with the Crowthers at the other end of the temple, positioned amongst the Lower Houses. This would be my place once I turned twenty and Graysen claimed me with the right of the marriage contract behind him.

I thought I’d have resented the fact, but now, as dread inched down my spine like creepy crawly things, I was grateful Graysen had anticipated this before I’d even had time to panic. Here, cloistered amongst the Crowthers, I was distanced from the altar, where our innocent tithe would give up her life.

An exchange—hers to extend my sister’s life.

This was my world, my reality, my darkness.

It simply was.

There was no other way to explain it.

I knew no other life apart from those books I had devoured. Mortals, people, who were blind to our existence. The knowledge of their own history, of our old gods Skalki and Zrenyth who had given them, us, life, who they’d worshipped and been enslaved to, was stolen from them after the divergence that had occurred after the Final War.

The Children of the Harbinger, their legion of others, and the army of mortals had crushed the Houses with their might. Those of our ancestors who had survived the endless slaughter scattered and went into hiding. On the bloodbath of a battleground, the Horned Gods delivered one last frantic blow, collectively gathering their remnants of power to strip the mortals of thirdsight that allowed them to see the Horned Gods and their secondsight which enabled them to see the otherworldly beasts and critters living within our world. Lastly, they wiped the mortals’ memories of their history. Without their sight, nor knowledge, there was no urge to cling to the old ways, no uprising either. No stirring from the Children of the Harbinger with their fervent need to hunt us down, to end us, to wipe the earth clean of our existence.

People, mortals, their population exploded and flourished while the Horned Gods remained hidden in shadowed pockets, and our ancestors regrouped. Over millennia, we’d hunted down the Children of the Harbinger, ending their fanatics one by one.

But what were those things in the catacombs?

Who had tried to capture me?

Movement distracted my thoughts. Directly across from us stood House Estlore. They, along with the Văduvas, Lyons, and Troelsens, were hunters, hunting mortals with traces of other for Upper House Förstner.

Did they know? Can they see me? Feel me?

Elyse smoothed back the stray locks that had come loose from her hair gathered on top of her head. The wind perhaps had caused wayward strands to come free, but more likely it had been from someone else’s hands sliding through her golden hair. She smiled, and I didn’t need to wonder at who. The bright love shining in her eyes gave her away—Mela.

I sought Mela out. She stood in the front row of her family, positioned right beside the Crowthers.

A sliver of envy stabbed my heart as soon as my gaze landed on her sensual features. When Mela had earlier rounded the back of the temple with Elyse, I hadn’t caught sight of the other woman she’d been entwined with. I’d only seen Mela and fierce jealousy had ignited my blood like oil consuming flames on water. It had driven every rational thought out of my head. I’d wanted to claw her eyes out, obliterate her on the spot. She’d been with Graysen. Had her hands and mouth and tongue on him. Fucked, what was mine!

The same wrathful feeling rose to the surface. Oblivious to everything but Mela, my fingers fisted and lifted, dark power gathered—

The adamere bracelet softly chinked—

Calm, calm, calm…I reminded myself, stunned at how quickly I’d succumbed.

The creature rumbled inside, chuckling.

Shut up!—I snapped at it.

My lips thinned, and I twirled my wrist, freeing the long strand of adamere beads my father long ago had given me, just as I felt it. Felt them.

They were here.

The Horned Gods.

Their immense power caused the air to thin, as if they had sucked all the oxygen from the temple, gathering it at Hazus’s opening where they stood out of sight. The wildfyre, burning in ancient sconces, spluttered in response, then roared higher, the fierce blue flames flaring toward the entrance as if reaching for the insidious beasts.

Inside me, the creature raked along my bones and writhed beneath my skin.

The murmuring of conversation died. There was nothing but silence as everyone waited, still as death.

Footfall rang, like rock cracking against rock, reverberating inside the temple as three Horned Gods stepped into view.

Master Sirro.

A Frankenstein child of no more than ten years old.

And a creature I’d never seen before, but everyone knew of—Urstlo.

Likeness sang to one another, and my blood strummed an intoxicating note as the Horned Gods stood beneath the toothy archway. Their darkness brewing like black thunderclouds sang to my own. An electrifying sensation, as if the storm rolling across the sky outside had exploded within the confines of the tomb-like temple, stuttered my heartbeat and buffeted against my flesh, prickling all the fine hair on my body.

For one long, long moment, desire crawled beneath my skin like smoke.

I wanted that power, to steal it, make it my own, wield it how I wanted. I craved it with a blistering intensity that flowed through my veins and made my blood burn hotter.

My power breathed out, icy tendrils of wind toyed with the ends of my hair, skimming my flesh—

“Wychthorn,” softly murmured. A sharp tug on my little finger—Graysen.

I snapped out of it, blinking rapidly and squinting as if I’d stepped from the depths of a black cavern right into sunshine, terrified at how easily I’d given in.

The creature hissed, furious at being denied.

I barked at it—Hide yourself!

It snarled in reply, a snapping of fangs.

Now, do it now!

It growled, long and low and full of fury, but bound itself up in a tight coil, but also not quite shielding itself either.

Shield yourself!—I shrieked.

NO!

Blind panic erupted and filled my vision with dizzying black spots. The thing inside had never disrespected my commands before. However, I’d always burned it out before entering a dangerous situation. And here I was, facing not one but three Horned Gods.

Please—I begged it.

It chuckled in reply. The sound of its rasping laughter stabbed my chest with icy needles.

The Houses gracefully swept to one knee, bowing as the Horned Gods entered. Every single one bowed but the Wychthorns. We lowered our heads in respect. But we did not bow. We did not fall to our knees. We stood out amongst the ocean of followers like flotsam, our rank separating us from the servants to the Horned Gods.

Though the Crowthers kneeled and I remained standing, I was still hidden in some ways. Ferne knelt directly in front of me, her father and Jett on either side, flanked by Valarie and Kenton. I stood in the second row between Graysen and Caidan, and the extended Crowther family filled up the remaining space, five rows deep. Had they purposely placed me behind the front row and themselves in prominent positions, not to show me my place in their family, but to hide me from the Horned Gods?

Master Sirro, in a three-piece suit, elegant and refined, smiled broadly at everyone as if he were entering a soiree, not an actual sacrifice. With a hand tucked into a pocket of his pants, he strolled into the temple. Silvery threads of power rippled off him like a nightmare and his Familiar, his faithful shadow, followed in his wake.

Golden eyes gleamed when they fell upon me, and his smile grew sensual.

An oily sensation slicked over my skin at the flare of lust in his eyes when they darted to my lips. He inclined his head, acknowledging my presence, and I swallowed thickly, returning the gesture.

In my periphery, Graysen angled himself and sharpened his gaze on Master Sirro. I felt the heaviness, the hardness of his stare. But I kept my line-of-sight straight ahead, my gaze vacant, while every single part of me focused on wrangling that creature inside me, begging it to hide from the Horned Gods.

It wouldn’t listen. It wouldn’t obey.

Master Sirro’s companions followed leisurely.

My truesight raked over the child—the patchwork of Frankenstein limbs and individual features, stolen and stitched together with stringy sinew to make up her face.

As the Horned God approached, it was the softest sound, but I heard it like a gunshot—Ferne sucked in a sharp breath.

Blistering fury sparked against my icy skin like embers caught in a flurry of wind. Glancing down, shock barreled through me to see Graysen fixated on the young girl, with as much hate in his eyes as the fury rolling off him.

Anger, such unrelenting anger, was directed at the Horned God.

And not only him, either. All his brothers vibrated with dark rage.

I frowned, hesitating momentarily in wrangling the creature as I ran through every bit of knowledge I’d gathered in my years of research, leafing through dusty books in our library and sitting in my father’s office eavesdropping on phone conversations he had with other Heads. Mistress Lyressa, it had to be her. With the realization, it came back to me, what Graysen had shared with me in the woodland—A monster with the face of a child.

Battle-black eyes flicked to mine. “Look, from the corner of your eye, and you’ll see what everyone else does,” Graysen gritted out quietly.

When I turned my head away, peeking at the girl through the feathered shadows of my eyelashes, I saw a beautiful child with sweet lips and a pert nose. Angelic curls of blond framed soft round cheeks. Innocent. A lie. A wonderful, deadly lie.

Mistress Lyressa bounced as she walked, swinging her arms like an excited girl would. She wore a white sailor blouse tied with a navy bow, a pleated skirt, knee-high socks, and shiny black patent shoes. She looked almost as if she were skipping her way off to school, not heading toward a stone altar crusted with age-old blood.

It was her big wide eyes that captivated me in that sweet, innocent face. The most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen. They were the dusky blue of a distant mountain range, striates of violet and clouded with pink and peach. A sunrise. A beautiful, glorious sunrise.

The thing that prowled behind her cast the sunrise over in gloom.

The third Horned God towered over everyone.

Urstlo.

Its figure vaguely resembled a giant human, but that was where the similarity ended. It was formed from darkness—pitch-black night. The kind of darkness that squeezed the air from my lungs and threatened to shatter my mind. The only thing to be seen within that nightmare were four crimson eyes, and a mere glimpse of something else roiling beneath the darkness—flashes of silver and the faintest sound of gnashing.

The creature hissed—Let me out… I want to see… Let me taste it. The thing inside me could feel the ancient, cruel power of the Horned God lapping against my flesh.

Wrong, wrong, wrong—my powers sang. Pain and suffering and agony wrapped themselves around the shadowy god, but the creature that lived within me was desperate to discover how wrong Urstlo was.

I squirmed a little, trying not to look obvious in my discomfort. My clothes were too tight. My shoes uncomfortable. When I rubbed my forehead, a thin layer of clammy sweat coated my trembling fingers.

Shit, shit, shit—

My breath left me in a long, low whispering hiss.

A terrible, terrifying mistake, I realized as Urstlo’s pace faltered. It lifted its head, and from within its cloak of darkness, I heard it sniff the air—

Urstlo stopped walking altogether.

A trickle of sweat slithered from beneath my hair down my spine.

Urstlo drew in another long inhale, its head slightly turning my way, its numerous eyes glowing like red-hot coals.

Urstlo slowly, ever so slowly, twisted toward the Crowthers.

My heart stuttered—kicked into a frantic hummingbird pulse.

From the corner of my eye, I caught Graysen pressing a palm across his chest, right over his heart. His head whipped to mine, eyes full of worry.

Urstlo stepped toward the Crowthers, a blot of darkness in the dim temple.

Inside, the creature growled, digging into my bones with claws and fangs.

Shield yourself!—I urged.

It snarled viciously—NO!

They’ll feel me. They’ll know. They’ll claim me!—I begged it.

I turned everything inside, desperate to bind the creature to me, to hold back its curiosity—the dark power that fought against every terrified beat of my heart, demanding to be let go.

Urstlo stalked closer… So close… It’s going to find me!

What can I do? Run? Swift?

Three more steps and it would be before me.

Two more steps—and my knees almost buckled.

One more—terror punched the oxygen from my lungs.

Urstlo loomed over the Crowthers.

Every single Crowther remained where they kneeled, not a single emotion to show they feared Urstlo or were even concerned or curious why the Horned God towered over their House. But they were tense, battle-ready. I could feel the thickness of it in the air, saw it in the way the brothers carefully shifted to brace themselves, as Varen’s hand minutely twitched, fingers inching to the inside of his jacket.

I heard a sound from Urstlo, a deep inhale of breath—

Ferne gracefully rose.

Valarie gasped, the noise cutting through the silence of the temple.

Varen reached for her. “Ferne!”

But she’d taken a single long step, taking her out of line.

Ferne tilted her head to the side. Long black hair shimmering with blue light fell over her shoulder as she pivoted around to face Urstlo.

The Horned God reared back. It hunched its shoulders to bow down lower, and stared at Ferne through those crimson eyes. The sound of a sniff could be heard, as if this was the way it sensed someone.

The hollow clack of Ferne’s high heels on stone echoed against the carved walls as she took a sideways step. Mistress Lyressa had stopped in her journey toward the dais, as had Master Sirro, both of them turning back to see who had disrespected them.

Master Sirro didn’t look angered, merely curious.

Though Ferne faced Urstlo, I knew she wasn’t addressing the creature. She was speaking to Mistress Lyressa, her voice low and raspy. “You have my eyes.”

Lyressa’s beautiful eyes—Ferne’s—leisurely skated over the youngest Crowther’s lithe body. A smile curved her lips. “My, you’ve grown. It feels like only yesterday when I gazed upon a small child.” Ice speared through my chest to hear her voice, youthful as the child she appeared but ancient and twisted as well.

Ferne inclined her head, smiling serenely. If she were terrified of facing a Horned God, nothing gave her away.

Shock spiraled through me. A Horned God had stolen Ferne’s eyes, as I’d guessed the night before. Graysen’s mother had died because he couldn’t protect her against the Horned Gods, and his sister’s eyes had been taken. For failing them both, his aunt had punished him ruthlessly over the course of a year.

How old would Ferne have been?

My mind quickly came up with the answer…three. She’d have been three years old when Mistress Lyressa had snatched her eyes.

I half-turned to Graysen and found him rigid, his chest heaving with shortened breath. I could feel his anger, his panic. He lurched forward—

I locked a hand on his shoulder. Beneath my grip, taut muscles bulged as he struggled against my strength. But I tightened my hold, my fingernails biting into his flesh. A warning. A reminder. He wanted to do something, anything, to protect his baby sister, and I needed to stop his recklessness.

Graysen’s gaze sliced to mine—such turmoil burned in his eyes, fury and hate and guilt, and there was unfettered panic, too. He was terrified for Ferne.

The clatter of soles on stone drew my attention back to Mistress Lyressa, who walked up to Ferne and rose on tippytoes in her childish shoes. Her hand, gods, the putrid flesh of the patchwork hand she’d hacked from who-knows, reached up to cup Ferne’s chin to tilt her head this way and that. Acid burned up my throat. Was she thinking of stealing something else from Ferne?

“Such pretty eyes… I couldn’t resist when I saw you with them.” She gazed through the sunrise orbs she’d thieved, staring at the delicate lattice-work of lace that was wrapped around Ferne’s forehead, hiding the empty eye-sockets from everyone’s sight.

Horror churned in my gut.

I’d often wondered if someone had stolen Ferne’s eyes because she was other, wondering if she could see things others couldn’t. But Lyressa had stolen them from Ferne, a three-year-old child, simply because she liked the color of the irises?

Graysen shoved at my hand squeezing his shoulder. I let go, only to snatch a fistful of his hair, arching his neck painfully. Veins corded on his throat. Fury blazed from eyes gone so feral I wasn’t sure if I could reach him. His lips, thin and bloodless, pulled back from white teeth as he silently snarled.

I shook his head just once. My iron glare was just as intent—No.

His nostrils flared.

I tightened my hold, my gaze glacial.

Slowly, so slowly, I felt the change in him, the acquiescence a moment before his limbs slackened in defeat.

There was nothing any of us could do.

I relaxed my grip, but I didn’t release him. Turning to Ferne, I saw her smile. “I hope they bring you joy,” she said to Mistress Lyressa.

“They do. They garner such exquisite compliments.”

Satisfied, the Horned God released Ferne, and the youngest Crowther respectfully inclined her head before stepping back into line between her father and Jett and swooped to one knee. Her glossy black hair fell forward like a waterfall and hid her face.

Maybe it was the shock. Maybe it was because I had been focused on keeping Graysen kneeling, or maybe it was because Urstlo’s focus had been diverted to Ferne. Whatever Urstlo had sensed and smelled was gone, or maybe it was only distracted from the hunt. It turned and followed Mistress Lyressa as she moved with purpose toward the dais. And as my gaze trailed them, I locked eyes with Master Sirro. His attention hadn’t been on his companions, nor had it been on Ferne. It had been on me.

His golden gaze glided down my arm to my fingers knotted around Graysen’s messy hair to keep him in place. His mouth twitched as if he were holding back a smile.

I let go of Graysen and tore my gaze from Master Sirro’s, letting it fall upon Ferne kneeling in front of me, her head bowed in reverence. A sudden thought slithered into my mind—She confronted Mistress Lyressa, not because the Horned God had stolen her eyes, but to distract Urstlo from me…

Why would she?

But the thought slipped away as soon as the Horned Gods reached my father, stepped onto the dais and turned to face us all.

“Rise,” Master Sirro said in his polished voice, gesturing with an elegant wave of a hand.

The temple was suddenly a loud cacophony of shifting fabric and clattering feet as the Houses rose to their feet, and as one, spun to face the dais.

Relief flooded through me to be hidden from sight by the tall Crowthers. For once, being small wasn’t such a bad thing. But it was short-lived when I remembered why we were here. The books I had read contained information about the Blessing from the Horned Gods. I’d heard about it from Lise, as well as from my father, who’d earlier explained what tonight would entail to better prepare me.

But nothing…nothing could prepare me for this.

Evvie and Corné would consume the tithe’s sacrifice, blending her stolen soul with her blood, and with every sip of that ruby-red liquid, their natural life expectancy would extend and fertility would be enhanced. After all, the Horned Gods required us to keep them hidden, and they needed the continuation of our Houses. As for the couple’s happiness…well that wasn’t something the Horned Gods were concerned about.

With the shift of facing the dais, it changed our positions within the rows and Graysen swapped places with one of his cousins to move back to my side. His fingers skimmed my chilly goose-prickled arm. Concern flashed in his obsidian eyes. But before he could ask what worried me, Evvie and Corné entered the temple. Evvie looked stoic, a keen edge to her normally serene features. She didn’t glance at Corné, nor take his hand, but stepped forward as regal as a queen, as a woman who might sling the mantle of Great House around her shoulders and wear it well. Corné stumbled a step to catch up with her, and together they walked through our ranks.

Corné kept his gaze straight ahead, but as he passed by, his eyes slid sideways to find mine fixed on him.

I smiled.

He quickly averted his gaze, his skin paling to a sickly color, and he swallowed. The tips of his fingers skimmed his bruised and swollen cheek.

My smile grew broader.

A young woman trailed behind them both—the Wychthorn tithe.

She was taller than even my sister, and my complete opposite with straight dark brown hair falling a touch above her shoulders and speckled hazel eyes. The almost see-through shift tangled around her ankles as she kept pace. And that brilliance her soul shone with—she glowed—an iridescent sheen to her skin that lit up the shadowed depth of the temple.

This was the girl I’d comforted two nights ago before she had been taken from the tithe prison to the temple and confined there to be polished and preened and primped.

Quiet. She was so quiet. I thought she’d be raging or weeping or begging. But there was a faraway look in her gaze—obviously, she’d been sedated to ease her into death.

As she walked by, there was a flash of deep searing heat that would have scalded my flesh if not for the bone-chilling souls lowering the temperature of my body. She glanced my way and gave a sudden jolt as if she’d abruptly awoken and become aware of my presence. Her eyes flashed wide, perhaps not with recognition but with some innate instinct that recognized what I’d been to her.

The power inside me writhed with eagerness—What is she?

She was an Everlasting Shard—pure of soul and a life extender. Nothing untoward had happened to this girl. Her charmed life had shone brightly and she would have lived until a ripe old age, longer than her family, and all her friends, if she hadn’t unwittingly crossed paths with one of the Houses. Our House.

Let me out—it purred.

No.

The creature roiled inside my gut, bristling and hackling that I was denying it freedom.

It roared—LET ME OUT!

I snarled back—NO!

I had to keep it bound and hidden. If the Horned Gods discovered what I was. That my family had shielded me all these years… Entire Houses had been wiped out for less.

The creature slammed against my mind, against my will, pounding me as if I were a brick wall.

I squeezed my eyes shut and held onto the adamere bracelet with all my might, squeezing the beads so tightly in my palms I was sure they’d bruise—My roots are deep, my strength is stone, my breath the wind. I bow to none.

I needed to reach that place that kept everything in check.

The thing inside me writhed and hissed and yowled. It fought with fangs and claws. Let me out! Let me out! Let me out!

NO!—I screamed.

And just like that—I lost my grip on the creature.

Its senses swirled outward—

Blind panic erupted, and I mentally scrambled, lurching forward to grab hold and reel it back in—

Too late, too late. I’d been noticed.

Undiluted fear slammed into me.

Master Sirro’s head whipped around. I remained mostly hidden from his sight, but I could feel his senses searching down the line of Houses, those near-invisible wisps of power rolling like fog down the steps of the dais, creeping like black crawling insects through the rows of Houses, testing and tasting.

I felt someone else’s attention.

I peered around Ferne, who stood to my right. Across from us, standing amongst her family, Elyse Estlore’s gaze shot to me.

My heart jolted.

There was strain on her face. Her golden skin had paled, and she fixed her unnerving stare on mine.

Oh my gods, she didn’t recognize what’s inside me, did she?

Lyressa and Urstlo hungrily fixated on the tithe, on her pure soul shining like a beacon. But Master Sirro was still searching for me, a furrow between his brows. He folded one arm over his chest, while his other hand curled beneath his chin, stroking through the bristles of his short neat beard with a crooked finger, brushing back and forth along his jawline.

Narrowed golden eyes bounced between the Estlores and Crowthers.

Inside, that familiar fizzing feeling bubbled in my veins and under my skin, as if I was going to erupt like a ripe peach split and full of juice. My chest fell and rose with short panicked breaths. I gritted my teeth, trying to keep the gasp for oxygen from resounding in the cold, airy space.

I was breaking apart. I didn’t know how much longer I could keep it together.

I trembled with the effort, my adamere bracelet shivering with me as the creature fought to free itself. Fat drops of sweat rolled from my temples like tears. Gods, it was so powerful. I knew how powerful it could be.

Gripping my beads tighter, as tight as my hold on the thing thrashing around inside me, I willed it back down, begged it to hide—My roots are deep, my strength is stone, my breath the wind. I bow to none.
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Graysen


Fat streams of wax dripped from candles flickering in the dark recesses behind the dais. Each glowing candle represented a fallen God or a God, like Zrenyth, who fell into the Great Slumber during the time of mist before our history separated and hid from the mortal masses of this world.

The Horned Gods didn’t require litanies or chanting, or even for us to worship them. We prayed to the old gods who had given us and the Horned Gods life. We were their warlords, and more importantly, their thieves. Bred to guard them, fight for them, keep them hidden from the mortals, and provide them with anything they desired.

Right now, they didn’t want to know what I wanted, what burned through my veins with bloodlust.

I wanted to end them. Every last one.

I could barely breathe. A bluster of riotous emotions raged deep in my chest. A storm of guilt and fury in equal measure. My frantic heartbeat matched Nelle’s. My fists trembled not with fear, but from the scant control I possessed to keep my need leashed.

When Urstlo had sensed her—Nelle’s terror had consumed me, flayed me from the inside. As the Horned God approached, that thing that bound Nelle and I together, dug its claws into my mind and sang to me—an ancient and wild and wicked strain—Save her, save her, save her…

And violence erupted. Great gusts of savagery seared my throat and tasted like cinder on my tongue.

But it wasn’t me who stepped out to protect Nelle. It was my brave, foolhardy, and stubborn sister. I’d have drawn my dagger from my jacket and plunged it into Urstlo’s shadowy head if it had even touched a single strand of Nelle’s moonlit hair—instead, my sister rose and stepped forward.

And two opposing desires had cleaved me in half. To strike back at Lyressa or to save Nelle from Urstlo. To look upon my sister’s sunrise eyes in that Frankenstein creature, when everything inside me was a whirlwind of conflict, screaming for revenge, screaming to save Nelle, almost broke me, and nearly severed that connection I had to my little bird.

I’d rarely seen Lyressa since she’d plucked my sister’s eyes like grapes from her sockets.

Ferne had been a child, barely older than a baby. Her agonizing screams, the memory of them, fresh as newly cut grass, had exploded in my mind the moment my gaze landed on that insidious Horned God.

I couldn’t believe what Ferne had done—diverted Urstlo’s attention from my little bird by confronting Lyressa. I wouldn’t have accomplished it the clever way she had. No, I’d have slid my blade beneath the dried sinew and slit, unpicking the Frankenstein limbs like stitching needing to be reworked, and reveled in that creature tumbling to ancient stone in flailing bodily pieces.

I drew in a deep breath through my nose, blew it out, and with it my rage and guilt for my sister, my fear for Nelle. Purposefully clearing my mind, I gathered my near-shattered control. I had to be calm. Careful. Controlled.

Something tinkled, drawing my attention downward.

Glass...no, not glass, but adamere scattered over the ancient floor, powdering Nelle’s dirty shoes.

And not just a bead or two. Those minuscule balls had been crushed.

No one human could shatter adamere. But there it was between us in chunks and shards and dust.

My gaze flicked up. Dim light glanced off Nelle’s deathly pale skin, glistening with sweat. She remained focused dead ahead—not seeing, not blinking—as if she warred with something internally. She clutched the loops of the necklace that graced her wrist between trembling fingers which were bone-white, grinding the beads with force, as if she was pouring every inch of herself into that motion. Shards of adamere slipped between her knuckles and fell like flakes of fine snow.

I quickly scanned the nearest faces, scouting the Houses who hunted—the Văduvas, Estlores, and Lyons—had they noticed? Had the Horned Gods?

Lyressa and Urstlo stood side by side on the raised platform, high enough that they could see every single one of us. Thankfully, both of them fixed their gazes on the arched entranceway, but—

Sirro honed his attention in our direction. He tilted his head, narrowed his eyes in curiosity, and flashed a small smile that showed his teeth.

Fuck, fuck, fuck—

His power slunk through the gathered Houses like tendrils of mist, searching for her.

I went to reach for Nelle, to move her behind me and out of sight, when a noise distracted him, distracted us all, and had Sirro’s power recoiling back to him.

The tithes.

All the stolen souls the Houses gave in offering for the blessing entered the temple one by one.

Our own, Gaptooth, that sick motherfucker who strangled young women to death, stepped into view first, his unblinking blue eyes vacant as he drifted through the clearing between Upper and Lower Houses toward the dais and the Horned Gods.

A girl followed behind him with a slow, dreamy gait. Her red hair fell in long waves halfway down her back.

Her. Red. Hair.

Red!

Jett’s whoosh of breath filled my ears.

Horror shot through my body, swifter than an arrow.

The girl we’d saved, Red, an Unbroken Shard.

But…that night Jett had taken her far away so no one could find her. Not a soul from another House. Nor a Horned God. At least that was what we’d both thought.

My hands fisted. There was no other answer since her presence here proved it. Someone had discovered Red, stole her, and now offered her up to the Horned Gods.

Had they been tracking us, or was this merely a coincidence?

It could have been one of Byron’s men who I’d allowed to trail me that night to ambush me for the fun of annihilating them all, and shoving a Fuck-You Byron’s way. But I didn’t think so. It had to be another House, but which one?

Jett glanced over his shoulder at me. Fury lit his eyes into a bright amethyst and his jaw clenched tight. Dread twisted in my stomach.

This was the last thing we all needed right now—Jett exploding in wrath.

I could see what was going through his mind. He wanted to unleash.

I shook my head—No.

Reaching forward, I grabbed his upper shoulder hard. He understood what was written across my expression—There’s nothing we can do for Red.

He wrenched himself free, lips curling from his teeth in a silent snarl. But there was something else there too, a sliver of terror shadowing his fierce glare.

Caidan caught what was transpiring between us and half-twisted around. A frown creased his brow as he mouthed—What’s going on?

Keep him from doing anything stupid—I mouthed back.

We had enough going on and couldn’t deal with Red as well. And Jett could be unpredictable, especially if he had a score to settle. Not exactly an unusual quality for my brothers and me. Even Ferne.

The tithes silently arranged themselves before the dais, spreading out in a double row. They were a mix of men and women of all ages. Some were stolen for their beauty, while others, like Red, had unique souls that glowed in the inky gloom of the temple. A few, like our tithe, had more interesting qualities.

Lyressa followed Sirro as he stepped down from the raised platform, casually strolling along the line of tithes. He halted in front of Red. Lazily stroking his forefinger down her cheek, his mouth curled up on one side. “This one’s mine,” he informed his companions without turning their way. But his gaze glided to one person in particular—his Familiar, standing on the outskirts. Her hunched spine stiffened, and her faded eyes widened with foreboding as Sirro apologized. “Sorry, my sweet.”

Hells, Red had just replaced her.

Almost reluctantly, Sirro shifted to Gaptooth. His silver-threaded power twisted and coiled, slinking over our tithe. Thick eyebrows drew together as if he were analyzing the information his dark might gathered. Short black lashes flicked wide and his eyes cut to my father, the golden hue darkened to bronze. “Interesting, Varen,” he murmured. A sly, approving smile. “I want this one too.”

Lyressa stood behind a woman, rubbing strands of midnight hair between her thumb and forefinger as if she were measuring silk. I had a sinking feeling I knew exactly where this tithe was going to end up—a dried-up husk wrapped in cobwebs, her hair strewn amongst a nest. “The Orbweever will like this one,” she murmured softly.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Nelle sway, then buckle.

Twisting around, I grabbed hold of her before her knees slammed into stone.

That intensity that brewed between us hit me full force as soon as I touched her, stronger than I’d ever felt before. It was as if a lightning bolt had struck me. My blood charged and pulsed, and all the fine hair on my body prickled with the electricity skating all over my skin. I almost, almost, staggered against it.

I wound my arms around her waist, straightening, pulling her in front of me to support her tiny figure sagging against my own. Her heart jack hammered in her chest and my heart matched hers beat for beat.

What the hells is wrong with her?

I bowed my head and whispered. “You haven’t been to the woods today?”

She shook, sucking in wet rasps of breath. I felt pressure on the back of my hand and discovered she was drawing a letter with her finger. N. Then a second. O.

Shit, what can I do?

Her whole body trembled in my arms and she could barely stand. Was it this place? The temple? Was it all that shit I’d put her through today and she hadn’t the time or been in the right mind to do what she needed to hide herself?

She’d never been to an engagement blessing before.

Never seen a sacrifice.

Had been too young to attend Annalise and Aldan’s Blessing.

I rubbed her shivering shoulder with my hand, stunned at how icy she felt. Cold sweat dampened my palm, and fear sliced through me. What was I going to do? How was she going to survive this? She was rapidly unraveling.

Caidan’s worried gaze caught mine over the top of her head. He muttered quietly, “Get her out of here.”

I shot him a look—How the hells can I?

It was too late. Even if we tried to slip away, someone would notice. The Horned Gods themselves, perhaps, and with Sirro’s unwanted curiosity—

Fuck, we were so fucking fucked!

My gaze went to the dais. The Wychthorns’ tithe lay on the altar, calmly staring up at the stone vaulted ceiling.

Cupping Nelle’s chin, I tilted her face toward mine to avert her gaze. Whatever she was struggling with inside clouded her eyes. “You don’t want to see this, Wychthorn.”

I gritted my teeth and glanced at the altar.

The entranceway to the temple was Hazus, ruler of the Nine Hells. But the dais and altar were Skalki, mother of life. We entered through Hazus to be re-birthed through Skalki.

Unlike my little bird, who had been caged on this estate, Evvie was fully invested in our world. We knew no other way, no other life. It just was. We’d had our history lessons drummed into us through our childhood—where we came from, who we served, and we worshipped the old gods who birthed us. Mortals had long ago forgotten the Horned Gods. Now, the mortals only felt whispers of their presence if they were nearby, or if they’d, unfortunately, become the creatures’ next meal. And to us, our way of life, there was a certain amount of entitlement. The mortals owed us their unique souls so we could live decades longer and be disease free.

Still, sometimes it didn’t sit right.

Blessings like this one were only for the highest-ranking family, Great House Wychthorn. We all received long life through marriage unions but without the pomp and ceremony.

Sirro’s voice rumbled through the temple. “Byron Wychthorn, Aldert Pellan, do you bestow your blessing that your children should unite?”

Both men answered, “I do.”

Byron handed Evvie a silver dagger. The pommel had Skalki’s face crafted into it, with her forked tongue twisting about the hilt. She hesitated a fraction before her fingers wrapped around the ceremonial dagger.

She took the tithe’s left arm and sliced it cleanly.

Evvie passed the bloodied blade to Corné.

His hazel eyes gleamed with eagerness. He held the tithe’s limp arm, pressed the sharp tip into her flesh, and slit the skin right down the length of her limb, splitting it like overly ripe fruit, hitting a vein. Blood poured from her arm into the channel, dug into the stone, running down to drop from the altar into a golden urn below.

It took a good few minutes of waiting in silence until Evvie bent down to retrieve the urn.

Sirro’s power flared around him like a wrathful silver storm. He spread his fingers over the tithe’s chest, his brow and face creased in concentration as he pulled the hand back, drawing out her soul. A dust cloud of golden filaments glittered and swirled above his open palm, pulsing like a heartbeat. The Everlasting Shard—her life essence, her spirit, her very soul. Without her soul, the tithe’s complexion dulled like any other mortal, and the life behind her eyes went flat.

Sirro pressed his palms together, enveloping the glittering dust cloud between his hands and ground them together. Relaxing his motion, he sprinkled her soul like grains of sand into the urn.

Evvie swirled the urn and poured the mixture into two goblets held by Corné. He handed each goblet to Lyressa and Sirro.

Lyressa’s throat worked as she greedily drank the blood, but Sirro sipped as if savoring an aged Bordeaux.

A cup was passed from Sirro to Evvie, from Lyressa to Corné. Blood stained Evvie’s mouth crimson as she fed from the goblet, her tongue darting out to lick it from her lips. After handing the goblet to a servant, she dabbed at the red-speckled corner of her mouth with a finger, and for one brief moment, she seemed to glow a little brighter.

This was the offering—the sacrifice.

The blood and soul from the Everlasting Shard would give fertility and longer life. Happiness didn’t concern the Horned Gods, nor mercy.

Blood continued to drain from the tithe, coursing across the altar in a river of red to splatter on the stone floor. I could hear the tithe’s fluttering pulse, how weak it became as her heartbeat slowed…slowed right down…her breath shallow—

Urstlo’s gigantic figure exploded.

Like tearing off a cloak, the darkness ebbed away, revealing exactly what it was. A multitude of silvery fangs and claws, chattering and clacking in a whirling inky wind.

The tithe snapped out of her dreamlike state. Her brown eyes flared wide with terror at the monstrous nightmare that Urstlo had become.

Her mouth gaped. A warbling sound of a scream tore from her throat—

Urstlo struck—

A streak of black wind engulfed her. Lifted her high into the air. Only the flash of limbs, flailing brown locks, and a wide mouth could be seen amongst the rotating fangs and claws.

Her scream resounded in the temple. The hair-raising noise of sawing teeth, and talons ripping through tissue and bones, clashed against the walls, as that black wind whipped like a tornado.

The smell…gods, the smell of ruined flesh and blood…as that scream cut short. The taste of it on my tongue, the fevered excitement from the Houses, both exquisite and vile.

The inky wind dispersed and bones fell in a clatter, raining down like hail on a tin roof. Just bones. That was all that remained of the tithe—flesh-picked bones.

Urstlo reappeared beside Lyressa, his enormous height once again made up of pitch-black darkness with the faintest sound of gnashing teeth and those four crimson eyes.

“Gray—”

I tore my gaze from Urstlo and that litter of bones to my little bird. One of her hands clutched her bracelet, the other gripped the lapels of my jacket as she sucked in ragged breaths. Tears glistened like dewdrops on her eyelashes and tendrils of pale hair stuck to her clammy forehead. “Too much,” she gasped, more breath than words. Her fisted hand twisted my jacket and her whole body shook violently in my arms. “It’s too much.” Something alive swirled in her eyes, like smoke caught in a glass bowl. Her pupils were slitted vertically like a cat’s in bright light—gone the next blink.

Holy Zrenyth, what is she?

And I felt it, a stirring in the temple—air being inhaled into one spot.

Ours.

Horror spiraled right through me.

Oh, hells no…no, no, no…

As one, The Horned Gods froze.

As one, their gaze swung toward the Houses.

Our way—

Her way.
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Nelle


My father had no idea how strong this creature inside me was. No one did. Every dawn and every dusk, I ran through the woods alone. No prying eyes. No one to see what I did when I unleashed its powers. I didn’t know what it was. I could control it, wield it to a point, but it was almost its own thing, and I was merely a vessel.

Giving a furious hiss, the dark power thrashed with so much force it rocked my body.

“Fuck, Wychthorn,” Graysen hissed. His grip tightened around my waist, steadying my stance and turning me around, keeping me flush against him.

I barely heard him. I could barely think.

I imagined my hands grappling with whatever it was, crumpling it into a ball, like a piece of paper I wanted to toss into a litter bin. Mentally, I held it down and pinned it.

My dark power writhed and fought and howled—Let me see. Let me taste. Let me go!

My fingers ground against the adamere beads—I bow to no one—and that included the thing inside me.

But a sickly coppery smell tainted the air. Blood. Too much blood.

Too many dark and hungry souls surrounded me.

Too much wretched suffering infused the ancient tomb.

Like sang to like—and my blood fevered for the cruel power standing on the dais.

My lips moved, silently repeating my mantra over and over. “My roots are deep, my strength is stone, my breath the wind. I bow to none.”

It wanted out. It wanted to taste. It wanted to be set free.

LET ME OUT!

My skin itched. My blood fizzed. Fat beads of sweat burst along my hairline.

LET ME OUT! LET ME OUT! LET ME OUT!

I sucked in great ragged gulps of air. My throat felt scorched raw, as if it were on fire.

The creature roared—LET ME OUT NOW!

I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

It vibrated inside, shuddering my bones as it bunched its raw magic into a concentrated ball of fury.

My entire being went into holding it back.

“MyrootsaredeepmystrengthisstonemybreaththewindIbowtonone.MyrootsaredeepmystrengthisstonemybreaththewindIbowtonone.MyrootsaredeepmystrengthisstonemybreaththewindIbowtonone—”

It roared—NOW!

NO!

Too late. Too late—

Fire exploded.

A stream of flames blew outward, upward, licking at aged stone.

Screams—

Panicked sounds of people lurching back—

The way everyone fled was like pouring water into an anthill. I heard it all, the terrified shouting, the chaotic noise of horror. I saw the scrambling, the jostling, and unmindful bodily crashing—the stampede to escape the flames. But my mind…my mind was on fire, captivated by flames of gold and amber and rust engulfing the chamber like a wrathful bonfire. Sheets of golden fire bit at the ceiling, scorching the intricate stone carvings with black. The sweltering heat had sweat streaming down my face, my skirt buffeting in the hot swirling currents.

Urstlo appeared right in front of me.

Pure terror widened my eyes and crushed the air out of my lungs.

I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe…

The Horned God loomed above me, four crimson eyes fixed on the blazing inferno. The noise of chattering teeth and the clacking of claws rushed inside my ears, drowning out every other sound, even the creatures.

Black panic slammed into me. I was going to die. Urstlo was going to fling that cloak of darkness aside and reveal sawing teeth and flesh-tearing talons. My body, bone and sinew and flesh, churned into mince. I’d be consumed alive!

IT WILL DEVOUR US!

The creature inside yowled in delight—LET IT TRY!

Suddenly I was moving, pulled from Urstlo’s shadow. The sea of Crowthers drew away like a frothing wave dragged back from the shore, taking me with them.

Urstlo turned aside. Turned to face those flames. Flames of vibrant autumnal colors, rich reds and sunburst oranges and honeyed golds—

Flames of gold, not silver.

Not silver…

It wasn’t me—

It wasn’t me on fire!

Someone else was lit up like a beacon. The blond girl Mela was in love with—Elyse Estlore. Fire danced all around Elyse, and like my own fire, it didn’t consume her. It radiated from her.

She trembled with terror. It only made her flames roar higher, as if burning logs had gasoline poured onto them.

Had the same thing that happened to me happened to her? Had this ancient tomb, its overwhelming pain and suffering caused her to panic, to let loose what she was—fire and destruction?

Everyone had drawn back in horror, clustered as far away from Elyse as possible, and some had spilled out through the arched doors lining the temple’s walls.

Everyone but Elyse’s family. Elyse’s father circled, palms raised, trying to calm her, but he couldn’t get close. Her flames were too hot.

Someone was screaming—Elyse!

Mela’s sisters held her back as she struggled for her friend, the woman she loved. “Elyse! ELYSE!” Mela screamed Elyse’s name over and over again, the sound cracking against the stone walls, reverberating inside my mind.

Elyse’s mother, Head of Lower House Estlore, was on her knees, hands clasped before her, begging not for her daughter’s life, but for her own. Her father stepped back, panicked. I could see the fearful thoughts running through his mind. The moment he resigned his fate, his expression collapsed as if a hammer had taken to it.

Master Sirro and Mistress Lyressa joined Urstlo, a safe distance from Elyse and the otherworldly flames that blazed around her figure.

I knew, with sickening despair, that Elyse was going to die. Or she was going to be claimed by the Horned Gods. Either way, she was dead.

Elyse fell to her knees, quaking in terror.

It could have been so easily me—bowed before the Horned Gods, begging for my life, for the lives of my family. “It’s not right… It’s not fair…” I whispered hoarsely.

Elyse and Mela had found one another.

I couldn’t just stand here, like everyone else. I had to do something.

I could swift her out. But how far could I go? The monolith towers at the gates bound me here. I couldn’t swift past them.

Could I swift her to a car?

Could she outrun a Horned God?

Could any of us?

“You can’t save her,” Graysen’s voice growled low.

Could I bring down a Horned God?

Could my fire burn through them?

I was shaken violently. “Do you hear me?”

I could… I could try.

The creature roared—LET ME GO! LET ME BURN THEM!

I suddenly found myself spun around. Graysen’s hands framed my face and I met fierce black eyes. “Do not even attempt whatever is going on in your head.”

“I could—”

“You can’t. It’s too late. It’s done.”

An anguished sound tore from my mouth, and I sagged in his arms. It’s not right…it’s not right…

Behind me, Mistress Lyressa sniffed dismissively before her youthful voice, childlike, rang out, “She’s a fire-torch, nothing of consequence.”

I turned back to look. I couldn’t help myself.

Elyse kneeled with her hands on the floor and forehead pressed to stone. She was mumbling something over and over. None of the Houses could make out what streamed from her mouth, but the Horned Gods could, the Crowthers, and myself. “I beg you, spare them, spare my family. No one knew my secret. Please, please, please.

Graysen’s arms tightened around my waist as if he were afraid to let me go. “You can’t save her.” He cupped the side of my face and pressed my cheek to his chest. I heard his frantic heartbeat echoing my own.

Master Sirro stared at Elyse while he raked his knuckles back and forth beneath his chin as he listened to Elyse plead. The titan flames writhed high and wide.

Gods, would he demand the Crowthers to end the Estlores’ entire House right this moment, right in front of us all? Varen was waiting for the order. He closely watched Master Sirro’s every movement and gesture, with one of his hands tucked inside his jacket—clearly gripping a blade.

“Every single other is of use,” Master Sirro replied to Mistress Lyressa, an edge to his tone. He nodded toward Urstlo and the Horned God set itself into motion.

Urstlo threw himself into a roiling mass of black-chattering wind. Churning over Elyse’s burning figure, his darkness blanketed the flames, snuffing them out with the ease of a candle damper.

The fire winked out and it was only the girl left behind.

“Please, I beg you!” Elyse shrieked—then disappeared.

Urstlo enveloped her in gloom, cutting short her terrified scream. Spinning into a tornado of flickering black wind, the elemental beast whirled them both out of the temple.

Mela’s legs had given out. Her head hung low as her younger sisters held her up. Her sobs were the only sound in the chamber.

The creature pulsated with exhilaration—

This was too much. It was too powerful—

It coiled about my bones—LET! ME! OUT!

I gasped for breath, trembling, barely able to stand, barely able to hold back the power threatening to burst free.

Graysen’s arm around my waist supported me. The other hand found its way under my sweat-damp hair to the nape of my neck. “Close your eyes, little bird.”

I couldn’t…I couldn’t.

Master Sirro turned toward the dais where my father remained. My mother stood beside him, pale and frozen to the spot. I wasn’t sure she was breathing.

“What do you say, Byron? What example should be set?” Sirro asked.

My father strode down the steps. He tugged at the cuff of a shirt sleeve as he considered the Estlore parents with a cruel, calculating expression. I’d never witnessed this side of him before, the figure that ruled over the Houses. “The consequences of harboring an other are absolute.”

“No one knew. No one—” Elyse’s father breathlessly uttered.

My father cut him off with a raised hand. “No one… No family, no House defies the canon of the Horned Gods.”

What was left of my raging heart cleaved at my father’s brutal judgment.

“The Estlores are excellent hunters, Byron… “ Master Sirro’s mouth twisted in thought. “And I’d hate for you to have to rebuild a new House to take their place. Especially now when we have need of them.”

“An example,” my father replied dispassionately.

Master Sirro gave a small smile that soured my blood.

Golden eyes flashed with violence—

His power lashed out. Unnatural threads of vibrating silver bound the two parents, as tightly confined as ship rope around a bollard.

Master Sirro slowly turned a full circle to speak to the rest of us. His usual nonchalant expression vanished from his face. Instead, his features were harsh. His nostrils flared as his voice sliced through the temple. “This is your warning. All of you.”

The threads binding the Estlore parents tightened—

And shredded right through their flesh.

Chunks of blood and gore sprayed outward, coating the surviving Estlores.

Master Sirro stalked up to Elyse’s elder sister—Sia. She stood beside her husband, Alesk, both of them almost covered from head to toe in her parents’ blood. Flecks of gunk dripped down her dress, stuck to her face, and even matted her hair. With her mother’s death, Sia was now Head of Lower House Estlore.

“Sia Estlore. You’re fortunate we didn’t decimate your entire House.” Sirro slowly pivoted around, facing the clustered Houses, and snarled. “Never hide an other amongst your rank. They belong to us at birth!”
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Holy hellsgate, Elyse was an other? A fire-torch?

After being stolen by the Horned God, her parents’ remains, if you could even call it that, were globs of bloody bone and gunk that smeared the stone walls and floor and coated Sia and her husband Alesk too. So much blood covered Sia and Alesk, their wide-eyed shock stood out on faces slick with red. They remained stock-still, stunned, as if they’d barely survived a bloodbath. And in some fucked-up way, they had.

“Gray…”

And, gods, my friend…

Mela had collapsed to the temple floor sobbing, inconsolable and desolate, her sisters gathered defensively around her in a tight knot. The youngest brother had palmed a dagger.

“GRAY?!” someone whisper-hissed. My body swayed. I blinked, realizing Caidan had me by the shoulders rocking me. “Get her out of here.”

I glanced down and my heart slammed into my godsdamned throat. My little bird shook violently. Silver shot through her beautiful eyes, and her pale cheeks gleamed with tears. She panted wet, rasping breaths, unable to speak. Her fisted fingers tugged on my jacket.

The power radiating from Nelle bombarded my own senses and had that instinct roaring in my ears to protect her, almost swamping every other thought. Whatever she was hungered for release. I had to get her out of here now, before she revealed herself.

Stepping backward, I pulled her with me. Caidan slid into my vacant position. Our extended family opened a slender gap within their tight ranks to allow us through, and I moved Nelle toward the arched exit. Turning around, I spun her with me and pushed us both out of the temple.

The blustery storm wind lashed my skin as we stumbled outside. Lightning shot through the churning sky. Thunder exploded a second later.

Other members of Houses had spilled outside, but they were all too focused on what was transpiring inside to notice us.

Nelle gasped for breath, a hand to her chest, hunched over as if she might hurl everything from her stomach.

I crouched before her so we were at eye level, cupping either side of her face, my thumbs brushing the salty tears from the sharp lines of her cheekbones. Her hands snapped around my wrists, holding tight. Her whole body trembled as she tried to speak—unable to.

I had a feeling I knew exactly where she needed to go. The woods.

Unfolding myself, I gathered her small body in my arms and shoved forward—a blur of black speed racing through the woodland.

I carried her deep into the forest, faster than the storm winds raking through the trees. Deep enough to hide her from the temple and the Horned Gods. Letting her slide to her feet, I held her elbows until she steadied herself, before slamming to my knees to bow before her. I took the godsdamn heels her mother had shoved her into off, one at a time, tossed them in the undergrowth, and rose. Pressing a kiss to her clammy forehead and another to her trembling lips, I said, “Go. I’ll stay, keep watch. Do whatever you need to do.”
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Istumbled into the murkiness, lurching forward, one foot in front of the other while that bottled power inside surged with me, yowling and hissing and growling as it snaked around my bones.

And I broke into a run.

Hurtling through the woodland, I followed trails I’d carved through the years, not caring where I headed, only that it was deeper, as far away from the Horned Gods as I could manage.

It thrummed—snarling—Let me go. Let me go. Let. Me. Go. LET ME GO!

It was relentless, and I couldn’t hold it back. I couldn’t keep it contained.

I unleashed it—

It blew outward like a shock wave that could bring down the stars.

A deafening, yawning noise—

Trees bowed and bent and broke, splintering like matchsticks. Living, growing things shriveled in my wake, turning to ash, scattered by the wicked currents as that raw, untamed power swept alongside me like a cruel wind.

As far as I knew, there was nothing special about my family, only our placement as the Great House.

But me…well, I was different.

Inside, the raw power of magic bunched itself like taut muscles, quivering, waiting for my demand.

All I had to do was ask.

I rounded a bend in the trail and then I swifted.

In a blink, I disappeared—sucked into a swirl of gray-coated wind and beating feathers.
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Iswayed, clinging to the thin top of a cedar tree as storm winds surged around me. Reedy branches slapped against my body and fern-like needles scratched at my exposed skin. Currents of wind tore at my hair, snapping my tie and jacket that had torn in places as I clambered up here.

Where is she, where is she, where is she—

Lightning erupted, scorching the sky in a flare of white.

Thunder exploded.

Nelle had swifted and there was no way I could easily track her. But up here at the canopy, adrift in an ocean of trees, bending with the gusts and swell of wind—something might give me a clue.

The sky shuddered in vibrant skipping light.

There—

Right there—

Lightning had forked in the exact same spot only a moment ago.

[image: image-placeholder]

I found Nelle in a small clearing.

The earth was barren of life. The greenery burned so thoroughly by the silver fire dancing behind her figure, nothing remained.

Her sweat-slick chest heaved for breath. She looked like a wraith with her pale hair and the fine layers of her soot-stained dress teased by the wild wind spinning through the clearing. Filaments of magic weaved around her lithe body like sea anemones swaying beneath the ocean and silver fire reached almost as high as the treetops.

She balanced upon the remains of a tree, whose broken trunk had collapsed on the woodland floor to rot and now was half aflame. Tipping her head to the sky, the sight of tears glistening on her cheeks had my throat tightening. I’d come to a stumbling halt at the edge of the clearing, my eyes wide and my heart thumping at my ribs. Her sweet scent flowed on a current of wind, beckoned to me, and it took restraint to remain enclosed in the treeline and not go to her.

The clouds hovered low, so low it looked as if she could touch them. Bending both knees, she cupped her hands, and as she drew her fingers apart, fire expanded between her palms in a ball of flames. Springing up, she threw the flaming ball skywards, so she ended up on her tippy-toes as the fire razed through the clouds like lightning.

Thunder boomed a second later and rippled across the horizon.

Stretched on her toes, arms outstretched to the sky, the silver flames and slender threadlike magic glanced over her slender body and swirled the ends of her moonlit hair.

Gods, she was ethereal. Otherworldly.

My mother’s soft voice haunted me. One of the last things she’d shared with me—She’s going to be something we’ve never seen before. Someone unique. Someone who could rival the Horned Gods themselves.

Power. So much power wrapped up in a tiny little package. I could feel its undulating pulse sweeping through the glade, the almost indiscernible tremble of the earth, the trees bowing back by her blustering wind, and the shimmer and spark of aether in the air, waiting in anticipation like a breath held.

Earth, wind, and fire. What else is she? What else can she do?

But the fire, those silver flames—

There was something faintly showing in the shape of that fire, in those twisting coils of magic and power…something that had my gaze sharpening…but I couldn’t quite make it out.

A roiling curve…

…and is that a sliver of sharpness?

But my eyes, keenly honed like a hawk, had gone back to Nelle. I could see every single individual bead of sweat glistening over her lithe body, dewy drops sliding down her swanlike throat to curve over the swell of her breasts straining against the fabric of her dress.

I swallowed hard.

She was utterly enchanting. She always had been. I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t even remain apart. My feet moved toward her before I realized it.

Nelle sent another bolt of fire up into the sky, and a desperate, ragged sob tore from her as it raked through the churning charcoal clouds. The air surrounding me crackled and fizzed. My hair stood on end with the static energy. A maelstrom of violent wind spun from her, and I braced against the wicked gusts shoving at my limbs, trying to push me backward.

I couldn’t… I couldn’t stay away.

I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry—

It chanted inside like a litany. The words drenched in despair.

What I’m going to take from her…

She’ll never forgive me.

The silver flames weakened, fading like a banked fire, and the flames that burned the rotting tree trunk beneath her feet went out, leaving wisps of smoke behind. Her squalling wind becalmed and the slight tremors beneath my feet ceased. She slowly blinked as if dazed, wiping her forehead with the back of her wrist. Exhausted, her body swayed and her footing stumbled on the decomposing tree trunk. She collapsed, toppling over—

I threw myself into a burst of speed—

And caught her in my arms.

She startled. “Gray—”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, cutting her off, pressing my face into the crook of her neck and nuzzling into her messy hair.

“What for?”

“Everything.”

Everything I’ve done.

Everything I’m about to do.

I whispered it again and again, lost in that one word. Everything.

I don’t know how much time passed, but eventually, she nudged my face aside, pushing at my shoulders to see me better. There was another quality to her gaze, swimming with tears, something half-wild and untamed and angry that unsettled me. “Elyse…? Did you know about her being other?” Her voice was hoarse, as if she’d been screaming.

I shook my head. Not a godsdamned clue.

Gods, Mela…

Sickness washed against my insides. I knew perfectly well what my friend would be going through right now. A blustery storm of desolation and wrath rushed through me, hard and vicious, so vicious every muscle locked and I nearly didn’t hear Nelle when she asked, “What will they do to her?”

I swallowed back the rage in bitter mouthfuls, eased the tension in my body until I could breathe calmly and lift my shoulders in a defeated shrug. “There was nothing you could have done.”

Nelle glared, shoving at me to free herself. She bolted to her feet and snapped back stubbornly, “I could have tried!”

I rose, clenching my hands. Gods, didn’t she understand? It would have been her on the stone floor of the temple, begging the Horned God to spare her family’s lives. “You would have died!”

Her eyes slit defiantly.

“Or worse. The Horned Gods would have stolen you. And what happened to Elyse’s parents…” I let that sink in, relief flowing through me when I saw the flash of memory in her wild gaze, before continuing, “That would have been your entire family. The Horned Gods wouldn’t have stopped at your parents. Evvie, Lise, her unborn baby… Every single Wychthorn standing on that dais would have died.”

Full of righteous fire, Nelle was breathing hard. As I approached, she blinked and warily backed up, her feet moving through grasses and moss that edged the clearing where her fire hadn’t reached. She gave a startled cry when her back hit a tree trunk. I leaned down to brace my hands on either side of her, caging her in. I carried on, looking her dead straight in the eye. She needed to fucking hear this. “Sirro, Lyressa, Urstlo… They would have massacred every single soldier and guard and servant until there was no one and nothing left but your home. And then they would have burned it to the ground!”

Her bottom lip quivered, but fire gleamed in her eyes. “I hate this. I hate this life. I hate them. I hate feeling this way. Impotent! Hide, hide, hide… That’s all I ever hear!”

At odds with her words, aether erupted, skating against my skin. Wicked wind hissed and blustered around us, and the earth beneath my shoes trembled.

She half-twisted around and shoved her shoulder at me, shunting me back. Pacing back and forth, she tugged at her riotous locks of hair with agitation, bare feet rustling through soft ferns and dead leaves.

“Wychthorn,” I murmured in warning, my bones rattling with the building quakes.

She rounded on me with her hands fisted.

What the hells are you?

She must have read the question on my face because she responded as if she’d heard it. “I don’t know.” Frantic hands tugged violently at her hair. “I DON’T KNOW!”

The fight suddenly left her and she crumbled in on herself. “It should have been me on my knees begging,” she wailed.

And there was her truth.

I felt her, that desperation of grief and overwhelming guilt, a toxic bloom suffocating her.

Nelle threw her arms up in defeat. “I don’t know what to do with this.” Fresh tears slid down her blotchy cheeks as she gestured at herself. “All this anger and hatred and grief…” She frantically swiped her hands over herself as if she could slough the unwanted emotion from her skin.

I cursed low as the earth shook harder, jostling my body and shivering my hair.

Trees bent and groaned as a chilling wind exploded, scuffing up leaves and twigs, making them swirl and dance on ferocious gusts.

Shit, shit, shit—

“Let it out, Nelle. Do it now, before it overwhelms you.”

Her hands slackened and fell to her sides as her shoulders slumped. But her delicate features pinched as she desperately tried to keep herself from falling apart. She lifted her gaze to look at me, her eyebrows slanting upward, and her eyelashes blinked back the silver. “I-I need…”

I took a step toward her, twigs snapping underfoot. “What, little bird? Tell me what you need.”

And there was some thought, some rash and despairing decision made, that flashed across her features as her gaze recklessly swiped me from head to toe.

She pounced. There was no other way to describe it.

Hitting me right in the chest, she tackled me to the shuddering ground. I hit it with an oomph, my back cushioned by springy ferns and woodland litter. Maybe she was still in that other place, caught up in her world of flames and wind, and that’s why she kissed me.

It wasn’t soft and gentle. It was needy and desperate and she was crying again—salty tears skimmed my cheeks, slipping over my lips and into our kiss. Her fiery scent washed over me, infusing my very soul. I couldn’t breathe, could barely think straight. Her tongue tangled with mine, stoking the flames of my desire into a raging fire. She moaned into my mouth. The kiss was feverish, desperate and wrong, yet I couldn’t stop myself.

I should stop.

I should stop her.

I should stop myself.

She was frantically tugging at my clothes, at my jacket and shirt as she kissed me. Her fingers worked at my belt buckle. “What the hells are you doing?”

“I need to feel something else…make me remember you…not what happened back there…” she said between our furious kisses.

I grabbed her greedy hands to stop her before pulling my mouth away from her lips. “I want to, Nelle. I really do… But no.”

She half-sat up, her thighs straddling my hips, confusion only a shadowy hint within those wild eyes glazed with need and shimmering with tears. She sniffed, wiping away the moisture streaking her pinked cheeks with the heel of a palm. “You don’t want me?”

I picked her up, standing us both in one smooth motion before placing her on her feet.

I wanted her. I really wanted her. However, I took a couple of steps back, needing distance. Needing to get myself under control. I raked a hand through my hair. “Not like this, Nelle. Not the why of it all. I want you but I don’t want this for your first time.”

Maybe that’s what stoked her fire. The reluctance, the pity.

I could scent her arousal, her body frustrated and humming for release vying against the oppressive guilt and anguish I felt from her, burning beneath my skin. She glared, furious, and rushed me, shoving at my chest. That strength of hers shunted me back, making me stumble. “I need you!”

I shook my head and went to turn and leave, but she had other ideas. She threw out a tangle of power. Silvery threads of magic twined around my calves, and with her fierce tug, I lost my balance, falling backward upon a sprawling of springy foliage.

She was on me a second later.

Kicking myself free of her magic, I rolled us over until I was on top pushing her body into the soft embrace of the leaves with my weight. “You don’t want to do this.”

She hooked a leg around my back, her strength startling me, and rolled us both so she was back on top, her hands spread over my chest pinning me down. “Please,” she breathed, bending her head down to press her closed lips to mine in a sweet innocent kiss.

My breath caught.

And that weakness for a chaste kiss, her kiss, the girl that warred with me endlessly, had heat and want and need incinerating through what was right, what I should be doing, stopping her for her.

She purposefully pressed her breasts against my chest, my muscles rippling at the touch, and she breathed into my ear. “Tonight, I want to feel you right, here,” and she pushed upright to straddle my hips, lowering herself right on top of my hard length. Her heat pressing against my cock made me grunt, and my whole body shuddered.

Her eyes were dilated, excitement vibrating from her. “You like?”

“I don’t like.” And my low, gruff voice told her exactly how she made me feel. “I fucking crave it.”

Her pale brows nudged together as she stared intently at my mouth, brushing her thumb across my bottom lip. Heat flared through every single part of me, setting me alight, coursing from the crown of my head to the ends of my toes. “I just want now. I just want this. I just want you,” she whispered, leaning forward, her lips ghosting mine. Her tiny hands wound around my tie and she tugged at me to sit upright. This time her lips moved over mine, slower but greedy, and at the flick of her tongue along the seam of my mouth I opened up, letting her in on a soft groan.

She kissed me until I was mindless and all I craved was her.

It sang to me in time with my heartbeat—Mine. Mine. Mine.

She was mine.

And I was hers.

And everything that would come tomorrow could go fuck itself.

Her powers, which had been seeping outward, began to calm. The trembling earth gentled, and the aether charging the air doused. Trees snapped back, righting themselves before their leaves rustled in time with our heartbeats.

I slid one hand beneath her hair to the nape of her neck, and the other coasted down her spine to clasp her firm round ass. My fingers flexed—

Suddenly, I was alone.

I startled in surprise as her weight on me vanished.

Standing up, I furtively glanced around to find she’d swifted, and now stood across the glade, near the fallen alder tree she’d used to toss fire into the sky.

Her chest rapidly rose up and down with shallow breaths, as she stared at me beneath lowered lashes, her cheeks flushed with desire. One hand clasped the half-ruined adamere bracelet, turning a bead over between her fingers. Sucking at her plump bottom lip, the flesh glistened between her teeth as she bit down. And because she had, it made me want to bite my lip too as lust burned through my blood, matching the intense need glowing in her silver eyes.

Her gaze darted to my mouth and I watched in fascination as her nipples pinched and strained against her silky dress as her breath came quicker right before her eyes changed color. Like ink spilling into water, black ate up the irises until there was nothing but a thin golden band and flecks of gold.

She slowly raised a hand, never taking her gaze from my lips. Her fingers were clenched, and then…she flicked them wide.

I had one moment to mindlessly scramble at what she was about to do.

But I never could have anticipated this.

Fire erupted—

A squall of cold bright flames engulfed me.

Incinerated my clothes in a whiplash of fire.

Vanquished a heartbeat later.

All that remained was a cloud of black dust swirling about my figure, before scattering into the undergrowth with the wind. I stood frozen to the spot in shock.

I stood in front of her completely naked.

Holy fuck…

She’s not messing around.


62
Nelle


Naked, Graysen stood before me, scarred, tattooed—resplendent.

His sheer physical size enhanced by the shadows.

Breathtaking in his beauty.

I still hadn’t looked down. Instead, I locked my unwavering gaze on his while wondering what the hells I’d done.

The shock of what I’d invited, the utter recklessness of it, was a slap in the face, and it snapped me out of the wild desperation that had ensnared me. I hadn’t been thinking. I’d been feeling. Caught up in the wretchedness of death and grief and the hopelessness of being bound to the Horned Gods. How they held us, insignificant, in the palm of their hands. At the whim of their will.

All I wanted was to feel alive. I’d survived that bloodshed in the temple when what had happened to Elyse could so easily have happened to me. What had happened to her parents could have happened to my family. I’d wanted a moment of respite from the soul-devouring guilt that I’d survived when they had not.

And I’d blatantly incinerated Graysen’s clothes, silently asking for something for which I was no longer sure I was ready.

I stood, frozen, the broken, rotten alder tree behind me. The atmosphere had changed. Now it crackled with intense uncertainty from me and, from him, pure hunger that scraped against my skin with sharp teeth.

Graysen flicked the messy locks from his forehead with his hand. Only the hank of hair didn’t settle into place, and slipped back down, dipping above thick eyelashes. His black eyes were almost otherworldly—the shine of a beast that hunted at night. The glint in their midnight depth was the edge of a sharpened blade—fixed on me.

What had I been thinking?

I closed my eyes, gathering my courage.

Don’t think, don’t think, don’t think—just give in.

And Graysen could do that for me. He could let me feel something other than overwhelming desperation and grief—a heavy weight tied to my ankle pulling me down, down, down beneath the surface of an algae-choked pond.

His voice was low and seductive and rich with challenge. “Look, little bird.”

He taunted me to open my eyes, and I did.

Graysen’s essence was the cold snap of dawn, but there was lightness, too. His soul lingered in the shadows, and I thought that was fitting, since the gloom of the night had settled around him like a cloak. His hand snaked down, as he stared at me heavy-lidded. “Take a good, long look.”

I swallowed hard, my hands clenching and unclenching at my sides.

Inhaling a deep breath, I let my gaze slowly drift down the tattooed throat, broad shoulders, muscular chest branded with a wyrm and inked with fire, the ripple of abs, and lean hips with the V…

Holy Skalki!

Graysen lazily stroked himself, that thick cock stiff in his fist. My mouth went dry as I took in his size. The length and thickness, the glistening crown.

Oh my gods…

“What do you want, little bird?”

What did I want?

But that was a ridiculous question since he was standing before me utterly naked and I couldn’t take my eyes off his fist, moving up and down that exceptional length.

Except—

Except I was going to use him, and the knowledge added to the miasma of wretchedness and guilt fouling the gaping hole in my chest.

That thing that existed between us shimmered against my skin, a melodic whisper, urging me to take what I needed.

Just give in, don’t think…let go of the grief…

His cedar scent wrapped itself around me, scrambling my senses, and despite myself, I watched him. That fist, moving languidly up and down, sent arousal spiraling through me, dampening my panties and making a heavy, throbbing ache beat between my thighs.

His low rumble of laughter had my eyes widening and darting back to his smoldering gaze. He purposely flared his nostrils and tilted his head. He knew it, scented what my body craved, even if there was still a small part of me unsure.

“What. Do. You. Want?” he said darkly, on the verge of a bark.

My mouth was an arid desert, my tongue sluggish. I barely pushed the word out—“You.”

But there was more. And didn’t he deserve my honesty? Like our kiss in the well of water, I wanted his truth. I’d wanted him to kiss me the way he wanted to, and now, with this, I desired the same. I looked at him beneath my lowered lashes. “Your truth. It’s not your darkness, nor your light.” It had always been in the shadows where he resided. “It’s your shadows I want most.”

I wanted his heart as well, but I didn’t say that out loud.

His question twined around me like mist, cool and damp and unexpected. “You want my shadows?”

Was I ready for this?

I nodded because the air had tightened in my throat, and my heart thundered against my ribs.

One thick eyebrow rose and the pleasure that gleamed in his eyes was both carnal and sensuous, as if I’d caressed him. I’d pleased him, and stupidly, stupidly, I realized far too late, I’d freed him.

While I’d never feared him, there was a small sliver that always knew I should have. This was a man not given to mercy, who dominated ruthless crime lords and crushed anyone who dared cross his authority. His hands, broad and roughened from his skill with the blade, had ended lives and stolen souls.

The change that came over him was swift and menacing, and this time I gave into that sliver of fear. It erupted, swirling through my veins, stuttering my heart.

I took a hurried step back.

Dominance and hunger vibrated from him. Desire, too. He was a starved wolf wrapped up in beauty. While it was true he was made of shadows, they only existed between the play of light and darkness…and right now, his darkness was barely leashed.

Muscles flexed and rolled with his predatory gait as he stalked closer, naked, his cock pointing at me. With the murkiness of the stormy night, he was smoke and shadows, a glint of white teeth.

I held up my hands, suddenly terrified. “Wait.”

The gold in his eyes glittered—pleased. He liked me this way, off-kilter and afraid.

I took another step back and sideways, keeping him in my sight. That’s what one did with an untamed animal—slow, careful movements. My heart was a wild, erratic beat in my chest. One side of his mouth curved up in male satisfaction, as if he felt it vibrating in the air, inside his own chest too.

“Wait,” I needed to…what…what did I need? Time to think this through? Plan for it? Change my mind?

“Too late, little bird. I’ve waited long enough.”

I closed my eyes briefly. What do I want?

Distraction? To pull in a breath against the guilt crushing my lungs? To feel alive?

I couldn’t hear his footsteps, no crunch of leaves and dead matter to give him away, but I felt him shifting closer, hunting me, animal bright eyes burning my skin.

It was only a brief moment of consideration, so when I opened my eyes, fear speared through me to find he’d disappeared from sight. He’d circled behind. I whirled to face him, but he kept pace, circling around me. Nothing more than a beast with claws and fangs. “Stop!”

“Stop. Wait. Yes. No,” rumbled from him, almost angrily.

This time when I turned, he had stilled, waiting for me to catch up. He was so close, too close. I retreated a few stumbling steps, and something rough and solid jarred into my lower back. It was one brief motion of glancing away to see the fallen alder tree blocking my retreat, and when I twisted about, he was flush with me, barely an inch between us. He towered over me, his stance humming with threat, intimidating me with his size and the fierceness of the dark promise glowing in his eyes. “I know what you want, little bird—the desperation and need to feel alive after so much death, even if it is my cock pushing into your wet heat.”

His words should have offended me. His stance should have terrified me enough to spin around and swift. But something hot and molten twisted inside of me, flaring through my core. Arousal, I realized, shocked at the idea that fear and arousal could mix so effortlessly.

The warmth of his body scorched my own when he chewed through the scant distance separating us. He braced his hands on either side of me on the rotten trunk of the alder, bending slightly so his face hovered close but above so I had to arch my neck to align my eyes with his. The air held in my lungs.

“If you want me. If you want to use me as a distraction…” My spine locked and heat scorched my cheeks as I chewed the corner of my bottom lip, ashamed that I could be so easily seen through. But he didn’t seem offended. His gaze sharpened on my lips. “Say ‘cock.’ I want to hear the word spilling from your pretty mouth.”

The word rolled off my tongue before I could think further, more breath than voice.

Pride and satisfaction burned in his eyes, making those flecks of gold shimmer right before his next curt demand. “I want your cock.”

I knew what he was asking me to say, to give permission for him to do. So I closed my eyes and said it. The words were bittersweet and tainted with more than a small amount of fear because this was Graysen Crowther. I wasn’t asking a fumbling frat boy to take my virginity. I was asking him.

I heard him say, “Good girl. I’ll go easy on you, little bird.”

He’d been playful when we’d been together in my bedroom after the Uzrek. Now…now…I didn’t know this side of him. My mind couldn’t anticipate what he’d like…what he’d like to do with me, to me. Brutal possibilities spun in the chaos of my mind.

The shock of cool air swirling between us had my eyes flaring open to see that he’d straightened.

Slowly, he traced a square-tipped finger along my hairline, down to where my hair was tied into a ponytail with a thin lock of hair wrapped around fine elastic. Untying it, he carefully tugged it loose. He deftly unwove the braid crowning my forehead and spread my pale hair across my shoulders. “Better,” he murmured. Pinching wavy strands between his thumb and finger, he ran down its long length as if measuring its quality. The back of his hand brushed gently against the swell of my breast and I sucked in a breath as a zing of electricity crackled through my nerves.

The scrape of his calloused fingers against my skin was exquisite when he slipped his hand inside the bodice of my dress to cup a breast. Arousal pinched my nipples taut and my breathing came faster, my whole body flushing and burning with desire. His thumb rolled the peaked tip of my nipple back and forth, drawing a strangled moan from me. I fell deeper into that primal side, ravenous to alleviate the strumming need between my thighs that had me clenching around nothing.

In a slow sensual move, he turned me to face away, before pulling up my skirt, the fabric tickling my outer thighs as his fingers slid under the hem of my panties. Thick, roughened fingertips teased as he stroked lower and lower, but never quite going as far as I wanted him to. Never quite touching the place that throbbed and pulsed with every glancing pass.

Warmth met my temple when he pressed his lips there in a tender kiss. “This is mine.” His other hand cupping my breast squeezed. “And this too.” And I knew he would have been talking about my body, but I wondered if he knew that his large palm was splayed across my thundering heart. His hand slid down further beneath my pantyline to cup my sex, squeezing possessively. His voice rumbled deeply into my ear. “This pretty pussy is mine. I want it coming all over my cock.”

The words, the laced threat, spread through me like a fever, spiking an intense desire for it too.

Nudging a finger against my entrance, he pushed it inside, the heel of his palm pressing on my clit. My inner sex clenched around his finger, trying to draw him deeper, and my ass bucked into him as I cried out, making him hiss out a breath through his teeth. “Gods, Nelle, fuck.”

Wet. I was so wet down there. A flush stole across my cheeks.

But gods, that felt good, as he slowly, deliciously, pumped once, twice more.

His teeth gently nipped the shell of my ear. “So greedy for me, little bird.”

Pulling his finger free, he adjusted my position slightly, so I was cradled sideways against his chest, looking up at him a little dazed. He raised the glistening forefinger to brush it along my bottom lip, painting my arousal on the plump flesh, before smiling lazily. “Taste yourself.”

My mouth parted, darting my tongue out to lick the tip of his finger, but he pushed all the way inside. The rough skin against the softness of my mouth…I imagined that was what he was thinking of, wondering if it would feel like this when he pushed his body inside mine. When I twined my tongue sensually around his finger, he groaned and lust seared his eyes midnight-black.

My brows knitted together. I could taste myself—feminine and something indiscernible.

A low growl. “That’s how I make you feel. I do that to you.”

His blazing gaze dipped to my lips as he pulled his finger free a moment before he claimed my mouth, his tongue licking inside, confident and sure, jolting my body into full arousal. And I came to life. Every sensation felt severe. My breath in my throat felt like razor blades, my blood heated to an inferno, and the silky fabric of my dress was now a thornberry bush scratching against my skin.

More. I needed more. I needed him.

I twisted around within Graysen’s embrace to face him fully and slid my hands on his chest, his pecs flexing beneath my palms, and the ridgeline of his erection throbbing against my stomach. With his kiss, all my churning thoughts evaporated.

My powers slipped outward to stir the air in swirling currents, rustling leaves and teasing our hair. The darkness hummed with static electricity. The creature was burned out and curled up inside, but it was also curious, eagerly anticipating and purring with the pulsing ache of my core.

Graysen’s touch skimmed underneath my dress to stroke my outer thighs, and it felt so godsdamn good that I shivered at the contact. Feeling my response beneath his palms made his hands flex in reply. He tugged at my bottom lip with his teeth, slowly releasing, with a groan that danced along my mouth and sank into my bones before he scorched a sinuous path of open-mouthed kisses down my neck, to my shoulder, pushing the dress aside to nip and suck on my breast. I wove my fingers through his hair, holding him to me, gasping with every swipe of his tongue over my nipple, echoed by his tortured groan.

Straightening, he took my elbows and turned me back around to face away from him. The fallen tree trunk pressed across my hips, and confusion jarred my mind for a moment.

What is he doing?

A touch—a large hand spread over my back that pushed me forward. The rotten tree trunk pressed into my stomach as I bent over. Beneath my curled fingers were patches of broken bark and smooth, slippery wood, while mildew and a damp earthy smell tickled my nostrils.

Graysen gently urged me to bend further until I was balanced on my tippy toes.

My skirt was flipped up and the cool air of the night kissed my bare skin. I was exposed like this and made vulnerable to him.

“Beautiful,” he murmured. His body heat warmed mine as that awareness bounced between us. One of his hands gripped the tree trunk next to mine and his thumb grazed my pinky. He leaned over me…and then…then…I felt a light feathering stroke against my spine—not fingertips or his palm, it was the back of clenched fingers. Up and down and up again and it burst into my mind what he was doing—pleasuring himself in long languid strokes.

Sudden panic flared. He was going to take me, my first time, here, pressed around this tree from behind. I would be facing away, unable to touch him, made powerless by this position. My voice was shrill, my body pushing back, trying to shove my way free. “Not here, not like this.”

Snatching a handful of my hair, he fisted and arched my neck. I gasped as a slight shock of pain flashed over my scalp before my gaze slid sideways to where he loomed over me. His eyes narrowed but burning bright with desire.

A low growl clawed from his throat, and all the fine hair on my nape prickled. “You want rose petals scattered across a bed, candles, and champagne? An inexperienced boy from the Upper Ranks crawling on top of you?” He bent and scraped his teeth down my neck—a lick of his hot, wet tongue along my collarbone. “You’ll take me however I want you.”

And exactly like those other moments, where his touch soothed me, my panic eased as the crisp smell of cedar whispered over me. It wasn’t the woods. It was Graysen. The scent of him strangely calming. “That’s it…” he murmured, trailing the tips of his fingers between my shoulder blades, following the rippled path of my spine to the middle of my back. His hand spread, and he gently pushed me down, my stomach conforming to the tree trunk, my hair falling in tangled locks.

His fist clenched the fabric of my panties. They were torn from me, a scrap of white floating in the breeze, and the dress was next.

The slap of chilly air on my bare flesh made me suck in a sharp breath.

A hard length pressed against my ass, hot silk and steel, right before his chest enveloped my back, his hands brushing down my arms to lace his fingers through my own. I was swallowed up by him. Drowning in him. Skin to skin, that dusting of magic, whatever bound us to one another, strummed and sparked against our bare flesh. Zephyrs, streams of warm air, spun and caressed our bodies, lifting leaves from the woodland floor. His groan was desperate, helpless even, as his fingers clenched around mine tighter. The silkiness of his hair, the nudge of his nose, hot open-mouthed kisses along my neck. I moaned, throbbing and aching everywhere, arching into the touch of his lips, not realizing until too late that he’d unlaced his fingers from my own, only to slide them over my hands to silently encourage me to hold on. “I’ve had a long time to think about all the ways I want to play your sweet body with my hands and my mouth and my tongue.”

Oh gods…

A full-body shiver of anticipation ran through me and I heard his huff of delight and approval. With a tender touch, he brushed my hair over a shoulder. “You have no idea how much I’ve hungered for this.” He slid one hand across my slick sex and pinched my clit. I bucked, gasping, the sharp pain too much—too much—and then the sensation blended to exquisite heat. Shockwaves of pleasure rippled through me and set me on fire. “I’ve had one taste and already I’m addicted. You’re a fever in my blood and I need a fucking hit of you.”

Angling my head slightly, he pressed a kiss to my temple. His weight was suddenly gone—kneeling behind me, I realized as I panted, worrying my teeth on my bottom lip, biting back my moans and failing as his fingers gently circled my clit. His words and touch turned everything inside me into such sharp relief it hurt.

Nipping my ass cheek, he soothed it with a gentle lick. When he next spoke, his voice was low and gravelly. “I’m a man stumbling in from an ice storm, little bird. I’m hungry and desperate and in need of your sweetness and sunshine. I want it coating my tongue, dripping down your thighs. And beautiful, I am going to eat my fill of you, licking up every honeyed bead, until you’re crying my name and screaming no more, because I. Am. Fucking. Starving.”

Oh my gods, oh my gods, oh my gods—

“Ohmygods…” I gasped because all rational thought had been obliterated.

The moment his tongue glided along my wet folds, I bucked again and a shriek tore from my throat. He huffed a satisfied laugh. The breath and his next words vibrated right through my core. “Say it, beautiful. Say, ‘I want to come until I can’t breathe, can’t think, can’t take anymore.’”

I hissed through my teeth as his tongue dipped inside…in and out…in and out…drawing moans I tried to bite back and couldn’t.

“Little bird,” he growled in warning.

“I-I want to…” I gasped out brokenly. I couldn’t finish.

Too much, everything’s too much.

His fingertips twisted my clit. Heat burned the sensitive bud, blazing through my body with a flaming sting. “Oh gods…”

He gentled his licks, his strokes, soothing the pain, but it had the reverse effect. It made everything hotter inside. There was a merciless promise in the force of his will on mine. “I want to come until I c-can’t…”

My body rocked back, pushing against his lapping touch, and I was moaning endlessly, the sound spilling through the gloomy woodland. He pulled away a little to run the flat of his tongue in a slow, savoring swipe. His teeth grazed right on my clit, and I shrieked, hips bucking, spine bowing. The huff of laughter and the glance of his mouth wound me higher and higher. My voice was low and husky and I’d never heard that voice before. “Until I can’t breathe, I can’t think, I can’t…I can’t…”

I can’t finish. I can’t think. I can’t breathe.

An undertow dragged me deeper and deeper into the murky depths of agony and bliss. My mind was floating somewhere else, on currents of pleasure teased by his tongue, sliding and sucking and spearing me, his fingers circling my clit. Drowning in the burn of his bristled jaw, the nudge of his nose, the need blooming through my entire body, pinching my nipples stiffer, my legs quivering.

A slap on my ass. A reminder to finish.

I yelped, pain flaring, the heat of the sting melding with pleasure. A low whimper whispered from my throat, my fingernails digging into rot-softened bark. “Can’t take it anymore.”

And it was the truth. I couldn’t. He was holding me on the brink, teasing me relentlessly with his lips and tongue and skillful fingers. It hurt how much I wanted it, needed it. I was poised there, balanced on the tips of my toes on the sharp edge. Just one more nudge, one more twist of his fingers, one more push of his tongue into my wet heat…

Graysen backed away and my slickness prickled as cold air rushed in. My hands were fisted, muscles tensed, legs shaking—nothing to be heard but my panting breaths. Denial slowly washed over me as I waited—one breath, two, a third—when it suddenly sank in. He wasn’t going to finish.

“I need it,” I whined, cursing myself for the desperation echoing in my voice.

Darkness and cruelty tinged his rough laugh, making it reverberate against my flesh. “Changed my mind, little bird. There’s only one way you’re coming, and that’s on my cock.”

Maybe that’s what stoked my fire.

I pushed myself off the fallen tree, slipping to my feet, my toes encountering damp earth and mildewed leaves and soft moss. I whirled on him, my whole body sexually frustrated and humming for release.

That arrogant smirk returned.

I glared at him, furious, and shoved my hands at his chest, shunting him back. “Give me what I want.”

He stumbled a step, and a fleeting surprise flashed across his face before he righted himself to lift his chin and stare at me boldly with defiance. The gold flecks around his pupils glittered and his eyes lit up like beacons. As much as he wanted to dominate me, he got off on my fire. I could see the excitement sweeping through him, the challenge I gave him.

Thick fingers wrapped about his erection, and he stroked himself. “On your knees, little bird.”

And here it was, a test between us. I ached a brow, shifting my weight to one hip. “I don’t think so.” And I raised a finger upward, making my point. “I bow to no one.”

“Not even my—”

“Especially your cock,” I smirked, knowing exactly what he was going to say.

“Gods, you don’t give an inch.” He moved toward the fallen alder tree, and I think he intended to sit his ass there, but I had other ideas. I threw out a tangle of power—silvery threads of magic encircled his calves and, with a squall of blustering wind, I shoved him backward to flop onto a sprawling of foliage with an oomph.

Swiveling around, he snapped his hand out, faster than I could react, and wrapped it around my ankle, twisting and tugging me off balance. I fell with a shriek, expecting to encounter the muddy earth, but I fell onto his hard chest.

He rolled us over until he was on top, the weight of his body pushing mine into the soft embrace of the leaves. His heavy cock was pressed into my belly—hot, hard, and throbbing. He smirked, glancing down between us. “Is this the first cock you’ve seen, little bird?”

My mouth went bone dry. His eyes sparked with challenge, obviously wanting to hear what he already knew.

I let my gaze dip down to the swollen, glistening crown. The slick of dampness against my skin. I made a non-committal noise at the back of my throat and shrugged an unimpressed shoulder. “I’ve seen a few.”

Not in real life.

Only in the glossy pages of the dirty magazine Lise snagged from one of the Qillisan girls.

And nothing like yours.

He blinked, smirk faltering. “Come again?”

“I’d better.”

It took three long seconds of those inky brows slashed over confused dark eyes for him to catch on. Then he grinned, teeth digging into his bottom lip like he was chewing back sunbeams.

My grin mirrored his perfectly.

I hooked a leg over his calf, power coiling around my bones, and I rolled us both—satisfied with the startled noise he made—so I was on top, my hands spread over his chest, pinning him down.

I leaned forward, purposefully pressing my breasts against his pecs, feeling the muscles twitch, and breathed into his ear. “Tonight…I want to kiss you right…here.” I skimmed my curled knuckles along his entire iron-rigid length. The first touch made him grunt, and his whole body shuddered.

I pushed up, sliding in between his legs, and he levered upward with his elbows.

His eyes were wild, and his pupils dilated, excitement vibrating from him.

My fingers wrapped around his girth, and I gently swiped my thumb across the damp slit of his cock.

He bucked his hips. A curse hanging in the air. Teeth biting into his lower lip.

The memory of what he’d told me in the well of water replayed in my mind—You could literally burn the world down over a slight.

And, though it wasn’t quite true, enough of it was. Inside me resided power, but this, the sway I held over him with simply my touch, making him vulnerable…I’d never felt more powerful. I was a Wychthorn Princess, but right now I felt like a queen. His Queen.

I stroked his cock, staring at him, studying his reaction to the slightest change in my grip and motion and angle, mapping him with my fingers.

“You like?”

Tipping his head, he moaned, leaning back on the heels of his hands and digging his fingertips into the earth. Otherwise, I suspected, he was going to grab me and force my mouth on him. “I don’t like.” And his low, gruff voice told me exactly how I made him feel. “I fucking crave it.”

I bent my head, angling his cock toward my mouth to give it a fluttering kiss on the tip. I heard his breath catch and that sound, his weakness for a chaste kiss. My kiss. The girl he warred with endlessly had my inner sex clenching. Heat and want flared through my core. My tongue darted out, and I gave one long, slow lick over the crown to lap up the glistening beads.

He cursed, just as long and slow.

My nose crinkled, as I gave some consideration to the earthiness and the briny hint that melted on my tongue. “The ocean. That’s what you taste like.”

“Ah, fuck,” he gritted out. Gripping the back of my head, he canted his hips forward to push himself between my lips. The intrusion, the fullness invading my mouth, that’s what it would feel like inside. I felt incredibly full, too full, as he pushed further and further. A rough groan crawled from his throat as his fingers tightened around my hair. “Gods, Nelle, fuck.” He pulled out, only to thrust back in. Slowly, as his hips found a slow, steady rhythm, I let myself relax. “That’s it, beautiful, f-fuck, yes…” he breathed, following up with what he was going to do to me once he finally got his hands on me. My clit throbbed and arousal slicked my inner thighs. I was so lost in the desirous need to experience everything he’d shared that I was only vaguely aware I was humming around his cock.

Suddenly my mouth was empty. He’d pulled out, his slick shaft slapping against his chiseled abs. And we both stared at one another.

“What the hells were you doing?” he rasped.

There was an expression of awe in his gaze, and something else I couldn’t read, that made me self-conscious. I wiped the wetness from my lips with the back of my fingers, confused. Anxiety clenched my throat. “Didn’t I do it right?”

“I was about to explode.”

He pushed up, impossibly fast, and pounced on me. I was knocked backward, captured by his arms, his body, his mouth. He kissed me, a feverish, desperate kiss, his tongue tangling with mine, stoking the flames of my desire into a raging fire. He groaned. “There’s only one way I’m coming tonight, little bird, and that is inside you.”

Gods, yes, please.
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The sensation of what had always been between us sizzled and crackled over my flesh with such intensity I felt like a live wire. I needed Graysen now. “Protection?”

In between kissing me, he murmured, “You incinerated my clothes…along with the condom.”

Shit, shit, shit. I had.

He said, “I’ll go back to the mansion.”

I broke away from our kiss. Graysen was glassy-eyed and gorgeous, lips parted and swollen. He blinked rapidly as if dazedly coming to grips with the fact I’d withdrawn.

“I…” Chewing my lip, I glanced into the undergrowth. Was I really going to do this? “I take a tonic once a month. House Simonis,” I explained, surprised at how low and husky my voice was. “I can’t get pregnant. My mother… She gave it to me once I turned nineteen. I suppose she thought you might…well, I guess she thought we might…”

A strange quality sank into his gaze, something so strangely unlike him—frantic and nervous—it stunned me. He framed my face with his large hands. His breathing was ragged and his voice strangled, and he lowered his lashes as if he couldn’t say this while looking into my eyes. “There’s only one girl…I’ve ever wanted to feel wrapped around my cock…milking my c-cum.” Nostrils flaring, he moaned…actually made himself moan and bite his lip to speak the words. “Nelle, I just want to f-fuck you,” he pleaded.

He was power and strength. A wild beast cloaked in human skin. And I had him begging.

A thrill rippled down my spine to think that I could bring this man to his knees.

“Okay then.”

He sucked in a breath. “Are you sure?”

Grinning, I leaned in and nipped his bottom lip. “More than.”

He blew out a pent-up breath, relief flowing through him, enough to make those taut muscles relax slightly. His gaze suddenly flashed with warning. “Don’t burn the woods down.”

Hells, he was right though. My power was entwined with my emotions and it had torn free every time we’d been physical. Sexual, if I was being specific.

I took hold of his arm and, in a burst of motion, swifted us into the cave behind the waterfall, letting the fire loose, pale flames scoring the pitted roof of the cavern. It sparkled and lit the damp place in pockets of silver light and it looked like the night sky, as if the stars were so close we could reach out and touch them.

I usually came into the cavern during the day when the sunshine shone through the cascading water and kept the space full of light. But at night…I couldn’t…unless I illuminated it with fire first. But us being here was safer than the woods or the mansion where I might burn it down.

The cavern was small with a naturally formed ledge on one side and its stone floor wet with water. Undulating light from the fire burning overhead skittered all over Graysen’s body as he jolted in shock, hissing through his teeth. He rose and advanced on me, backing me up against the smooth edge of the rock. “A warning might have been good.” Grabbing hold of my waist, he swung us both around, lifting me at the same time to place me on the ledge. I yelped in surprise, then my mouth made a delighted O.

Joining me up there, he pushed me to lie down. Cool, polished stone met my back. “Eyes on me, little bird,” he purred. “I want to see you unravel. I want to see you come.”

“Missionary? How tame.”

“I said I’d go easy on you.” His gaze sparkled with amusement. “Breaking you in, little bird, wouldn’t want to scare you.” His lips captured mine in a soft kiss that I could feel he was holding back on. “It’s going to hurt,” he murmured.

“Of course it is.” I’d read enough to know the first time would, and though I had no experience, I was pretty sure Graysen was equipped with a weapon.

He dragged the fat tip up and down my folds, stealing my arousal and coating his stiff shaft with it. We both watched. I levered up by my elbows, while his dark, messy hair fell across his eyes as he nudged inside. I gasped, biting my lip, wincing at the stretch, the burn, the sudden flare of pain. The strangeness of the intrusion.

Leaning forward, he braced his hands on either side of my head, wrists bound in thin leather straps and silver bracelets. The Ukkenskrit tattoos shifted with the flexing of his biceps as he rocked, kept rocking, with strain on his face, as he inched in and in and in.

My body was slick with want and swollen with desire, but it took persistence for my body to finally welcome his. My breath came in huffs and my hands fisted by my sides. “How much more?” He knew what I was asking.

“Halfway,” he gritted out, stilling. His gaze flicked to mine. “Ready?”

I nodded, every muscle locked.

He thrust with a low, gruff growl. Deep. So deep. He filled every space inside.

A burning pain ripped through me. A laceration at the deepest part of me, tearing a wounded sound from my throat. His mouth captured mine, swallowing back the huffed breaths, the sudden fear and agony, while murmuring sweet words between kisses. And slowly, slowly, the pain became a memory.

Dark curls of hair brushed against my skin as he nuzzled his head into the crook of my neck, the pulse of quick breath skimming my flesh. He’d stilled, yet I felt him flex inside, my inner walls clenching in silent reply.

He didn’t move. At first, I thought he was letting me adjust to this new sensation speared through my core. But there was tension in his body. His muscles twitched as I touched his shoulder, making a slow exploratory roll of my hips.

Suddenly, he slapped his hand on my hip to pin me down. “Don’t. I’ll come like a fucking schoolboy getting his cock wet for the first time.” He gritted out hoarsely. “Gods, Nelle, I feel you everywhere.” I feathered my fingers through his hair, tugging his head back to see his eyes squeezed shut, jaw clenched tight. He shuddered. “Everywhere. It’s too much. You’re too much.”

His eyes flashed open, and I watched as quicksilver flowed through his irises, banishing the black until I was looking into my own eyes—pale gray, striations of silver and flecks of charcoal.

“Mine…” I whispered, brushing a thumb across the plane of his cheekbone.

And the word held power. I could feel it humming, magic crackling, hanging in the air like an unanswered question.

His hand snaked down, his thumb pressing against my clit, and he made tiny, gentle circles, and I was able to relax, slowly, surely, my inner walls rippling around his cock. “Oh gods…” I gasped, unable to stop my hips from rolling. A raw groan filled the air between us. He pushed off to lean on the heel of one hand, the other hand shifting the angle of my hips while he ground his pelvis, the coarse hair at the base of his shaft brushing against my sex. He withdrew slowly, savoring the motion, eyes heavily lidded as he watched my reaction, both of us feeling the friction of the movement, only to surge in hard, hitting a spot that had my breasts bouncing and my spine bowing, a cry leaving my throat.

He drove back in, a thrust between each roughly spoken word. “It feels glorious to cleave you apart, little bird.”

Every part of him was invested, his sculpted hips moving with precision, a palm sliding languidly down my inner thigh. The other calloused, hardened hand spread across my hip, minutely adjusting my position. Gods, even his eyes, drunk with desire and shadowed by lowered lashes, were fucking me.

Magnificent and mine.

A boom of thunder cracked outside, and the thought blazed inside my mind.

As if she’s everything…

Those words filled my chest with warmth, bright golden warmth, and I smiled.

I watched Graysen’s hand snap straight to his chest, his fingers splayed over his heart. His eyes sliced to mine, and I met surprise and shock in their depth.

My expression mirrored his.

He felt me.

I didn’t think. I gave myself over to how he made me feel, and I let that golden warmth spill out further until it flooded every single part of me, and I lit up with pure sunshine that poured through my blood.

I could see his fingers kneading his chest. And he gave me what I wanted most, those rare smiles of his, the ones you had to work for, those broad, beaming smiles.

“Mine,” he murmured, his hand going back to my hip, squeezing possessively. And there was a crackling in the air of anticipation, like electrical charges colliding against one another in a thundercloud.

His mouth slammed onto mine. His tongue nudged my lips open, demanding, insistent, sweeping inside to slide along my own as his body moved inside me. But when he pulled away, there was something painful lingering in his gaze I couldn’t decipher. “I’m not your prince, little bird,” he rumbled gruffly.

“I never wanted a prince,” I gasped, then moaned as he pivoted his hips, hitting me with a new angle that had my eyes rolling back. It was true. I had never wanted a prince and I knew better than anyone else what he was to me. “You’re my villain.”

“That’s right. I’m going to steal you from everyone you love.”

I ran my fingertips up the side of his throat, following the wyrmfire tattoo, veins corded like thin rope. His lashes fanned his golden cheeks as he arched into my touch. “And what will you do with me when you have me?”

His eyes flashed open, and he unhitched my leg from behind his back, bending my knee so my ass lifted. He drove his cock deeper than I’d felt before. I cried out, my spine bowing. Full, I felt so full and stretched, and I never knew…I never knew how deep he could be inside.

He stilled and ground himself, a slow rotation of his hips. His silver eyes flashed in warning before he withdrew to spear me again. “I’m going to corrupt you.” He freed my leg to lower himself so his hard chest crushed my breasts, nothing between us but skin and sweat and heat and need. He nipped my earlobe, scraping his teeth down the length of my throat to the crook of my neck, and roughly muttered his threat against my flesh. A vibration I felt inside my bones. “I’ll ruin you with every depraved and sinful thought I’ve ever had. You’ll want me to. You’ll beg me to.”

My hand curled around the back of his head, my fingers threading through damp hair to clench a handful of silken locks. I drew him flush with my face, so close my nose slid along his, his breath mingling with mine, our gasps and moans shared and passed between us. “What if I ruin you?”

Graysen’s laugh was pained. “What makes you think you haven’t already?”

Slinking his hand into my hair, he fisted, arching my neck back to lick my sweat-salted throat. “Say my name. Cry it out. I want it echoing down the cavern.”

I shook my head because he wanted it too much, and this was the way it had always been between us—a war of wills.

He raised himself up to grind his hips against mine.

Oh gods…

“Say it,” he hissed, fire burning in his gaze.

But it was building, a tempest of sensation brewing in my core, different from when his tongue was inside me, more aggressive. It built in a crescendo, a throbbing need, pulsing like gale-wrought waves crashing upon ironshore. And I perched on a ledge high above, my wings spread wide for flight.

The storm of his thrusts, the slippery friction of his hips, pushed into mine. “Fuck, fuck, Nelle, fuck,” he muttered darkly, almost angrily, his head thrown back and the coils of ink standing out on his sweat-glistened throat.

His hands on my hip and nape tightened. For leverage, I realized, fingers biting hard enough into my flesh to leave a bruise. He slammed to the hilt, grinding deep, a savage rotation of his hips, his black hair as wild as his dark eyes fixed on mine. “Come,” he growled.

And he pushed me over—a rough flick of his thumb pad on my clit—and my orgasm struck. It smashed through me, a brutal gust of sensation, violent and thunderous and all-consuming. The force of it tumbled me from the precipice. I fell down, down, down, black wind tearing at my face, and I slammed into a place where light exploded behind my eyelids and tore through my entire being. My walls clenched and spasmed around his cock. My hands spread across his chest, pushing him away. A scream he stole from me bounced off stone, echoing through the darkness.

My powers wrenched free and shuddered outward.

The cavern trembled, shook, and shivered with my orgasm, tearing a rift in the ceiling and causing dust and shards of stone to rain down.

Graysen barked a shout, cursing low, and drove into me, losing himself in my body. His pace faltered and I felt him swell. His roar vibrated in his chest, building with his erratic thrusts, and ended on a ferocious note that rumbled through the star-bound cavern. Warmth spilled inside me as he brokenly muttered my name over and over again, his features strained as if in agony.

Tipping his forehead to mine, his fingers eased their pincered grip around the back of my neck, and he kissed me as he lazily thrust, his cock sliding through our arousal as he drew out both our orgasms.

Collapsing on top of me, he rolled over, pulling me with him so I lay limply on top, sated and gasping for breath. We lay in silence, our twin heartbeats slowing down, the sweat cooling on our bodies, for how long I wasn’t sure. My mind was still dizzy with what I’d experienced—broken apart and reforged into something new.

When the quiet was split apart, it wasn’t by me.

He’d been gliding his fingers through my hair, toying with the ends and twining them around a finger. He whispered reverently, “It’s like moonlight.”

I lifted my head, smiled, and tugged at the hank of hair falling across his eyes, earning me a grin. His hair was as dark as the space between the stars, while mine was exactly as he described, moonlight—both of us a reflection of the night sky.

Those black eyes, like midnight winter, regarded me, a more somber note in his gaze. His hands cupped either side of my face, and his thumbs brushed over my cheekbones. “You okay?”

I stretched my limbs over his rock-hard body like a satisfied and much-loved cat. Turning my face deeper into his left hand, I pressed a kiss into the heel of his palm and hummed an ah-huh. Then I squirmed a little closer so I could kiss him as that raw need strummed all over my body, an enticing whisper to claim him. Gods, I wanted him again. “More,” I whispered, hungry for him. Wind stirred around us, a gray feathered breeze, and I threw us into a swift.

Graysen startled as we reappeared in his rooms in my home. “Holy shit, you can’t keep doing that to me!” he barked as he unfolded his length, joining me to stand.

My body was humming. I pushed him, and he stumbled, falling back onto the couch.

He stared up at me wide-eyed.

“You mentioned something about a couch…the tips of my toes an inch off the ground?”

His hands found my waist, and he tugged me to him, grinning. My knees straddled his thighs while one of his hands flattened, stroked up my stomach to my breast, to the back of my neck, and he pulled me down to him. His lips hunted mine. “And painting your ass pink.”
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Iflopped straight-backed on the bed. Rivulets of sweat ran down my heaving chest, and my muscles quivered. Gods…I’d never fucked for so long. We were rutting animals. There was no other way to describe it.

“More,” Nelle purred.

“So greedy.” I gulped great mouthfuls of air into my lungs as I pushed away the damp hair stuck to my brow with a forearm.

“I am. I am greedy.” She crawled up my legs, kissing, nipping, and licking my inner thighs. The feel of her soft, pouty lips on my skin pulled a guttural groan from my throat. “I want more. Now,” she demanded.

She was starting to scare me. Those black eyes hadn’t gone away and she was insatiable. The scent of her arousal flooded the room. The heady fragrance was intense. Consuming. Tart and sweet and spicy, exactly like her. As soon as her tongue touched my cock, I was hard all over again and all in for round six. “Hellsssss,” I hissed as she swallowed my erection and hummed around the straining shaft. The decadent vibration sent me over the edge of reason, and I pumped my hips up, my hands weaving through her thick, wavy hair.

I bit my lip, stifling a lust-drunk moan.

Gods, this girl and her gorgeous mouth and the wicked flick of her tongue and that glorious hum.

Nelle released my cock with a wet popping sound and I raised my weary head to see her staring back at me, her black eyes—a reflection of mine—burning with need as she crawled up my body to straddle my hips, pushing her slick heat against me. She curled her fingers around the nape of my neck before tipping her forehead to mine. Her lips brushed against my own as she whispered in that low, husky tone that only came out when my tongue was on her clit. “The wall—”

That’s all it took for me to scoop her up, slam her against the wall, and impale her in one stroke. She was my match in every way. She wasn’t fragile, and she discovered rather quickly she liked it rough.

A groan erupted from me. Gods, it felt like nothing else to be buried inside her.

It was supposed to be new for her, not for me. I’d never felt this way before.

I felt her every-fucking-where. I shuddered against the sensation. She was so tight. Her pussy was practically a vise. Every ridge, every velvety-soft curve hugged my cock as I pounded into her recklessly. But it was something else, that thing that bound us together—filaments of power and the strumming of magic connected us, binding us as one. It skimmed against my flesh, sparked in my veins, and thrummed through my blood to scorch my insides with fire. The roar in my ears were her whimpers and hitched breath, and beneath it all drummed a bass line—Mine, mine, mine.

Nelle’s tiny hands clasped my neck, and she rolled her hips to meet my thrusts. Her hair tangled into a wild mess, swaying around her flushed cheeks, while she kept her pretty eyes pinched shut. Slowly, her slackened mouth fell open as her quickened breaths came in huffs and whines.

I stole a kiss. Those black eyes suddenly widened in surprise when my mouth claimed hers.

Gods, that sunshine. Exquisite.

I bathed in that kiss. In her lips, soft and warm and gentle. Groaned when she opened up on a sigh and let me plunge my tongue inside. Desire beat a heavy rhythm in my chest, mirrored by hers, the sound drowning out everything else in my head. There was only need, a wild, insatiable need for her. To feel her naked skin against mine, steal every hitched breath, hear every desperate moan—hers, always hers.

Hooking an arm beneath her thigh, I lifted her leg up higher to dig in balls-deep and move in small increments, rocking my body against her clit and tipping her over the edge into a climax that burst from her with a scream. Her dark powers tore free and a tempestuous gale surged through the bedroom, knocking into us and the furnishings. Her pussy clenched and quivered as she came all over my cock, while thumping her hand against the wall, gasping, “Fuck. Fuck. Oh gods. Fuck.”

She whimpered as she came down from her orgasm.

And her eyes flashed open.

For a moment, the black eyes and the demarcations of gold captivated me. My eyes looking back…until I saw the lowering of lashes and her eyes becoming slits, fixed on me…no, not on me, but on the space where my neck met my shoulder.

Shock barreled through my veins to see the feral gleam in those coal-black eyes.

Her nose scrunched as she widened her jaw, baring her teeth at me in a snarl.

Fuuuck—she looked as if she was going to bite a chunk out of me.

She went to strike—

Holy hellsgate!

I snatched hold of her hair at the nape of her neck a second before her teeth sank into my shoulder and forced her throat back. “Uh-uh, no biting, little bird.”

In the dim bedroom, straight, white teeth glinted as she growled roughly, some other tone untamed and indiscernible, twining with the fierce sound she made.

Holy Zrenyth…she growled at me?!

And it sent me spiraling over the edge. I bucked with a hoarse shout, coming so hard my mind imploded into bitter black, then a burst of light. I collapsed against her, wrung out in ecstasy, still bodily jerking as I emptied inside her.

But Nelle hadn’t finished with me. Her hands ran over my chest, kneading my pecs, purposely squeezing her inner walls to milk my cock. She wanted more. And she wanted it now. Those obsidian eyes were piercing and greedy.

I pulled out and scooped her up. She startled, giving a frustrated yelp as I strode quickly into the bathroom. Flicking the shower mixer onto the furthest cold, I dumped her unceremoniously into the bottom of the shower. She shrieked as her ass hit the cold tiles and chilly water struck her flushed skin. Long wet locks flailed as she scrambled to her feet. I held her down. “Graysen!” she bellowed. Her little fists lashed out at my hand spread across the crown of her head, pinning her down. She shrieked, “It’s freezing!”

Her skin goose-prickled, and she glared up at me as she rose, fighting back with her unnatural strength.

I was relieved to see those black eyes had receded to their normal ash-gray.

To keep her down, I shoved and unbalanced her. She fell on her ass with an oomph.

Nelle blinked up at me. Cold water ran down her body and plastered her pale hair to her scalp, the darkened locks clinging to her shoulders and between the valley of those perky pink-tipped tits.

“You do realize I’m not one of your book boyfriends,” I growled, flinging my arms outward. “I literally cannot fuck you all night long.”

Her cute nose crinkled as she burst out laughing. She shot a crooked grin my way and wiggled her eyebrows. “We won’t know unless we try.”

I slumped against the tiled wall, giving her the side-eye, wondering if she might pounce on me again. “Not going to happen.”

She pouted, but took my hand when I offered it to her. Both of us were a hot sticky mess, so I switched the water to warm and soaped us up, trying not to get aroused again—which was hard to do when she kept purposely grinding her tight ass against my groin—and doing my best not to think of how good it felt to be inside her.

Drawing her out of the shower and bundling a towel around her, I scooped her up and kissed the tip of her nose, my smile widening at the pleased flush of rose pink blooming on her cheeks. Carrying her back to the bedroom, I placed her on her feet beside the bed.

The state of the room was chaos. I think we might have fucked on every single surface. The couch got shoved out of position, causing it to tumble over, scatter cushions on the floor, and mess up the rugs too. The Klimt painting hung skewered above the set of drawers that were the perfect height for her to perch her tight ass on. And we’d even torn the curtain from the four-poster bed.

Nelle squirmed, huffing, when I kept her bundled up tightly. “I won’t jump you. Promise.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“You shouldn’t,” she grinned, purposely looking at the bedside drawers where the lamp and other trinkets that had been knocked off either rolled under the bed or were scattered on the carpet.

I narrowed my eyes at her.

She sighed, disappointed, but stayed still as I unwrapped the surrounding towel, and patted her dry, squeezing the water from her hair. As soon as I’d finished drying us, folding up the towels neatly and placing them over the back of a chair, she forcefully pushed me onto the bed. She crawled along the mattress and pulled a loose blanket over the top of us both before lying down next to me, squiggling closer. She tangled a leg with mine and slid an arm over my chest, pressing her cheek against the wyrm brand across my heart. “I’m cold because of you. The least you could do is give me some of your body heat.”

I wound my arm around her, sinking into the moment, feeling how right she felt beside me. The low glow of bedroom light danced over the necklace she wore as a bracelet. Using the tip of a finger, I drew my touch along the bumpy length. She had destroyed about a quarter of the Adamere beads by grinding them between her fingers as she desperately tried to keep control over herself. A spark of warmth washed through my chest to see a gleam of silver. Threaded onto the bracelet was a silver charm. A sparrow. And it remained intact.

Before I could inspect the tiny silver bird further, I blinked, suddenly realizing that I hadn’t slept for a few days, and I wondered if I would crash sometime soon. More than likely, especially after this bout of sexual activity. The girl had used me shamelessly.

Nelle’s fingers idly traced the wyrm branded over my heart. “Graysen…” she began, and my chest tightened with unease. I knew by the serious way she spoke my name, it wasn’t going to be good. “You gave me your word you wouldn’t tell anyone about me… About what I am… But you told Caidan. When was that? After the Uzrek?”

My blood chilled and my stomach dropped like a wrecking ball on a junked car.

Shit. At least she assumed it was then, instead of the truth, that my family had known the moment I’d spilled my guts after the Horned Gods came for my mother, years ago.

What the hells was I going to tell her?

I was opening up my mouth to say fuck-knows-what, when something, or rather someone, started banging at the bedroom door.
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Afurious pounding erupted on the door to the guest bedroom before someone shouted. “Graysen Crowther, I know you’re in there!” A few more thumps made the door shudder. “What have you done with my sister?!”

My gaze locked on Graysen’s with mutual horror.

“Lise,” I hissed.

Mortification flooded through my veins. My sister was going to barge in here, take one look, and discover I’d had sex—

Oh my gods…I just had sex.

A lot of sex.

Like…a lot.

I was not ready to have that conversation with my elder sister when even I hadn’t turned it over in my mind.

“Do something. Anything. Kick the godsdamned door in!” Lise barked.

“Annalise,” Aldan growled.

“Now. Do it now!”

I sprang to my feet, unmindful of my nakedness. Graysen scrambled from the bed.

All rational thought fled. All I could do was bounce up and down on the mattress, flailing my arms, freaking out.

Oh my gods, oh my gods, oh my gods!

“Oh my gods!” I whisper-yelled.

Graysen was a blur of black speed. Something got tossed at me, soft and white. Suddenly I was yanked from the bed, manhandled into whatever was held in my hands, and then my ass slapped against leather. A seat, I realized, as something bendy that fluttered with a familiar scent of ink was shoved into my hands just as the lock gave out under Aldan’s force, and the door crashed inward a split second later.

Graysen and I were sitting at the table across from one another, both of us reading books—well, I wasn’t, I barely comprehended that there were words on the page in front of me—when Lise stormed into the bedroom ready for war, Aldan right behind her.

“Graysen,” she snarled, then came to a sudden halt in the middle of the room as she took me in. “Nelle?” Her eyes widened in surprise and the pitch of her voice notably lowered.

Graysen held up a finger and made a show of turning to the next page, and I barely contained the snicker. I was also impressed that he was now wearing a black shirt and pants.

“What the… What’s going on…?” The words drifted apart, as Lise blinked rapidly to see me there, obviously fine, and Graysen and I casually reading like we were in some kind of book club.

“What the hells does it look like?” Graysen squinted at her, as if annoyed she was interrupting him on his last page.

Lise’s wide eyes bounced between Graysen and myself. For a moment she seemed taken aback and rueful and about to apologize. “You weren’t answering my calls,” she directed at me.

No. I suppose my phone was somewhere in the woodland, together with my shredded dress. And I might have incinerated Graysen’s phone along with his clothes.

Aldan’s gaze flicked around the chaos of the room. He ran a meaty palm down his face and the look he gave me over Lise’s shoulder was both shocked and disappointed and made me wish I could swift out of there.

“Lise,” Aldan murmured, stepping flush with her. He gestured for them to leave, but Lise abruptly reared back, a stricken, surprised expression tightening her features. Her flattened palm slapped across her upper chest. “Oh my gods… You’ve… You two… Nelle…?”

I coughed, spluttering on nothing but air, attempting terribly to shake my head in denial.

“No? Is that the line you’re going to feed me?” She raised her hand, jabbing an accusing finger at me. “For one, that shirt…of his…is inside out.”

I glanced down—shit, she was right.

The finger swung to Graysen. “And your book is upside down.”

The finger got pointed at me again. “And that goofy smile is a dead giveaway.”

“Goofy?” I echoed, my eyes widening but my expression not shifting. I think I was incapable of actually doing anything but grin.

She snorted. “Yeah, goofy, little sister.”

A clearing of a throat, and an arched eyebrow from Graysen, his mouth twitching in amusement. There was a wicked promise gleaming in his gaze that said he was going to keep that goofy smile on my face.

Graysen tossed the charade of a book onto the table and glared at Lise. “What are you doing here?”

“Your absence at the engagement party has been noted and gone on long enough. I suggest you two get yourselves together and show your faces, for Evvie’s sake.”

I straightened, instantly worried. “Is she all right?”

“She’s fine,” Aldan answered, ushering his wife out the door.

“But,” Lise protested, frowning at him. “I haven’t—”

“You’ve said enough. Leave them be.”

“She needs to know about Mas—”

But the door closed on her with a thump and Aldan’s exasperated “Annalise” cut her off.

“Ugh,” I sighed, banging my forehead on the tabletop. “I am never going to hear the end of this.”

I glanced sidelong to see Graysen rise, jerking his chin toward the door that adjoined his to mine. “Best we get ready. We’ll show up, make a brief appearance, then—”

“Bed. Sex.” I answered eagerly, jackknifing upright.

He pulled a horrified face. “To sleep, or in my case, rest.”

I made an ugh sound again, feigning a yawn. “Boring.”
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We walked across the lawn toward the marquee. The grand arched opening and windows allowed us to see inside, and as we drew nearer, I could feel the mood of the engagement celebrations wasn’t what Evvie had expected. The atmosphere crackled with tension, and there was an eagerness amongst the Houses that crept along my skin like a thin layer of frost.

As Graysen and I strode past the elegantly arranged garden and park benches outside the entrance, I saw that the Heads of Houses had gathered into tight pockets within the tent. Our elders mingled or danced, as did the younger family members—the next generation. Frivolity reigned at the banquet tables or where my peers stood, drinking, eating, laughing, but throughout it all, the topic of the Estlores hung over everything. How had Elyse hidden herself with no one suspecting she was an other? What was going to happen now that Sia was Head of Lower House Estlore?

My stomach rose at the sight. How could they carry on like this after what they’d witnessed at the temple, the brutality of it all? Disgust sickened my insides to see what was going on within the marquee, the response to that savage death of the Estlore parents, and Elyse being stolen by the Horned Gods.

But then what had I done?

Was I any better?

I’d given myself to Graysen to smother the horror and bloodshed, the pain and guilt.

Shame painfully cut through me and I came to a stumbling halt, clenching my fingers in the soft folds of my dress. The shattered adamere bracelet chimed as the beads struck one another. “I-I shouldn’t have done it… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disrespect the Estlores by sleeping…” With you—I should have said, but I couldn’t continue. Remorse burned the backs of my eyes with salty tears.

A touch on my back startled me enough to half-twist around and face Graysen. His understanding gaze held mine as he gently tucked a stray lock behind my ear. “No. That was a normal response to what happened inside the temple. Much like after a funeral. And you needed to expel that wild emotion that could have shown itself.” Sweeping a hand wide, he gestured at the tent. “This…this isn’t right.”

We’d obviously missed everything. The dinner and speeches were over. Mozart flowed from the string quartet. The sips of champagne accompanied the chatter and intrigue that hummed in my ears. A burst of laughter. The glide of feet dancing over parquet flooring.

My heels pushed into the soft earth as I shifted my weight, my eyebrows slashing upwards. “It’s not right. How can they act as if nothing has happened?”

“You’ve been sheltered from this, Nelle. This is our way, as it’s always been. The Estlore deaths aren’t the first we’ve witnessed before. And the Houses now will consider a reshuffle of alignments.”

I scowled, crossing my arms over my chest. “They’re a nest of snakes.”

He hummed his response, a yes, but also with the downward quirk of his lips, a no. “Not everyone feels the same.” His eyes slid to where House Troelsen and Simonis sat around a series of banquet tables, their mood a little more somber than the other guests. “They don’t. Neither do the Qillisans, Lyons, Văduvas, and I suspect a few more Houses. Elyse was well-liked, a skilled hunter. Her parents and House respected too.” He returned his gaze to me, tilting his head to say quietly, “Some of the smiles you see in there are masks. No one right now can afford to be seen as weak, or give away how they truly feel about what they witnessed in the temple. Especially if Sirro is still in there with them. Some will feel exactly like you. Don’t be too harsh on them.”

I chewed my bottom lip as I mulled over what he’d shared, turning my gaze back to the marquee thrumming with life. I had to wonder: would any of them now be suspicious of their family members? Were other Houses doing exactly what my family was—hiding an other? How many others were inside this very tent?

Though the number of guests had thinned, the marquee seemed full. However, as I scoured the faces, I didn’t see the Estlores.

Graysen took my hand, threading his fingers through mine, which set my nerve endings sparking, and caused a small, grateful smile to curve my mouth. He guided me again, and as we came close to stepping inside the entrance, frayed golden light spilling from lanterns strung from the ceiling gilded his edges. A few guests walked past and gave me a furtive glance when they saw who it was approaching, before offering a swift respectful bow.

“Sia and Alesk aren’t here,” I whispered.

“No,” Graysen confirmed, his voice a low rumble. “She’ll be home fortifying her House’s position, familiarizing herself with her new role. The Estlores will be watched for quite some time, and other Houses here will seek possible alignments, but most likely attempt to exploit her family’s weakened position.”

The Head of House Văduva was speaking with my father. I could see a few other family members, but Mela wasn’t present, and neither were any of her sisters. Mela. Her anguished sobs echoed in my mind.

“Mela… She’s your friend.”

Graysen’s brows drew forward, shadowing his dark eyes, and his voice was rough. “She is. She’ll be…” he cleared his throat. “She’s not going to be the same after Elyse.”

I squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry.”

There was such resignation and exhaustion in his tone that my heart ached. He lifted a defeated shoulder. What could anyone do?

He brushed his thumb over my own, and his gaze slowly lowered to my lips. I watched his eyes darken and become molten. Felt it like a caress.

He was on me so fast I barely had time to bring up my hands. Grabbing hold of my waist, he whirled us behind the greenery where we were hidden by the low draping of palm fronds. Warm lips slammed upon my surprised mouth, hot and heavy with need, while his hand found its place at the back of my neck and his hips pinned me against a pole holding up the side of the marquee. His tongue slowly licked the roof of my mouth before curling around mine. Every stroke, every movement, wound me tighter and had heat building inside me. “I need some of your sunshine,” he breathed in between our kisses, scraping his teeth down my neck.

I groaned, and he swallowed the sound as his lips reclaimed mine.

My hands slid higher, along the lapels of his tuxedo, to the hair curling over the back of the stiff collar of his shirt. I drew him closer, pressing myself against his body. I wanted to crawl beneath his skin. I was lost to the fire that burned beneath my skin as his hand grazed down my spine to squeeze my ass. Lost to the feel of his hard chest against my softness, and the kiss that tasted of midnight and held a promise of delicious wickedness. Lost to him.

He pulled away, and I clutched his shirt collar. Dazed and lust-drunk, I pouted. “More—”

His huff of laughter washed over my cheeks. “Later. Besides, I need to check in with my family. I’ll find you afterward.” He placed a tender kiss on my forehead before letting me go and stepping back. I felt the loss, the cool air prickling my body where he’d once held me.

Observing Graysen was much like watching Evvie change herself into the perfect Wychthorn Princess with a regal posture and a mindless smile. Fascinating. Graysen’s warmth had gone, replaced by indifference and unreadable eyes as he drew his gaze over the festivities. Without a backward glance, he stalked inside.

I took a moment to compose myself before following, dampening down the fire that he’d stoked with his mouth and his tongue.

Holy Skalki, the guy can kiss.

As I strode through the marquee, the guests, physically nearest who had noticed my appearance amongst their number, bowed. I made my way to the raised platform where my family dined, holding court, the wall of wisteria behind them. My gaze skipped along the row of Pellans and Wychthorns, right to the end of the table where I would have sat. Graysen too. Had my family attended the entire meal with two empty seats, dinner plates, cutlery, and glasses untouched? Our absence would have been obvious to everyone attending the celebrations.

I eased into a vacant chair in between my sister and Aldan. The creature was now burned out, coiled into a tight knot and slumbering. Its energy had been expelled inside the woods, up into the sky, and also when Graysen had been inside me, too. I was sore in a way I’d never experienced before. Every part of me felt him. The memory of his body was imprinted on my own and I suspected the sensation would never disappear.

“Why, hello, little sister,” Annalise purred.

I fiddled with the halter neck of the dress I wore, a different outfit to what I’d worn for the Horned Gods Blessing. One I borrowed from Evvie's wardrobe. Even if our guests didn’t notice, my mother certainly would.

Would they know what I’d been up to?

Graysen and I had missed the dinner, the speeches, and the congratulations given to the couple.

Evvie, looking composed and elegant, sat at the other end of the table and spoke with Irma Pellan. There was an unfamiliar edge to Evvie, a sharpness I hadn’t seen in her before. The smile didn’t reach her eyes. In fact, she looked shrewd and calculating. The corner of my mouth curled upward. I liked it. I really liked that new look on her.

And Corné seemed positively uncomfortable sitting beside her.

Even better.

My gaze was tugged away and I knew who caused it before my line of sight landed on Graysen stalking around the banquet tables. The guests quickly parted to let him pass through their clustered groups.

He’d changed into, yet again, a new tuxedo, a classic three-piece with a black dress shirt. While I was loose-limbed with the sultry air of sex radiating from me, he looked composed, unruffled. No one would know that he’d just had sex. One look at me, at my heavy eyelids, the flush tinting my cheeks, my body still alight with aftershocks. Surely I’d given myself away?

A blush crept up my chest and throat as I caught the curious glances of guests. Gods, did they know? Could they know what I’d done simply by looking at me?

But shouldn’t it be acceptable to have sex with the man I was promised to marry? Except we’d never spoken about marriage. No plans had been made either, even though in a few weeks I’d turn twenty. And all those years ago, he swore he’d never marry me.

“Where have you been?” my mother asked in a hushed whisper as she leaned over Lise, shaking me out of those confusing thoughts.

“I-I…uh…I needed time alone to collect myself…after what happened to the Estlores.” Blood spraying across Sia’s ashen face burst inside my mind, and guilt that I had done nothing to stop it all sprang up, nearly suffocating me under its heavy weight. I’d stood there and watched it unfold. Ducking my head, I clenched the adamere bracelet with bone-white knuckles. My voice was barely a whisper when I continued. “I couldn’t be there. Be around the Houses. Be at that temple.” And that was the truth.

That’s all my mother needed to know, as she nervously darted her gaze over the guests, needing to reassure herself that no one suspected what I was. I heard the turning of the vial in her hand and the rattle of pills. Like my adamere bracelet, those tiny pills were her comfort and refuge.

“Yes, rather unfortunate,” she murmured.

Unfortunate? A chill rippled across my skin at the casual tone in her voice.

“Master Sirro has been asking after you,” she added.

Surprise rounded my eyes and had my spine snapping straight. “He has?”

“That’s what I came to warn you about,” Lise whispered. “He’s asked about you several times now.”

My gaze skirted the marquee, but I couldn’t see the Horned God anywhere

“The Heads have monopolized him,” my mother informed me, waiting until the servant pouring champagne into my glass had finished and walked away. “He’s probably been detained. Hopefully, he’s forgotten about you. But should he seek you out, you need to—”

“I know,” I said, interrupting her. Keep myself hidden. Don’t let him suspect.

My mother turned back to my father, who sat beside her. He cut a sharp glance my way and I gave a watery smile, one he didn’t return, his attention ensnared by Yoran Novak, who was discussing the transport of the tithes from our estate later tonight.

I reached for the champagne and took a long sip.

Oh gods. Master Sirro.

But maybe he’d left already. Maybe he’d given up on speaking with me.

“Anyway,” Lise said, splaying her hands on the crisp table linen. “Let’s talk about more pleasant matters. Let’s talk about Graysen Crowther and how good it was.”

I choked on my mouthful of champagne, coughing and hacking. Lise thumped me on the back, easing me through it, her delightful laughter peeling from her throat.

Gods, I knew she was going to grill me about it. But here, now?

Aldan was too busy talking to a nephew of Yoran Novak to notice what his wife had said. Thank gods.

When I’d regained my breath. I took another generous sip, then a second to steel myself against my sister and her undoubtedly endless questions, before placing the glass down. Her pouty mouth tipped up on one side. She was gloating and enjoying herself while doing so. “You heard me.” She tapped her finger on my nose, and I swiped her hand away. “Look at you. At that dazed look in your eyes. You’re glowing, Nelle. There’s only one way to get that kind of glow. And I should know,” she winked.

“Lise,” I hissed.

She wagged her eyebrows at me. Her bright gaze darted about the room until it rested on someone, her smile turning into a smirk. I knew who she was looking at because that innate feeling I possessed always knew exactly where he stood. Yet, I turned my gaze to stare at him. Graysen had joined his family on the outskirts of the main party, in the recesses of the tent. As he spoke to his father, a frown creased his forehead.

“What was it like?”

I gasped. “Lise.”

“Ah, come on, little sister, you heard all the details from me.”

Aldan chose that moment to listen in to that bit. He swiveled around in his seat, his massive upper body leaning over the table. “What did you say?”

“You heard me, Mr. Big Ears,” Lise shot back.

I snickered. “Except that’s not what she called you that night.”

He fell into his seat with a heavy groan and raked his fingers through his short-cropped hair. “Please tell me you didn’t dissect that night with your sisters?”

“Every. Single. Detail.” Lise turned to me, propping her elbows on the table and her chin in her cupped hands. “Spill.”

Aldan pulled a horrified look at his wife. He rose so quickly that he caught the tabletop with his thighs and rocked the entire table. Snatching his glass up, he finished the bourbon in large gulps before thumping the empty tumbler down. “I’m not staying for this.” He strode off, jerking his chin at the Novak nephew, indicating he was to follow.

My sister, ignoring his departure, tapped her lips with her curled fingers, giving me a devious look. “Well?”

I let my wide-ass grin answer for me.

She swatted my arm, her blue eyes sparkling. “It was going to happen sometime. You two at one another’s throats was a fascinating kind of foreplay.” A servant arrived and went to pour another glass of orange juice for Lise, when she stopped him with a wave of her hand and a smile. She yawned, her eyelids lazily fluttering. “I think it’s time I called it a night.” Pushing her chair back, she started to get up. “Oh, I nearly forgot. Evvie asked me to give this to you. It came for you this morning.”

She opened her clutch, fished something out, and passed it to me.

It was small and rectangular in shape.

A letter.

There was something thin, yet firm, inside the envelope addressed to Evvie. My secret pen pal had sent me a special gift.

A smile teased my mouth right before the guilt at what I now shared with Graysen smothered that delighted feeling.

Lise rose from her seat, then bent over awkwardly to kiss the top of my head. Propping one hand on her hip, she rubbed her pregnant belly with the other. “We’ll talk further in the morning about what that’s all about.” Her gaze dipped pointedly to the envelope in my hands before she winked, then walked away, raising an arm to wave at Aldan.

Still, I was curious. After ripping Evvie’s letter open, I pulled out the second envelope addressed to me. Slicing it carefully open, I plucked out what was contained inside.

My brows rose in surprise. It was a bar coaster. An everyday coaster that sat beneath beer and wine and cocktails. My mouth widened into an excited grin, wondering where it came from while imagining what it must be like at the end of a working day to end up at one’s favorite watering hole, ordering your favorite drink. There were beer rings staining the coaster and stamped on its front in red lettering was ‘Firefly Bar.’

My secret pen pal scribbled a note on the back in their neat handwriting. I caught a glimpse at a couple of words—‘middle of fuck-knows-where’—when my attention was diverted. A shadow fell across the table as someone bowed and then settled into the empty chair beside me.

Danne Pellan.

The thing inside me bristled immediately.

I quickly tucked the coaster away in the pocket of my dress before he noticed and could ask questions.

Danne wore a navy tuxedo with a bowtie. He smiled and, for the first time, I noticed it wasn’t much of a smile. It seemed fake. A little desperate. “Nelle.”

“Danne,” I greeted, polite, yet coolly.

Lifting an arm, he clicked his fingers imperiously. Without even turning toward the servant, he indicated what he wanted by pointing at an empty champagne flute. The servant poured him a glass and before she faded into the background, I gave her my thanks because Danne clearly wasn’t going to.

My so-called friend’s nose twitched before he sniffed, then rubbed at his nostrils with the flat of his fingers. “Where have you been, Nelle? I’ve been waiting for you all this time. I had thought perhaps we could spend the evening together since I’ve seen so little of you this weekend.” Before I could even reply, he broke into a long, drawn-out, one-sided conversation about what he’d been up to during the engagement celebrations, the dull speeches, and why Evvie should have chosen a jazz band for the occasion. He drew breath, and as I was about to interrupt, knowing he wasn’t aware of how monopolizing he could be, when he blurted, “Why don’t we get out of here? We could go somewhere quieter, where we can be alone and catch up properly?”

I squared my shoulders. I could play innocent and polite, but why bother? One eyebrow arched icily. “I know what you did to Ferne.”

He froze. A notch formed between his brows. “Pardon?”

“Graysen told me everything.”

His mouth became a thin line as he drummed his knuckles on the table. “Graysen Crowther’s version.”

“I believe him.”

His expression turned horrified. “Nelle…I’m your friend.”

“Are you?” Because now I wasn’t so sure. Graysen had asked how long Danne and I had been friends. Danne and I had grown close over the last few months. Since it was a long-distance sort of friendship, we traded messages mostly. However, whenever he accompanied Corné on one of his brother’s visits to Evvie, we chatted. But he hadn’t been interested in talking to me when we’d first met. Only recently.

“Yes, of course,” he spluttered, as if the idea was so preposterous. He frowned. “Come now, I know you better than Crowther does.” Swiping his hand down the front of his tuxedo, he then reached for his champagne and took a long sip, his throat working the fizzy liquid down.

“I’ve known Graysen for years,” I replied to Danne, though that wasn’t wholly true. “And if you’ve forgotten, Graysen and I have spent the entire year in each other’s company.” A presence one couldn’t ignore, no matter how each of us had tried. We’d discovered little quirks about one another. My relationship with Graysen wasn’t like how Danne implied—as if he and I had suddenly met. “I’m promised to Graysen,” I reminded him.

Danne grunted, and his mouth down-turned while his gaze blazed with anger. “Well, I pity you for that.”

For the first time, I didn’t. And it was a bit of a shock to discover how warmth and excitement fluttered inside my chest at the idea that I’d be married to Graysen. It didn’t seem like a prison sentence any longer.

I was too busy trying to tame my feelings for Graysen to notice Danne had leaned closer. His cologne filled my nostrils before I realized he had curled his hand around my upper arm and pressed his other hand over mine, pinning it to the table.

I tried to shirk his hand off my arm and tug my other hand free, but he wouldn’t let me.

Power coiled about my bones and filled my veins with ire.

The creature hissed, long and low, as I growled, “What the hells are you doing?”

Danne’s attention was elsewhere, though. He was staring over my shoulder. When I half-twisted around and followed his line of sight, I saw who was glaring back at him with a thunderous expression that looked as if he were considering flaying Danne alive with the dull edge of a butter knife.

Graysen.

He remained near the entrance of the marquee. Guests flowed in and out of the tent, but he stood stock still, making them move around him in the way the churning tide washed around a rock. But he didn’t approach us; in fact, one of his brothers, thumping him good-naturedly on the shoulder, jolted his attention elsewhere. Those dark eyes shifted away as he spun on his heel and followed his family outside.

Turning back, I saw the feverish glint in Danne’s gaze and the way his lips twitched, as if he were suppressing a sly smile. Gone a blink later, as that boyish smile reappeared. The one that promised he was safe. Comforting.

A chilly feeling inched down my spine.

“Let’s talk in private,” Danne said, flashing a friendly grin, ignoring the fact I’d shoved his hand off me and ripped my own from beneath his, to fold my arms across my chest. “I’d like to clear this ridiculousness up.”

Private? Not after what I’d discovered about him. He really thought I was a simpleton. I leaned closer to hiss, “How many girls, Danne? If I ask around, how many daughters of Houses will have similar stories to Ferne? How many would be worse?”

He blinked at my forthrightness. Lowering his voice to a whisper, he cut a furtive glance about the marquee to see if anyone had overheard me. “Please, just hear me out. There’s a little garden outside. It’s open and you wouldn’t be alone if that’s what’s worrying you. Meet me there and please let me explain. It’s nothing like what Graysen suggested at all.”

I leaned back, studying him.

He hadn’t been at the temple. I hadn’t seen him at all today. He’d obviously been off the estate. There was a purplish smudge below his eyes and scruff lining his jaw. He looked tired and jaded, as if he’d had little sleep or none at all. Had he been gambling again, like Graysen suggested?

I nodded slowly. “I’ll follow in a few minutes.”

He smiled gratefully. Pushing back the chair, he rose. “Thank you, friend.”

Dipping his upper body into an elegant bow, he said, before leaving, “I’ll be waiting.”


67
Graysen


Ilingered in the shadows outside the marquee, in a garden of lush green palms, buxus, and potted roses. There were a few seating arrangements for comfort, taken up by a few of the Troelsens. I didn’t even need to tell them to leave. My mere presence had them scattering. While I waited for my prey, I kept a keen eye on the Houses inside the tent.

It occurred to me at that moment, if anyone wanted to strike at the Houses, now was the time to do it. All the Houses were here, Upper and Lower Heads, and all the high-ranking family members.

If anyone should make a move, the monolith towers would keep them from swifting in if they had the ability, but that wouldn’t prevent an attack on the estate by going through the electric fence and wall of adamere. Tricky, but not impossible. However, there were almost as many bodyguards brought in by Houses as actual guests. Many of us were foot soldiers, hunters, and enforcers, and like my family, they’d be carrying at least three blades on them. If anyone was stupid enough to strike, they’d find they were contending with a lethal army.

I swiped my bottom lip with my thumb, my thoughts running deeper. Someone had been after Nelle. Those things down in the catacombs had targeted her. And that thought spun into another that I’d forgotten about until now. I’d spotted someone lurking outside of Nelle’s bedroom a couple of nights back. Someone going for an innocent walk perhaps, or maybe Byron had set them a dark task.

Marissa had warned me last night that if Byron couldn’t end me—not gonna happen—he was going to take his daughter’s life to save himself.

Hurried movement caught my eye.

The fucker I was waiting for walked out of the tent. The taste on my tongue was rank, like moldy food scraps—simmering anger, but there was a relief, too, that perhaps something was about to come to a head.

Lunging fast, I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him into the shadows. His jelly belly wobbled like the beer gut it was when I slammed him against a tent pole holding up the marquee, the canvas wall shuddering with the force. He startled with an oomph and might have been about to shriek like a girl when I muffled his reaction with the palm of my hand.

Danne the Douche Pellan.

There were dark circles beneath his eyes and exhaustion on his features. His normally smoothed-back ginger hair was ruffled as if he’d been continuously dragging his fingers through the locks. “Didn’t see you at the Blessing, Danne,” I softly snarled.

Danne’s gaze widened and his freckled complexion drained to a pasty color as he swallowed. I loosened my hand from his mouth to let him speak. “I was detained in Ascendria.”

I bet he was. But I was no longer sure if it was his gambling addiction playing on his mind, or something else. And just how much was he in debt to this Silas Boon?

Caidan and Jett appeared out of the darkness to stand beside us and block anyone from seeing what I was up to.

“Keep away from Nelle,” I warned Danne.

And like the stupid asshole he was, his eyes narrowed and his lips became a pinched line. “We’re friends. Deal with it, Crowther. She likes me.”

“Like you were my sister’s friend?”

His expression faltered. “I’ve apologized… You nearly killed me—”

“Pity. It’s one thing I’ve regretted not doing.”

“I might have been slightly rough with Ferne, overstepped the boundaries—”

“Like Ezra Qillisan’s older sister?” a low raspy voice said, right before my sister stepped into view, her hand looped around Kenton’s arm as he escorted her to our dark little party.

Danne tried to implore my sister, placing his palm across his heart. “Ferne—”

Ferne snapped up a hand, effectively shutting him down. “You overstepped the boundaries with her too last year… Boundaries…” Ferne drawled in mock consideration, tilting her head to the side. Shadow and golden light played upon the lace strapped over her eyes. “It’s a nice, polite way of saying that you tried to sexually assault her.”

And hellsgate. Hearing those words spill from Ferne’s mouth had rage and hatred swelling in my chest, burning through my veins—that same toxic fuel that engulfed me last year when I’d stumbled across the motherfucker pinning my sister beneath him.

My fingers squeezed Danne’s throat like a vice and he winced, a pained cry startling between his lips.

Ferne pressed a hand to my shoulder, kneading it, soothing that burning rage away. But still, it would be so easy to snap his neck and dump his ass somewhere no one would find him.

With a defeated hiss through clenched teeth, Danne gave up the ghost. His entire body sagged sadly as he cast a wary glance over all my siblings gathered around him like we were vultures and he was roadkill we were going to fight over. “Oh, so you’re all here, are you?”

I dug into the pocket of his tuxedo jacket, found his phone, and tossed it to Caidan. “Delete Nelle’s number, everything to do with her.”

Jett moved up to brace his hand against the canvas wall beside Danne’s head. He angled his chin away and his long locks swayed with the motion. “Who’s the shadow?”

My gaze slid sideways. Some guy was walking in a direct line our way. Bright blue eyes, seriously bright blue eyes, and hair the same shade as my little bird’s.

Danne held up his hand and the guy with the blue eyes halted on the fringes of the garden where I had Danne pinned. The other guy was shy of six feet tall and had more of a wiry build. Nostrils flaring, he tugged at the cuff of his jacket as he thinned his eyes and fixed an infuriated gaze on me. For some reason, he didn’t seem perturbed that I was pretty much roughing up his employer. Nor did I like the taste of him. Bitterness was rolling off him, tempered with cold rage. This wasn’t about Danne, either. It was to do with me personally.

“Who the hells is that?” I growled.

“My bodyguard.”

I playfully slapped Danne on the cheek a couple of times, enjoying how it made him flinch. “Well, he’s doing a fine job keeping you safe.”

Caidan jammed the phone—minus Nelle’s details—back into Danne’s pocket. I leveled my gaze, making sure Danne had nowhere else to look, and I gave it to him straight, slowly, and clearly, so the bastard understood exactly what was going to happen to him. “You look at Nelle—your eyes will get gouged out. Speak to her—that tongue goes. If I even get a hint you’ve thought about her,” I tapped his forehead with two fingers, sending my message to him loud and clear.

His eyes flared as wide as they could go, and he swallowed thickly, the irritating sound of his dry mouth scratching at my nerves.

“After we’ve finished slicing you into sashimi,” Ferne said with a small smile, my brothers crowding around her. “We’ll feed what’s left of you to Nelle’s wraith-wolf.”

“Understand, Pellan?” I asked.

He nodded, a series of manic jerks of the head.

“Good. Now that we’re clear, get the fuck out of my sight. And if I even hear a hint you trying anything, with any girl from any House, I’ll cut off your dick and stuff it down your throat.”

I let him go, my brothers stepping aside as he hurried to his bodyguard, who still had his gaze fixed on me.

I gave him a face that said—Got something to fucking say?

He merely stared back with his uncanny eyes, before turning to follow Danne as the other man scurried across the lawns.


68
Nelle


There was no way in Nine Hells I was going anywhere with Danne Pellan. He was more of an idiot than I thought if he believed I’d meet him somewhere alone, and listen to his lies.

I reached for a glass of champagne—

It was the merest of twangs, like a spider creeping out of a shadowed nook to crawl across a silken strand of cobweb.

I went instantly alert.

Sitting straighter, my gaze whirled around the gathered guests, until it collided with cunning golden eyes staring right back at me.

Master Sirro.

My heart missed a beat.

His full lips curved into a delighted smile as the tip of his forefinger idly brushed over his neatly trimmed beard.

I inclined my head, reminding myself to coolly smile—polite, yet disinterested.

His smile widened.

Shit, shit, shit.

Corné’s father, Aldert Pellan, stood beside him, his beady eyes gleaming with pride and arrogance as he talked. But the Horned God’s entire focus was on me.

Latching my fingers around the crystal flute, I took a sip, the sparkling liquid tasting sour on my tongue, before turning away to give my mother a mindless, pretty smile.

But I still felt Master Sirro’s gaze gliding all over my body with the stickiness of molasses. Placing the champagne glass back down on the table, I slid it across the crisp linen from hand to hand, while readjusting myself in the chair and trying to ease the feeling of constriction from the dress clinging to my figure like an itchy blanket.

In the corner of my eye, I saw Master Sirro break into movement.

My heart exploded into a racing gait.

Thin threads of magic coiled and weaved through the air like a tumbling squall of dark clouds. The strands of power connected him to his Familiar who trailed a polite distance behind. Might strummed across the space dividing us. Skimming against my flesh. A whispering caress along the shell of my ear. And the heralding darkness roused the creature inside me. The thing began to uncoil from around my bones.

No—I hissed.

It stilled, grumbling its discontent, but it listened, retreating to keep itself hidden.

Master Sirro’s footfall on the stairs to the platform was soft and slow and measured, yet they hammered an almighty death drum in my ears.

The Horned God reached me, ignored my mother, and inclined his head. “Nelle.”

I steeled myself and angled toward him. “Master Sirro,” I replied, my fingers gripping what was left of my bracelet hanging loosely around my wrist.

Light from the giant orbs strung throughout the ceiling of the tent skittered off the Horned God’s deep, coppery skin. He was beautiful and powerful, and I was terrified. A mouse quivering in the shadow of a lion, fearing the beast would scent its presence. He wore a navy pin-striped tuxedo with a bow tie. Dark hair was artfully tousled and pushed back from his brow. Bestowing upon me an admiring smile, his golden eyes darkened to a rich hue of honey as his stare slithered along my jawline, down my throat to linger on the fluttering pulse point, before snapping up to meet my carefully schooled gaze. He raised a hand, palm upward in an offering.

He wanted to take a walk with me. No…that wasn’t right, I realized as he arched a brow and smiled playfully, his eyes sliding pointedly toward the guests dancing on the parquet flooring.

I blinked. “I-I don’t really know how to dance.”

“I’ll let you in on a secret,” he said, leaning closer. A flash of white teeth. “I’m not one for dancing either.”

You didn’t turn down a Horned God.

And what was one dance? I could do that.

I took his hand. His cool fingers wrapped around mine and I rose, the chair squeaking behind me as its feet slid against the wooden platform.

As he led me down the steps, through the throng of guests and banquet tables, heading toward the dance floor, I could feel every single person turn their focus to us, the chatter dulling and becoming more pointed and directed at us—Why had Master Sirro chosen me out of all the daughters in attendance for his attention?

The music flowing from the quartet was a reworking of a modern song. I wasn’t exactly sure which one, and the uplifting melody didn’t match the foreboding gathering inside my chest like black storm clouds on a blue horizon.

Master Sirro’s Familiar remained at the edge of the parquet dance floor. Those life-sucking threads of magic wafted overhead, fastening him to her. I peeked at her from the corner of my eye, and her image shifted from a frail hunch-backed crone to what everyone else who didn’t possess truesight saw—a beautiful young woman with glossy chestnut hair, posture strong and smile radiant.

In a gentlemanly fashion, Master Sirro bowed, then curved his fingers around my waist. I rested my hand on his shoulder, and he led me into a waltz, gracefully guiding us across the dance floor.

It immediately reminded me of last night’s dance with Danne.

All the while, I kept time in my head and my gaze and thoughts half on my footsteps, the rest of me focused on Graysen. Where was he? I needed him now.

Like, right fucking now!

I’d never been this intimately close to a Horned God before.

Power radiated from Master Sirro. So much power. It buffered about me as if I stood in the heart of a storm. Silvery-misty threads swayed around his figure like drifting seaweed, reaching for me. They weaved about my body, stroking my skin, slinking through my hair, tasting me, trying to feel me out. As much as my senses sang, wrong, wrong, wrong, it was enticing and intoxicating. Perhaps the steady rhythm of the song helped that power drag me under its bewitching spell, and I felt light-headed and disoriented under its touch. I craved that power and might.

The creature stirred and gave a faint mewl behind the shield.

Master Sirro smiled. “Rather an interesting turn of events.”

It was a rousing cold splash of water against my face, slapping me sober.

I tilted my head, my brows inching together, not understanding what he was referring to. At first, I thought he was talking about the temple. About Elyse and her parents. An image flashed through my mind of the Horned God dabbing at a blood-speckled cheek with a crisp white handkerchief, and revulsion sickened my gut.

His fingers tightened against my waist. “I watched you enter the marquee behind Crowther. You couldn’t take your eyes off him.”

I blinked.

How long has he been watching me?

When he bent his head closer, there was the faintest trace of decay on his breath. “Even if I couldn’t smell his scent all over you. That smile gave you away. Glorious. It’s the sated smile of a well-bedded woman.” His lips whispered against my temple as he leaned in even closer. “I’d hoped you’d warm mine. But I suppose…there’s a little bit of time left before he claims you on your twentieth birthday.”

It was an effort to keep that vacant smile on my face. Dread sank its fangs into my flesh and a chilling ripple of fear slid down my spine.

Will he ask or will he force me to?

He suddenly stopped our motion. The abruptness almost had me stumbling into him, and my skirt swirled against my calves. The other dancers moved around us, casting curious glances. I didn’t know what to do or where to look.

He stared intently at me, and his thoughts weren’t hidden. They blazed like neon lights with desire and heat. To be the object of his lust had ice forming in my veins.

Raising a hand from my waist, he gently scraped one fingernail down the length of my neck. The threatening touch of it set my heart slamming against my ribs. “You’ve grown into quite the beauty. Not in the classical sense, but striking nevertheless. There’s something wild and untamed about you that’s driving me to distraction. Much like the child I’d come to see all those years ago… And now you’re all grown up.”

I suppressed the urge to shudder.

But it was the way he’d said it that had me asking, “You came to see me?”

“I suspected your father never told you. I’d been,” he arched one brow, “requested to meet with you.”

I shook my head, frowning. I’d never had a meeting with Master Sirro. He was part of our life as Great House, as the orders issued from the Horned Gods were conveyed through him. I’d met him throughout the years, but there was always an excuse to keep the interaction short—bustled away because I was late for my lesson with our governess, or my mother was taking me and my sisters out on a rare excursion from the estate. Sometimes I was even sprinting out the door on my way to spend my day rambling in the woods, and barely gave him a wave of greeting.

“There you were, sprawled upon a chaise in the family room, slumbering deeply. The curtains were wide open, and you basked in the moonlight, looking so much younger than your age. Tiny with a mass of unruly blonde hair.” He chuckled. “There were even small leaves snarled within the locks.”

Shock jolted through me.

There was something he was interested in…or…interested in me learning.

I wet my bottom lip with my tongue. “And what age was that?”

“Seven.”

The age was a thunderous boom inside my mind. It deafened every other thought.

“Seven?”

“Mhmm.”

He’s playing with me, toying with me.

The age purposely dropped.

“It was a volatile time back then. We were weeding out others amongst the families. There were a lot of rumors and finger-pointing between the Houses. Betrayals even within families. Imagine,” his lips widened into a sly smile, “Great House Wychthorn harboring an other.”

“Obviously, you found nothing other about me.”

His smile broadened into a grin. Light glinted off his sharp white teeth. “Obviously.”

Or had he?

But that made no sense. A Horned God hiding an other.

Seven… The number… The age spun around in my head.

Seven years old, almost eight—Graysen had just turned thirteen.

Locked in a tithe prison—his back scarred by the whip.

His mother… His mother had been killed by the Horned Gods.

It was me. I was connected to it all.

The fragments of all those jigsaw pieces whirled inside my mind, slotting into one another, a vague picture beginning to form, and just as I caught a glimpse, Master Sirro set us back into motion. He led us in a series of turns, disorienting my thoughts. As we danced toward the string quartet, he murmured, “I was curious as to what the Crowthers would do with the Boon.”

I’d never known exactly what they’d done to deserve the right to ask for any daughter’s hand in marriage. A secret my father held onto tightly.

“What did they do to earn the Alverac?”

“They saved the life of a Horned God.”

And that surprised me, that the Horned Gods were fallible. But our existence, the collection of Houses who acted as servants and warlords, an army bred to protect them with our lives, surely proved that.

Now was not the time to think about it further, so I tucked it away to dwell on later.

“And what did you believe they were going to do with the Boon?” I glanced toward the entrance of the marquee, hoping I’d find Graysen there. Hoping he’d find some way to extricate me from this situation.

Master Sirro’s fingers flexed on my waist. “Oh, they did exactly what I thought they might. They claimed you. Not Annalise, despite the fact they could have overturned her promise to House Reska and claimed her. Evelene was the right age and quite the beauty. But, no, they chose you.”

When those words were spoken, my wide-eyed gaze snapped back to his.

He laughed, a delighted, amused sound, refined like his speaking voice. “What I did find fascinating was Graysen being chosen for the Alverac.” His deft footwork guided us into a turn.

I frowned. “Why wouldn’t Graysen be chosen for the marriage contract?”

The amber hue of his eyes gleamed like sunlight striking off glass. “Well, on the rare occasion an Alverac has been bestowed, yes, that’s what it’s used as. Simply a way to earn a bride or groom normally out of reach or interest. But, I’m one of the few who have seen the Alverac, Nelle. You signed in blood.”

My heart exploded into an even faster pace.

But…what was he inferring? What changed the Alverac from a marriage contract to something else with the choice of ink to blood? My own blood to be exact.

He gave me a pitying look and clicked his tongue. “I didn’t think you knew.” My mouth went dry and every sense was honed in on what he wasn’t saying. “I expect your father didn’t want to worry you.”

I’d felt that lock turning over as soon as I’d signed my name in blood. The finality of it on the last stroke of my quill, as scarlet soaked into the parchment and the bones of my ancestors, ground to dust, settled over my signature. The Horned Gods’ magic. The filament of it threaded through my very being and tied me to Graysen.

So if it’s not a marriage contract, what else could it be?

Better yet, what right did it give Graysen over me?

“As for the rest of the Houses…” He glanced about the room as we danced along the edge of the parquet flooring. Most of the people here either stared blatantly back at us or tried not to appear as if they were. “None of them know exactly what the Alverac is.” His gaze briefly turned faraway in thought. “Such new, young Houses,” he muttered, looking intently at Aldert Pellan with his family clustered around him. They were the youngest of the Houses. And compared to the other families, like the Qillisans, who were much, much older, despite my family holding the mantle of Great House since the sixteenth century, we were a young House too.

Master Sirro shook himself free from whatever had ensnared his mind. His sharpened gaze returned to mine. “I don’t think many others here would understand the significance of the Alverac. But the Crowthers are an ancient family…as ancient as the Horned Gods. The only surviving House from before the Final War. Your father, because of his position, of course, knew the truth of the Alverac.”

Everything, everything surrounding me, the quartet plucking and sawing at their strings, the whirl of flesh and fabric and footfall from dancers, the murmuring and laughter, the chink of crystal and silver…all fell away. All that rushed in my ears was the frantic ricochet of my heart.

The dread pulling at me like a weight, dragged me down, down, down.

I closed my eyes, barely breathing out, “What is it?”

“It’s an ancient agreement between two people. I think it’s best you ask your parents what it is exactly.” I opened my eyes and his gaze scrutinized my own. “Not even a Horned God can overturn the Alverac. But there are ways to bend it… Crowther walking into a situation that not even someone like him could walk out of…alive.” He smiled and though it appeared warm and friendly, it sent a flood of fear washing through me. “And that could be arranged, if you simply ask.”

Master Sirro’s smooth fingers squeezed around my hand, while his other hand, curved about my waist, gently urged me into a tight spin as we changed directions again. My skirt flared from the movement, my hair swept over my shoulder to cascade down my back as we carried on dancing to the music.

I swallowed, knowing the answer, but still needing to ask. “There’d be a price to pay?”

The Horned God stopped us dancing once more. We stood in the middle of the floor while the elders spun and glided around.

“There always is.” His hand left my waist to cup my chin and tilt my face upward. Unbridled hunger shone in his eyes. I could practically feel him running his tongue over sharp teeth, licking his lips. “But I assure you, I’d make sure it was something you’d enjoy, something we’d both enjoy,” he purred.

Sex. That’s what he wanted from me. The price I’d pay—joining his harem.

Great white-tipped waves of nausea crashed over me, pushing me under.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think past the fear of what I’d signed. I let go of him, one hand pressing against my middle, the other clasped the base of my neck, as an acrid liquid burned up my throat. My lips quivered. “If you’ll excuse me…I-I’m not feeling very well.”

He hesitated a moment, his fingers curling a little tighter on my chin before he reluctantly released me. His hand dropped to his side as he politely inclined his head.

I backed away, stumbling as ice-kissed terror raked its talons across my skin.

Master Sirro’s posture relaxed as he tucked his hand into the pocket of his pants. His tone was casual, but there was slyness gleaming in his golden eyes. “All you have to do is simply ask, anytime you seek freedom. But I’d do it soon, Nelle. In just a few weeks…” I’d turn twenty and it would be too late. “There’s no escape from the Alverac once it’s invoked.”

The words clanged in my mind.

My skirt flared as I spun in my parents’ direction. Both of them sat, side by side, behind the long white table on the raised platform, overseeing their court like we’d done centuries ago inside castles and fortresses.

I couldn’t hide the panic that had twined itself around me, digging into my flesh with hooked thorns.

My father rose. My mother too.

They wouldn’t have overheard what I’d spoken to Master Sirro about, but they’d be able to read the sickly paleness of my skin, the eyes wide and shining with fright.

I rubbed my clammy forehead with a shaking hand. The adamere beads jangled against one another, their sound much like a discordant peal of bells.

Gods, what did I agree to?

I turned in a whirl of silk and terror and fled. Everyone parted before me like a retreating wave. Their faces blended into the background and became fleeting glimpses of people I recognized as I darted toward the entrance of the marquee.

I needed to find that gods’ forsaken parchment and find out exactly what I’d signed.


69
Nelle


In utter panic, I burst into my father’s office. The door slammed against the wall as I skidded to a messy halt in the middle of the room.

My father ruled from this room. A room that looked like any other executive office with its rolling chairs, leather couch and coffee table, and a glass desk with a computer and caddies filled with paper clips and expensive fountain pens.

Similar, yet set apart by the obvious wealth and history that came with our world. An eighteenth-century Persian rug sat beneath his desk; a Mamluk steel sword, Chimu headdress, and Mongolian ceremonial dagger hung on the wall in between Flemish tapestries, Moroccan copper plates, and landscape oil paintings. Sitting beside one another, on the baroque bookshelf holding first editions, were his inkwell and quills and the ornate silver urn that held the finely ground dust of our ancestors’ bones.

Where would the Alverac be? Filed away in a cabinet? It seemed ridiculous and callous that the parchment which contained my life would be slipped into a swinging folder with a tab, and stashed amongst other business information. But that’s where I headed first, to yank open the cupboard doors to the filing cabinet hidden behind them, before pulling all the folders out and tossing them onto the floor after I’d searched through them. Next, I hit my father’s desk, rifling through the drawers, trying to find the ancient parchment.

I couldn’t find it.

Where the hells is it?!

Fury and hysteria collided, sending me soaring into a blinding panic. A desperate need to shatter and ruin things overcame me. Grabbing the first thing that came to hand—a Greek bronze paperweight from his desk—I threw it across the room at a painting, as a terrified wail wrenched from my throat. The paperweight ripped through the canvas, cracking the wall behind, and fell to the wooden floor with a jarring thud.

I hurled everything I laid my hands on. Indian water jugs and jade statues gouged the walls. Glass and porcelain exploded in the wake of my fear. Furious gusts of dark magic swept gild-edged books and rare artifacts off shelves.

A pair of footsteps. My mother’s voice rasped, “Nelle?”

I swung around, panting fearful breaths, an urn clasped in my white-knuckled grip. “The Alverac. Where the fuck is it?!”

My father, in his custom-cut tuxedo, studied the room, now thoroughly wrecked. He ran his fingers through his graying hair that suddenly seemed more salt than pepper, the skin on his hand more leathery with age spots. There was anxiety straining around his mouth as his shoulders slumped and his hand fell from his head to fall limply against his thigh. From where I stood vibrating with anger and panic, I could smell the cognac in his breath and see it shining in his eyes.

It was my mother who stepped toward me, her heels crunching through shards of glass and porcelain, and clay. “Master Sirro—”

“Told me enough. Told me what I should have known all along. The Alverac…”

At the mention of the Alverac, my parents shared a look of despair and guilt and sorrow.

I couldn’t bear to see the sorrow carving deep lines into their faces as if they were grieving for me before I’d actually died.

Oh my gods…what is in that contract?

They’d known all along of the Alverac’s true nature and kept it hidden from me.

My mother shifted to stand beside my father. Her bony hand gripped his upper arm, and she looked so frail against his tall, broad figure. She’d withered away over the years. Years, I realized, that had begun well before the Alverac had been signed.

My line of sight glanced over my father’s shoulder to the only wall within his office that was adorned with a single item—an oil portrait of our family when I was five years old with a bright, toothy grin.

Of course, it would be in there.

“The Alverac,” I demanded from my father, taking a long step toward him.

I’d never seen such hopelessness wrapped around him. It was as if he didn’t know what to do. The messy state of his office reflected his mind.

Fury burned through my bloodstream at his silence and inability to act. I shrieked and heaved the urn against the wall, right behind him. It shattered into slivers and scattered all over the wooden floor. “Open the godsdamned treasure trove!”

He stared down at his feet, at the fragments of the centuries-old urn spinning by, his brows drawn over hazy eyes that were gone somewhere else.

“NOW!” I roared. My father flinched, and his gaze snapped upward to meet mine.

He swallowed thickly and nodded. Moving to the wall, his hand slipped into the pocket of his pants and he brought out a key. Not a usual one with teeth, but a simple flat circular black stone, and he pressed it against the wall, his fingers spread wide.

The wall, along with the portrait, rippled like a disturbed glassy lake and it faded away to reveal a secret space beyond. Inside the gloomy crevasse, pale light, much like glowworms, began to faintly shine, casting an eerie glow over the treasure trove of Great House Wychthorn—armor and weapons infused with magic, shelves spilling over with trinkets and jewelry and raw cut gemstones; silver and gold and Roman bronze coins; vials of poisons and curses, and dark artifacts that made my senses sing wrong, wrong, wrong.

He disappeared inside, and a moment later reappeared with what I assumed was the Alverac.

Behind him, the entrance to the trove faded and rippled, and the office wall reformed to solidity.

He raised bleak blue eyes as he held the scroll out to me.

Hurrying forward, I snatched it from his hands, tore off the ribbon, and unwound the roll of parchment. As I scoured its contents, I paced back and forth, finding myself drawing to a halt beside his glass desk.

The words at first made no sense because my mind and heart were racing too far ahead, too fast. I took in a deep breath and read through it again, slowly, carefully. The language was ancient and unwieldy, but I’d gotten accustomed to picking apart the cumbersome words during all those years tucked away in the library.

The blood in my veins chilled to hoarfrost when I finally understood what I was reading, what those amendments made at Valarie’s request meant. And my heart faltered as I took in Graysen’s neat signature and mine—wild and wide—exactly as I’d felt scratching it at the time. The blood now dried to a dirty dark brown.

The Alverac shook in my trembling hands. My world tipped and swayed as if wet sand had been sucked out from beneath my feet by a retreating wave. My knees buckled, and I stumbled against the desk, my sweaty palm skidding along the glass top as I tried to support myself.

My gods, what was written in here in stark indifferent wording?

“It’s not a marriage contract.”

My father closed his eyes and breathed out pain. “No.” When he opened his eyes, they shone with silver. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he blinked back the moisture before clearing his throat. “It can be. It’s been bestowed very rarely, and those in the past have used it as such.”

I’d always assumed—a stupid wishful thought—that Graysen and I would never marry, as he’d vowed all those years ago in the aviary. But on rare moments, I had contemplated the idea of being his wife. What it might be like for me. For us.

I’d thought that marriage to Graysen gave me some sort of right. Some sort of life. I’d never be on an equal footing with him, yet I’d believed we’d co-exist. That maybe he’d send me away, let me live elsewhere. That’s what I imagined I’d be granted—freedom.

I now knew this wasn’t the case for me. “But not the Crowthers,” I said, straightening and meeting my father’s weary gaze laden with heartache.

“No, when it’s signed in blood, it reverts to its original form. The Alverac is an ancient agreement. A pact. In the days of long ago, when one person was enslaved to another.”

Enslaved—the word razed through me.

“Graysen Crowther can make you do anything he wants by willing it, and no one can interfere.”

By willing it?

“He owns you, Nelle.”

It was such a small word—owns. One syllable. But what it encompassed…gods, what it meant to me…my entire body, my heart, my soul, my safety. I’d handed myself over with a scratching of letters strung out to spell my name on a sheet of aged parchment—transferring ownership of myself to someone else.

His head hanging low, my father braced his hands against the back of a chair, and when he spoke, his voice was raw. “He can do whatever he wants with you.”

The words chased one another in my mind. A serpent swallowing its tail—endless. There were endless things, endless possibilities, endless cruelties he could inflict.

I dug my fingernails into my palms, grinding them deeper, welcoming the sting as blood seeped out. Graysen had told me that so many times and I hadn’t heard him, I hadn’t been listening carefully enough—In one month’s time, you’ll turn twenty and I’ll own every single inch of you.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Breathe, just breathe. Keep calm.

The Crowthers had purposely made me sign in blood.

They’d never been after an alignment in Houses. They hadn’t chosen Lise or Evvie. They’d been after me all this time, and the Alverac would grant them total control over me in all aspects.

Just by willing it…

My mind whirled with all the pieces of the puzzle Graysen had given me and the pieces I owned myself.

I was requested to meet with you.

I was the only one there and…I couldn’t save her!

What use is a blade against a Horned God?!

She whipped me until I couldn’t stand, until I’d almost passed out.

And…I’d been locked away in darkness the same year.

“Tabitha,” I breathed, opening my eyes.

My mother had been standing in front of the couch, but at Tabitha’s name, she collapsed, the cushion groaning and the fabric of her dress whispering against the leather.

My mother…

My mother knew Tabitha Crowther.

I slapped the rolled parchment against my thigh. “What has our House done to theirs?” Because this was starting to make some sort of sense, if only in relation to me. “What did you do?”

All the color had drained from my mother’s face and her pinched lips were a white line. She reached for her pocket. For that small vial of pills, she kept on her at all times. Her hand shook as she tipped the vial upside down and white pills rained into her cupped palm.

I stormed toward her, flinging an arm wide. “What. Did. You. Do?” A wrathful gust of wind knocked the pills from her hand, sending them flying all over the floor to disappear into the mess of debris. “WHAT DID YOU DO?!”

My mother winced and she drew in a shuddering breath. For a long moment, I stared at her as if she were a stranger. I took in her gaunt, lined face and the hopelessness in her lifeless eyes. She’d once been radiant and beautiful, and in this forlorn way, she still was, but her beauty hadn’t been ravaged by time and guilt. She’d done something to the Crowthers, something so terrible it had been decaying her from the inside since.

My mother smoothed her hair with trembling fingers. Though there wasn’t a strand out of place, the gesture seemed to settle her. A moment later, she placed her hands on her lap, folding them on top of one another, and spoke softly. “Tabitha Crowther was my best friend since childhood. We were thick as thieves, she and I.” She may have smiled, but whatever it was quickly faded. “Years ago, when you were seven years old, she phoned to warn me. She knew the Horned Gods were coming for you that night. And just like Tabitha, she gave no thought to herself or the fact that she was betraying the Horned Gods.” She shook her head as if she couldn’t believe it herself. “I’d never breathed a word about Tabitha. About what she was, what she could do.”

“She was other?” The shock of it left me breathless.

That was why the Horned Gods were there the night of the car crash.

My mother nodded. “I never divulged her secret to anyone, not even with your father. Just as she’d done the same for me. She’d never told a soul about you, either. Not even her husband, Varen, knew.”

I was other…as Tabitha Crowther had been too.

And then I remembered Graysen had been there that night as well. He’d have listened into his mother’s phone call.

“Your father overheard me talking to Tabitha. And in my panic, I hadn’t realized what I’d said. I’d been worried for her too.” She glanced at my father, but he didn’t meet her eye. She sucked in a breath and squared her frail shoulders. “Your father made me choose. He said, if we could give the Horned Gods someone else, it will divert them from you.” She wet her dry lips with her tongue and this time, when she looked toward him, he turned away from her fully. Perhaps because he couldn’t face what he’d asked her to do, perhaps because he couldn’t look at her while she told me the truth. I watched him make his way to the window, his back to us both as he leaned his palms against the glass and stared at the lightning forking across the rolling black clouds.

My mother’s gaze dropped to her hands as she rotated the wedding ring around her too-thin finger, the gold band too loose to fit properly because of the weight she’d lost. Deep creases gouged her brow. “You were fast asleep in the family room when Master Sirro arrived at the estate, and you never knew he visited you. I don’t know by what miracle, only Zrenyth knows, but he detected nothing other about you.”

I shot a look at my father’s turned back. “And Master Sirro accepted that without talking to me, investigating further?”

He kept his gaze on the roiling storm. Down below, stretched out on the vast lawns, the marquee was flooded with light and life. “It was a tumultuous time between the Houses, Nelle. The Horned Gods did not tolerate others. Families were betraying one another.”

“Your father told Sirro he suspected Tabitha. That the rumor started with her—that she did it to protect herself,” my mother said, lifting tear-filled eyes.

I took a step back from both of them, my shoes sliding through splayed books and broken china.

“I did it for you, Nelle.” My mother clapped a hand to her quivering mouth. “I gave her up, Nelle. I gave up my best friend for you. I’d do it again without hesitation.” She spread her other palm against her stomach as the words tumbled from her tongue in a heaving mess of anguish. “But it killed me betraying her. I died the day I saved you.”

And she had. One day she’d been my mother, full of smiles and laughter, the next, a quiet shadow. Perhaps the tithe prison wasn’t only about me losing control of my power. Perhaps it was more about her not wanting to face the child she’d chosen over her best friend.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

The creature shivered, unfurling, and my powers seeped outward as I descended into a nightmare of chaotic thoughts. I didn’t see the rush of wild wind buffeting the room, skittering loose paper and thin cardboard, picking up the broken porcelain like spindrift. Nor did I hear the crackling sound of compressed glass coming from the desk and windows.

“Nelle—”

I could only feel my heart weighed down with grief. Torn between sorrow and guilt, the heaviness pulling me down, down, down, and the horror roaring in my ears—Me. I was responsible for Graysen’s mother’s death.

No wonder Graysen had despised me.

“Nelle.” I finally heard my father sharply urge, “Calm.”

I blinked, coming to, seeing what my roiling emotions had wrought as the turbulent storm winds continued to tear through the office, whipping the ends of my hair across my face. My mother hunkered down with her arms crossed over the top of her head to shield herself from the scattered wreckage of antiques and ancient artifacts spinning through the air and crashing against the walls.

I tugged at my magic, reeling the power back in, and everything that had been whirling around the room froze for a brief eerie moment before dropping to the wooden floor with a clatter like a deluge of hail.

I didn’t apologize. I was past that now.

My mother dropped her arms, straightened, and glanced about the debris with wide terrified eyes before finally meeting my flinty gaze sharp with accusation. “Graysen was there when the Horned Gods came for Tabitha and he couldn’t save her. His aunt punished him for it. Because of what you’d done,” and I included my father with a swift hateful look, “she whipped him for a full year. He was a child!”

Torment shadowed my mother’s unblinking stare. She crumpled against the leather couch and expelled an anguished sound, bunching her bony fingers into her skirt.

My father stood before the tall window. The stormy sky seemed to be held up by the trees behind the wall of glass. I wearily padded up to him. “Father.”

He looked exhausted, yet there wasn’t a single grain of regret in him either. His jaw clenched and defiance gleamed in his gaze. “They were coming for you. They knew there was an other amongst us. I simply handed them the wrong one.” He tipped up his chin. “I expect it didn’t take the Crowthers long to figure it out. Your mother was the only person outside their family who knew what Tabitha was.”

“And so I was saved and their mother killed. How is that fair?”

His eyes hardened. “Our world, our place in it, isn’t fair, Nelle.”

No, he was right—it wasn’t.

He stepped toward me, reaching out to take hold of my shoulders, but I retreated swiftly, batting his touch away. For a split second, surprise and hurt swam in his gaze. Then determination seeped into the tension lines around his mouth and both of his hands fisted. “I won’t let the Crowthers take you. I’ll keep you safe.”

I snorted, taking another step back, and the sound of broken glass grating beneath my heels filled the silence between us. Safe. He thought to clip my wings and keep me safe. I’d never been safe. I was coddled. Kept swathed.

My jaw clenched. “For how long? Until I turn twenty. That’s in a few weeks.”

“Nelle,” he said in warning, his tone roughening. The severity on his face deepened.

Lies. He couldn’t stop this then, he couldn’t stop this now.

Anger burned down my throat, great swathes of it filling my belly. He’d kept me caged all this time. I was only going from one prison to another.

My father spoke firmly but quietly. The same threat that hovered over my life. My childhood. “It’s not only the Crowthers who’d want you.”

The Horned Gods.

I blinked, pausing in my retreat. “Is that what they want? Revenge? To turn me over to the Horned Gods?”

“I suspect as much. We’ll all die. None of us will be spared like the Estlores were. Not Evvie or Lise, or her unborn child. They want retribution. To make us pay for Tabitha. We’ll all swing by the noose. Every single one of us… I-I have to think of your sisters, Nelle.”

“Can’t I run?” Gods, I could, couldn’t I? Couldn’t I flee? Run as far as I could go?

“The Crowthers will hunt you. There’s nowhere you can go that they can’t find you, and we’ll be punished for letting you slip away. They’ll demand our deaths as payment.”

My eyes widened, and I shook my head in denial. “He won’t… He wouldn’t do that to me…” But as the words fell from my mouth, I realized I didn’t know that, not really.

We’d grown together over the weekend. Graysen cared for me. I knew it. Felt it.

But was it enough?

Was it his truth?

Because now I knew I hadn’t shown myself after the Uzrek at all. He’d lied to me. He’d known all this time I was other.

I stumbled back, my worldview tipping sideways, upside down. I didn’t know what to do or what to think… So I ran.
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The aviary, in all its grandeur with its pretty wrought-iron and paper-skinned birches, brought no peace.

Long, damp grass grazed my ankles as I stepped inside. My gaze swept from the wooden bench where my mother would sit every morning while I tossed handfuls of seeds out to her birds; skirted through the small grove of thin trees swaying with the gusts of storm wind and turned upward to the aviary’s bell-shaped dome.

This place was me.

This was what I’d always been.

A caged bird.

I hadn’t gone anywhere. I hadn’t experienced anything. I hadn’t lived. My parents had kept me happy with snippets of the outside world, so I’d smile and be content to stay behind these bars. And I’d lied to myself and given myself false hope. I had truly believed I would find a way from this estate and be set free.

My mother’s birds, her thrushes and sparrows and finches, huddled on the swaying birch branches. Trapped. Just like me.

I shoved open the door to the aviary. The metal clanged and vibrated, and I spun a blustery current of air, startling the sleeping birds. They shot from their perches in a flurry of panicked wings and feathers, and the gusty breeze guided them from their cage. They flew out in a whorl, then broke apart, and scattered to freedom.

It should have made me feel better, but it didn’t.

I twisted back around to grab hold of the metal bars like they were a piece of driftwood in a vast, empty sea. I was in shock—learning too much, all at once. And my mind reeled in jarring fragments as I rifled through the past moments shared with Graysen over this year, considering every angle, every detail, every cold smile. Every dark look.

And yet…we’d forged a connection.

Was any of it real? Had everything that happened between us over this weekend all been orchestrated?

I was responsible for the death of the Crowthers’ mother.

And I didn’t know how I felt about surviving when she had not.

A soft humming sensation brushed across my skin and raised the fine hair on my body, much like static electricity. It wasn’t seeing Graysen enter the aviary, or hearing his footsteps rustling the grass, but rather feeling he was here. I had always felt his presence.

As I’d rushed into the gigantic birdcage, I knew he would seek me out and find me in here as he’d done five years ago, before we’d signed the Alverac.

His body crowded up behind mine and warmed my flesh, but it couldn’t penetrate the biting winter that had settled inside my chest, nor could it ease the discordant rhythm of my heartbeat. Careful fingers drew aside the curtain of my hair, and he swept it over my shoulder. The long locks tickled the exposed skin of my arm and chest as the ends slithered downward.

“I’m sorry…I’m so sorry,” I whispered, pressing my forehead onto the birdcage. My fingers curled about the bars. Locked. Caged. That was me. By metal. By his body.

One of Graysen’s hands wound around my waist as his lips found the nape of my neck to press a warm kiss against my clammy skin. “What are you sorry for?”

Even caught in turmoil, my body betrayed me and responded to his touch. My nerves sparked and flared with need. Was it wrong to be afraid of him, yet still want him to kiss me?

I sucked in a breath, horrified at what I’d learned. “I didn’t know…I didn’t know that I was responsible for your mother’s death.”

His fingers tightened on my waist. But it was more than that. His whole body tensed behind me, muscles flexing and hardening. His surprise filled the aviary and drowned out the noise of the rustling leaves, the distant sounds drifting from the marquee. He spoke slowly, carefully, “What are you talking about?”

My hands clenched helplessly around the bars. “Your mother…Tabitha… She warned my mother that the Horned Gods were coming for me. That they suspected I was other.”

He cursed low.

“It’s true, isn’t it?”

He was silent for a long moment. When he finally replied, the words rumbled from his front to my back and I felt them reverberate all the way to my soul. “My mother warned yours because of me, little bird.”

Shock rounded my mouth, and I twisted around to face him. “You?”

He was a study in midnight with his black tuxedo and dress shirt, the inky hair and obsidian eyes. He smiled briefly, and it was a streak of sunlight on a dull overcast sky. “When we were children, I’d only caught glimpses of you on rare occasions when Marissa brought you to a House gathering. But I felt something. Felt you reaching out to me, curious and intrigued.” His thick brows slashed forward over a gaze that glittered with memory. “You were five years old when we first met face-to-face, and I knew then, right then, what you were.”

I stared at him as shock washed over me. He’d known all that time. Well before his mother’s death. “You told your parents.”

His expression became grave and he looked down at his hand, where he was rubbing his thumb over a tightly curled knuckle. “No. I kept your secret until the night the Horned Gods came for my mother.” There was sorrow and guilt weighing heavily in his eyes when they lifted to meet my own. “Up until then, I hadn’t realized she’d known all along that you were other.”

“Why?” He knew what I was asking. Why hadn’t he spilled my secret? Why had he kept it to himself?

He shrugged a shoulder, glancing at me, looking as confused as I felt. “I just couldn’t.”

My breath caught at the truth of him. He’d kept my secret and protected me as a child. And that knowledge thawed the shards of ice inside my chest and made me want to believe in him and in us.

I exhaled deeply and spoke softly. “I know about your mother. She was like me. Other.”

Graysen didn’t look surprised, more sorrowfully resigned than anything. He nodded. “She was. Though not like you. She was a quieter kind.” Chewing on his bottom lip, his brow furrowing, he glanced away at the silver birches, lost in deep thought. The wind ruffled his hair, sliding locks across his face and hid the angles of his cheekbones. “Our mothers were childhood friends. They shared everything. Even if Marissa had never divulged your secret, my mother would have known. She could sense others and she knew you were one, too. She knew you were unique. I’d been with my father that day at the Novak estate and I overheard Sirro speaking of the orders he’d been given to investigate you. I told my mother what I’d listened into… She phoned Marissa and urged her to take you and run. It was me…my fault…if I hadn’t…” Inky brows slashed downward as he gritted his teeth, a muscle feathering in his jaw. He slowly turned back to look at me, the shadows of the night softening the hard glint in his gaze. “The Horned Gods didn’t come for you. They came for my mother instead.”

If he hadn’t said anything, he’d still have his mother…but I…I would have died along with my family.

I squeezed my eyes shut. “It was my father. He overheard the conversation. He pressured my mother into giving Tabitha up.” My voice broke on the words. “She did it for me.”

I inhaled sharply as I felt the tips of his fingers slide beneath my chin, gently tipping my face up. “I know… Afterward, it was easy to figure out,” he said.

Opening my eyes, I found his fixed on mine and filled with sadness. “How did you survive the Horned Gods?” A sacrifice was required. Often the whole House was annihilated. How did the Crowthers keep their lives after Tabitha was discovered?

“She was on her knees begging for my life. She reminded them of House Crowther’s servitude, our loyalty. That the Horned Gods only survived the Final War because of Hamon and Draxxon’s sacrifice.”

The vague memory I had of Tabitha flashed unbidden into my mind as I imagined her on her knees begging. Of Graysen too, broken, and lying shattered by her side. And Ferne…

I felt so cold and numb, every part of me.

“Me… You’ve wanted me all along… That’s why your family didn’t choose Lise or Evvie for the Alverac. You knew all along that I was other. You’ve always known. Gods, no wonder you’d despised me.” He opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted, stepping sideways and flinging up a hand, warning him not to. “Don’t lie to me, not now.”

He didn’t nod in agreement. It was the sharpening in his gaze, the violent flare of warring emotion. The dangerously calm voice he used when he was lethal. “You’re right, I have despised you, and also craved you, and hated myself for both. I want you, yet I also want to hurt you, little bird.” He closed his eyes briefly, and when they opened, they burned with need so hot that the intensity of feeling shot through me like a lightning strike. He moved fast, impossibly fast, a sudden terrifying rush of motion to pin me up against the birdcage. Black eyes, a night sky pin-pricked with golden stars, were level with mine, and his mouth hovered an inch from my lips. “You think I don’t want to mark that honeyed skin with bruises the shape of my fingertips?” I shivered as he traced the curve of my cheekbone with his own, his gentle touch at odds with his darkest desire, as he breathed into my ear. “I want your pretty lips open on a silent scream, cheeks wet and spilling onto mine, to lick up the salt of your tears with my tongue.”

I should have been afraid, but there was something seductive in the way he whispered his threat in his low velvet voice, just as he’d promised me earlier, making his point with every thrust of his hips, wringing a cry, a moan, a gasp from me. That I’d want this… That I’d be begging him to.

Graysen pulled back to tip his forehead against mine and our breath mingled as regret swam in his gaze. “My aunt whipped me and it didn’t end, not for a long time. I was punished for not being able to save my mother. Whipped because I betrayed our House. Because that night I chose you over my family.”

The words were trapped in my throat—I’m sorry—but he read them all the same.

“You weren’t to know,” he said softly.

“But you weren’t to know what would happen, that my parents would betray yours.”

He straightened his posture, drew in a deep breath, and turned aside, taking a step away from me. Cold air slid between the space he’d left behind. His head hung low as he stared down at his feet. “Do you think that makes a difference in my aunt’s mind? I failed. Not only my mother, but my sister too. Lyressa stole Ferne’s eyes that night simply because they were pretty, for no other reason but the fact they reflected a sunrise.”

I shivered as lightning cracked overhead, light skittering over the loose folds of storm clouds.

If his aunt had whipped him—what would she do to me?

I knew what was coming. But I needed him to say it. I needed the truth. “Tell me what the Alverac means. What you’ll do because you own me. Isn’t that right? What you’ve been saying all this time and I didn’t hear you. But you meant it every single time. You own me in its truest sense.”

He sighed wearily. Pushing the hair from his brow, his expression darkening as his gaze returned to me. “Remember when we signed the Alverac, those filaments of magic settling inside?” How could I not? That night, five years ago, as soon as our ancestors’ dust settled on the parchment and soaked into our blood signatures, the magic wound itself around both of us. “The moment you turn twenty, the Alverac will sink its teeth into us and bind us completely. It will bind you to my will. Whatever I want from you, you’ll give to me. You’ll have no choice but to. None. Your thoughts and your spirit will rebel. But your body will obey me—”

“Like a pretty little toy,”—a marionette doll, is that what I’ll be?—“you’ll pluck at my strings and I’ll dance.” He nodded curtly. “Is this why you’ve pushed me away? Closed yourself off from me? All I can think, all I can imagine, is that you need to keep your distance because you’re going to hurt me.”

“You’ve always been far too clever, Wychthorn.”

My skin was cold and clammy, and a sensation like icy fingers raked down my spine.

Dread had a stranglehold around my heart.

His voice was whisper-soft as he moved closer. There was nowhere for me to run. The bars of the aviary met my back as I tried to keep my distance from him as he loomed over me. Shadows wreathed his expression as if drawn to his darkness. “I own you. Every single inch of you. From your pretty pale hair to those tiny little feet. If I want you to dance, you’ll rise on those toes of yours and dance until you bleed. If I want to fuck you, I’ll drag you into my lair and fuck every inch of you raw. If I tire of your smart-ass mouth, I’ll cut your tongue out.” He tipped his head to the side, his hair sliding with the movement. “You see how it goes?”

Nausea rolled in my stomach, and I had the vague feeling of the earth shifting beneath me.

Gods…oh my gods…

My tongue felt heavy when I asked, “And no one can do anything about it? There’s no recourse for me?”

“None whatsoever. In fact, I can exact punishment on anyone else who might dare to interfere.”

My father…that was why he bowed to Graysen every single time I was involved.

My voice broke. “I thought it was a marriage contract.”

His voice was grim. “No, little bird. An Alverac isn’t a marriage contract. It binds one soul to the other. In this case, you to me. We Crowthers were gifted a boon by the Horned Gods that’s not lightly given. Nor often in our times. We consider ourselves more civilized these days. But we’re a dark sort of people, don’t you agree?” I squeezed my eyes shut as he carried on speaking. “The Alverac is ancient, heralding from the age well before the Final War. None of the families here, besides your own, would know what it means to sign it in blood. Signing in blood takes the Alverac to its root. To what it was created for. Byron knew that the instant my aunt told him what we required, both signatures in blood. He knew in that exact moment, both of your parents did, that they were going to pay for what they’d done to my mother all those years ago. But not through them. They’d be punished through you, their beloved youngest daughter. While, perhaps, they thought we hadn’t worked out who had betrayed them, they finally understood we’d only been biding our time.”

My bottom lip quivered. “My father… My mother… They made me believe it was a marriage contract.”

“I know,” and there was deep sorrow lacing his tone.

“They knew what it meant. They didn’t tell me.”

He looked grave. “They didn’t want to frighten you.”

“Should I? Should I be frightened?”

He didn’t answer.

“Gods, I really should be, shouldn’t I?” I slid sideways away from him, the metal bars scraping at my knotted spine. “And will you do those things to me?” Hurt me? Bend me to his will? Maybe even take a whip to my back? Even worse, cut my tongue out. But he didn’t need to even do that himself. He could ask me to do it…and I would. I’d fight it, I imagined. I’d try not to, but if the Alverac was as he’d explained, then it could very well be my hand that picked up the blade and sawed through the muscle.

Graysen shook his head fervently, and for one moment, he seemed broken and helpless. His eyes pleaded with me to believe him. “Never,” he said, his voice full of raw anguish. He closed the gap between us and my hands went to his chest, to push him away, to pull him closer. My mind was in too much turmoil to begin to grasp what I wanted. “Never, Nelle. I’d never do that to you. But you have to understand the power and control the Alverac will hold over you.” Dark lashes shielded his eyes as he looked down at my hands pressed against him. “Not only that… My aunt loved my mother greatly. She’s grown cold and cruel since my mother was…” he swallowed. “She needs someone to blame. Someone to punish.”

Me.

He means me.

“My father and aunt hold Byron responsible for my mother. They’ll use you to bend him to their will. They’ll break you to break him.” He shook his head, pain cutting through his gaze as he raised his head. “I can’t protect you from them.”

My fingers tightened on the lapels of his tuxedo. “Can you protect me from yourself?”

“Always, Nelle.”

His large hand brushed along my hair, smoothing the wayward strands down. Softly and gently, he said, “When you were a small child, I protected you. That was the way between us. You didn’t know and I didn’t let on. We spoke rarely and as I grew up, you did too. You grew from a young girl, full of spirit and strength and fire, into an ethereal beauty who not only withstood my personal brand of bullshit but gave back her own.” He closed his eyes as if this were too vulnerable to share with me. “And the last few years… Even if there hadn’t been the Alverac tying you to me. I would have found a way to make you mine.” My breath caught at the naked truth of him. At what he confessed. His voice was low and raw. “I need you, Nelle. It’s not want. It’s need.”

He sighed, resting his forehead back on mine. “But you can’t stay.”

“I don’t know what to do?” I said, bewildered and terrified.

He pulled back, his gaze swinging wide as he blinked sluggishly. He cursed and wiped a forearm across his brow. “Shit…”

He suddenly staggered, tripping backward.

I blinked, surprised. “Graysen?”

He lurched, swaying woozily, and I caught him before he fell. The force of his weight pushed us both off balance, sending us stumbling into the metal bars of the aviary.

“You have to run, little bird.” His hands gripped my upper arms, and he leveled a dazed look at me. “Find a way off the estate. Go as far as you can. Swift. Keep swifting. Until you’re so far away, I’ll never find you.”

“You’ll come after me?”

“I’ll hunt you. I’ll be expected to.” His words slurred. “I might not be able to stop myself from doing it.”

His body wove to the side, and he stumbled to his knees. “Graysen?” I gasped. “What’s wrong?”

He blinked slowly, heavily. “I’m going under.”

At first, I didn’t understand. It took a moment for the memory of his confession that he was an insomniac to surface. Finally, being awake for so long it was at an end. His body and mind demanded rest and he was being dragged into unconsciousness.

A last flare of desperation lit his eyes like lightning. “Run, Nelle. Run. Promise me…when I wake…you’ll be long gone… You’ll run and…never let me find you.”

And then he tilted sideways, crashing hard to slump upon the grass. His eyelids shuttered, the lashes thick on his cheeks. I kneeled beside him, spreading my hands over his chest as it rose and fell with sleep.

What am I going to do?

Run?

How can I escape?

As the thought consumed my mind, my gaze took in the mansion, skimming to the roof line at its highest peak, before gliding down the gentle slope to the guttered edge where birds roosted.

I wanted to perch on the mansion’s roof like any other small bird and feel the sunrise on my face. Close my eyes and pretend I could spread my wings and fly.

There was nowhere I could fly to, nowhere I couldn’t be found. No way off the estate.

My family, Evvie, Lise and her unborn child… What would become of them if I ran? What price would they have to pay for my freedom?

And the thought slunk through me and ensnared me with its simplicity.

This would never end. My parents and sisters weren’t safe. None of them would ever be truly safe… Not unless I was dead.
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Pain…so much pain I thought I’d not survive.

I lay crumpled and broken like a dead leaf crushed underfoot.

My mother cried my name over and over—a shrill, terrified sound. I felt her trembling hands sweeping across my forehead, cupping my swollen, bloodied face before checking the useless arms that lay awkwardly by my sides. I knew her grassy-green eyes would shimmer and her cheeks streaked with silver tears.

But all I saw was her.

Beautiful…

Deadly…

Staring down at me with dispassionate golden eyes. As she stepped over my broken legs, the waves of her red hair swayed over shoulders so snowy-pale that it seemed they’d never tasted sunlight.

The Horned God crouched before my mother, capturing her chin between thumb and forefinger, and angled my mother’s face toward hers. “Tabitha Crowther…we’ve been looking for someone like you for a very long time…”

Panic overwhelmed me…

I knew in this dream and the waking world I’d be clammy with sweat, screaming for my mother. Screaming at the Horned God—Don’t you fucking touch her. Don’t you dare!

And I fell deeper and deeper into the nightmare that would greedily feed upon me the entire time I slept.

But…the dark dreamworld shifted and rippled and faded…as if someone caressed the darkness away…

And the dream of the Horned God dissolved into murkiness…

Peace blanketed me and I fell, fell, fell into blissful nothingness.

I drifted in that space for minutes, hours, an eternity.

Until—

I was jolted from sleep.

Something hard, like a boot, jabbed my gut.

On instinct, I crumpled in on myself, tensing for another kick—

That never came.

Blinking blearily, I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and winced, shying away from the dim promise of sunlight. A dawn chorus greeted me, the busy hum of insects, and the gentle sound of small leaves rustled by a breeze.

What the?

Where am I?

Squinting, Caidan leaned over me, scrunching his nose. “You awake?”

“What do you think?” My voice was rough and scratchy from sleep.

It took a moment, as it always did, to readjust myself to waking, to tear myself from the dark dream of the Horned God who had come for my mother. Except, this time, she’d been soothed from my dreams. And for the first time in years, I didn’t awake to the heaviness of guilt and failure pressing upon me, or finding the clothes I’d been wearing were stuck to my body with cold sweat and my limbs were shaking.

I felt...

Gods, I actually felt refreshed, like any other person who slept peacefully and deeply, their energy recharged to meet the day ahead.

Frowning, I blinked rapidly, as I continued to stare upward. There was a crisscrossing of metal trapping me below a scudded sky.

The aviary—

Nelle.

That peaceful feeling fell away, quickly replaced by a dull, hollow ache that gouged a cavernous hole inside my chest. The emptiness swelled and choked up my throat with such ferocity I almost couldn’t breathe.

She was gone.

My little bird had flown her cage and I hoped to Zrenyth I’d never find her. Not me. Not my family. And certainly not the Horned Gods.

I hadn’t known this kind of raw emptiness before. It scraped against my skin and bones like skeletal leaves against a tombstone. The experience was almost equal to the desolation I felt after my mother had died. Nelle had been my world since I’d first laid eyes on her as a child. She’d always been there, right dead-center of my life.

Now…

She was gone.

And I was left alone.

Caidan shifted his weight. Blades of grass were crushed beneath his shoes. And for a moment there, I felt the same way, as if his heels were crushing my soul down into the dirt. Shoving back at the bitter emptiness of losing Nelle, I rallied myself.

Scowling, I pushed the locks of hair from my forehead. “What the hells are you doing here?”

My brother stepped away, shooting me a smug grin. His godsdamned dimples practically winked at me. “Someone had to watch over you while you slept your sorry ass off.”

I sat up, snatching a dagger from my inner jacket in a whiplash of motion, and hurled the lethal blade at him. It thudded into the ground, a hairsbreadth from his shiny shoes, the hilt vibrating with the force.

His smug grin got wider. “Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed.” The dull light of dawn edged his brawny figure as he leaned down to tug my dagger from the earth and twirl the hilt around his fingers. Swaggering over to the park bench, he collapsed into it, slinging an arm over the top of the backrest before stretching his long legs out. Propping his chin on one fisted hand, he lazily tossed the dagger into the air, to catch and toss back up again. I noticed sometime during the night he’d removed his tux jacket and rolled the sleeves of his dress shirt up.

Violet eyes slid to mine. “Anyone could have slit your throat while you slept.”

I slowly rotated my spine from side to side, my body stiff and sore from lying on the ground. “No one gets a jump on me.”

He hissed out an exasperated breath. “While you’re awake, idiot.”

Caidan had a point there. But fucked if I was going to say that.

My brother continued. “There were, in fact, a couple of shoddy attempts on your life by Byron’s minions throughout the night.”

My eyebrows shot up. Not that I should have been surprised. Being fast asleep and sprawled out in the aviary, I was vulnerable and pretty much fair game.

“Got your back, brother,” Caidan said with a wink, snatching the dagger out of the air. However, his expression grew darker and his tone became serious. “You didn’t alert any of us.”

I simply shrugged. Because of Nelle, there was no way I could have contacted any of my family. “Lost my phone.” She’d incinerated it, along with my previous tuxedo. And when I succumbed to sleep, it often happened fast. Sometimes I tipped over at the most inconvenient moments, or in the worst places, like last year when I’d been in the middle of a meeting with one of the Yakuza crime lords. Admittedly, meeting was a loose term. It was more like dunking the fucker’s head under the frothy water of his Jacuzzi for daring to skim the coffers of the Horned Gods. His replacement got my message—don’t cross the Horned Gods, and better yet, don’t cross me.

We often worked in pairs, and if I was off by myself, I usually managed to send an alert to one of my brothers before I fell into darkness. This time I didn’t have the ability to do so.

“Kenton and Jett had already left to shadow the convoy of tithes.” Caidan glanced around at the palatial birdcage and the birch trees, before sliding his line of sight towards the white mansion that peeked through the heavy boughs of the garden surrounding the aviary. “Besides, the party was getting dull. I wanted a little bit of fun before the family headed home.” He tossed my dagger back. It soared upwards into a gentle arc and then plunged downward, angling between my legs.

Right before the blade thumped into the earth, I reached out and snatched it out of the air. Rolling my eyes at him, I slipped the dagger into the inside pocket of my jacket.

Rising, I rolled my shoulders, stretched my arms above my head, and arched my spine. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but the horizon was lightening with the dawn that dusted the high clouds in pastel hues. I strode for the door of the aviary, cutting a glance over my shoulder. “I’ll get my shit and then let’s bail.” Reaching the opening, I halted. Resting my hand on the cold metal bars, I tapped them with a finger, as curiosity got the better of me. “How did you find me?”

An abrupt, tinny ringing noise cut through the natural sounds surrounding us.

Caidan fished his phone out of a pocket and swiped the screen to take the call. Before he answered, he replied with, “Evvie discovered you here asleep and got hold of me. She was looking for Nelle.”

I blinked, my mouth falling open.

Huh?

Evvie?

Evelene Wychthorn who abhorred my existence in her little sister’s life? Guess I wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe she’d warmed to me after helping her put Corné in his place.

“Brother…” Caidan answered. He gave me a pained look, the same one we’d often share whenever Kenton called.

Dark locks of hair feathered between my fingers as I raked my hands across my head, craning my neck back as I yawned. I guessed from the feeble light spreading across the sky I’d had a good six hours of sleep. I needed more, but six would do. Unbuttoning my jacket, I shrugged it off and folded it over the crook of my arm. Scrabbling at my tie to unknot it one-handed, I caught the dark look crossing Caidan’s features. His lips thinned and he cursed softly, dragging a hand down the side of his face while listening to whatever Kenton had to say. “Are you serious?” A long pause. “Why the hells would he do that?” He paced the aviary, tossing a pissed-off expression in my direction.

I stiffened. What was going on? I jutted my chin at Caidan, frowning, and he knew I was asking about the phone call.

Jett—he mouthed.

I groaned, tipping my head back and scrubbing my face with my palms. What the hells has Jett got himself into this time?

“Alright… Yeah, I got it… I got it!” Caidan barked. When Kenton fell into one of his bossy-ass moods, he was a bitch to deal with. “We’ll be there. Gray’s awake—” A pause. “Now, we’re coming now… Fuck, Kenton, don’t get your panties in a twist, we’re on our way.” He ended the call and kicked at a broken branch the storm winds had brought down. It spun through the air and struck the aviary’s wrought iron cage with a metallic twang. “Fuck!”

I moved deeper into the aviary. “What the hells is going on?”

Caidan let out a raw groan, flinging a hand upward before clenching his fingers into a fist around his phone and shook it. “The tithes. One of the trucks got hijacked.”

“By those—”

But he cut in, shaking his head, knowing exactly what I was referring to—that mysterious faction down in the catacombs. “No, not those things. Whatever the hells they are.” He shoved his phone into his back pocket. “We really need to come up with some kind of name rather than things.”

“What happened to the tithes?” Last I knew, Novak had assigned Jett and Kenton, along with one of his family’s enforcers, to shadow the convoy of tithes from the Wychthorn estate in case that mysterious faction struck our shipment. The tithes had been split into three different vehicles, heading for three separate locations, with an array of foot soldiers for protection. “Which convoy got hit?”

“Sirro’s.” Caidan braced his hands on his hips, dropping his gaze to his feet. He scuffed the tip of his shoe into the grass to upturn dirt in agitation. “Half of them are missing. The rest burned. Kenton was first to get there—Jett’s scent was all over the scene.”

Shock flared through me. “Jett did that?”

He nodded slowly. “The good thing is, those things leave no trace of scent, so Kenton placed the blame on them.”

“Holy shit.” Great swathes of anxiety bloomed in a toxic breath inside my chest. If Jett’s treachery was discovered… Hells… By betraying the Horned Gods, he’d put our entire House in jeopardy.

Caidan glanced over, his narrowed eyes shining with anger. “Yeah. That’s putting it lightly. What is Jett doing?”

And then it sunk in. And I knew exactly why, or rather who, he’d done it for.

Red.

I groaned. “That red-headed girl. The tithe Sirro picked for himself—the Unbroken Shard.” And I explained to Caidan of our tithe hunt, how Red had been the intended victim of Gaptooth and what I’d ordered Jett to do—take Red somewhere far away to keep her safe.

“Well, obviously, someone was following him that night.”

“You think?” I bit back sarcastically. It would be too much of a coincidence that another House had been hunting in the same location that Jett had taken Red.

“Which House brought her in as tithe?” my brother asked.

My hair ruffled as I shook my head. I had no clue. At the blessing ceremony, the tithes had been mixed together and not presented House by House. It wouldn’t be easy to find out who’d stolen Red, but we had our ways.

“Jett’s gone off-grid. Kenton’s got no idea where to. He’s playing it as if he’s sent Jett off to hunt whoever hit the convoy.” Snatching up his jacket from where it hung over the armrest of the wooden bench, Caidan gritted out, “Ah, shit, let’s go. Kenton’s waiting for us. He’s pissed—”

“When isn’t he?”

My younger brother huffed a laugh in agreement.

I stalked toward the open door of the aviary. As soon as we met up with Kenton, hopefully between the three of us, we’d figure out how to find Jett and get our House out of this mess. Fuck. My father and aunt were going to castrate Jett when they got their hands on him.

Arching an eyebrow, I asked, “What about our tithe?” The fucker who choked young women to death. Sirro had picked him too.

Keeping pace alongside me, Caidan shrugged. “Burned with the rest, I guess.”

A shiver rolled down my spine. What the fuck had Jett done?

I was stepping outside the aviary, my shoes leaving the wild grasses for the rambling path when I heard Marissa’s panicked voice. “Nelle…Nelle!”

My footsteps faltered.

Confusion splintered my mind apart, and at first, I wasn’t sure if I’d heard right until Marissa cried Nelle’s name a third time.

Dread coiled tight in my gut.

What the hells was Nelle playing at? She wasn’t supposed to be here. She was supposed to be long gone, so far away by now, I’d never be able to track her down.

Tiny leaves brushed along the crown of my head as I ducked under the low-hanging branches from the trees that surrounded the gigantic birdcage. Caidan followed as I crunched across the pebbled path and out into the open.

There was a small gathering on the grass. A few early-rising servants stood behind Marissa, standing halfway down the length of the mansion. They, like their mistress, were staring upwards, their crisp black uniforms a blot against the fresh green lawn.

Nelle’s mother wore a robe. One of her bony hands clutched the silky material together at her chest while she’d outstretched her other hand, pointing upward. I followed her line of sight and came to a stumbling halt.

Horror hit hard like a fist to the kidneys.

The first fingers of light stretched across the sky, turning it into the shades of my sister’s eyes—dusky blue with clouds of violet and peach. And right up there, on top of the four-story mansion’s roof, at the very edge, stood Nelle.

Panic and fear erupted, billowing in my gut in a volatile storm that seared through my veins and froze me to the spot.

Nelle…what the?

I watched in alarm as she raised her arms on either side, palms upward, eyes falling half-mast as if she waited for the first ray of light to brush against her cheeks and warm her face. Her soft nightie hugged her lithe body as a gentle breeze caught the material and teased the ends of her long, wavy hair.

I barely heard my brother utter, “Holy Zrenyth…what is she doing?”

Because my heart stopped beating.

Someone was up there with her—

Byron.

Nelle spared her father a glance. There was nothing on her face, no emotion that I could read. No fear of where she stood with the tips of her toes curled around the lip of the roofline. She didn’t balk at the dizzying height below. Nor did she seem afraid of who was inching carefully toward her over the slate-tiled roof.

I couldn’t read the expression on Byron’s face. I didn’t know if he was there to save Nelle from the edge or push her over it.

Marissa shrieked, “Get away from her!” She took several hurried steps back, balling both hands. “Don’t you dare! Don’t you dare!”

Nelle turned her face toward the horizon, those expressive gray eyes seeking the sunrise. The first ray of sunlight struck her honeyed skin, illuminating it with brilliance.

She bodily swayed as if she was rolling on the balls of her feet back to her heels.

Her whole body rocked forward—

Then tipped back—

Byron lunged, momentarily blocking my line of sight to her.

My heart slammed into my throat—

And then…I couldn’t see. I couldn’t see what he was doing to her…but I saw the outcome and heard Marissa’s scream of terror.

Nelle pitched backward into the air.

The position of her body, the way she faced Byron, it was as if she’d changed her mind and tried to step to safety. Instead, she was pushed over the edge.

Head going back, legs tipping up—

She fell, and it seemed to take forever watching her fall—

Down,

Down,

Down.

She fell headfirst toward the flagstone path below.

Stone. Unyielding. Unforgiving.

At that height and smashing head first, she was going to die.

Pure terror twisted my insides.

Everything screamed at me to—MOVE, MOVE, MOVE!

In utter panic, I threw myself forward, surging across the pebbled path. There was too much distance between the aviary and the mansion.

Marissa froze, with her mouth open and eyes wide with horror.

I ran. A blur. Pushing, pushing, pushing.

Faster, harder, faster.

I was the wild wind. A ferocious roaring squall within a hurricane.

I’d catch her, break her fall, shatter every godsdamned bone in my body to save her!

Nelle…Nelle! NELLE!

I was there, and time slowed.

Slowed right down.

And I saw her falling in small increments. Strands of moonlit hair streamed across her cheeks. Loose limbs flailing. Short nightie rippling with her descent.

I was there—

Reaching for her—

Throwing myself bodily—

Sliding beneath to break her fall—

I’ll never forget that sickening thud. The splintering of bone. Organs splitting.

Her fragile skull struck the paving stone first. Her body followed, crumpling inward like an accordion to slam against the flagstone.

The tips of my fingers hit her fragile body, just as she smashed into an unyielding stone, and I shunted her sideways with my motion.

Too late… I’d been too late…

She lay sprawled awkwardly across the flagstone, and I scrambled to reach her.

Oh my gods…oh my gods…OH MY GODS!

Her large gray eyes stared blankly up at the sky.

There was nothing in my head but a screaming sound of panic and loss.

Nelle, Nelle, NELLE—

Sticky wetness spread out beneath her head—blood.

It oozed between her lips, her nose, and the corners of her eyes. A stark, horrid contrast against her moonlit coloring. She was a canvas of gray and ash…and now bright crimson.

I hovered over her, my hands numb and unfeeling as I ran my palms over her broken body.

Nelle gasped, her spine bowing.

Her chest convulsed. And there came a wet-burbling sound as she tried sucking oxygen into collapsed lungs. An agonizing heartbeat later, she expelled a vicious cough. Blood splattered across her cheeks and mine, too.

I didn’t know what to do.

I DIDN’T KNOW WHAT TO DO!

Her eyes glazed over, becoming cloudy, far-seeing, not focusing on anything.

“Nelle…Nelle…NELLE…”

She shuddered and spasmed. Blood bubbled from her mouth. Then her limbs fell slack, as did her entire body. She let out an awful sound—a long wet whistling breath. And her collapsed chest didn’t rise again.

Those pretty eyes that sparked with fire and glowed in happiness became blank as the life inside her winked out. And that glorious spirit of hers left me.

No…Gods, no…

No, no, no, no…NO!

I picked Nelle up and cradled her in my shaky arms. Broken…she was a broken bird, wings snapped at odd angles. I could feel the wrongness in her body. The shattered bones in my grip. I couldn’t breathe, it was as if she’d stolen my last breath as soon as she’d given her last. There was only devastation, such raw, vast devastation that devoured my soul with slivered teeth that left not a shred of myself behind as it consumed me entirely, leaving nothing but emptiness inside a hollow chest.

I didn’t know how long I sat there, holding her lifeless body. Screaming at Zrenyth, Skalki, Brangwene—Bring her back, bring her back, BRING HER BACK!

Voices…so many voices surrounded me. But I didn’t take them in. I heard them—

What did you do, Byron? WHAT DID YOU DO?!

A shriek. A wail. A scream.

Nelle…oh my gods, Nelle, sweetheart…

You did this to her! You killed her!

Never. Never.

Gray… Gray…

But I didn’t hear them. My mind was desperately trying to take this in. Understand it all. It wasn’t possible. She wasn’t supposed to die this way. She wasn’t supposed to leave me like this.

Someone was making a strangled noise that cut through the clamor, a loud keening.

When I finally registered someone’s hand on my shoulder, squeezing their fingers hard as they shook me back to awareness…I realized it was me. It was me making that grief-stricken sound.

My brother, Caidan, gripped my shoulder, looking as shocked as I felt. Evvie clung to him, trembling. The shine of tears coursed down her blotchy cheeks.

Pity-filled eyes set within a face that had paled to an ashen hue implored me. “Gray, let her go.”

I violently wrenched myself free from his hold. Turning back to Nelle, grief pierced my heart. Gods, she was so delicate and light in my arms, her broken body limp and lifeless. My shaky fingers stroked through her beautiful wild hair, matted with crimson, the strands of moonlight now a blood-red moon.

Why did she stay?

She was supposed to be gone. Long gone. I thought she’d have escaped the estate and swifted away. That she’d swift and swift and swift until even I’d never be able to find her. She wasn’t supposed to be here. I pressed my quivering lips to her temple. “Why do you never listen to me?”
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The anguished sounds had roused Aldert and his wife, Irma, along with a few other Pellans. Corné hovered in the background, with Carola beside him. Neither of them, for once, could say a word, shocked as much as the rest of us were.

Still dressed in his tuxedo from last night, Byron reached out and tried to take Nelle from me.

“Get away from her,” I hissed, rising to my feet. Nelle’s body hung like a rag doll in my arms.

Byron tried again.

Fury lit me up with razor-sharpness. “Don’t you fucking touch her!”

“Crowther—”

“GET THE FUCK AWAY!”

I glared at Marissa. At the woman who betrayed her best friend—my mother. “He wanted her dead. He couldn’t let us claim her, so he stole her life. All to save his fucking neck!”

Byron protested, his disheveled hair ruffling as he shook his head and glanced wide-eyed at his wife and daughter. He took a step toward Marissa. “That’s not what happened… I didn’t… Marissa…”

Marissa outstretched a trembling hand to ward off Byron.

Byron looked nothing like his former self—the man who ruled over the Houses with an iron fist. Shock and grief had etched deep lines into his sickly pale face. His tall figure seemed diminished, as if he’d shrunk. The rumpled tuxedo hung loosely from his body as if it no longer fit him.

“I came looking for you. I woke up and realized you hadn’t come to bed. And you were there, shouting at her,” Marissa cried.

“She wasn’t answering me when I found her on the stairs. I followed her because I was worried about her. I had no idea what she was doing or where she was going. I didn’t know, Marissa…I didn’t know what she intended to do until she’d crawled out onto the roof.”

A sudden rush of anger bit Byron hard, twisting his features into a snarl. He swung my way, lunging with a raised fist, and I half-turned aside, easily dodging his wild swing, and held Nelle’s body tighter. He didn’t try again. Instead, with cheeks stained red with rage, he bellowed, “You! You did this. You and your ruthless family. You just couldn’t let it alone, leave us in peace. You wanted her. You wanted to claim her with the Alverac, all to punish me!”

As sudden as his anger descended upon him, it fled. As his fury collapsed into anguish and hate, graying eyebrows slashed up and his eyes shone with tears. He darted a frantic glance at Marissa and me. “She knew what the Alverac was… Last night, I told her. And I guess she couldn’t…didn’t want to put herself through that. I never thought…” He spun my way, shoving a finger of accusation at me. “I never thought she’d do this to escape your vile family!”

His words struck deep with the swiftness and cruelty of an arrow strike. They struck the part of me I kept cold and black. And the agony, the truth of what he said, overwhelmed me like a tidal wave smashing through a concrete seawall, tearing through it with its might.

It was my fault. All my fault.

Horror washed through my chest.

What have I done?

Last night I’d terrified her enough that she couldn’t see a way free of me. Of my family. Of the things we’d do to her with the weight of the Alverac binding my will to hers.

That’s why she’d been on the roof of the mansion. Even if Byron hadn’t pushed her, she would have stepped off.

She’d given up.

Ended her own life because of me.

Oh Gods, what have I done?!

“Nelle needs to help us with Sage!” someone cried out from behind. I half-twisted around to see Lise approaching in hurried footsteps from the western side of the Wychthorns’ home. “Didn’t you hear him? He’s been howling. He threw himself against the kennel and now he’s hurt himself!” Her brows inched together in confusion as her approach slowed down.

Aldan, right behind her, carried Sage’s limp body. “What’s going on?”

Lisa drew nearer, taking in who we’d all gathered around. Who I held in my arms. And it whispered from her, more air than voice, “Nelle?” All the color drained from her cheeks as her eyes widened in shock and disbelief. “Nelle?! NELLE?!”

She ran, her nightgown flapping about her shins and bare feet slapping against the flagstone. Aldan cursed, picking up his pace.

“Gray…” Caidan held Evvie as she sobbed into his chest.

I buried my face in the crook of Nelle’s neck, her soft, bloodied hair whispering against my cheek. She smelled of nothing. As if everything about her had been wiped clean.

When I straightened, I found Aldan had placed Sage on the ground and kneeled beside Lise, who had crumbled to her knees on the grass. Her grief-stricken features were pinched tight as tears fell, and her choked sound of raw anguish joined her sister’s, her mother’s.

Sage wobbled as he got to his paws, padding woozily closer to Nelle’s hand hanging long and lifeless. He sniffed, drawing in her scent, and expelled his breath in a low huff.

Then he whined.

The noise crawling from his throat lowered and became rougher, more menacing, as his misty fur hackled down his spine. Thin black lips curled back from his vicious teeth. His entire body tensed as he hunkered down and growled viciously.

The sound of it scratched down my spine with unease.

“Sage?” Aldan rumbled in astonishment.

Nelle’s wraith-wolf snapped his fangs and he erupted into a string of howling barks

What the hells?

I lowered my head and drew Nelle’s scent in through my nostrils.

Nelle, the girl in my arms, had no smell to her whatsoever. Not a hint of that sweetly tart scent that drove me insane and inflamed my desire every time I was around her.

She smelled of nothing. Her trademark scent had vanished.

“It’s gone…it’s gone…”

“Brother?”

My gaze shot to Caidan, and I struggled to explain. “Her scent. It’s like…like fresh elder blossoms. Bittersweet and spicy with hints of fire… It’s gone.” I knew I wasn’t making sense to him.

Evvie’s lips quivered. She brushed at the wetness on her slick cheeks with a shaky hand. “She’s never smelled that way to me before. She likes…liked,” she corrected herself and let out a raw sound of despair, her knees buckling. Caidan’s hands tightened on her sagging body to support her. She fisted the fabric of his shirt and the words she whispered in broken sobs were muffled into his chest. But I heard them clearly. “S-strawberry…she liked the s-smell of that strawberry soap.”

And I suppose at any other time I might have thought about that further, mulled it over, and wondered why Nelle’s unique scent was specific to me alone, but right now it slipped from my mind as easily as water past clenched knuckles.

Nelle’s nightie, that short-hemmed gown riding up her thighs, was similar, if not the same one she wore two nights ago at the tithe prison. Maybe she had plenty of nighties exactly the same. But the adamere bracelet wrapped around her wrist was perfectly formed. Not a single bead was broken or missing.

It was there, tumbling in my head.

Did she go up to the roof to end herself because she couldn’t endure being bound to me?

That isn’t her. Nelle isn’t one to give up.

Nelle burned with fire and brimstone.

She’d fight me every step. She’d pledge herself to making my life a misery.

No scent—

And it came to me so fast—the answer, the name—I recoiled, almost dropping Nelle’s body in surprise, not wanting to touch this thing in my arms.

I’d not find anything on this thing that wasn’t any different from Nelle. She looked like her. Wore her clothes. Even her unique fingerprints would be an exact match. She’d speak like her. But what they couldn’t do was replicate smell.

“It’s not her. It’s not her,” I kept repeating in bewilderment.

“Gray?”

I glanced sidelong over my shoulder and Caidan returned a look that was soaked in sorrow.

“It’s not… It’s not Nelle,” I whispered so quietly only my brother would have been able to hear.

This thing in my arms was a changeling.

Even knowing that, I couldn’t drop this thing. I carefully lowered Nelle’s replica to the ground, and Marissa swooped in.

I threw out my arm to stop her. “Don’t—”

Marissa paid me no mind. Dodging around me, she sank to her knees and gathered the changeling in her arms. She choked on tears while cradling it gently to her chest, not realizing it wasn’t her daughter.

Evvie pushed off Caidan. And Lise scrambled to her feet.

The sisters clustered about their shaken mother, holding her youngest daughter. Draped across her lap, Nelle’s wild hair, matted with blood, shivered with the sobs wracking Marissa’s frail body.

I stepped back, one step…two…three more…to gain distance from the Wychthorn women. Running a blood-coated hand over my head, I wrenched at the locks, hardly feeling the dull burn spreading along my scalp. I needed to think. I needed to work this out.

My brother’s brows nudged together as he stared at me, taking in the change flooding through my posture and expression. I’d let the grief go and replaced it with a grim determination to work this out.

Had Nelle done this?

Did she purposely leave the changeling as a decoy to buy herself freedom?

My gaze swept across the small crowd standing around with grieving Wychthorns. More of the Pellans had arisen and stumbled outside to find out what was wrong. More shocked servants hung back further away, standing alongside the family guards gathered in tight groups. Their disbelief and grief mirrored one another—a terrible blight against the grassy lawn and the low rising sun full of warmth and fresh sunshine.

Sage hunkered down nearby, his unblinking silver eyes slit and fixated on the thing now in Marissa’s arms. He bunched his rigid muscles, ready to pounce. And along his spine was a ridgeline of hackled misty fur.

I frowned in deep contemplation.

Could Nelle have left Sage behind?

Her loyal companion.

Her heart.

Could she have given up Sage for freedom?

No. I didn’t think she could be parted from Sage. She might have run, but she wouldn’t have left Sage behind. Which meant…?

Holy hellsgate!

My gaze whirled back to Marissa rocking her daughter’s lifeless body while murmuring sweet nothings, as if she were once again a babe swaddled in her arms.

Shit, shit, shit…

Spinning around, I headed toward the mansion. My brother caught up to me with quick leggy strides, and as his mouth parted to ask, no doubt, what I was up to, I interceded. “Tell me you brought my Ducati.”

A frown creased his forehead as he shot a glance over his shoulder. I assumed he was looking at Evvie before his gaze swept back to me. “Fuck off. I brought my own.” Dark brows slashed over his inquisitive eyes. “What the hells is going on Gray?”

I kept my voice low so no one could overhear me. “That’s not Nelle. It’s a changeling. Someone else,” and I had to believe that part, “has stolen her and left that thing in her place.”

“A changeling?” His mouth fell out as he spun around swiftly, gaze wide with astonishment as he walked backward. I knew he’d be staring at that thing in Marissa’s arms, trying to work it out. “Are you sure?”

I arched a brow at him as he turned back to face the right way and flung a bewildered look at me. We hurried up the marble steps, two at a time, and crossed over the terrace that led to the massive oak doors of the rear entrance to the mansion. Our footfall on stone was dulled by the keening sound of grief and despair emanating all around.

“Shit, shit, shit… Byron?” Caidan hissed, ducking his head furtively. “Maybe he did all of this to hide her from us.”

I shook my head. Someone was after Nelle down in the Catacombs, and Byron, though I wanted to throttle him, his desolation was far too raw and open to fake. No, now, finally, I could see he’d never have been able to end Nelle’s life to save himself and his family, just as he’d never been able to hand Nelle over to the Horned Gods as a child.

“How did someone get a changeling in here, unnoticed? How could they get close to Nelle to reproduce her?” Caidan continued.

“While she was sleeping,” I hazarded a guess. Perhaps. Maybe. Probably. “Shit, I don’t know, and right now I don’t care. The end game’s the same. They’ve got her.”

“Where are you going?!” Caidan called out to me as the muted sunlight disappeared and I rushed into the Wychthorn mansion, surging forward.

“I’m going to get her back.” I was going on a hunt. I needed to be fast because whoever had Nelle had at least six hours on me.

I ran for my quarters—a streak of speed and flesh—with Caidan right behind me, and I pretty much kicked in the guest bedroom door to get inside. With a frantic, hurried motion, I stripped out of my tux, practically ripping the fucking clothes off, and yanked on my adamere armor, the soft material hugging my body tight, before shoving my feet into calf-high black boots and zipping them up.

Caidan went straight for my weapons bag and tossed me everything I needed. My fingers were a blur as I strapped and buckled and tightened my wyrmblade down my spine, along with a second sword.

“I’ll come with you,” he said.

Resting a foot on a chair, one at a time, I fastened the twin daggers around each of my boots. “As fast as I’ve jacked up Jett’s Mustang, it’s not as fast as the design changes I’d made to the Ducati.” And I was going to push it as fast as it could go. “I’m doing this alone.”

Sage’s ghostly form rippled through the outside wall of my room. The wraith-wolf returned to a corporeal state and limped to my side, nudging his moist muzzle into my thigh. I dropped to a crouch, rubbing behind one mist-furred ear, and he leaned into my touch, briefly closing his eyes, and whined. “I’ll get her back. Promise.”

He huffed a breath, then gave a low growl, as if telling me he’d chew through my leg if I didn’t do as I promised.

Rising, I caught the bandoleer Caidan threw my way and hefted the cache of small blades across my shoulders, spun around and, in a burst of speed, ran out the bedroom door, weaving through the mansion’s white hallways and spacious open rooms, heading to the front entrance.

Caidan’s Ducati was parked outside in the cul-de-sac. Like all our vehicles, it was a matte-black with additional funnels pumping through krekenn blood to mix with gasoline, which I’d discovered was an awesome way to triple the bike’s speed.

I swung a leg over, at the same time engaging the bike’s engine, thrusting the throttle down, and let the engine rip out a vicious roar as loud as the anger blazing through my veins.

“You help find Jett,” I told him while kicking the bike stand and righting the machine.

Caidan grimaced and darted in front to stop me. He held up his hands. “Shit, Gray… You know I don’t like this. What if you can’t handle whoever has her?”

Plucking my Wayfarers from where they’d been tucked inside a bandoleer pocket, I slipped them on while making a pffting sound my little bird always liked to make, my mouth tipping up on one side in a mockery of a smile. It was cold, that smile. It promised vengeance. “Whoever the fuck has her is going to wish they didn’t.” I was going to end them, and I was going to take my godsdamned sweet-fucking-ass time about it too. “Get those useless guards of Byron’s to have the gates open before I get there.”

Caidan hissed out a curse between his gritted teeth, glaring at me and looking as if he still wanted to argue the point. A second later, he dug out his phone from his pocket and dialed the gatehouse as he shifted out of my way.

The motorcycle’s rear tire sprayed an arc of pebbles in my wake as I left my brother behind. Pulling back the throttle, quickly flicking through the gears, I soared down the long winding driveway edged with gnarled oaks.

I didn’t have much of a plan.

Which was a little fucked.

But what scrap of a plan I had was simple.

Find my little bird, and crush whoever dared take her. I was going to shred through them and enjoy every single agonized scream I’d wring out of their pathetic bodies.

Whoever possessed her had, at the most, six hours on me. I only hoped that it wasn’t one of those things down in the catacombs beneath Ascendria, who could swift in and out. If they had her… Even I might not even be able to find her.

But… If not… And I suspected not, it had to be someone at the Blessing. One of the Houses. Who, or why they wanted Nelle, I couldn’t let myself think on. My only thought was to find her before she disappeared for good.

The sunlight poking through the line of trees reaching for the sky promised a brilliant-blue fall day. The early morning was already warm and burning away the high cloud, and there was a quiet stillness, the kind that only appeared after a storm had passed through. A storm roiled inside of me as well, one that was not the churning of hot anger, but an icy sleet of viciousness.

There was a mixture of scents along the driveway. What lingered in the air and on the road were gas fumes and rubber from limousines and SUVs and luxury cars… The faint trace of human… And nothing of her. But there was only one direction everyone could go, and that was the narrow road that cut through the woodland that eventually led to the highway.

Caidan had called ahead, and the enormous gates were wide open. I barreled through the opening at a thunderous speed, past the line of guards, the obelisk monoliths, the wall of adamere and magically infused electric fences, and out of the estate.

The early morning sun was still rising and the heavy roof of the woodland cast the country road in gloom. Fresh buttery rays cut through gaps of leaves in the high canopy, and like a slow-turning diamond, they shone a scattering of light on the asphalt. Leaves exploded in my wake, greens and golds raining down like a flurry of snow as I pushed the Ducati as fast as it could go—faster, faster, faster down the long stretch of road that took me to the first fork before hitting the highway.

As the fork drew nearer, I slowed the bike right down. I had to make a decision.

Left or right?

Right or wrong?

Find her or lose her?

How the hells was I going to find her?

Yesterday, her heartache had carved a hollow space inside my chest. Yet, I’d also felt her rage burning beneath my skin. And later, when she was happy, she’d glowed for me and her sunshine had consumed my shadows. We were connected, her and I, and it had always been that way since we’d first encountered one another as children—that shimmering allure that enticed me to watch and protect her from afar. No matter where she was, no matter if I hadn’t been turned in her direction, I’d always known where she stood.

But now… Now I couldn’t find her, I couldn’t feel her.

I’d lost her.

Easing back on the throttle, I let go of the handlebars and sat up straight. The bike beneath me purred a low rumble as we coasted through the dim woodland.

I closed my eyes, spread my arms like my little bird, and tipped my head back. An erratic pattern of alternating warmth and cold from the shuttering sunlight glanced off my brow and cheeks. Strands of wind teased the messy black locks of my hair. Cool air currents buffered my palms and the tips of my fingers. Freedom. That’s all she’d ever wanted.

I dug deep inside and turned my mind inward, seeking that connection that bound us together.

Where is she—

Emptiness greeted me.

Where is she, where is she, where is she—

I couldn’t lose her.

Whereisshewhereisshewhereisshewhereisshewhereisshewhereisshe—

There was nothing but pitch-black nothingness.

I couldn’t find her… I couldn’t find her!

And then—

Something… Something faintly glowed like a sliver of moonlight through thickly woven clouds.

There…

Right there…

I found it, a faint pinprick in the darkness, but it was there.

Nelle, Nelle, Nelle…

I dove deeper, reaching for that glow… For the threads of magic, of power, of her to me and me to her, when I’d tasted her blood and she’d tasted mine. Our blood mingled and shared. A bond forged deeper than the iron teeth of the Alverac. Deeper than even the incessant awareness that bounced between us.

Nelle.

I grabbed hold of that bond with everything I was, my body, mind, and cold, black soul, and I followed and let instinct take over.

And I felt it, felt her, only a faint, faint breath of sunshine, yet I knew which direction I needed to head.

I flicked my eyes open right as I reached the fork in the road. Seizing the handlebars, I swung left, turning the bike west. I pulled back the throttle, leaned low, and let speed take over, holding tight to those tenuous threads of power that bound us together and would lead me to her no matter where she was in the world.

I was going to find her.

She was mine, and I was hers, and no one was going to keep us apart.


73
SIX HOURS EARLIER
Nelle


My gaze slowly slipped away from the mansion’s roofline, and the moment of madness evaporated. As selfish as it was…I couldn’t…I couldn’t take my life.

I didn’t know how late it was, but beyond the leafy garden surrounding the aviary, I could still hear the strains of music seeping out of the marquee and the distant sound of chatter from guests milling outside.

My mind descended into a swirling mess of panic, trying to grasp the Alverac and what Graysen begged me to do—run. The thought of not being with him had carved a hole inside my chest and my heartbeat rattled within that empty space.

But…

The Alverac… What his family wanted from me…

All for revenge—to break me, and in doing so, break my father.

And if Graysen failed to protect me from this family… If he failed to protect me from himself… What could he force me to do by asserting his will against mine?

What if I angered him? Bored him? Insulted him? What if it was as simple as telling me to get to my feet and walk and forget he’d asked me to? What if I left the pavement and stepped over the curb to walk across a busy street—hit by a car, a bus, or a truck? What if the path of my feet took me into a pond? The cold stagnant water lapping my ankles, up to my waist, rising higher to bubble around my mouth. And on I walked, my feet sliding through the sediment, desperate for him to remember me as I went under—the air escaping my burning lungs in a turmoil of panicked spheres.

The Crowthers had wanted me all along because of what my mother and father had done. It didn’t matter that I was innocent. That I’d never known what had happened to Tabitha. It wasn’t me who had betrayed her.

And yet…I was alive while she was not.

Graysen rested, sprawled on the grass between the silvery birches. He lay in rare slumber, his powerful body relaxed—he only looked younger in sleep, not softer. Thick black eyelashes fanned against the uppermost curve of his cheeks. Shadows darkened his jaw, and there was the slightest pinch between his brows.

I jittered on the spot, shaking my wrists. My damaged adamere bracelet softly chinked with the erratic movement and my pulse kicked into a frantic pace.

What was I to do?

I could run…or I could end him.

As I saw his vulnerable repose, I realized with sickening certainty that there was no safety for me, none at all, not until one of us was dead. I could easily put an end to the Alverac right at this moment, and he’d never awaken from his sleep.

It was either me or him.

The thought took root and I fell prey to the ease of it all.

Grass cushioned my fall as I sank to my knees, about to reach for my dagger. It would be as easy as slicing his throat from ear to ear, watching the blood spill and stain the greenery with crimson.

My hand went instinctively to my thigh…it wasn’t there…I hadn’t strapped the weapon to my body like I always did.

But then, I realized as I glanced down at my empty palm—I had never really needed a dagger.

The creature stirred within me uneasily. I ignored its hissing, the way it coiled around my wrist bones as if it were trying to stop me from raising my hand. To stop the dark power welling in my palm and the fire dancing upon my trembling fingertips.

Flames as pale as moonlight illuminated Graysen’s handsome features. I could burn him alive. Shatter every bone. Rupture every organ in his body. Crush the air in his lungs and watch him suffocate in his sleep.

Don’t—the creature hissed.

I could…I should.

It was either him or me.

Do it, do it, do it—

I reached for his vulnerable throat, spreading my fingers wide. The flames burned higher as silent tears trickled down my cheeks.

All it would take would be for me to squeeze that throat of his marked in ink and shove fire down his windpipe to set myself free.

My hand shook. The pale flames wavered against the night air.

Do it, do it, do it—

I hesitated, watching the pulse point flutter in his throat.

Don’t think about it, do it, do it, do it—

But I knew if I took his life, something inside me would shatter so completely, I’d never mend.

I rocked back on my heels with an anguished sob.

I can’t! I can’t!

Shaking free the dark power, the flames extinguished as my shoulders slumped and my hand fell slack by my side. I couldn’t…I couldn’t do this. Couldn’t take his life, though he could easily take mine once I reached my twentieth birthday.

I swiped at the salty teardrops dripping from my chin.

What am I going to do?

If I couldn’t end him, I had to run.

How? Where to?

How can I even find a way to leave the estate?!

The barest bones of a plan took shape.

Graysen’s car… There were too many guests leaving in vehicles for our guards to check every single one of them. I could take his car, get outside the gates, and swift away.

I frantically dug around in his pockets, searching for his car keys and found nothing.

Nothing!

Graysen’s lips parted slightly, and there was a sudden tension in his body as he slumbered. My gaze honed in on the shiver that shuddered through his body and my mind paused to wonder—what was he dreaming of? I dreamt of the dark, ensnared in pitch-black nightmares. But what would make him shiver that way? What would cause cold sweat to bead above his lip and give his forehead that waxen sheen? What was he dreaming of causing a deep line to form between his eyebrows?

There was no time, no time for anything but escape—

I’d find the car keys in his room, perhaps inside the luggage he’d brought with him.

Half-twisting around, I went to push myself to my feet when I heard a low growl.

All the fine hair on my body prickled with warning.

It had sounded like an animal, wounded and dangerous.

Wide-eyed, I slowly swung back to see Graysen’s jaw clench tight, his features exhausted and ravaged in suffering, and he was breathing fast and shallow, as if he couldn’t untangle himself from the snarls of a nightmare. I knew better than most. There was no way out of the dream world that smothered like ivy. Not unless you jolted awake or were woken by someone else’s hand. Evvie had always been there for me, rousing me and pulling me from the terror of darkness before my powers tore free.

But who did he have? No one.

There was only me in the aviary.

It seemed like a lifetime ago, not mere days that I’d been oblivious to the man enshrouded by secrets who kept me company once a month. I’d found his presence curious and frustrating, the sparking awareness of him intriguing. And now, everything had changed. I’d fallen for him and my body had been branded by his kisses and his touch. And right this moment, he had turned me against myself—my heart conflicted with my mind.

My gaze darted to the open door of the aviary. I need to go, to run—

But then…I couldn’t leave him this way.

I leaned over to stroke the tension line between his furrowed brows until it had smoothed away, along with the distress pinching at his features. Brushing the hair from his clammy forehead, I feathered my fingers through the locks and petted him, while my other hand rested across his heart. I murmured sweet nothings until he relaxed in gradual increments, his heartbeat slowing to match my own. His fisted hands loosened, and beneath my palm, his chest rose and fell in a slow, steady rhythm of peaceful sleep.

I bowed my head and pressed my lips to his forehead—a goodbye.

I had to do what Graysen urged. I had to run and keep on running until I’d lost myself out there in the world.

But not alone…I had to get Sage.

Scrambling to my feet, I spun around and ran, fleeing from the aviary.

My heels scuffed pebbles as I darted across the path that weaved through the garden bordering the gigantic birdcage and headed toward the nearest door of my family home. The guard opened it wide at my approach.

As I clattered down hallways and through open spacious rooms, another idea came to me. I could take Evvie. We could run away. I’d pack, get Evvie and Sage, take Graysen’s car to escape the estate, then swift us all and keep on swifting until no one, not Graysen, nor his family or my own, not even a Horned God, would find us.

I was in such a panicked hurry it only occurred to me too late that the door to my quarters was unlocked. I pushed my way in, my hand instinctively reaching for the light switch to flick it on. When no light flooded the room, it came back to me—my earlier wrath—that I’d reduced the chandelier’s antique crystals and bulbs to fine grains of dust.

Yet—

There was light inside. Not the light filtering in from the hallway and illuminating the area near the doorway. This light was narrowed and bobbed along the walls. As it glided across the ceiling, in the edge of its frayed yellow glow was the curve of a shoulder, a tumble of hair—

Someone was in there—

And I saw the strangest thing I’d ever encountered.

She stood in the middle of my living room, staring up at the mangled and twisted remains of the chandelier, her pale brows raised in curiosity. She wore a white dress…no…it was a short-sleeved nightie that rode high on her thighs. The torchlight glanced along her face, flattening the sharp cheekbones and blanching the freckles scattered across her nose. Her mouth parted in delight and widened into a crooked grin.

That was me standing beneath the chandelier.

Me.

My mind scrambled to understand what I was looking at…the how of it all…and threads of the past came back with a snagging halt…a dream…two nights ago. I’d awoken to the sound of sobbing from the prisoner trapped in the tithe prison…and I’d been dreaming of my face hovering above my own…but it hadn’t been a dream, had it?

She’d been there, staring down at me.

A changeling.

Holy Skalki!

I’d awoken after the changeling had morphed into me.

Changelings were used for one thing: to replace the stolen soul and kill themselves, so no one knew, no one in the mortal world would suspect there had been an exchange.

Terror and dread chilled the blood in my veins—someone wanted me dead. And as that realization crashed through me, another stream of torchlight bobbed across the floor, and footfall crunched through broken glass and clouds of cushion stuffing, as a figure hurried around my computer station and stepped right in front of me.

The creature hissed just as I reacted, stumbling back with fright. My spine struck the edge of the bedroom door. A spike of burning pain surged along my bones and flesh.

Danne Pellan’s face, half cast in shadows and artificial light, loomed above me.

My mouth parted as I sucked in a breath of air to expel and shout at him to get the hells out of my room when he lifted his hand, palm upward. There was something that was cupped in his palm that glittered dully.

He bowed his head, lips pursed—

And blew dust at my face—

I inhaled it into my lungs, down into my stomach. I could taste the wrongness of the dust. So very, very wrong. It filled my throat and lungs and I started choking. Jackknifing forward, I clapped a hand at my stomach while winding the other around my throat, as pure panic overwhelmed every sense. I couldn’t take in air. All I breathed in was that clogging dust.

All kinds of things happened, fast.

Every single inch of my body spasmed and convulsed.

The thing inside me recoiled instantly. It reared back like a startled cat. I had absolutely no control as my magic vibrated in horror and rage and withdrew into the pit of my stomach, coiling around itself in a tight ball, shielding itself from the dust I’d inhaled that now soaked my bloodstream.

I tried to strike out at Danne.

I tried to will my dark power, but it wouldn’t rise, it wouldn’t obey. Both of us were trapped by whatever vile magic infused the dust.

Too late…I realized what Danne had done.

Move, move, move!—my mind screamed at me. My limbs flailed as I tried to move, to shift, to run away from Danne. My high heels skidded amongst the shredded paper and broken wooden furniture, and my footing slipped out from under me. I fell backward. My head was about to crack against the gouged wall—when masculine hands gripped my elbows and righted my balance.

I suddenly realized there weren’t hazel eyes peering into mine any longer, but the brightest blue I’d ever seen. And the voice speaking wasn’t Danne’s either. The stranger’s full lips parted. “I’m sorry…I didn’t want to frighten you this way.”

His brows were a darker shade than my own and they slashed forward over eyes filled with concern and remorse. His features were striking. The cut of his cheekbones created a hollow in his cheeks, and their severity was softened by full lips. He looked familiar—pale blond hair that slithered across his forehead as he angled his face to the side to stare back at me.

Holy Skalki, I can’t move…I can’t move!

A heaviness pulled at me. I felt like I’d been turned to lead and my feet buried beneath the earth. I couldn’t move my arms or legs, could only shake and shudder and try to gulp down mouthfuls of oxygen. My lungs were on fire, desperate for air.

It slammed into me where I’d seen the stranger before. Yesterday he’d been shifting furniture from a shipping container, and later that night he was in the marquee, a nail gun dangling between his fingers while he watched Danne spin me around the dance floor.

This time he was wearing a black tuxedo as if he belonged to one of the Houses. As if he belonged here amongst us. But I knew he didn’t.

Gravity tugged at me and I pitched sideways, tipping over. The stranger leaned with me, his movement graceful and fluid as if both of us had danced this way for an eternity. He slid one arm around my back and the other behind my knees, drawing us down together. He kneeled on the floor, cradling me in his arms, and in a mockery of an intimate moment, settled me in his lap as if we were lovers, murmuring soothing sounds as I’d just done for Graysen. His warm hand tenderly brushed the strands of hair away from where it had fallen across my eyes. There was a slight accent in his voice that I detected and yet couldn’t place. “You’re going to sleep for a while now…and when you awake, everything will be as it should.”

I struggled for breath. My chest heaved and my body twitched in his arms. I was drowning beneath the waves of a waterless ocean. My legs sluggishly kicked for the surface, scrabbling through shards of glass and splintered wood and porcelain dust.

Darkness blotted the edges of my blurred vision.

I was dying. Slowly, surely, I was going to suffocate!

The stranger gazed down at me and smiled. It was breathtaking, that smile, and lit his curiously blue eyes with reverent awe as if he couldn’t believe it himself—that he was finally smiling at me, holding me. He bowed his head, his mouth an inch from mine, and then he closed the gap.

His lips were soft and gentle when he covered my mouth with his own. I thought he was going to kiss me, and I waited for him to push his tongue in, invade my mouth, and steal the last of my life. Kiss me while I died in his arms. Instead, he blew in a breath of air. My throat greedily swallowed it down. His breath was infused with magic, and I could feel it sparking through the oxygen he’d given me, soothing the lick of flames burning my throat. The crushing pressure in my lungs eased and the organs swelled again.

His mouth remained fused with mine, and I sucked in a sharp breath, stealing the air from him.

He abruptly jerked back, staring down at me with shock.

But I could breathe.

I could breathe!

The softness in his gaze sharpened to an angry storm, and his fingers tightened around my shoulder.

However, whatever was in that dust was dragging me under.

My eyelids were too heavy to keep open. I tried…I tried hard to keep a sliver of sight. But my vision narrowed until all I saw were blue eyes. The startling bright blue of a kingfisher…and then nothing as my eyelids fluttered shut. But for the moment, I could still hear.

“His scent is all over her…I can’t…I can’t be near her…” His voice was strained with bitterness and panic. “She’s tasted his blood… If she should mate with him… Mark him, claim him…he’ll corrupt her…”

I was passed to someone else. Someone I’d once thought nice, comfortable, and safe.

The man with the kingfisher-blue eyes said, “Take her to the Pegazus. I’ll meet you there soon afterward.”

“And my debt?” asked the man who’d betrayed me as his hands curled around my body possessively.

“Will be at an end.”

And then I fell, fell, fell into darkness.
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Iawoke…somewhere that swayed and jolted. Sunlight, not in its purest form, skittered over my face as I pried my sticky eyes open to see a low ceiling.

Beneath me—a ribbing of softness.

A seat.

I was lying across the backseat of a car. The windows were tinted, but the sun’s height showed it was still early. Maybe nine o’clock. Perhaps earlier.

The gentle purr of an engine, a rustling of fabric, and an off-kilter melody filled the car’s interior. It was a jazz song that floated in the air. Along with a distinctive smell of cologne that assaulted my nostrils. It was a pleasant scent, yet my stomach revolted at its familiarity.

Sliding my gaze sideways, I watched someone’s legs stretch out, their shoes shifting across the floor—navy dress pants and custom leather loafers. Someone was sitting on a plush seat that ran the length of the interior. My dazed head swam as I angled myself to look.

Danne.

I was in the back of a limousine with Danne Pellan.

He’d stolen me.

Fear shot through my chest, menacing and caustic, tightening every muscle as it crawled over my skin.

We weren’t alone, either. There were twin boys, perhaps fourteen years old, sitting side-by-side with rigid postures, their brows furrowed in deep concentration. Fingers twitched where they were spread on their thighs. But it was the boys’ eyes that set my heartbeat racing. Their unblinking eyes were completely milky-white. No pupils or irises. Other.

As yet, Danne hadn’t noticed I’d awoken. He was holding a small vial beneath his nose, inhaling a purplish vapor through a slightly pinched nostril. He tipped his head back and sighed in bliss. A moment later he shook his head, blinking blearily before rubbing a hand across his face and swiping below his nose. Twisting the stopper into the vial, he went to slip it into his pocket, stilled, then chose otherwise and held onto it. I watched as he rested his loose fist on top of his thigh, absentmindedly brushing his thumb over the vial’s smooth glass.

I wasn’t sure if what he’d inhaled was one of our illicit drugs infused with magic that House Simonis created in the Pellan’s laboratory and crime syndicates sold. And if it was, what influence he might now be under? How much more dangerous and unpredictable could he be?

My tongue felt heavy and furry. I cleared my throat. “What is that?”

Danne’s eyebrows rose as he realized I was awake, and he shifted his body to face me. He grinned—a flash of white teeth in a broad smile. “Good, you’re awake. It’s a long drive and, quite frankly, I’m bored.”

Pushing up by my elbows, I sat upright and took my measure. A sour taste coated my mouth and my limbs still felt leaden. Whatever dust Danne had blown into my face, which had been forced into my lungs and bloodstream, was some kind of poison the creature didn’t want to touch at all. It writhed, hissing and yowling, utterly pissed off at having to hide behind a magical shield to protect itself. I no longer felt its power coiling around my bones.

I was just a girl. No more, no less.

Curiosity drove me to try again as I stared at Danne, slowly rotating the vial between his fingers, exactly like my mother liked to do. “What did you inhale?”

“Oh, this is a little concoction from House Simonis,” he said, tapping the glass vial lightly against his thigh.

“One of ours?”

He snorted, rolling his eyes. “Even I’m not stupid enough to take our drugs. Best leave that to the mortals to get hooked on.” Lifting his hand, the dull sunlight spearing through the vehicle’s windows struck the vial pincered between his fingertips. Inside the glass was a purple vapor that swirled like mist. “No…this settles my nerves. I’ve been run ragged of late. Rather stressed, I must admit.”

Swinging my legs over the seat, I sat up properly. Too sudden, too soon. Light sparked behind my eyelids and my head whirled. Sinking forward, I rested my elbows on my thighs and massaged my throbbing temples with cold, shaky hands until the spinning stopped.

Danne leaned closer, his gaze brimming with concern. “You okay?”

He sounded so normal and caring. It confused me and I wondered if perhaps what had happened earlier—where I was right now—was only something I was dreaming about. However, like a snapping of fingers, the moment was gone when his mouth curled downward in distaste. “I don’t want you throwing up in here. We’ve got a ways to travel yet, and I couldn’t abide the stench of your vomit the entire way.”

I bared my teeth at him, and it only drew a startled laugh from him. He reclined in his seat, watching me carefully as he tucked the vial into the front pocket of his tuxedo jacket. “My, my, Nelle, you are very much like your wraith-wolf.”

A pang of anguish pierced my heart at the reminder of Sage. If only he were here… But perhaps it was safer for my friend to be home on my family estate, rather than here with this foul monster.

My skirt had hitched up with my readjustment on the backseat and I tugged it down, smoothing it over my knees. Danne noticed and he slowly smiled at the gesture like a wolf. He looked so like Corné that ice flooded my veins.

Nostrils flaring, I narrowed my eyes at him and mustered as much of that Wychthorn authority as I could. “What the hells do you think you’re doing, Danne?” My father was going to end him.

He returned a rather pleased smile. “Your father has no idea where you are. No one does. Everyone thinks you’re dead.”

Dead…the word clanged through my mind.

My stomach knotted with dread.

The changeling in my bedroom resurfaced in my mind’s eye. “You exchanged me for a changeling.”

Would my family suspect? Would they know that thing Danne had left in my place wasn’t me?

It was a hope to see my father’s men rushing to find me that had me twisting around to look through the rear window. We were buried in a convoy of SUVs. There was no doubt in my mind that all of them would be full of soldiers loyal to House Pellan or whoever it was Danne was in league with.

It had to be that man in my bedroom. The man with the kingfisher-blue eyes. As he’d held me in his arms, he’d been the one instructing Danne about what to do next. A memory of his voice rang through my head—I can’t be near her. He’ll corrupt her.

Danne startled me out of my thoughts. “Even if your family should discover you’d been stolen, they’ll never be able to track us down.” He reached over to a console and picked up a tumbler of rum. The smell of molasses wafted through the small space and mixed with the acrid taste of panic sliding down my throat, smothering my chest, and suffocating my courage.

My gaze shot to the two boys. The others.

The words croaked from me. “What are they?”

“Cloakers. My family has tweaked them to put a mental shield around the convoy. No one will find us.”

And it finally sunk in that no one would know that I’d been stolen. No one would be coming to find me.

What am I going to do?

How can I get myself out of this?

I grasped at any conceivable idea my desperate mind could think of. “Whatever trouble you’re in, my father will get you out of it. He’ll give you anything you want. Just let me go.”

Danne rotated the tumbler around in his hands, staring down at it with eyes filled with self-pity. This time, he spoke honestly. “I can’t. I’m caught too deep. I’m in too far.”

“Surely—”

“You, sweet Nelle…” and then he burst into laughter. The rough sound of his cruel laugh saturated the limousine and drowned out the sound of his beloved jazz music. “Sweet,” he chuckled. “More like feral. I don’t know what happened between you and my brother, but you’ve certainly got him pissing in his pants.” His mirth died as his expression became somber. “You, Nelle, are the key to getting me out of the shit-hole mess I’ve found myself in.”

What kind of mess was he in? What kind of mess would force him to resort to stealing a Wychthorn princess?

Careful. I had to be careful. I softened my voice and forced sweetness and understanding into my tone, exactly like a friend would do. “Whatever it is, I’m sure we can find a way out of it.”

He shook his head as he gave me a pitiful look. “If my father finds out I stole from our family’s coffers, from the Horned Gods themselves… He won’t disinherit me, he’ll kill me. You don’t ever get to leave the Horned Gods. Nor disgrace your House.” He took a swill of his drink, wiping his moist mouth with the back of his hand. “I was extended a lifeline. At least that’s what I thought at the time. Until the cards kept folding. And then I found myself in a different kind of debt with a man who knew about the Houses and Horned Gods.”

“Who?” Who out there in the mortal world would know about us?

The man with blue eyes, the pale hair.

“Who is he? Who was that man you were with?”

Danne shifted his body and slung an arm casually over the backrest as if we were simply discussing a trivial business transaction over something inconsequential. Not my life. “Your father really is quite the tyrant. You haven’t been off the estate for months, which made my job unnecessarily difficult.”

“Which was?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

“Silas Boon wanted me to get hold of you for him.” The name meant nothing to me. I hadn’t ever heard my father mention or talk to a Mr. Boon whenever I’d loitered in his office, listening into his conversations. “Mr. Boon ordered me to entice you off the estate. There was only one proviso. Do it gently. Don’t frighten you.”

Well, I was frightened, but I wasn’t going to let him see that. Instead, he received a glacial glare.

Danne took a sip of his drink, staring at me over the lip of the tumbler. Lowering the glass, his gaze slowly slid from my face, down to my chest to linger on my breasts. The hungry feel of his desire set my stomach roiling. In a graceful motion, he moved to sit beside me and I steeled myself not to shirk aside and fall into panic. I needed to keep calm and level-headed and keep him talking, so I could find a way out of this.

My gaze went to the twin others sitting still as death, down at the other end of the limousine. No help would come from them. I was on my own.

The bottles of aged wine and spirits rattled gently with the twisting turns the vehicle made. We were traveling up a mountain and I could hear a splash of water as if tires had run through puddles.

Were there any weapons I could use?

My adamere bracelet…

But there was no room in the confines of the car to wield it properly.

“Who is this Silas Boon? Does he work for someone else?”

Danne shrugged, relaxing his legs so his outer thigh pressed against mine, and the touch sent fear running rampant through my body. “If I had to guess, and I’ve had quite some time wondering about it all. I might conclude that the Children of the Harbinger had risen from the ashes.”

I blinked. “They’re all dead.” Our ancestors hunted them all down and annihilated them.

“Are they?”

What if Danne was right? What if the Children of the Harbinger had survived the purge and they’d arisen once more? But what did I have to do with anything?

I shuffled a little down the seat, creating space between us. “What does this Mr. Boon want with me?”

Danne became predatory as his gaze slowly traveled down my body, skimming my skin like cloying fat. “I thought you were simply an attempt to cut Byron down. An abduction of a princess.” He reached over to slide a lock of my hair between his fingers, playing with the end. “You would have met Mr. Boon…if he hadn’t made you so tempting, nor given you up…” I batted his hand away before gathering the tresses and slinging them over my opposite shoulder. His chuckle of amusement sent a bolt of anxiety surging down my spine.

And then his words registered in my mind—

What did he mean—‘would have’?

My heart skipped a beat.

Danne knew I was other.

“Where am I going then, if not to this Boon?”

He finished the dregs of his drink and placed the empty tumbler back into the console. “I’m taking you home to the Carpellean Mountains. I’m hoping that if I give you over to my father, he’ll forgive me for my foolish grip on money.” He grinned. “And just think on it, if my House hands you to Master Sirro… Well, someone like you, an other hidden all this time by Byron, it wouldn’t surprise me if the Horned Gods elevated my family to Great House.” He reached out to glide a finger down my arm, and everything inside me shriveled like a moldy, decomposing leaf when he spoke again. “I can’t wait to find out what is lurking beneath your skin.”

I quickly shoved myself back, pressing into the rear seat’s corner, but he advanced, sliding closer. “But I wonder if perhaps it wouldn’t matter if you arrived in less than pristine condition.”

“What do you mean?” He placed his hand on my knee and I smacked it away. “Don’t touch me!”

“I want to do more than touch you.”

Fear, cold fear, settled in every single part of me, into my very bones.

“It was an interesting choice of word—mate.” He gave me a sly look. “It wasn’t as if Boon said sex or fuck. He’d chosen mate. As if by mating…there was more to it. Do you think if I fuck you, you’ll mark me?” His freckled hand dropped to my leg. Revulsion churned in my stomach as he spread his fingers wide and gently squeezed my thigh. “I think, Nelle, you’ll not be able to stop yourself.”

Hopelessness sank through me, heavy like wet sand.

My fingernails dug into his flesh as I pried his hand off.

He grinned, shaking the sting away before humming thoughtfully. “I’m more partial to Evelene. I’m sure I’ll taste her soon enough. My brother’s not greedy. He likes to share.”

The creature inside me hissed with bared fangs.

“I want you, Nelle. Now more than ever. Probably solely because you completely ignored me for that fucking asshole you’re tied to. He’s a prick and yet you can’t help yourself, can you? What is it about Graysen Crowther that has women throwing their godsdamn panties at him?”

“This is about Graysen?” It wasn’t a question. I now knew this was more about Graysen than me, and it rallied a fierceness in me that was sharply honed.

“More than anything, I’d like to see Graysen Crowther bleed. Thinking he could lay waste to me. Lording above us all. As if his family were an Upper House—”

“House Crowther was once Great House.” It spilled from my lips unheeded. I didn’t know for sure, but it felt right. And I wanted to remind Danne Pellan of his place within our world.

Danne blinked, surprised.

“They were the first to hold the mantle when the Horned Gods were born.” I scoffed at him. “Danne, you entitled brat. You’re one of the youngest Houses amongst us. And the Crowthers are the oldest. The only surviving House from the Final War.” I unwound my adamere bracelet, clutching it halfway to shorten the length, so I still had room to swing it in the small confines of the limousine.

His eyes gleamed in delight as they lit upon my lips. “Gods, that mouth of yours. I want it wrapped around my cock. I want you writhing beneath me. I want to have your virginal blood spill onto the sheets and stain them red.” His laugh cut through the vehicle’s insides, blending with the sound of jazz. “A limousine will have to do.”

I flung my arm out. “Too bad. I’ve already given myself to Graysen!”

The bracelet clacked as it whipped through the air. I snapped my wrist, driving the adamere beads toward his shocked face—

Danne moved fast, dodging sideways—

To grab hold of the bracelet before it cracked against his cheek—

And tugged.

So easily, he disarmed me.

Tossing the bracelet away, it arced through the interior, and hit the lap of one of the twin-others, slithering to the floor beside his foot.

Black, crushing terror suffocated me.

I tried rallying the dark power that resided inside of me, but I couldn’t reach it. I felt no trace of its might hidden behind a shield to protect itself from the poison coursing through my blood. I was very much alone. There was nowhere to run to.

Move, move, move!—I shrieked at myself.

END HIM!—the creature roared.

I shoved my shoulder into his belly and lunged off the seat, trying for the door. I didn’t care how fast the limousine was traveling. I had to flee, even if it meant throwing myself out while it was still moving.

The door handle was in my grasp—

Danne crashed into me from behind—

Thrust forward, my head smacked against the window. Stars exploded in front of my eyes. Dizzying black spots had me swaying—

Fresh pain burst across my skull as his fingers fisted my hair, and he jerked me backward. I fell onto the floor so hard the air was punched from my lungs. A heavy weight settled on my thighs as he straddled my body, wrapping a hand around my wrists and forcing my hands above my head.

Danne’s face loomed above me. He panted wildly, not from exertion but from excitement. “Gods, sitting beside you at the table of Wychthorns… You had no idea how hard I was. I wanted to shred that pretty little dress to pieces and bend you over the table. Pin your head so you could see Crowther watching me fuck you. See him shatter and break with every thrust.” His free hand wound around my throat, thumb caressing my frantic pulse point. “I’m going to break him, Nelle. If I break you, I break him too.” He pushed himself back a little. “Be a good girl. Spread your legs and let me in.”

“Never!” I shrieked, flailing uselessly beneath him.

My fight only made that rapacious gleam in his eyes burn brighter.

He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and settled it into a slot on a thin shelf lining the interior wall of the limousine. Bringing up a video app, the red record button flashed. “How about we make Crowther a little video? A memento for me, too. Something I can watch and remember how I tore apart the Wychthorn princess.” His breath, soaked in alcohol, washed over me as he leaned down, laughing at my fight, my struggle. He nudged his nose against my neck, inhaling my scent, drawing his mouth upward to whisper in my ear, “I’m going to fuck you until that pretty face is slick with tears. Until those sweet lips twist in pain and your throat is raw with screaming.”

Hot heat burned behind my eyes. “You’ll never get away with this.” I wanted it to come out strong, but it came out weak and broken.

He straightened, eagerness shining sharply in his eyes. “Oh, but I think I already have.” And then, with one hand, he pushed my skirt higher. His fingers dug and twisted to slip under the waistband of my panties, and he tore them clean off.

Unadulterated terror burst through me.

I struggled, trying to push him off and shove those greedy hands away. But I was just a girl, a girl without anything special about her. No strength, no power.

I was just a frail girl pinned beneath someone bigger, stronger…who didn’t care if she screamed or cried no or pleaded for him to stop.
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Graysen


The thunder of my bike was as loud as the wind whistling past my ears and tearing at my hair. The Wayfarers shielded my eyes from the streaming headwind as I pushed the Ducati as hard as I could along a pitted road rising up a mountain. Water splashed beneath the bike’s tires as I leaned low to race around corners, kicking through the gears to hurtle up short straights. My blades shivered against my back from the bike’s vibrations on the uneven asphalt. Strapped alongside my spine was a second sword, a bastard twin to the wyrmblade, forged from pure adamere.

Two thoughts had occurred to me as I’d traveled through the fuck-knows-where back roads of America. The first I’d discarded as soon as I’d thought it. Sure, my bike had a locator, and my brothers would eventually find me. But there wasn’t much I could do about not having my phone on me—incinerated by Nelle in the woodland—and with no way to contact my brothers, I couldn’t let them know what I might discover.

The second thought had occupied my mind almost the entire ride.

I’d ridden for a few hours now, following the threads that bound Nelle to me, the whispering caress of her becoming stronger with every mile I chewed through.

I’d crossed the line. I knew that. Deep down I’d lost myself to her, given in to whatever this thing was between us. I could lie through my teeth and say I was following her, hunting down whoever had her for my family, because we needed her.

But…

It was more than that. This feeling inside me wasn’t foreign, but I’d hidden it away for so long that its intensity nearly overwhelmed my senses as it was dredged up from the darkness I’d shoved it in. And though right now wasn’t the time to unravel what the hells I was going to do about it, I’d had plenty of time on my bike to do so. I knew I was on the edge of something so powerful and intrinsic my entire world would be rocked. Deny it? I couldn’t. I’d fallen for her. More than fallen for her. I’d fallen into her. Just as I’d feared, and exactly as the Uzrek had teased out as he’d sifted through my memories. Its ancient cruel laughter echoed through my mind—Such a strange fear to have.

As if it had been inevitable.

I’d held her in my arms as she died. I knew it wasn’t her, but hells, that had broken me.

I had to find her.

I had to free her from whoever had stolen her.

It was early morning, the sunlight strong and beating upon the worn wet road that twisted around the edges of the mountain. It had been raining recently and water cascaded in thin streams down the mountainside to spread across the road as it coursed downward.

Bloodlust for whoever had stolen Nelle burst through my veins, tightening my fists on the bike’s handlebars. Weaving through a series of sharply cut corners, I leaned the bike over so low my knee was barely an inch from the puddled road, righting the machine to punch into a short straight. West. We were still traveling west.

If I had to guess, they were heading to the Carpellean Mountains.

Danne Pellan.

I was going to fucking shred him. I’d tear him apart with my own hands.

I was close. I could feel Nelle. Her panicked heartbeat was a ball ricocheting against a wall, faster and faster and faster. Her fear raked my skin, my bones, my heart…

Where is she, where is she, where is she—

But I could see nothing. Only the empty roadway ahead. As I traveled, one side of me was lined with gnarled oak and wild pine growing up the mountain slope, while the other side featured a carpet of muddy greens that rolled downward and plunged into a gorge. From the chasm came the distant sound of a fast-churning river.

Nelle had to be close. Really close.

Yet, I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t reached her, or at the very least, glimpsed the convoy.

I blinked, sharpening with awareness. For some strange reason, I had drifted to the other side of the road as if I’d intended to pass a vehicle.

What the…?

I was alone on the road and there was no reason to use the other lane.

No reason…

Just as the answer teased the edge of my mind…

…sunlight glinted, then fractured and reflected off a point mid-air.

Magic.

Godsdammit!

Whoever possessed Nelle had erected a magical shield to keep themselves hidden.

And if I was anybody else, a mortal, or even someone from one of the other Houses, I wouldn’t have spotted it. The dark magic would have kept softly urging me to unconsciously turn my bike aside and skirt around them, without me realizing what I’d done. I’d have bypassed my little bird and lost her forever.

If I’d been anyone else.

But I wasn’t.

Nelle and I were bound together, and I could feel her.

Feel the heart-crushing terror and black despair that was tearing her apart.

If she was hurt…if Danne…and I couldn’t voice the foulness, couldn’t bear to think it…

My breath caught in my throat. Blistering rage slashed through my blood. There would be no mercy for Danne Pellan. Not this time. No one was going to beg me to spare his life.

Easing back on the throttle, I dropped speed and realigned the bike to coast along the center of the lane. In a swift, smooth motion, I swiped a small knife from my bandoleer, palming it. Leaning back, I hurled it right at the shield.

The adamere dagger sliced through the air, fast, deadly—

Struck the shield—

And held.

A loud crack resounded, and sparks flew. A ripple washed across the invisible sphere, making it shiver and shudder like a mirage. For a moment I glimpsed the magic fizz like forks of lightning skittering all over the dome.

But—

The force field punched back and shunted the dagger’s blade free.

As the knife fell, striking and bouncing off the asphalt, disappearing behind me as I sped onwards, the magical defense encircling the convoy smoothed over once again. In my range of vision, all I saw was the illusion of the road ahead and the slight glint of reflected sunlight.

Ah, fuck this!

A furious snarl rumbled deep within my chest. I let go of the bike’s handlebars and sat upright, my hand moving in a blur of flesh as I palmed blade after blade. Yanking my arm back to sling it forward. Whiplashing knife after knife through the air, burying the blades into the force field—

Hard—

Fast—

Puncturing the same area in the shield over and over again—

It was a ripple effect. A stone thrown into a still pond. White light crackled and fizzed, and a hole formed at the impact site, at first small but it grew bigger and bigger—

A CRACK!

A deafening BOOM!

The shield collapsed entirely, and what it had hidden was ripe for plunder.

In front of me was a limousine protected by a three-deep convoy of sleek black SUVs.

I’d arrived upon them so fast, I’d hoped to catch them unprepared.

As usual, I was fucking wrong.

The rear convoy’s formation shifted. The second SUV drifted across the road to the other side. It, along with the third SUV, slowed down to block the road and ultimately blocked me. The two vehicles carried soldiers for House Pellan. Soldiers hung out of windows with handguns, while another rose from the sunroof with a machine gun.

Hellsgate!

Shots rattled, screaming through the air—

I ducked and swerved, leaning the bike low to dodge the hail of bullets. They ricocheted off the asphalt on either side of me, spraying chunks of rock wide.

The hatch popped open in the first SUV and in the rear, a soldier aimed a crossbow with a heavy bolt-head loaded with cursed lightning. Aimed and fired—

Shit, shit, shit—

I jerked to the side. The bolt whizzed past, scoring the side of my face with aether and electric fire, blistering skin and charring hair.

A thunderous KABOOM! exploded behind me. Rubble erupted skyward, scattering burnt melted chunks of the obliterated road to rain down like a volcano spewing its wrath.

Sweeping a hand to my thigh, I snatched a long dagger from its sheath and hurled it directly at the back tire of the SUV.

The blade struck.

But instead of its sharp point turning the rubber to shreds and blowing the tire, the blade simply bounded off.

“HELLS!” The Pellans had some serious armory built into their vehicles.

A heartbeat later, a fucking war zone erupted around me. Bullets rained like sleet and crossbow bolts fired with the speed of a machine gun—

The world was lit up with blinding white light and plumes of smoke as asphalt and trees were hit with lightning strikes, exploding into rubble and bursting into flames.

As I ducked low and thrust the throttle down, my bike streaked forward as I hugged the narrow verge where part of the mountain was cut away and a sheer drop greeted me. Bullets struck my body and the Ducati, bouncing harmlessly off my adamere-reinforced armor and the bike’s armored fairing in shards of white sparks.

The SUV swerved, trying to ram me aside and over the sharp edge—

Hellsgate!

I jammed on the brakes. The bike’s rear tire skidded on gravel, spraying stones over the side of the cliff. The smell of burning rubber filled the air as I wobbled and righted, my foot kicking free of the footpeg and dangling over the cliff face.

My heart slammed into my throat as I glanced at the dizzying drop below, the way the rear tire of my bike was positioned, half on and half off the cliff’s edge, and how perilously close I was to tipping over.

Engaging the throttle, shifting through the gears, I maneuvered off.

Going around the SUV’s rear guard wasn’t going to work.

Anger thrashed against my ribcage as I watched the SUVs disappear around a corner.

Nelle’s terror beat beneath my skin like a fluttering moth, its delicate wings torn and shredded. Her utter fear scrambled my senses and sent a flood of ice through my veins. An ancient strain, wild and wicked, whispered inside my mind—protect, protect, protect—as phantom fangs sank into my bones—Save her, save her, save her! I yielded to that ancient strumming power as something untamed thrummed through my blood, so ferocious and savage it sharpened my bloodthirst into the honed edge of a blade.

Leaning the bike into the corner, I swooped around the bend—

Faster, faster, faster—

The SUV was there, right there—

Opening up the bike’s throttle, I punched forward, and in a smooth motion, rose to stand on my bike’s seat, placing a boot on the handlebars, and leaped—

Soaring through the air, the wind buffeting my body. I twisted at the apex, falling to land on top of the SUV’s roof, right behind the sunroof gunner. The metal buckled beneath my weight.

In my periphery, I glimpsed my Ducati pitching forward, cartwheeling over and over and over as it crashed across the road, skidding in a spray of sparks off the asphalt and down the slope to slam into a gnarled oak. Gasoline and krekenn blood ignited, and the mangled bike erupted into a raging fireball—

Throwing heat and fuel wide to set grass and tree on fire.

The sunroof gunner turned, his machine gun swinging with him.

Everything emptied from my head apart from that ancient strain. It strummed a melody of wickedness, a song so bittersweet I fell into a haze of bloodlust. But I was more than instinct and reflexes and savagery.

I was shadow and darkness.

A derecho wind. A straight-lined squall. And my destruction was going to be widespread.

It was as easy as slamming an elbow into his temple, taking hold of the gun to swing him around, sliding my forefinger on top of his trigger finger—

Blowing the brains out of the soldier clambering out of the vehicle’s window—

Gore sprayed in a thick coating of red and her corpse swayed, then toppled from the SUV in a heavy thunk to roll behind us.

Spinning around to fire a barrage of shots at the SUV ahead—

Ending the lives of the soldiers hanging out of windows and their machine gunner, too.

Twisting back, I rose to slam my boot into the fragile skull of the guy I’d held, shoving him down the sunroof. My fingers were a blur of speed—snatching a cursed grenade from my bandoleer. Loosening the pin, I hurled it through the open window.

Swooping down to free the daggers from my calves right as the device exploded, jolting me bodily with the mighty explosion heaving through the car. Its interior bloomed with a cloud of inky darkness cursed with tiny flesh-eating critters. Screams competed with the whirring sound of the otherworldly creatures chewing through the dead and undead alike.

Something wrenched the SUV to the side. I jerked with the movement, staggering with the unbalance, and shifted quickly to brace my stance. The lethal darkness of those creepy critters had consumed the driver, and the accelerator popped free—

The speed of the car dramatically reduced and fell away—

But I was moving, never stopping, flowing like the derecho that gave birth to hurricane-force winds.

One step—

Two, three more—

Muscles bunched—

I launched, throwing myself at the second SUV traveling ahead, landing with a crunch on top of the roof. Soldiers already half-hanging out of the windows pumped bullets—

A whirl of my daggers sliced them aside.

A shower of sparks scattering wide.

I had to get to Nelle. Her heartbeat was a flurry of panicked beats hammering against my ribcage. Her terror was a heavy pounding at a drum to the wild and wicked strain singing inside my head.

There was no time to take out Danne’s men.

I was a tornado. A swirling wind of rage and mist and shadow. My blades slashed and hacked—

An arm. A hand. A head.

The reverberation of adamere and steel on bone rattling against my wrists.

Blood sprayed. Limbs fell. Screams followed.

I darted a furtive glance over my shoulder—

The third SUV guarding the limousine pulled ahead, disappearing around a bend.

Too far to jump!

Hellsgate!

In a rush of motion, I reached over my shoulder to unsheath my adamere sword.

Dazzling sunlight glanced off the razor-sharp blade as I raised the sword high—

To punch down hard.

The blade sliced cleanly through the roof of the SUV. Beads of sweat trickled down my spine as I sawed feverishly like I was opening up a can of sardines and those inside were flapping fish caught in a net, meeting their deaths at the keen edge of my blade.

Skewering—

Spearing—

Stabbing—

Their screams and death throes deafened the roar of the car’s engine.

Yanking my sword free, droplets of blood scattered wide as I twisted around.

And then I was pushing forward, moving fast—

Leaping to slam on top of the car’s hood, rotating and arching my spine, both hands wrapped tightly about the hilt—

I drove the sword right through the reinforced windshield.

Cracks spider webbed across the glass—

And the car veered as the driver lost control—

I pitched sideways. As the car shuddered and shifted beneath me, I swiftly braced myself and slipped the blade back into its sheath. It gave a sound like a humming sigh as it slid back into the leather. Then I was snatching up my daggers once more. In a violent burst of movement, I kicked in the windshield. Glass shattered and scattered—

The front passenger aimed his gun directly at my forehead—

A crossing of my twin daggers at his wrist and I cleaved through flesh and bone.

He screamed in agony. The severed hand holding the gun fell on the dashboard, bounced up and down with the vibration of the road, before sliding onto his lap. His ruddy features contorted in pain as he clutched the stump of his arm with the other hand. Blood poured freely, turning his uniform stickily wet. A look of utter disbelief flashed across his expression just as my dagger plunged through his forehead, giving a moist, sucking pop as it withdrew.

There was no time. I had to keep moving for Nelle. I had to catch up to the next SUV.

Reaching forward, I snatched hold of the driver by the back of his head and smashed his face down on the steering wheel. Once, twice—

Once more—

Disoriented, he blinked, woozily swaying, and I punched him with the hilt of my dagger. The impact smashed fragile bones—caving his face in, splitting skin, and fracturing bone that pierced his brain in fatal slivers. His bloodied, mangled head flopped forward as his corpse slumped against the steering wheel.

But his foot still rested upon the accelerator. And with his deadweight, it slammed down, effectively flooring the SUV.

The car surged forward with a menacing roar—

I rocked off-balance, jostled by the sudden speed.

Lurching for the steering wheel, I frantically grabbed hold, before half-kneeling and twisting my upper body to face forward.

Shit, shit, shit!

The incline was getting steeper and the twists of the road weren’t exactly ideal for the furious speed we were traveling at. Water from a previous storm deluge cascaded down the mountain, slicking across the road to run in a spread of water down the slope and into the forest. Tires splashed through puddles. Leaning myself into the sharp corner, the car skidded, rocking and fishtailing as I navigated around a hairpin bend.

There, right fucking there, exactly where I needed it was the third SUV playing rear guard to the limousine.

The wild blustery headwind shoved with force against my body, trying to shunt me off the car. The SUV shuddered and bounced beneath me, shivering against my bones. Its engine was a ferocious roar as I aimed the car right for the third SUV. I minutely adjusted the direction with the blood-coated steering wheel, my other hand whipping around to slice aside bullets.

I pushed up out of my kneeling position and launched into a run—

My blades spun furiously—

Bullets sparked and shot aside harmlessly—

And I hurled myself off the hood of the car, my legs kicking through the air, to land squarely on top of the third SUV.

No time, no time—no time to take them down.

But as I ran across the roof as swift as a black-tipped wind, heavy footfall buckling metal, I slashed and cleaved men and women—

Limbs spinning free—

Bodies falling—

I slammed onto the hood, surging forward, always moving onwards, my gaze fixed with precision on the limousine as it pulled away.

Just as I’d landed my last step, pushing off—

The SUV I’d used to get to this one rammed up the ass of the car. The force of the impact knocked me off-balance—

Uncontrolled—

Spinning faster and lower through the air than I’d intended—

I struck the edge of the limousine’s roof. Pain exploded down my shoulder, bending my mind inward and darkening my vision.

Ah, hellsgate!

I bounced up…

…to slam back down onto the roof, crunching the air from my lungs.

And my hurtling momentum carried me into a mess of out-of-control tumbles, right across the length of the roof—

Crashing down the windshield—

I skidded sideways along the hood of the limousine and fell—

Hellsgate!

Ditching the daggers to one hand, I scrambled to latch onto the radiator grille with the other. My feet bounced on the rough, uneven road, the skidding sensation jarring my ankles and vibrating hot pain up my legs. Melting the soles of my boots.

Holy hells!

Gritting my teeth against the fiery sting coursing along my bones, I hauled myself upwards, breathing hard as I lifted a leg over the hood to scramble up and over.

The remaining SUVs directly behind the limousine crashed into each other. The impact shunted the third vehicle off the road before it tipped over, rolling with a grinding clash of metal on stone into the forest. The second SUV swerved out of control. Tires and metal screamed. Gravel and dirt sprayed as the car spun sideways down the slope and slammed into a pine tree, crushing its furrowed trunk as it collided.

I heard the trigger before I saw the first wayward shot scuffing paint, and then burning heat erupted in my neck. The grazing bullet tore across the skin. My mother’s legacy took effect—blood vessels and flesh mending—pain slowly easing.

A soldier sitting in the front passenger seat of the limousine was leaning out of the open window, firing rapid shots.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

Whipping my hand forward, the dagger flew fast and straight, slicing cleanly through the knuckle of her trigger finger.

Her shrill scream tore apart the morning air. The gun slipped from her bloodied severed fingers.

Rising, my shadow fell across her as I rushed up the hood of the jostling limousine. I didn’t give a shit that the SUV traveling ahead unleashed war upon me. Stray bullets hit the car’s hood and cracked off the back of my armor. I snarled and kicked—

The tip of my boot caught her chin. The force employed snapped her neck.

Quickly sheathing my dagger, I leaned down and grabbed hold of her hair to drag her dead body through the window and out of the limousine. The wild streaming headwind fought me as I strained to yank the door open. Swinging up and over, I clambered inside as the wide-eyed, terrified driver fumbled with her pistol.

I jammed a blade into her temple—a wet schlicking sound as I popped it free. Reaching over her corpse to open the driver’s door, I shoved her body out and slipped behind the steering wheel, punching the control for the privacy window.

My fingers wrapped around the handbrake, forearm muscles clenching as I readied to haul it up. But when the privacy window slid down and a scent filtered from the back of the limousine, horror twisted my gut. Arousal permeated the air like a rank, dirty sheet. As I tasted the vile, eager tang on my tongue—the same taste I’d encountered when I’d stumbled across my sister pinned beneath Danne—my blood froze and fear swept through me.

I glanced in the rear vision mirror—

Twin boys, others, and—

Danne was there with his back to me, on his knees, his pants hanging halfway down his ass.

Roaring silence filled my head.

I felt numb…I couldn’t even feel the steering wheel beneath my white-knuckled grip.

Danne shirked aside, pressing a hand to his ear. “You bitch!”

Between his fingers, blood matted his hair and poured in thin red lines down his neck, and I could see ragged, bloodied scratch marks across his freckled cheeks.

He pinned Nelle to the floor of the car. Purple bruises, like bracelets, circled her wrists, and he had bruised her thighs where he shoved her skirt up—

Her panties were torn and discarded beside her.

No, no, no, no…NO!

GODS NO!

An anguished sound of rage ripped from me.

Nelle had never looked so wild and regal.

Never tasted so terrified.

She snarled. Blood smeared her pretty pink lips and trickled down her chin. She spat something out of her mouth at him—something soft and fleshy.

His earlobe—

She’d bitten his earlobe off.

She screamed, the sound feral and panicked.

I didn’t understand why she hadn’t incinerated him to ash. How had he caged whatever lurked beneath her skin?

She thrashed and bucked, clawed at his face with blood-coated fingers.

He pulled his arm back and slapped her—the force whiplashing her head to the side. She cried out in pain, momentarily stunned and dazed. Danne took advantage. His hands grasped hers, forcing them down. Her cheek swelled with a red handprint, and her wide, terrified eyes focused on Danne as he leaned over her.

Gusts of white-hot wrath, like a dry desert wind, burned through me. It filled my insides, my head, as that ancient strain sang its song—End him, end him, end him!

I was going to obliterate the motherfucker!

I roared my fury—ripped the handbrake up, spun hard, and flipped the bitch. The heavy-assed limousine swung round, tires smoking—

And the car surged forward, barreling back down the mountain.

The Pellan convoy continued onward, not seeing the maneuver coming. I kept my slitted gaze on the rear-view mirror. The violent motion of spinning the vehicle had knocked Danne off Nelle. Flying sideways, his temple smacked against the walnut console holding the wet bar, and he groaned in pain.

Nelle scrambled, righting herself in a flurry of limbs, and pressed into the rear seating like a wild animal, finding herself cornered.

But there was no way I was leaving her back there alone.

I’d been so desperate to find her, I’d gone straight for the limousine, knowing this was where he had her trapped. I thanked Zrenyth I hadn’t taken out his entourage first.

That spirit of hers had diminished. She looked like she was going to kill him, but something had guttered inside her. And her heart, her godsdamned heart, was breaking. He’d stolen something from her—her fearlessness. She was frightened and didn’t know what to do, didn’t know if she was going to make it out of the limousine with her life.

Her eyes sliced to meet mine in the rearview mirror, flaring wide in shock, chased by such intense relief it scrambled my senses. A sob choked from her. “Gray—”

“Hold on to something!” I yelled back.

She hesitated.

“Now! Hold on to something now!”

She jolted at my bellow. But she spread her hands over the roof and the curve of the window, pushing herself back as deep as she could go into the plush corner seating to brace herself.

I slammed on the brake. The steering wheel vibrated in protest beneath my grip. Plumes of white smoke billowed from the tires as the limousine screeched, sliding off course to skid sideways along the road, spraying sheets of dirty water. Dirt and gravel arced as its fat ass drifted and dipped over the roadside verge. The sudden movement flung Danne sideways, and his back hit the car door handle with a satisfying crack.

Those others, whatever the hells those things were, tumbled like skittles.

We’d ended up half on the gravel and dirt with the rest of the car’s ass on the road, rocking back and forth until it settled.

Danne fell backward, dazed. Shaking his head, coming right, he lurched forward, scrambling for Nelle. She struck out with her feet, kicking him in the face with a shriek of rage—

Sending him sprawling.

I didn’t even bother getting out of the car. I threw myself through the space dividing the front and the back of the limousine and—

Jerked backward—

The godsdamned hilt of my sword had caught on the headrest.

FUUUCK!

Danne, his features twisted in fury, lunged for Nelle—

Missed—

She’d moved faster—shoved the door open and fell out in a tangle of limbs and a pained cry.

I watched through the partition as she scrambled to her feet, backing away wide-eyed, her cheeks wet with tears and sticky with Danne’s blood. “Graysen!” she yelled. The flash of desperate need for me sweeping through her eyes and across that pretty face sliced through my heart, right to my soul.

She stepped toward me.

“Run, Nelle, RUN!” I bellowed at her.

Fuck! Run, Nelle, now!

My bite of fury snapped her out of her indecision. She kicked off her high heels, spun around, and ran.

Danne tumbled from the limousine, his hands fumbling to zip up his pants as he ran. I was outside of the car a heartbeat later, throwing myself onto the hood, sliding over to slam to my feet, surging forward, following in a streak of speed.

Nelle hurtled straight for the forest.

Danne was after her. He was so obsessed with her, he didn’t care that I was chasing him down. His shitty, shiny shoes slapped against asphalt, then made a soft dull thudding sound as he crossed gravel onto uneven, sodden earth.

Pounding across the road, I reached for Danne. My fingers were an inch from tearing into his freckly neck—

White-hot pain burst through my body as lightning tore through me, chattering my teeth and fizzing through my brain. The force of the cursed crossbow bolt punched through my armor and spun me sideways.

Searing agony sliced through my shoulder, setting my nerves aflame as the bolt shattered flesh, cartilage and bone.

I staggered, grunting in pain.

Danne swiveled around, backing away. His surprise to see me there faded, replaced with a sly superior expression that looked so much like Corné it had the blood in my veins turning to ice.

Nelle was halfway down the slippery grassy slope to the tree line. The shadows of the thick, gnarled forest cast her in gloom.

She’d whirled around as soon as she’d heard me.

“GRAY!” she screamed. Her heart raced so fast I thought mine might burst inside my chest.

She started running toward me.

“GET OUT OF HERE!” I roared back at her.

She slammed to a halt, her hands balled at her sides as indecision wrapped itself about her. She darted quick furious glances between the remaining SUVs pulling up, the Pellan soldiers pouring out, before returning to me and taking another step my way. “NO!”

“RUN!”

The feeling of her heartache reverberated right through my chest. “I can’t!” she wailed, her eyebrows slashing upward and bottom lip trembling.

“NOW!”

Her features tightened, warring against me, but she spun, her torn, bloodied dress flaring wide and her pale hair sweeping like a sheen of moonlight as she took off toward the forest.

Danne’s men formed a distant half-circle around me, and Danne backed away to stand flush between two of his soldiers. He reached over and plucked a Glock out of one of their hands. His eyes gleamed in eagerness as he pointed the gun at me. “Not so infallible after all, Crowther.”

I took in Danne’s men, their guns and crossbows aimed right at me.

The bolt had gone straight through my body, the crackling head poking a little way out of my upper chest. I reached over my shoulder and snapped the bolt in half, dropping the fletching end with a clatter to the ground. Gritting my teeth, I gripped the head, still sparking with energy, and pulled the fucking thing right through my chest, keeping my eyes locked on Danne Pellan, watching that smugness drip from his face like melting ice. I flung the bloodied bolt aside.

I was going to take great pleasure in dicing Danne into tiny slivers.

This was going to be fast and so godsdamned satisfying.
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The shadow line of the forest embraced me. Rainwater coursed down the slope, pooling in the long grass and splashing beneath my feet as I dashed onwards. I’d almost reached the thick knotting of wild trees when the loud crack of gunfire had me spinning back around.

My heart stopped beating.

Danne’s mouth was a grim line. He’d fixed his gaze on Graysen, along with a handgun. So much hate blazed in those slitted eyes. Fear more paralyzing than being trapped beneath him in the limousine engulfed me as he pulled the trigger—

The gun kicked back as he rapidly unloaded the magazine. Sporadic white light flashed from its muzzle, and I could almost smell the burnt metallic scent of gunfire wafting through the air.

No!

NO!

Graysen was a smear of movement—

A shifting of his shoulders—

As he ducked and weaved, dodging the deadly shots.

Click-click-click—

Danne cursed and tossed the gun aside. The clatter of metal on stone followed swiftly.

I knew I shouldn’t remain standing here. I should be running. But I couldn’t turn away. I couldn’t move my feet.

Black strands of wavy hair swept sideways as Graysen angled his head. He arched an eyebrow. “You were saying, Pellan?”

“Do your worst, Crowther,” Danne spat.

Graysen cracked his neck and knuckles as a bitter smile curved his mouth.

Danne had the good sense to glance warily at his soldiers before taking several hurried steps backward.

Sunlight burnished Graysen’s broad shoulders with gold. The wind teased the ends of his hair as he faced off against the small army of soldiers. His armor, the fabric threaded with adamere and cut like fish scales, clung to him like a second skin. As he reached back to unsheath his wyrm sword, the ancient blade sliding free from leather sang a sweet note that thrummed through my bones.

Graysen’s approach was the stalk of a predator.

Danne’s soldiers spread out to flank him. It didn’t seem to disturb Graysen in the slightest. He simply noted them with cold calculation. He whirled the wyrm sword before him in a humming figure-eight—both a challenge and promise. Faster and faster and faster until the rotating blade moved so quickly it was scarcely visible and became a blur of motion.

Danne stepped behind his men as they raised their machine guns and crossbows, shotguns and swords.

Graysen surged forward, the spinning sword in front of him—

The explosive sound of gunfire tore apart the summery day—

BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!

RAT-TAT-TAT!

Bullets struck the whirring blade like fistfuls of fireworks. They ricocheted off the wyrmbone to spray the road, the cars and nearby trees in ear-piercing thuds.

Unsheathing a second sword that gleamed a dark silver—a bastard-twin to his wyrmblade—he lunged.

I had heard of Graysen’s strength. I’d felt it when we fought. I knew of his keen senses, too. And this…this was what he was born for. He was deadly and exquisite. Vicious and lethal. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. I should flee—I should be gone from here, but the beauty with which he killed transfixed me.

Graysen was a winter storm. Blustery. Wicked. Malevolent. He flowed with such unnatural speed he was barely discernible as he weaved and whirled, striking effortlessly—a glint of mottled bone, dark silver, and red. Great arcs of crimson sprayed across asphalt and shiny metal cars, pooling on the roadside. The thud of bodies collapsing one by one by one.

He tossed the bastard sword into the air—

Swooping down to snatch up a hubcap—

And flung it like a Frisbee—

To decapitate a soldier.

Whirling—

To block a strike of bullets.

To cut aside a flying bolt.

Bounding upward, he stretched his hand long and caught his bastard sword on its descent—

To drive the vicious edge through the skull of a soldier.

Hurtling forward, kicking a corpse with a heavy boot—

To send the limp body flying into another soldier, knocking her off her feet.

A frenzied attack. A dance of death. A clash of ringing steel.

Three more soldiers were down.

Moving, always moving. Instinctively knowing where the enemy would be before they had even thought through their next move.

I didn’t see it.

I didn’t notice the nocking of a heavy bolt in a crossbow.

Nor the aim and precision of the weapon that crackled and fizzed with dark energy, loaded with a curse until it was too late.

I saw the soldier take aim at Graysen.

My heart exploded into a panicked pace.

“Graysen!” I cried, my voice shrill with fright.

He half-twisted around. His black eyes widened with fear slashing through them to see me still here. “Behind you!” I screamed, pointing.

Too late, too late—

A whooshing sound, fast and deadly, slicing through the air—

The bolt punched through his armor, right into his upper back.

A thud and a bark of pain.

Thrust forward with the impact of the crossbow’s bolt, Graysen went down hard.

His wounded grunt as his knees slammed onto the asphalt tore through me. He tipped forward, quickly splaying a hand against the ground to keep him from keeling over.

His blood-speckled face whipped sidelong and our gazes collided.

I’m sorry, I’m sorry…

Then—

The Cursed bolt exploded into a cloud of black mist—

And he was hidden from me.

This time the bolt hadn’t been cursed with lightning or fire or ice, this one was cursed with the darkness of a tangle-web spider.

As the mist scattered, a webbing of black tendrils crawled around Graysen’s body like phantom fingers. A spider binding a fly.

Danne snatched a gun from a soldier. His cruel gaze hunted the tree line and when he found me, his mouth became wolf-like as he pushed off, running toward me, a soldier at his heels.

“RUN!” Graysen roared, pushing himself upright as he struggled to free himself against the cursed magic that had lashed his arms to his sides.

I can’t…I can’t…I can’t…

He yelled one last time, “NOW NELLE!” before the creeping tendrils wound themselves over his face, wriggling up over his mouth and covering his eyes in a thick layer.

Like the catacombs beneath Ascendria, where I’d yelled at Graysen to do the same, this time it was me spinning away and running. I wondered if he’d felt the same desperate need not to go. If the same awful heaviness of guilt that suffocated my mind and heart had suffocated his, too.

The crisp scent of pine and rotting vegetation assailed my senses as I plunged into the forest. The morning light cut sharply from the dense foliage overhead. Stormwater run-off flowed in wide streams as it coursed downwards. Flying through the thick undergrowth, I barely felt the branches tearing at my face and arms, or that my feet squelched through soft muddy earth and wet leaves, that a spike of pain stabbed my toes when I tripped over jutting roots.

I didn’t know where I was running, only that it was in a straight direction on a decline.

There was a roaring sound, growing louder.

I burst through a gap between leafy bushes and slammed to a halt—

Swaying precariously over the edge of a cliff—

I flung my arms outward to steady myself, my heart slamming into my throat and my eyes bugging at the dizzying height. The earth beneath my feet was sodden. Where I stood was right on the brink of a ravine, and down below, at the base of the sheer cliff, was a thick cropping of shrubs and from there the ground gently rolled to a rocky riverbank with churning white water.

Panting hard, I hauled myself to safety.

Blowing out a pent-up breath, I pressed a shaky hand to my chest, where my heart hammered an erratic beat against my ribs.

So close. That had been so close.

Where to run?

I jittered, turning back and forth, moving forward before stepping back in utter panic, absolutely bewildered by what I should be doing. Stormwater poured over the cliff, cascading into white-tipped streams. Rising on my toes and canting my upper body, my gaze frantically followed the winding edge of the ravine’s steep sides with the angry, swollen river below.

There!

I spied an area not too far from where I stood that wasn’t as sheer as this part of the cliff. Shrubs and flaxes were growing down its gentle sides that could help me clamber down safely. I could keep running through the forest or I could climb downward.

Climb down…

No, run. RUN!

I spun around to flee, but a soldier bolted through the gloomy forest and cut me off.

Someone huffing and out of breath arrived behind me. I whirled. My torn skirt, damp and dirty, slapped against my thighs.

Danne, his cheeks red, pushed through the webbing of thick shrubs. He leaned forward, bracing a hand on his thigh to catch his breath. Straightening, he grimaced and wiped a forearm across his sweaty forehead with the hand that clutched a gun. “Nelle. There’s nowhere else to run.” Sweat darkened his auburn hair to bronze. Blood ran from his half-bitten ear down his freckled neck to soak the white collar of his dress shirt. He raised his arm and trained the gun on me. “I never said I’d give you over alive, or at the very least unmaimed.”

I tipped my chin up—Calm, calm, calm.

“Get over here, now!” he ordered.

“Go fuck yourself,” I barked, fisting my fingers so hard my nails bit into the soft flesh of my palms.

“Now!”

A noise in the undergrowth—a snapping of twigs and branches.

Both Pellan Soldiers braced themselves, swinging their guns in the same direction.

Danne cursed, but kept his hateful gaze pinned on me. “I’d stay right where you are, Crowther. I don’t think Nelle can dodge bullets like you. And if you choose to test me…you might just be able to catch her corpse before it hits the ground.”

My gaze slid to Graysen. My heart swelled to see him alive. Gore and filth splattered his chest. A few of the cursed tendrils he’d somehow hacked away hung off his body. His voice was low and lethal. “Let her go.”

“Too late for that, I’m afraid.”

Movement drew me back to Danne. His finger twitched on the gun’s trigger as he took a long step toward me.

I took a step back.

My heel found the edge of the soft, sludgy cliff and skidded out from beneath me.

Unbalanced, I swung backward—

My terror squeezed my chest like a vise. I threw my arms out to catch my balance and right my body—

The ground jolted—

Like the tremble of an earthquake.

Panic erupted, razoring through my veins and choking my lungs. It was still there beneath my chilled, dirty feet—the packed earth, the edge of the precipice. Only it had shifted ten inches lower.

Pure fear burst into Graysen’s black eyes. He parted his mouth—

My muscles bunched to spring forward—

My weight was too much for the rain-soaked mountain and a generous slice of the cliff crumbled beneath me—

I fell.
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It wasn’t the earth shifting beneath Nelle I heard first—it was her heart erupting into a frantic beat, like rain pelting a tin roof. I felt her terror in my chest and it strangled every other thought I possessed.

The earth had weakened beneath her feet and she’d jolted down with it. Her body swayed, unbalanced by the motion, and she flung her arms out to steady herself. Her big gray eyes flared impossibly wide, shining with horror.

Our gazes locked. My heart, my godsdamned heart, stopped beating. I froze in fear.

Too much. It was too much. I’d just witnessed her tumbling from the mansion’s rooftop and held her in my arms as she died.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t lose her again.

I wouldn’t survive it.

Run forward—my mind screamed faster than I could hurl the words from my mouth. Now, Nelle, NOW!

And then the earth crumbled beneath her.

A whole chunk from the cliff face gave way.

One moment she was there—

The next—

Gone.
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IFell,

Fell,

Fell.

Free-falling was the most unnatural feeling in the entire world. Not having the earth beneath one’s feet, nor the comfort of gravity locking you to the ground.

The creature vibrated within its prison. It hurled itself at the wall of Silas’s dark magic, hissing and roaring—

And in the scream erupting from my throat, came the sound of my terror, the injustice, the despair I’d never get more time with my family, my sisters, Graysen—

He’d come for me, found me, tried to save me—

My mind filled with Graysen Crowther, with those black eyes that smiled when his mouth couldn’t. And those threads, whatever it was that connected us, always whispering beneath my skin. But it was more than that, I realized as I fell, my hair streaming with my descent. He and I had been fated to come together, for reasons that still eluded me even on the cusp of death.

He was mine.

I was his.

And we’d never have time to explore that.

There would never be an us.

The sun shone in a bright blue sky, filling my vision.

Some sort of peace settled over me. My hair flailed and the cool fingers of wind brushed past my limbs, the cliff face rushing by as I fell, fell, fell.

Soon—

Far too soon, I’d hit the ground.

My bones and organs would shatter and rupture.

And I would die.

A blight of darkness blocked out the sun. As if the moon had slipped over the golden orb, and a midday eclipse had occurred, and there was nothing to be seen but darkness in a sea of blue… Until I realized that someone had hurled themselves over the edge of the cliff.

Graysen.

No, no, no no—NO!

He was an arrow slicing through the air.

He hurtled into me hard. As we tumbled, his powerful arms caged my body before he spun, flipping us both over so he was below me, ready to meet the earth first. In the corner of my eye, I caught an eerie glimpse of a dark emerald sheen.

We were falling, cool air ruffling Graysen’s inky black hair, and time slowed. Our gazes met and held. He might have been about to say something. His mouth parted, but instead of speaking, he kissed me—fast, furious, a slamming of his lips to mine.

It was a desperate kiss, laced with finality. In it, I tasted how he truly felt for me. He couldn’t tell me, but his kiss let me know. Too late—

Too late for both of us—

It was never going to be the fall that killed us both. It was meeting the end, the jarring stop where our bones would snap, our brains would whiplash, and our organs would liquefy.

Everything happened so fast. As the top layer of thick shrubs came into view, Graysen tipped me up sideways—

Pressed something into my hand.

He whistled—a loud sound. A shrill call.

A streak of dark emerald speared through the rushing air and struck me right in the chest, right where I grasped something small—

The violent punch sent me sideways—

I screamed. Reached for Graysen. Not understanding what he’d done.

I soared through the air, flying parallel to the ground, caught up in a thick cloud of fluttering wings.

I heard the impact—

Graysen’s body slammed into the ground.

The sound of splintering bones exploded in my ears.

I screamed for him again. The sound of my anguish reverberated against the cliff and down the twisting turns of the river. My heart cleaved in two and every thought, every feeling, went out of my head as I realized in horror…I couldn’t feel him…that intense awareness we had for one another had vanished.

The chittering insects swarmed me and darkened my vision as they tightly swirled my figure to strike me again and again. Tossing me about. Pushing me onwards. They carried me through the thicket of supple shrubs that blanketed the ground. Branches and leaves acted like webbing—slowing my speed, down, down, down. As I smashed through the heart of the shrubs, gravity pulled me closer to the gently sloping ground that met the rocky shore of the river.

My shoulder cracked upon the earth, and pain jarred through my bones. I tumbled, rolling, slowing down until I came to a skidding halt on my back, the river stones a fingertip away.

My lungs filled with air as I gulped in ragged breaths. I was alive. Stunned. But alive!

Stabbing agony throbbed in my shoulder. The flaying branches slashed me, leaving me bruised, sore, and bleeding. Scrambling to my feet, I woozily wobbled, my mind dazed. Terror coiled so tightly in my chest, the sensation so overwhelming I forgot about the pain ravaging my body.

He can’t be dead.

He can’t!

The cloud of chittering scarabs grazed against my skin as they eagerly flew around me. A few of the winged critters tangled themselves in my hair and dress. I swayed, trying to make sense of how I’d survived. How the scarabs had saved me. Uncurling my fingers, I discovered an emerald vial with the stopper jammed in tight. Dropping it, the vial clattered on stone and the swarm of scarabs shot like a wicked wind straight for it.

Graysen!

My body worked while my brain struggled to catch up, and I pushed into motion. Glancing upward, my gaze traveled the cliff to where I’d stood moments ago.

Graysen Crowther had saved me.

He’d willingly thrown himself over the cliff and given up his own life in exchange for mine.

Because as I stumbled through the cold, dark shadow cast by the mountain, I saw how high the cliff was, and there was no way Graysen would survive falling from that height.

Stones rattled as I scrambled along the riverbank and tripped over rocks damp from the sprays of spindrift scattered by the wild river churning beside me.

Cutting away from the tumbling water, I clambered frantically inward, across tussock, pushing fiercely through hip-high scrub until I reached the point where we’d fallen. Terror squeezed my heart when my gaze found Graysen. His limp body flattened loose earth that had come free from the cliff face.

My feet slipped and skidded on the mound of fresh sodden earth as I stumbled toward him. My knees sank into the soft dirt as I kneeled beside his body.

He lay broken and still. His black eyes stared blankly up at the bright blue sky, vacant and lifeless. Blood spilled from his mouth, his nose, and the back of his crushed skull. The complexion of his golden skin had paled. The wyrmfire and Ukkenskrit tattoos weaving up his throat were a vibrant contrast against ashen flesh.

His chest wasn’t moving.

Crushing panic devoured the remaining shards of my heart.

My hands shook as I checked for a pulse.

I couldn’t find one.

I COULDN’T FIND A PULSE!

Do something!—I screamed at the thing inside me.

Anything—I begged it—ANYTHING!

But it was roiling and screaming, hurling itself at the dark magic that had it trapped.

I roared at the gods, at every god I could think of. At Hazus, ruler of Nine Hells, Collector of Souls—Give him back to me! Give him back! GIVE HIM BACK!

Tears clung to my eyelashes and trickled down my cheeks. And my heart, my godsdamned heart, rattled inside my empty chest and ached so viciously I knew it would never mend.

Graysen was dead.

My shoulders slumped as I let out my grief in a raw, sorrowful wail.

I don’t know how much time had passed, how long I’d keened, bowed over his corpse, my tears splashing upon his blood-flecked cheeks. Everything had faded into the background—the rushing noise of the river, the breeze coursing through the swaying brush, the sound of birdcall. There was only me, numb, in a body I no longer recognized. I couldn’t feel him. I couldn’t feel that awareness that bound us together, that had always been there since we’d first laid eyes on one another as children, nor could I feel those filaments of magic that forged into something deeper when we’d grown closer. Now there was nothing…nothing but vast nothingness…

And my heart thudding in an empty chest…

And a crinkling—

Crinkling?

I blinked, furiously wiping away the tears from my eyes, my senses sharp and alert.

The sound—almost indiscernible—was coming from Graysen. From inside him.

I leaned low and pressed my ear to his chest, seeking the source of that strange sound.

There, right there, was a noise like crunching tinfoil inside a fist—

Bones.

A wet sound—

Organs.

I pushed back in surprise. Spreading my open palm across his chest, I pressed my other hand over my own—over the exact same spot. Our hearts. Hearts that beat as one whenever we were together.

Nothing but silence.

Please, please, please—I begged the gods. Zrenyth. Skalki. Brangwene. Any god that would listen.

A thud echoed.

A second.

And I heard it—the joining of our twin-hearts. His was so much weaker than my pulsing organ. But I felt it. Felt him.

Graysen’s chest rose, swelling as he sucked in a deep breath.

The emptiness left his eyes, and his gaze sharpened.

He was alive! Alive!

His bloodshot eyes widened in shock, then slowly slid to mine. He laughed hard, and it turned into a splutter. Blood spat from his mouth. He drew in a ragged breath, the lines in his face creasing in pain. “Little bird…let’s get something straight… You can’t actually fly.”

“You’re alive?” How on earth had he survived that fall?

He winked, then winced. “Not so easy to kill.” He groaned, his blood-stained teeth flashing in a grimace. “Hells… Holy hellsgate it hurts.”

I laughed. It was a choking mad sound that sprung from my throat as fresh tears fell. I pressed my warm lips to his cold ones.

We were very much alone, with no way to raise help. I pushed the inky hair from his clammy forehead. “What can I do?”

“I can’t move…until my body heals itself.”

I knew the Crowthers had heightened strength and speed and senses. Caidan had mentioned his mother’s strange healing ability, but to heal himself to this extent…?

He answered my unspoken question. “My mother’s bloodline blessed us with her unnatural healing. Though…fuck…” His pain-filled eyes blinked up at the cliff face. “I really didn’t think I would survive that fall.”

I couldn’t even begin to unravel that right now either, so I shoved the questions aside and grinned madly as a flurry of happiness barreled through me. He was alive!

“You owe me, little bird.”

I did. I owed him my life. But another thought steamrolled through my mind—Danne was still alive and would seek us out.

But I couldn’t leave Graysen here alone—vulnerable and defenseless.

He must have read the indecision on my face because he said gently, “It’s okay, Nelle. Run and don’t look back.”

I shook my head, my wild, knotted locks swaying with the movement. “Never.” But what was I going to do? The creature was trapped. Without its dark might, I was just a girl. And Graysen was a broken mess.

“You need to get up,” I ordered, even though I knew there was no way he could.

He hacked, coughing up blood, and it splattered across my cheek. “Can’t,” he rasped wetly. “You need to go—now.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

“Have to… Danne…will be here soon.” He groaned and his brows knitted together as pain lanced through his trembling body.

I clenched my fists into the front of his adamere armor. My voice broke on the words. “No. Not without you.”

They’d find him and kill him.

I rose, quickly shifting to the back of his head, bent over, and hooked my hands beneath his arms. “Get up, get up, get up,” I urged, still trying to pull him upright until I realized with sickly horror, something I should have known—without my strength, he was too heavy.

“Go!” Graysen gritted out.

“No!”

“Go,” he begged softly.

“I can’t,” I cried. I couldn’t leave him here. I’d done it once, I’d never do it again.

“Please, Nelle,” and this time his voice cracked and became desperate, “you need to go now…he’s coming for you.”

Neither of us noticed the unnatural way the thick bushes swayed, then split apart, until Danne shoved through the foliage and stood before us.

Revulsion twisted my gut to see that smug grin on his face as his eager eyes lit upon Graysen. He clicked his tongue. “Well, what do we have here? A fallen Crowther?”

He’d discarded his tuxedo jacket and his crisp shirt was damp and smeared with dirt and sap. I suspected he’d climbed down the cliff from the same gently rolling spot I’d earlier spied at the edge of the ravine.

Smoothing a hand over his hair and tidying the ruffled locks, he then rolled up his sleeves slowly. “Step out of the way, Nelle.” The grin he wore slipped into a wolf-like smile as his gaze grazed over Graysen’s helpless position.

“Get out of here, Nelle,” Graysen ordered, calm

My hands fluttered with indecision.

What can I do? What can I do? What can I do?

I was just a girl, but I’d never go down without a fight.

What do I have?

My gaze frantically searched for weapons.

A broken branch. A rock—

Across his chest, Graysen’s bandoleer was empty of blades.

But his sword—

The knotted hilt of his wyrmblade poked out from under his shoulder.

I lurched for it—

Wrong, wrong, wrong—my senses sang a moment before my fingers curled around the hilt.

The creature stopped thrashing as soon as my palm pressed upon the wyrmbone.

And stilled.

My mind rested on the here and now. I barely noticed the energy coursing through my fingers and hissing through my veins to heat my blood as I yanked at the sword, hoping to unsheath it.

The sword lay pinned beneath Graysen’s broken body.

It wouldn’t budge!

Please, please, please—

Graysen tipped his head back. Genuine terror shone in the depth of his dark eyes. “NO!”

But his sword was the only weapon he had on him that could keep Danne away. The only weapon I could wield…perhaps, maybe…I had little experience with swords.

Digging my heels into the soft earth, I pulled. A grunt wrenched from deep within my gut ended on a shrill note of victory and a half-sob of relief.

The wyrmblade whined as it came free of the sheath and sliced through the air. It was heavier than I’d assumed, or perhaps that was just me—a girl with no superior strength, nothing different about me.

Spinning around, I struck out at Danne. “Get the fuck away from him!”

Danne jerked back, narrowly evading the blade that swung a hairbreadth from the tip of his freckled nose.

“Nelle.” My eyes slid toward Graysen, unease rippling down my spine at the quiet desperate way he’d spoken my name. He was a stone-cold killer, but clearly, something had him terrified. “Let it go, Nelle.” It was telling that he used my name, not little bird or Wychthorn.

And I remembered what he’d said in his rooms…

…It’s cursed.

I almost dropped the sword. Almost.

From Graysen’s stricken expression, I saw it was too late. Far too late for me. I’d touched his cursed sword.

His whole body trembled violently with the effort to raise his hand and widen his fingers in a placating gesture. “Nelle… Drop it. Let my sword go…” he urged, his voice croaked with raw emotion.

But I heard movement, a cracking of loose stone and the crinkling of dead leaves underfoot.

I whirled around. The cursed blade cut through the air and the sharp edge of the wyrmbone barely missed catching Danne’s soldier on the arm.

His face crunched into a snarl. He lunged forward—

But I jabbed the blade at him, skipping back. “Keep away from him!”

I had no right wielding a sword. I lacked any skill and knowledge of weaponry and warfare. The sword in my hands was just a sharp thing to poke at anyone coming too close.

The soldier moved fast, slinging bodily sideways—

Slapping his hand against the flat of the blade so hard, the impact jarred up my wrists and shook my bones. I lost my grip—

The wyrmblade arced through the air, spinning wide, before landing with a heavy dull thunk against the base of a leafy shrub.

The soldier with cold eyes and an equally cold smile pivoted—

I darted away, evading him. Braced my stance and raised my fists, ready to fight.

“NELLE!” Graysen roared, fear lacing his voice.

The soldier surged forward—

I side-stepped, throwing a punch—

Only to have my wrist snatched and brutally twisted. The force tugged me off-balance, my body following, and my back slammed against the soldier’s front. He grabbed both my arms and pinned them to my sides. I struggled and shrieked, kicking out, trying to extricate myself from the soldier. But he was too big, too strong.

Danne stepped closer to Graysen, his sly smile widening at the sight of him lying defenseless on the earth. “I supposed I could do it the old-fashioned way by beheading you. But I want to have a little fun first.” He flicked his fingers at him in delight. “The great Graysen Crowther. Look at you, all bloodied and broken. You don’t seem so scary like this.”

He lifted his leg—

And smashed his foot down on Graysen’s shin—

Bone shattered.

Graysen gritted his teeth, drawing in huffing breaths. And despite Danne hovering over him, despite the agony he must have been in, he only had eyes for me. And swimming in their depth was such sorrow, a terrible foreboding ran through me.

Danne lifted his foot again—

“Stop, Danne!” I cried.

Danne stilled and looked my way.

“Please, don’t,” I begged.

“Kill him? Oh, I’ll easily do that.”

I sucked in a ragged breath, my heart thundering in my chest—No, no, no!

Danne lowered his foot and walked toward me, halting right in front. He kept his beady gaze on mine as he unsheathed something from the soldier’s belt that gleamed dully in the shadows of the cliff when he brought it back into my line of sight.

A dagger fashioned from a dark curse.

The black blade hummed. It was the kind that could punch through adamere armor.

“Perfect,” he grinned, as he returned to Graysen and crouched down.

Fear crowded every inch of me. “Please,” I begged, struggling in the soldier’s firm hold. “Don’t do this.”

But Danne ignored me. Pinching the hilt between thumb and middle finger, he casually swung the dagger back and forth over Graysen’s forehead. I suppose he felt powerful like that. As if Graysen were no threat. “We’re all thieves and murderers, Nelle. We serve the Horned Gods. We steal souls. End lives.”

Down by Graysen’s side, I caught the barest of movements. His elbow twitched…his forearm…then his shoulder.

However, something ensnared Danne’s gaze. Something that made his brows nudge together. He wasn’t looking at me, I realized. His gaze was on the soldier holding me.

And it was enough of a distraction—

A menacing snarl rumbled from deep within Graysen’s chest as he whipped his hand up to grab Danne by the throat.

He squeezed hard.

Danne’s eyes bugged. A bright red hue flushed his cheeks and his mouth gaped as he tried to gasp for breath.

A flash of movement—

Danne recklessly drove the dagger into Graysen’s chest.

Graysen grunted. Nostrils flaring, his lips were a narrow line, and tension feathered from eyes that burned with fury.

Danne stabbed again and again.

My shrill scream tore through the ravine. I fought against the soldier, crying out for Danne to stop. Please stop!

Graysen held on, but his entire arm shook.

A fourth stab. Blood poured from the wounds and pooled in the dents of his armored chest.

His grip faltered and Danne wrenched himself free.

Wheezing, Danne fell back onto his ass as he kneaded his throat with a trembling hand and sucked in oxygen.

But his gaze wasn’t on Graysen. It had returned to his soldier.

It was in that brief moment, as I wondered why his guard hadn’t let go of me to aid Danne, that I felt an erratic movement. The fingers on my arms tightened, released, tightened—

I glanced downward—

The large hand wrapped around my forearm had black webbing crisscrossing pale skin. Skin that was grayish and bubbling…

…nodes erupted all over his hands. Not only his hand, either, as I half-twisted my torso to whip my gaze upwards. His face, gods, his face was crusted with weeping black pustules.

A garbled shriek tore from my throat and I ripped myself free from his grasp, easily, because he’d stumbled back. His agonizing scream played against the crashing sound of river water. In horror, I watched those pustules burst and black fire erupt, licking his flesh and setting him ablaze as he reeled around the muddied earth. Flames caught hold of branches as he staggered through the scrub toward the edge of the river, only to fall to his knees, slumping face-first onto slippery stones. The black flames burned high, spitting and crackling as they devoured him entirely until there was nothing left but ash.

Just one touch.

“Hellsgate,” Danne muttered, staring in wide-eyed shock at the remains of his soldier—fine flakes of ash that were picked up by the wind and dashed against the green knotting of shrubs, even on me.

My hands…my hands… I had been touching Graysen’s cursed sword.

“You were holding it,” Danne breathed, hungry anticipation gleaming in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Nelle, I’m sorry,” Graysen choked out, devastation carving deep lines around his features.
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My hands trembled as I swiveled them palm upward.

Oh my gods, oh my gods…

Nothing…there was nothing…

And there was no time to think, why, how, when—

Danne lurched forward and pressed the dagger to Graysen’s throat, readying to split apart the flesh. “You arrogant sly prick, thinking you can strangle me to death.”

“Wait!” I cried.

Danne’s flushed face cut to mine. Bloodlust was a cloudy haze in his eyes. But he’d halted from slicing through Graysen’s jugular.

“Let him live and I’ll come with you.”

Blood burbled from Graysen’s mouth as he gasped my name. His flesh had taken on a terrible grayish hue, and his breathing was a horrid rasping noise that squeezed my heart in terror.

“You’re coming with me no matter what. And I’m not about to let him live,” Danne scowled, his voice notably hoarse. “Gods, he’s feral, like all his family.” Glancing down at Graysen, his mouth twitched with cruel amusement. “Your sister, though, she tasted so sweet and innocent. I wanted more—until you interrupted my fun.”

Rage burst within Graysen’s gaze.

What did I have? What did I have left? Nothing. Not even a scrap of power.

My strength was bound with the creature. And with the dark magical dust poisoning my blood and trapping it, there was little I could do. What else…what else do I have?

Me. I had me.

I would not bow to anyone. But I could appear subservient. Lowering my head, I tipped my chin down, and offered quietly, “This is how you want me, isn’t it?”

Danne’s eyes, eager for violence, returned my way and lazily roamed up and down my body. His breathing quickened. “Very much.” His hand fisted in Graysen’s hair, relaxed before he withdrew the dagger a fraction. “You’ll finish what we started in the limousine?” It wasn’t a question.

I nodded, squeezing my hands anxiously at my sides. If I could lure him away from Graysen, maybe I could save us both.

Danne rose and stepped toward me.

Understanding and horror flooded Graysen’s eyes.

No longer able to hold his gaze, I tore mine away.

“You’ll have it all, Danne. Everything you ever wished. Both of us broken.” I kept my line of sight on Danne, looking at him beneath my lowered lashes. “Just as you told me.”

And from the flare of his nostrils, the eagerness blazing from his features, I knew he was remembering what he shared with me in the limousine. His fantasy of watching Graysen while he shoved himself inside me. Seeing Graysen shatter and break with every thrust.

I took a wobbly step back on the uneven ground.

Graysen struck out for Danne, but his hand raked uselessly through the air. “Don’t you fucking touch her! I’ll tear you to pieces! Rip you to shreds!”

Danne approached me in leisurely strides. I backed up, stumbling on rocks and stones.

And Danne kept walking.

If I could get hold of the dagger clenched in his fingers.

Danne glanced over his shoulder. “How, Crowther? Right now, you’re the one bleeding at my feet. And this sweet Wychthorn princess,” he said, reaching out to gently cup my chin, “is right here.”

I lunged for the dagger—

He yanked his hand out of reach—

And I missed it.

I missed!

Spinning sidelong, Danne drew his hand back and then slashed forward. His meaty palm cracked against my face. He slapped me so hard my head whipped sideways, my body following as I staggered and fell to my knees. Pain erupted, scrambling my senses and muddying my thoughts.

“That’s exactly how I want you. On your hands and knees,” Danne sneered, grabbing hold of my hair.

He wrenched my head savagely as he tugged me back to my feet. I swayed, disorientated, slashing drunkenly at his fist with my fingernails.

He cursed and let go.

I tried to move, to evade him—

He punched the side of my head violently. Great bursts of stars exploded behind my eyes. My teeth chattered and ferocious pain crashed right through me. My ears rang and distantly I heard Danne’s laughter as I crumpled to my knees, sagging forward, one hand braced in the sludgy earth to stop me from tipping over.

Danne loomed over me. I blinked sluggishly, as if watching from afar. I saw his dirty, expensive shoes stepping apart to brace his stance, and through the wide gap of his legs, I watched Graysen, bloodied and broken, trying to drag himself toward me.

The creature writhed, twisting and flailing. Its roar of fury drowned out everything else. I could see Graysen’s mouth moving, but I couldn’t hear him. All I could hear was the screaming inside my head. Such wrath. It wanted to burn the world down.

Graysen was yelling something at me, his mouth forming words. Yet, I knew it was one word he kept repeating over and over again and I suddenly realized it was my name he roared—Nelle! NELLE!

Danne turned away to hasten to Graysen.

Free yourself!—I screamed at the creature.

The creature pounded, striking back at the magic-infused dust that had poisoned my body. Fat beads of perspiration burst along my hairline and rolled down my clammy temple. Nausea churned, sweating my mouth. A cruel cramping sensation stabbed my gut.

Hurry, hurry!—I begged it.

Danne kneeled behind Graysen’s head.

Move, move, MOVE!—I screamed at myself.

My limbs shook so badly, they felt like jelly. I couldn’t move.

But I felt it—

A giving.

Cracks and fissures appeared in the wall that pressed back against the creature. It slammed with all its might, and I felt each strike vibrate with every rapid heartbeat and shudder of my bones.

My stomach spasmed—

The thing that lived inside me broke through the prison walls—

Dust exploded from my lungs, my stomach. Hot and bitter motes of dust sprayed all over the river stones, coating their damp surface with a dull sheen of blue, and left me tipping sideways and rolling to my back.

Dazed, my head reeling, I drew in ragged pants, trying to swallow down air. My throat was raw and burning, and I thought for a moment that my lungs were actually on fire.

The creature mewled, convulsing with the residuals of poison still in my system. The energy to break free from its prison had weakened it severely. I could feel how little of its might was left to me.

My bare feet scrambled through loose stones as I struggled to right myself. One stone flew through the air.

I watched the stone skip and bounce, arching—

Arching. Skipping.

I suddenly realized what I could do.

A hiss through gritted teeth had my gaze snapping to Danne.

Danne held his arm stretched high. High enough he’d crossed the shadow line and sunlight struck the blade clenched in his hand. Light glanced off the razor-sharp edge of the dagger and spun away. A fistful of black hair feathered through his fingers as he yanked at Graysen’s head to arch his throat back to expose the jugular.

No, no, no, no, no—

A scrap. There was a scrap of power left to me.

Time slowed.

Danne thrust his hand downward.

The blade sliced through the air—

I pushed to my feet, surged forward—

Barreled into Danne—

Grabbed hold as I knocked him off his feet—

And swifted.

We reappeared in the swifting void. In that shadowed space between places. And beyond the shadows, it deepened to an endless black.

I’d never been frightened of the void. Its pitch-black realm had never terrified me in the same way being locked up in the Tithe Prison and its black emptiness had.

Here, the darkness was welcoming.

Perhaps because I’d always known I wasn’t alone.

Buffeted by icy tendrils, the strange power of the swifting void coiled about an ankle, a wrist, tasting, tugging, trying to ensnare us for eternity. I received an answer to one of my questions. Danne was still alive. I hadn’t been sure when I swifted with Graysen, so I’d woven a pocket of air around him to ensure he could breathe in the void. Now I knew that whoever I touched was safe. Merely holding them allowed someone living to swift with me.

Danne’s eyes were so wide they were mostly white. His mouth fell open. Those creepy phantom tendrils of power ruffled his auburn hair and slipped across his clothes like ghostly fingers.

I held onto him. My fist bunched in his shirt, pulled the fabric tight against his straining belly.

“Nelle, please…I’m your friend.”

“You touched me. You tried to…” Force yourself inside me. To take me against my will.

I could still feel the echo of his hands tearing at my dress, ripping my panties, and pawing at my body.

Cold fury poured through me.

His gaze went to my hand, fisted into his shirt. How I held him aloft with one hand. His eyes snapped back to mine. He rasped, “What are you?”

“Do you want to know the joke of it all?” I hissed.

His throat bobbed as he gave a single tentative nod.

“I don’t know.”

I didn’t know what I was or what I shared my body with. Was I me or simply a vessel to carry something else? Something other.

The creature snarled—Let go, let go, let go, let go…Just…let…go…

Danne had stolen me away.

Taken me against my will.

Tried to force himself inside me.

But what burned my blood to a raging inferno—He dared harm what was mine!

And the snarl that erupted from my lips was from both the creature and myself that twined together to gather in a ferocious roar of untamed fury.

Danne lurched back, altogether forgetting about the void.

I unfurled my fingers—

Too late…too late did Danne realize what I’d done. He panicked, his hands scrabbling for me, but I’d twisted free and—

Let go.

I watched as he drifted away, his limbs flailing and clawing for purchase that would never come. His eyes bugged and his mouth gaped like a fish landed on the bottom of a boat. Filaments of raw power wrapped around him like thick spider webbing, tugging him further into the shadows.

A noise—BOOM—in the shadowy void.

The swifting void, the pocket of space I’d accidentally ended up in when I was fifteen years old, had frightened me when it first occurred. One moment I was running through the woodland on a crisp winter morning, my bare feet breaking frosty earth, crushing grass and mud. And as I leaped over a jutting root from a tree that had tipped over, I’d suddenly thought of Lise, of when we’d last spoken in her bedroom, and I found myself leaping into nothing.

Into the shadowy, swifting void.

And out again.

I’d reappeared with a sensation of wind beating against my skin like feathers, right in the middle of Lise’s bedroom.

These pockets weren’t only voids, they were places where creatures lived in the space in between. And if you were something special, like the Birds of Prey the Crowthers kept, you could use the dark abyss to pass through. Like stepping into an elevator and out again. One door closing—another opening.

…BOOM…

Denied oxygen, Danne’s chest spasmed. His milky freckled face turned a blotchy red, then purple and blue. His hands scrabbled frantically at his throat.

I floated in the endless shadows, watching and feeling nothing but a simmering sort of satisfaction.

…BOOM…

…BOOM…

His fingers were white and brittle. His flesh became dry like drought-stricken earth, fissures cracking his skin.

Danne unfurled a hand to stare at it. Disbelief washed away his strangled, panicked expression. He tried to raise his arm higher, only to find it snap at the shoulder joint and flail uselessly in the darkness.

The sound of gigantic wingtips reverberated around me.

…BOOM…BOOM…BOOM…BOOM…

A score of color emerged against the black. Frost-white and silver with touches of charcoal and mauve. And out of the darkness came the creature to whom this void belonged.

It soared through the grim shadows, a burst of crackling luminosity out of nowhere, a streak of lightning hues as its inflamed feathers rippled with every beat of its wings. A gigantic bird—a Stormbird.

It swooped in a graceful arc to snatch up Danne with its talons. Upon impact, his calcifying body snapped in several places. Fingers shattered, and his leg broke at the kneecap, drifting past me.

The Stormbird’s pitiless eyes found mine, and the void winds, shifted by its aerodynamics, stroked against my skin like a caress.

…BOOM…

…BOOM…

…BOOM…

I stayed to watch the creature disappear into the darkness beyond until even its silver and charcoal flamed feathers winked out until there was only me, alone, in the swifting void.

It hit me then, what I had done.

Suffocating in the void didn’t kill Danne. Nor did the calcification of his body. Nor was it the Stormbird that lived in the space between places. It was me. I killed Danne.

It was my choice to let go.

I swifted from the void, appearing some distance from Graysen. Stones kicked up beneath my feet in my rush to reach his side. Mud squelched between my toes as I fled up the mound of fallen earth.

Graysen sucked in a breath of relief when he realized I’d arrived alone. I sank to my knees beside him. Black eyes flecked with gold scanned my face and body as he searched for wounds until he reassured himself I was unhurt. “Danne?”

“I left him in the swifting void.”

Graysen was shattered, bloodied, and pale. Cold, too, I discovered as I pressed my hands to his, my stomach giving a tremulous lurch at his clammy skin and violent shivering. The stab wounds in his chest weren’t healing either.

He stared up at me with eyes completely bloodshot with burst vessels. I pushed back his dark hair, wet with blood. “You came for me.”

“Always, little bird.” His lashes lowered and he sighed. “You c-could have let him have me…b-be free of the Alverac.”

My mouth tipped up on one side. “I’ve gotten used to your sullen face. I think—I might miss it.”

He grunted in pain. “You’d m-miss me th-then?”

I pressed my lips to his. His mouth was so cold, too cold, and I tasted something other than the coppery tang of blood. Salty tears, I realized as I drew away, my lips wet, my cheeks too.

A broken, pained chuckle. “You’re crying.”

I sniffed, rubbing at my damp eyes with the back of my wrist. My bottom lip quivered. “No, I’m not.”

“Got s-something caught in your eye then, little bird?”

“A bit of dirt,” I lied, even as fresh tears coursed down my cheeks.

Graysen winced, gritting his teeth to hold in a bark of pain—yet lifted a shaky bloodied hand to wipe away my tears, leaving a sticky smear of red in its wake. “I’m not worth crying over.”

“Don’t leave me, Graysen,” I whispered, clutching his shoulder with a white-knuckled grip and pressing my forehead to his.

“I wouldn’t d-dare…” he murmured, weaving his hand beneath my tangled hair to its place at the nape of my neck. “Your wrath…would only h-hound me into the next life… Have you p-pissed at me for eternity? Not worth it.”

I tried to smile for him and failed miserably.

He’d thrown himself from a cliff to save me, shattered almost every bone in his body, and still, he’d fought for me.

The creature inside me purred. It liked Graysen, it always had. It wasn’t a tentative touch either. It seeped outward to glide over his chest and squeeze gently in a reassuring embrace.

Pulling back, I cupped my hands around Graysen’s cold cheeks. “I don’t have much power. I don’t think I can swift for very long.” I didn’t think I’d be able to swift all the way home, even if I was swifting in short bursts.

“F-follow the r-river…” he rasped.

Yes! Wherever there was water, there was life. If I followed the tumbling waters far enough, surely I’d come upon someone living along the riverbank. Someone I could beg for help.

Which way? Up or downriver?

Downriver!

I gathered the remnants of its power and clasped hold of Graysen’s arm. His bloodshot eyes flared wide as dark magic rumbled all around us. Swifting wind stirred—gray-tipped wind and the illusion of feathers—a welcome caress.

Because I could only swift somewhere I’d been, or at the very least, seen, I could only swift short distances. From one line of sight to the next, I followed the river, reappearing to disappear before we’d fully materialized, only to slip back into the void. Each time, it got harder and harder to push through the abyss. The creature inside me was nearing exhaustion. I tracked the churning water, down bends and through rapids, leaving the mountainous ravine behind, to swift through gloomy thickets and along the riverbank that bordered lonely meadows, until the river spilled into a small lake, and there at its edge, I spied a cottage. We were on the opposite shore but it only took one blink, one heartbeat, for me to swift us there.

It was a small paint-chipped wood-battened cottage. No fences, simply a short overgrown lawn stretching to where waves lapped against a rocky shore and a raft bobbed in the distance.

I left Graysen lying amid the wild grass and ran up the porch steps, which groaned underneath my weight. I banged my fist loudly against the door and shouted, “Help! Help!” But no one replied. My stomach fell at the thought that no one was home. Jiggling the handle, I discovered it was locked, but that was nothing to me. Power coiled around my bones. I kicked the door in and was greeted by a musty smell that meant no one had lived there for some time.

Where is the phone?

I need a phone!

A mess of panicked thoughts, I burst inside and ran through the small cottage and its few rooms.

Nothing. No electrical devices. No TV. It was a rustic place with a wood-burning stove. A place I might have appreciated if I didn’t desperately need to contact my family.

My feet slapped against the paint-chipped wooden boards of the porch as I ran back outside and came to a slamming halt—

We weren’t alone.

Someone stood between Graysen and me.

He stared at me with kingfisher-blue eyes—Silas Boon.

My gaze cut to Graysen, splayed on the grass with his eyes closed. As soon as I saw the pulse point fluttering in his throat, I let out the pent-up breath I was holding. He’d mercifully passed out.

I turned my attention to the stranger.

He’d traded his tuxedo for an ivory robe, intricately detailed with silver stitching that fell mid-thigh. The belt held a curved dagger, and he wore a tight black shirt and pants with knee-high boots. His appearance and stiff posture seemed old-fashioned, and there was an aura about him, as if he were from another era. His attire was also eerily similar to the two things standing silently on either side of him.

And these things were exactly like those in the catacombs. Warriors. They towered over him with papier mâché masks, a twisted mockery of features that perhaps resembled their true face hidden behind the mask. Though a morning breeze stirred over the lake, teasing small waves and fluttering Sila’s clothing and hair, the warriors’ robes remained untouched. In each of their studded-gloved hands was a savage-looking sword.

What did I know about them? But more importantly, what did I feel about them?

I cast my senses wide and I felt nothing living about them at all.

What if someone had resurrected the dead?

But the dead never came back right. My research in my family’s dusty tomes had made that clear. So whoever created these warriors, who surely had been brought back to life, had to have a dark hold over their skill of necromancy.

I felt Silas’s gaze traveling all over my body. The shock at the state of me, I expect, had his eyes widening and his mouth tightening, his hands fisting with violent tension. Graysen’s blood was a smear of red on my cheeks. Dried blood crusted my chin where I’d bitten off Danne’s earlobe. My dress was torn and filthy, my hair was a tangled mess, and I was covered in scrapes and bruises.

He hurried forward.

I lurched backward, raising a hand. “Back off!”

“What happened? What did he do to you?!”

And the question was so ridiculous. The absurdity of it had a rough laugh crackling from my throat. Gods, everything. Danne wanted everything from me. He wanted to do such vile things to my body. Desired with a cruel passion to break my mind and my spirit. He’d been desperate to end the life of the one person who was mine, and Graysen’s death would have accomplished all of that. It only made my harsh laugh louder, more manic. A moment later, my reckless chuckle slowly died. “You mean Danne Pellan—the man you left me with after you captured me? Danne, who double-crossed you? Who attempted to steal something from me?”

Silas looked unnerved and sickened. Perhaps from my laughter, as well as a bite of the truth.

“I didn’t know. He hid you behind a shield. I couldn’t find you.”

I wiped the pinch of tears from the corner of my eyes, collected myself, and strode down the rickety porch steps. Wild grass scratched against my shins as I waded through its thickness, drawing closer to the trio. “No, I expect not.” I cocked my head, glaring at the stranger. But he wasn’t a stranger any longer. I knew his name and greeted him coldly with it. “Silas Boon.”

He inclined his head, his pale blond hair sliding over his forehead with the motion.

My gaze flicked to those things on either side of him. “Children of the Harbinger, right?” I snorted. “And you said you didn’t want to frighten me.”

“The catacombs was rather regrettable. And I apologize… I saw a chance and I took it. You hadn’t left the estate in months. You’d slipped out of my hands when Danne tried to exchange you with the Changeling that first night. And since then, you were always in his company.”

His company. Graysen’s company. And I could feel his palpable abhorrence rolling toward Graysen, lying in the grass near his feet.

Graysen, whose breathing was shallow and hard fought for. The rasping sound of it had fear trickling down my spine and squeezing my heart with icy fingers.

I turned my attention back to the man with bright blue eyes and my fury for him boiled my blood. I wanted him gone!

Throwing myself into a swift, I reappeared in front of Graysen, lowering my stance and bracing my bare feet wide apart. Dark power, the scraps I had left, sparked in my balled fists.

The two warriors turned as one. Despite the eyeless masks, I knew where they were staring…knew what they wanted.

Graysen dead.

Silas followed their movement. And it was with grace when he swooped to a knee, bowing before me.

For a moment, I was blind-sided.

Bowing? What was he doing? I was a Wychthorn, yes, but I didn’t understand why he’d be bowing at the feet of someone like me—his enemy.

He raised his head and his striking blue eyes met mine before he raised a hand, palm upward in offering. “Come with me.”

“Why the hells would I willingly come with you?” Why in all Nine Hells would a child of the Houses—of the Horned Gods, no less—go with the Children of the Harbinger? Our enemy? The faction that had sworn to rid the earth of us and very nearly did.

“Wouldn’t you like to know what you are?”

I blinked in astonishment.

Did he really know what lurked inside of me?

Could he give a name to it?

It was so unexpected that my fury stumbled.

“I can explain it all,” he said softly. “I can explain everything.”

But I noticed his companions—his guards—had moved forward, their swords rising.

“I can keep you safe. Protect you.”

From him, Silas was saying. From Graysen—that was what he was truly implying.

A sweltering heat poured like molten lava through my veins. Fire. Rage. “Right now,” I said, with lethal slowness. “The only one who needs protecting is you from me.”

He blinked. Then gestured behind me at Graysen’s limp body. “This…he…he’s not right for you. You have another choice.”

“Choice? Do I? Or is it, yet again, someone telling me my choice is already made?”

Silas would steal me away, and Graysen would be slaughtered.

He rose to his feet, taking a step toward me.

“Leave before I burn you to hells,” I snarled.

Silas’s companions didn’t listen—moving with utter silence through the long waving grass.

I unleashed the dark power—the last of it.

The earth erupted in a violent quake that shuddered through my bones. Silas jostled, stumbling back, his arms shifting to right his balance against the ground rumbling beneath his feet. A cruel tempest whistled through the wild unkempt lawns, whipping up dead leaves to dance in the air, and my fire burst free, great swathes of silver and golden flames setting the grass alight to create a wall of wind and fire and fury.

Silas braced himself against the wind that struck at him. Half-twisting away, he threw up an arm to shield his face against the deadly flames that licked out. The squall tugged and tore at his pale hair. Sweat rolled down his temples. Gold and silver fire reflected in his bright blue eyes.

“MINE!” I roared.

“Stop it! Stop it now!” Silas barked. Alarm flared across every inch of his horrified features.

MINE!—the creature’s rumbling snarl joined my own—“MINE!”

His hands shot up, palms outward in surrender. The words fell from his mouth, rushed and panicked. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You don’t know what it means!”

Mine.

I was making a claim. I felt it, those threads of power binding Graysen and myself together, tightening. Anticipation hummed through the air. Aether sparked and vibrated with the embers tossed about by the wind.

What will happen if I say that word, heavy with meaning, one more time?

My lips met, curling in as I began to form the word.

“No!” he shouted in rising horror. “I’ll leave…” and his expression fell in defeat and confusion. “But don’t… Just don’t…”

Keeping my slitted eyes on him, I let the dark power in my hands crackle and spark higher.

Swifting wind gathered around those things—the Children of Harbinger—and their physical form wavered in and out of the shadowy void before they swifted completely.

I didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t relax my lips.

Silas seemed resigned, and there was something else in his gaze I couldn’t place. Couldn’t understand at that moment, too caught up in protecting Graysen.

He inclined his head, a gentle gesture, then disappeared. Not swifting like his companions. No, this was something altogether different from what I’d ever seen before. He simply vanished.

I stayed still and tense and battle-ready for a little longer. When I was sure Silas and his warriors weren’t coming back, I whirled around to crouch beside Graysen, taking hold of his arm. I rallied the very last drop of power in the well that had always seemed limitless and swifted him onto the only bed in a small room with unadorned walls, only bare chipboard.

Rushing away, I found a bowl in the kitchen and filled it with fresh water before snatching a washcloth from a linen cupboard and returning to his side. Carefully unzipping his jacket, I winced at the stab wounds and the amount of blood coating his torso, but also relief eased my frantic heartbeat to see most of the flesh had knitted back together. I cleaned the blood away and found blankets. Tucking them over and around his body, I settled down beside him, a hand on his chest, counting his shallow breaths.

He was ashen, almost a frost-white tint, with bloodless lips and a waxy sheen to his clammy skin, like a corpse left too long in the cold.

Would they find us? His brothers? My father?

As the hours ticked by, the swelling and petaled bruises faded. Color bloomed on his cheeks, and I listened to the soft crinkle as the last of his bones fused back together again. I took what felt, at the time, like my very first breath, and pressed a gentle kiss to his temple.

And still, he didn’t wake, leaving me to the empty quiet house and my equally quiet mind.

I was a Wychthorn princess. I’d lived with servants my entire life who did everything for me, but I wasn’t completely useless when it came to looking after myself. I gathered broken twigs and pine cones from outside and stuffed them inside a wood-burning stove. The creature had burned itself out entirely, falling into such deep slumber I couldn’t prod it awake. Instead of fire dancing along my fingertips, I lit a match and carefully held it under screwed-up newspaper until the flames caught, igniting the kindling. It didn’t take long to warm up, filling the cottage with comforting heat. I dug around the tiny kitchen and found a can of pumpkin soup in the pantry and cooked it on the stove. I ate it directly from the pot with a wooden spoon, not tasting a single mouthful, and though the warmth of the soup filled my belly, it couldn’t thaw the chill that resided in my heart.

As night descended, I lit candles and Graysen slept on. And those lengthening shadows stained my mind with darkness and fear…and left me alone with my dark thoughts…everything…everything finally caught up with me.
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Earlier, I’d discovered the wood-burning stove heated the cabin’s water, using gravity and pressure to allow it to flow through a clever series of pipes.

Steam billowed, fogging up the bathroom.

Scalding hot water burned my skin a bright red. I scrubbed every inch of me with a worn, bristled brush. I couldn’t wash him from me, couldn’t scrub his vile touch from my flesh… Touching me there…

Spread your legs and let me in—

My breath became more frantic, the tears never ceasing—I poured myself into the motion of scrubbing hard at my flesh. The basic bar of harsh soap stung my raw skin. But I didn’t feel the pain. I only felt Danne’s hands pawing at my body. No matter how much I tried to rid myself of him, it remained, like a brand, a tattoo.

Something hard, leaking stickiness, pressed against my stomach—

I hadn’t been able to get away. How stupid had I been to think that I could keep myself safe? That nothing and no one could touch me if I didn’t want them to. That I was strong enough to fight back, even without my magic. Danne had ensnared me, tasted me, and I hadn’t been clever or smart, and certainly not capable of getting myself free.

I’d been so close, so close to losing myself completely within those minutes of his body trapping mine against the floor of the limousine. Those fingers of his violently ripping my panties—

If Graysen had arrived one minute, one second later—

An anguished sob tore from me.

A voice, softly spoken. “Nelle?”

I jerked, whirling around, and stumbled into the corner of the shower to collapse, sliding down to huddle into a trembling ball. The brush slipped from my shaky grip and clattered dully onto the plastic floor of the tub.

Graysen stepped into the full force of the shower. He flinched at the searing heat but kept moving toward me. Concern creased his features.

The spray from the showerhead diluted the dried blood crusting his hair and the tainted water dripped down his cheeks to splatter and swirl at the bottom of the tub, rivulets of red running between my toes. His outward wounds were healed, but mine were inside of me. I’d carry them with me forever.

He leaned over, pushed the handle to stop the flow, and crouched in front of me. Pushing aside the strands of messy wet hair that had fallen across my eyes, his thumb brushed over my cheekbone gently before his fingers cupped my chin to tilt my face up. And yet…I couldn’t look him in the eye. I lowered my lashes and stared askance at the cracked yellow tiles and the shadows the glow of candlelight sent skittering across the shower walls.

His fingers made a trilling motion beneath my chin. I knew what he wanted…me to bring my gaze back to his.

When it became apparent I wouldn’t, he sighed softly and gathered me into his arms. Picking me up, he carried me from the bathroom, tugging a towel from a shelf on his way out. I was nothing but a stiff doll, letting him place me on my feet beside the bed and rearrange my limbs as he carefully dried my body and towel-dried my wet locks of hair. I caught a glimpse of myself in a dusty mirror, at the patchy rawness of my skin, at the tear-blotched face and dead eyes.

He picked me up again and lay me on the lumpy mattress, tucking the blankets around my body. I watched from the corner of my eye with detached interest as he undressed, peeling the sodden adamere armor free and tossing it into a messy pile on the bathroom’s wooden floor, until he stood completely naked. So different from Danne’s soft body, Graysen was all hard muscle, lined with ink, and scarred with hate.

Fresh tears heated my eyes as I stared through a watery haze at those whip marks.

Me…I’d done that to him.

He roughly dried himself, slung the towel about his hips, and picked up his clothes, wringing them out. Then he left the bedroom, and I heard his movements out by the fire, hanging the armor out to dry.

When he silently padded back in, unease wound around me like the creeping of ivy, thinking he was going to get into bed with me. I didn’t know if I wanted anyone near me, touching me.

Instead, he pulled a spare blanket from a cupboard, wrapped the threadbare tartan over his shoulders, and sat down in a wooden chair by the window, settling in for the night to keep watch. The bastard sword leaned against his outer thigh and silver moonlit rays glanced over his broad figure, casting his face in darkness. I couldn’t see his expression, but his eyes glowed bright and fierce.

Candles were burning on the windowsill and on top of the utilitarian chest of draws. He’d also pulled the curtains open to let the moonlight flood inside.

Light. He knew I needed light in the darkness.

“Sleep, Nelle,” he said quietly.

I didn’t think I could sleep. But I did.

Exhaustion tugged me under and I fell into inky darkness. Darkness and fear—

Fat wet lips, teeth that clashed against mine, a tongue that speared.

And that stench, his excited panting breath washing over my face, into my mouth, pinching my nostrils.

A broken laugh at my fight, my struggle.

Fingers pawing at me—

Violently twisting—

I thrashed and flailed to get free. A strangled sound, more animal than human—horrible wet rasping sounds came from somewhere. Me! That was me!

I tried to suck in oxygen. I couldn’t…I couldn’t…I couldn’t get free of the arms pinning me down. “LET ME GO! LET ME GO!”

Someone was shouting my name, “Nelle!” from somewhere afar. So familiar, his voice was familiar and safe.

“Nelle, you’re dreaming! It’s a nightmare!”

I pried my sticky eyes open.

Graysen…it was Graysen.

He leaned across my body with his hands clasping my arms, trying to shake me awake.

I heard it—

A deafening noise, like jostling wood.

A groaning. A yawning. A cracking.

But that wasn’t Graysen shaking me. It was the bed…the walls…the entire room, shuddering and quaking.

Windowsills creaked.

Glass warped and buckled.

And still, I fought Graysen. Fought him until I had nothing left. Until I was heavy-limbed and whimpering with fatigue, and my dark might extinguished. The fierce tremors faded and died.

“I’ve got you, Nelle. Breathe. Take it slow and steady.” He took my hand, pressing it to his chest. My fingers spread across the rough flesh of the wyrm branded above his heart. “Feel my heartbeat.” He slowed his heartbeat down. A steady pulse, sure and true. And this time, it was my heart that synced with his. “I’ve got you,” he kept whispering, his eyes wide and locked on mine.

I was here, in the cottage by the lake. The panic loosened its claws on my senses, and I dragged in a breath along with Graysen’s indelible scent of cedar that soothed the tightness inside my chest. “I’m okay, I’m okay,” I rasped, my throat raw from screaming. The bitter embrace of the dark dreamworld still trying to drag me under. The cloying memory of Danne’s depraved excitement remained wrapped around me like a filthy blanket, and a shudder worked its way down my spine.

Graysen climbed into bed and drew me to his side. “Brave, sweet liar,” he murmured. An arm slid underneath my waist to embrace my back, the other wound higher, his hand clasping the nape of my neck to press my face gently into his chest. He hooked a leg over mine. He was caging me in and I needed him to.

I curled into him. Hands that only moments ago pushed, shoved, and hit, now clutched at him desperately. He murmured soothing words that meant nothing and everything, stroked my hair, and held me tight, while my hot tears fell and wet his chest. I cried until there was nothing left. Until I was nothing but bone and sinew, barely stitched together.

“Tell me what he did. Did he—”

I shook my head furiously. I sucked in a ragged breath and let it out, and I told Graysen what Danne had done, my voice hitching and the words breaking apart, how his hands had touched and tasted me. The whorls of inked wyrmfire and Ukkenskrit tales flexed and strained as leashed rage locked the muscles in his arms and chest taut. But after I’d shared everything that happened in the limousine, after a long stretch of silence where the only thing that could be heard in the shifting shadows of the bedroom was our breathing and his hand whispering through my hair, he spoke gently. “Don’t let it break you, Nelle.”

“I think it already has.” I think Danne Pellan already did.

“What he did, what he was going to…” and even Graysen couldn’t finish that vile sentence, instead clearing his throat. I wasn’t sure if he couldn’t voice those thoughts or wanted to spare me. But we both knew what Danne was going to do to me, what he was trying to push inside my body. “Danne was dead the moment he thought he could steal you.” He brushed the tears from beneath my eyes, one at a time. “You saved me, Nelle.”

A bitter laugh croaked from my throat. Me? I’d simply let Danne go. That was nothing, just a conscious decision to unfurl my fingers. It was nothing compared to what Graysen had done for me. He’d thrown himself off a cliff, even knowing his mother’s blood gift might not have been enough to save him. He’d been prepared to give up his life to save my own.

“You saved me,” I replied, sniffling.

He huffed a laugh. “No, lovely, wicked Wychthorn, I owe you my life. If it weren’t for you…for that fury you burn with—”

I reached up and placed my hand across his mouth. I didn’t want to hear how close I’d come to losing him completely.

I was empty. My mind was foggy and it was so hard to even think. All I could do was feel. I hated what I’d felt. Hated that it was Danne’s touch still on me and not Graysen’s.

“Make it go away,” I whispered, brushing my mouth along the curve of his bicep, tasting his skin with my teeth.

Graysen’s arms banded tighter around me. “How?”

“Make me feel…something, anything. Burn his touch from me.” I squeezed my eyes shut, only to flick them wide open as soon as Danne’s face, twisted with foul thoughts, filled my mind. I tipped my head back to meet Graysen staring down at me, the golden flecks in his black eyes shimmering like stars in the night sky. “Make me remember you.”

Sweat-dampened hair was stuck to my temple, and he brushed the locks aside, tucking them behind an ear. “If you’re sure—”

“I need you,” I whispered, desperation lacing my words.

Warmth seared through me where his lips found my forehead, kissing me right there. An answer and a promise. Then his mouth met mine in a sweet, reverent kiss.

I didn’t know he could be tender. He softly kissed each of my eyelids, and my nose too, peppering tiny kisses over my entire face, down along my throat. And while he kissed me, his hand stroked over my shoulder, back and forth. Gently. Carefully.

He rolled me over onto my back, and spread his muscular thighs on either side of my own, mapping my entire body with his hands, pressing open-mouthed kisses everywhere. He kissed every single inch of my skin, rolling me onto my front, to mark me with his lips and claim me as his own.

I didn’t think I had it in me. I didn’t think I could get aroused. But I did. Slowly, like air breathed onto smothered embers, I caught fire. A tentative flame that burned brighter. Heat warming every inch of me. Until I ignited.

Sensually flipping me onto my back, he lowered himself and laced our hands together as he kissed me. His tongue swept in, a groan swiftly following as I kissed him back, stroking his tongue with my own.

“Where else, Nelle?”

I tensed. Everywhere. His hands were everywhere. Trying to get inside me. The words caught tight in my throat. I couldn’t push them out. He must have understood what I couldn’t say aloud, what I begged him with my gaze. He kissed one corner of my mouth, then the other, his hand coasting along the gentle slope of my breast, down my stomach, to there.

I stiffened as soon as he cupped me, my breath coming in quick, shallow pants.

Suddenly I didn’t know. I didn’t know if I wanted him to.

“Let me do this for you,” he murmured against my lips.

And when I couldn’t get my body to relax, he pulled back to spread his fingers wide and hovered his hand above my forearm. So close, but not touching. My skin prickled, and a zinging sensation washed over my flesh as he drifted his open palm lower, skimming the length of my arm. “Just you, Nelle. Only you. I felt it the very first time I met you. Even then, I couldn’t look away. Now…now I can’t stay away.”

My skin pebbled across my breasts and down my stomach as his hand glided back to there and his thumb started gently stroking my clit.

I gasped, bowing my spine. “Graysen?”

“It’s me, beautiful.”

Slowly, I relaxed into his touch in small increments.

I closed my eyes.

And all I saw was Danne’s face.

My spine locked up. That warmth that had been flowing between us frosted over.

“Nelle,” Graysen commanded. “Open your eyes, now.”

I did, and my vision of him wavered as tears filled my own, spilling from my lashes. I didn’t stop them. I couldn’t.

He kissed them tenderly from my cheeks.

I tasted my tears, the salt on his tongue as he brought his mouth back to mine.

An unnatural wild breeze caressed the room in gentle gusts that pulsed in time with my throbbing need, buffering the thin curtains and rattling a vase on a table. Graysen didn’t stop nor acknowledge my untamed powers seeping outward. His thumb circled my clit, winding me tighter and tighter. I moaned into his mouth, my fingers clenching around his upper arms, my intimate walls rippling.

“That’s it, beautiful. Let go.”

“More,” I gasped, thrusting my hips up. I wanted more. I wanted him inside me.

“Nelle, not—”

I smothered his protest with my mouth, hooking my ankles over the backs of his legs, to shift my hips and tease him with my slick core. To nudge him just inside.

He groaned my name, deep and raw, unable to deny me. Rocking against me, he pushed in slowly, rocking, rocking, rocking, until my body accepted his. He entered gently, but I was still left with a burning sensation from his length, his thickness. A pain I welcomed. It scorched away the last touch of Danne’s.

Graysen’s thrusts were slow and deep, and he didn’t pick up his pace. No matter how much I urged, how much I begged. A relentless, torturous rhythm. A worship of his body to mine. Drawing us both closer and closer.

In the undulating shadows of the room, the candles guttering low, there were only his rough groans, my hitched breath, and the slap of sweat-slick skin. Words of love, unspoken but in the air, passed between us, shared with every kiss. Our languid march went on and on until I was swollen and aching and mindless, breaking me apart only to forge me into something new.

The orgasm didn’t explode like the first time, wrenched from me, a gift Graysen had stolen for himself. This time I caught fire. The climax roared like wildfire, burning brush and scrub and tree, cleansing the earth. Leaving nothing behind but ashes. And I did what I’d sworn last time I wouldn’t.

As I fell apart, unraveling beneath his body, I cried his name.

And the entire cottage jostled and yawned as it strained against its foundation before ending on a shuddering jolt that rocked the bed.

We lay in the moonlight, tangled and silent for a long, long time. Only our breath broke the silence.

“Thank you,” I whispered into the shadows.

His arms curled around me tighter, before his warm lips pressed against my temple. “Always, Nelle.”

I fell asleep again.

I dreamed again.

Nightmares of endless pitch black.

And, like last time, Graysen roused me from the dream world. This time, though, he smothered my screams with kisses and soothed away my terror with soft words. I fell into a heavy slumber within his embrace, my body strewn across his chest and my head tucked into the crook of his neck. His arms gently caging me.

This time I did not dream.
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Birds burst into the sky and tiny critters scattered as I surged through the forest, following the rugged cut of the river, its seething waters flowing through the ravine between mountains. The first rays of sunshine glittered against dewy leaves and I breathed in the pungent scent of the pine needle carpet as I plunged between trees at a reckless speed. It felt fucking glorious, shooting through the undergrowth, power winding around my bones to push me faster, faster, faster. I was a howling winter wind sweeping through the knotted forest.

I found Draxxon’s sword under a leafy shrub where a chunk of the mountain had given way beneath Nelle’s feet yesterday. The sword had landed there after a blow knocked it from her grip. Footprints scuffed the muddy earth, hollowing it where my body hit the ground.

An icy breath slithered down my spine.

How the hells did I survive that fall?

Fuck knows how. My mother’s blood gift, yeah, to some extent, but it had been wishful thinking that I might survive when I’d hurled myself off to save Nelle. Now there was something different coursing through my veins. And that ancient wild and wicked strain that had sung to me while I battled my way to Nelle was the barest whisper at the back of my mind.

Kneeling at the edge of the river where it ran shallow, I washed away the blood crusting the wyrmbone and wiped the blade dry against my adamere pants before sliding the sword into the leather sheath strapped down my spine.

The first thing I needed to do was head up the mountainside to where I’d fought Danne’s soldiers and find out if mortals had come across the wreckage. It was probably futile to even bother—a pointless exercise. It was a long shot that the carnage would remain undiscovered. The mountain road was remote, but by now, surely someone would have encountered it. However, on the off-chance they hadn’t—and I was praying to Zrenyth they hadn’t—I needed to clean up the mess. The discovery of this would be a nightmare for the Houses to deal with, particularly given the ancient weapons and cursed bolts strewn upon the battlefield. All of this would expose our society to the mortal world.

As I climbed the cliff, using flax and stunted shrubs to haul myself up, my thoughts turned once more to Nelle. I’d left her in the cottage sleeping. I didn’t like the idea of leaving her there alone. However, I knew she could take care of herself. She was a warrior, full of fire and fury. I was more worried that a nightmare would ensnare her and I wouldn’t be there to wake her and offer comfort.

What am I going to do?

The question had been hounding me while I’d run through the forest.

She was mine.

And I—

I can’t stay away.

My chest filled with a freezing bite of sleet, and the wretched feeling overwhelmed my senses… What my family wanted to do with her, to her... What they expected of me…

Her family had kept her confined too long on their estate, and my family was about to shackle her freedom once more.

What did she deserve?

Freedom.

And that was my answer.

Clambering up and over the edge of the cliff, I rose to stalk across the uneven ground and shoulder my way through a thicket. I’d find one of Danne’s cars that had survived the skirmish and drive Nelle as far as I could. Let her go and allow her to discover a place that no one knew about on her own. A place neither the Horned Gods nor my House could find her. Leave her…and let her live freely.

Can I do that?

I’d tracked her down and found her, even when Danne had done his best to keep her hidden behind his Cloakers. Those threads of power that bound us together had proven there was nowhere she could go that I wouldn’t find her.

I have to stay away. I have to.

Leaves and twigs crunched underfoot, and I ducked under a low-hanging bough as I broke through the forest’s treeline. My boots crushed wild grass beneath their soles as I made my way up the slight incline to the roadside, and came to a slow halt.

I blinked, not quite sure what to make of what I was seeing.

There should have been a wreckage of vehicles, bodies strewn across the road and slumped down the slope of the mountain. At worst, the area should be taped off, with cops crawling all over the scene. However, all of it was gone. The roadside was wiped clean, as if the battle had never taken place. Apart from one person standing in the middle of the road.

My stomach fell away to see her.

My gaze slipped over her shoulder and landed on my Mustang, and a second car parked further back. Kenton leaned his hip against the matte-black metal and Caidan sat on the hood, his hands clasped between his thighs. Both of them watched, expectant.

If it had been anyone else standing there in the middle of the road, my father, even my aunt, I wouldn’t have been swayed. But it wasn’t.

It was my sister.

Ferne heard my approach, cocked her head, and shifted her body to fully face me. She didn’t smile. She extended a hand upward and there was something cradled in the flat of her palm that looked like a dew drop made from amber. Her lips parted and the name spiraled from her mouth on a whisper. One single word that decided Nelle’s fate.

“Tabitha.”

It was a thunderous boom of a taiko drum.

A choice.

Always a choice I needed to make.

One that consumed my heart with bitter-black flames and rendered it to nothing but cinder and ash.

My family or Nelle.

Tabitha or Nelle.

My mother hadn’t been killed by the Horned Gods. She’d been stolen.

And Nelle was the key to finding her.
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When I awoke, I found the curtains cast open and sunlight streaming through the windows. I was alone in a strange bed of mismatched blankets and pillows. Bare chipboard boxed in the small space, and candles along the windowsill had melted into waxen pools, dripping onto the rough floorboards below.

Where am I?

I rubbed my eyes and sat up.

The cottage. Danne. Silas Boon. Graysen—

Where was Graysen? Unease slunk through me. He wouldn’t have left me… Someone hadn’t come for us? Surely?

Swinging my feet over the side of the bed, I tugged off a thin blanket and wound it around my naked body. I silently slipped out of the bedroom and found Graysen in the kitchen with his back to me, barefoot and wearing only his adamere pants. The armor hugged his muscular legs, and I took a moment to appreciate his ass. My body still hummed pleasantly from the night before, and a blush stole across my cheeks at the memory of those hands and lips claiming every inch of me.

He stood at the wood-burning stove, cooking breakfast. Last evening, my investigation revealed that the pantry was full of dried and canned goods, leading me to believe the owners of the rustic cottage stayed here frequently throughout the year.

The morning was already warm and the blazing flames inside the stove’s belly increased the temperature even further. He’d opened the front door and all the windows as well, to help move the hot air outside. A slight sheen of sweat glistened on his golden-hued skin, and he raised a forearm, the muscles flexing, to wipe his brow. He lowered his arm, only to shake his head a moment later, I imagined, to toss the raven-black locks from his eyes.

My gaze greedily devoured the tattoos that graced his powerful arms. The Ukkenskrit tales that coiled around one bicep, the wyrmfire in whorls and swirls on the other arm, fully inked right down to his wrist, which was bound in thin leather straps and silver chains.

An icy sensation slipped down my spine as I took in his ruined back, the slashes and savage cruelty he’d endured. I was responsible for his punishment, and I still hadn’t resigned myself to my part in his mother’s death.

For a moment, I was too crushed to even breathe.

He was too busy scratching at the pan with his spatula and cursing under his breath to realize I was nearby. At least that’s what I thought, until he asked, “Hungry, little bird?”

Heavy despondency fell through me.

I couldn’t stay.

I couldn’t be with him.

I had to swift away, and keep on swifting until no one could find me. Not even Graysen.

“You know I have to leave…right?”

He stilled, his muscles contracting with sudden tension. He lowered his head slightly and he let out a sigh so quietly I might not have heard it if I wasn’t listening and feeling with all my senses. Slowly tapping the edge of the skillet with his spatula, the chink of metal on metal rang through the air. The room descended into silence again, before he said softly, “Let me have this morning…just us…please.”

The blanket tangled about my legs as I approached, and I wound my arms around his waist, resting my cheek against his scarred back. His lungs expanded with a sharp intake of air at my touch as that electric feeling zinged between us. “I want that too.” More than anything.

He was cooking something that tingled my nostrils, something a little bitter…what is that?

As I peered around his side, he lifted his arm so I could snuggle closer. His arm draped over my shoulder, and his curled fingers brushed lightly up and down my upper arm, sending waves of desire rippling through my body at every innocent stroke.

My nose scrunched as I blinked at the skillet, utterly surprised.

This…I was not expecting this. Astonishment rounded my eyebrows. “You’re making me pancakes?”

“Kinda,” he grumbled. He scraped at the lumpy mass with the spatula, trying to flip it over. The pancake had stuck to the pan and I could see there were a few already cooked, oddly shaped, and mostly burnt, stacked haphazardly on a plate. “Hellsgate,” he scowled. His inky brows slashed over dark eyes. “This isn’t as easy as they make it look.”

I scoffed at him. “It’s pancakes. They’re the easiest thing you can make.”

Nudging him aside with a hip, I stole the spatula away while hitching the blanket higher up my chest with my other hand. “Wait for the bubbles first. Once they’ve appeared, it’s ready to flip.”

He stood behind me, his bare skin touching my shoulder blades. I bit down on my lower lip to stop the moan from slipping out as I leaned into him further. His arms circled my waist, his fingers spreading wide on my hips, and while I flipped and tossed fresh pancakes onto the plate, he moved with me, our bodies shifting in perfect union. He helped me spray the pan with oil, and pour batter into a lopsided circle, laughing as I teased him with what he’d already cooked, listening while I taught him the art of pancakes.

It felt nice. It felt normal.

And Graysen and I had never been normal.

As sudden as that pleasant thought came, it was swept away again.

A different feeling, darker and more twisted, pushed me down. What was nearly stolen from me.

Graysen’s body tensed, and he whispered my name as a question. Perhaps whatever power bound us together also tied him to my emotions, and he could feel the despair choking my throat.

He swiveled me about to face him. My arms slunk around his back, my fingers skimming rough textured skin, and I held onto him, desperate for the comfort he offered. He cupped the nape of my neck, tilted my head up, and drifted his other hand down my side to let it rest on my hip. His eyes were soft when they searched mine for the longest time, penetrating, seeing me, all of me, all the parts I was wrestling with. I’m sure he already knew the answer before he asked gently, “You okay?”

I don’t know yet.

Maybe not for a while.

Maybe I’ll never get that piece of me back.

“I will be.” A lie I held onto with a death grip.

His mouth tipped up one-sided in a small smile. “Such sweet lies.” I closed my eyes, lay my cheek against his sculpted chest, and soaked in his cedar scent until I could breathe again. When I opened my eyes and pushed away to see him better, he bowed his head and stilled an inch from my lips. He stayed there, letting me decide, letting me travel the rest of the distance if I wanted to kiss him.

When my lips met his, fire banished the darkness inside and lit it up with his velvet night, his promise of wickedness. His fingers tangled in my loose, messy hair, and mine feathered through his black locks. My mouth glanced over his in a gentle, chaste move that belied the raging desire inflaming my blood. I swept my tongue along the seam of his lips and he parted them with a raw sigh of pleasure. I closed my mouth over his, and it was my tongue that slid inside, insistent on my claim. He moaned roughly, his hand sliding from my hip to cup my ass. Deepening the kiss, I pressed closer into him, my softness meeting his hardness.

Holy Skalki…I could kiss him forever.

But the bitter smell of pancakes assaulted my nostrils.

“I can smell it burning,” I said into our kiss.

“Let it burn,” he groaned before flicking the roof of my mouth with his tongue, sending a delicious shiver of anticipation running across my skin.

Even though I didn’t want to, I pulled away, turning back to the stove.

I finished cooking the rest of the pancake batter. Graysen had found this pre-made mix of pancakes in the pantry along with a carton of long-life milk. I flipped the pancakes onto plates, squirming against his hands as they roamed my body while I worked. Moaned, when he nudged his face into my wild locks, to whisper into my ear all the things he wanted to do to me, here on this counter, on the rickety round dining table, outside on the swing chair I hadn’t noticed when we’d arrived.

“Eat first,” I said, a little breathlessly.

While he rattled around in the drawers for cutlery, I drizzled honey he’d found onto the stack of pancakes. And that was when I finally saw the fading wisps of steam curling from two mugs toward the end of the chipped laminate bench. A wide grin split my face as soon as the sweet scent tickled my nostrils. I bounced on the balls of my feet in excitement. “Hot chocolate?” I jabbed him in the ribs and he shirked away with a muffled curse. “Graysen Crowther, are you about to drink sugary crap?”

Graysen snorted, rolling his eyes.

This was… What was this? An attempt at domestic bliss?

Picking up the two mugs of hot chocolate, he offered one to me…then stilled. Before my grabby hands could grasp the mug’s handle, he pulled it out of reach and swiveled around swiftly. It looked as if he was going to tip my hot chocolate into the sink because I teased him.

What the hells?!

“No you don’t!” I shrieked.

Lunging, I seized hold of the mug and wrestled it from him. Hot chocolate spilled over the mug’s rim. The hot brown liquid splashed over my hand and I licked it up with a grin, sighing—delicious. In a flurry of quick steps, I backed up and drank half of the chocolaty drink before he could stop me—one hand outstretched, warning him away.

I ran my tongue over my sticky sweet lip, letting out a pleased humming noise at the back of my throat. Smiling, I tilted my head and wagged my eyebrows. “I understand your aversion to sugary crap, but this is too good.” I lifted a shoulder, smirking. “Besides, Graysen Crowther making me pancakes and hot chocolate—how could I resist?”

However, Graysen’s gaze had dropped to his hand, cupping the edge of the wooden kitchen counter. His knuckles were burning white.

A flash of unease had my spine stiffening. “Graysen?”

He cleared his throat, loosened his fingers from the countertop, and flexed them. When he pushed off the counter he was smiling, and he gestured with his chin toward the little nook with a paint-chipped windowsill overlooking the lake. “Come on, sit down, eat.”

Maybe it was all to do with this morning and how quickly the time would pass. Pancakes and hot chocolate…a thoughtful, kind, parting gift.

And once more, sorrow pierced my heart at the thought of being parted from him.

Graysen urged me forward, pulling out a dining chair to settle me first before seating himself.

I speared a burnt pancake from the bottom of the stack and sliced it up on my plate.

Graysen pulled an appalled face. “You really don’t have to—”

“You made it for me,” I mumbled around the bite of pancake, trying not to screw my face up at the bitter taste and spill the truth. Chewing, I swallowed down the mouthful with the last of the hot chocolate.

Midnight locks ruffled as he shook his head at me. “You’re crazy.”

“I’m your kind of crazy.”

With a smile that curled my toes, he leaned over the table and I met him halfway. The words brushed across my lips right before he kissed me sweetly. “Yes, you are.”

“More,” I whined, pulling at the nape of his neck to tug him back.

“Gods, I’ll never get enough of your sunshine,” he murmured into our kiss.

Satisfied and a little lust-drunk, we both sat down to finish our breakfast.

Having slid another pancake onto my plate, I drowned it in honey to somewhat mask the burnt taste. We ate in silence, every so often glancing up and catching each other staring, and smiled around forkfuls of honeyed pancake when we did. Or I did, and sometimes he gave me a cocky wink in return.

This man who had died—almost died, I reminded myself as a rush of dark memory and despair crashed over me—found me, fought for me…

And now I’d leave him, swift myself away.

Worry of what the future held began to slowly sink into me. “What happens now?”

Dark eyes intense like a flash of lightning cut to mine. Too intense for me to hold. I glanced about the cozy little living room with its wood-burning stove and stacks of books and mismatched chairs and couch. “Why can’t we stay here forever?” I asked quietly.

When I looked back, Graysen was staring down at his hand resting on the table. Thick brows knitted together as he drew his forefinger slowly along a knot in the wooden tabletop. “I’d like that,” he said softly.

I sighed. I did too.

Then I smiled as his legs tangled between mine beneath the table.

He glanced up with a lazy grin. “We’ll sort all that out later. It’s still morning, so let’s enjoy it.”

I ran my knife over the streaks of honey coating the china plate, the scraping sound filling the silence. Curiosity and a need to know made me ask. “How did you find me when…”—it was too hard saying his name—“He’d hidden us behind Cloakers?”

Graysen stabbed the last slice of pancake and ate it, giving my question consideration, or perhaps carefully choosing how to answer me. “Whatever this is…” He motioned between us with a hand. “Whatever has bound us together… There’s nowhere you can go that I won’t be able to find you. No one can hide you from me when you’re in here.” And he splayed his hand over his bare chest. I was sure, almost sure, he was only indicating that he felt me inside him. But I couldn’t stop staring at his hand pressed above his heart.

I blinked, suddenly realizing he was looking at me with a perplexed frown.

“You’ve got that smile going on again,” he frowned, waving his fork at my face.

“What smile?”

He squinted, and his nose wrinkled. “The goofy one.”

I made a pffting noise, rolling my eyes at him, but that goofy smile got a little wider.

He rose, padded over to the small kitchen, and filled a jug with water. Returning with two ceramic glasses, he sat back down and poured me a cup before pushing it across the table with the tip of his finger.

Refreshing liquid slid into my mouth as I sipped, watching Graysen fill his glass. The wyrmfire ink shifted on his throat as he swallowed down a mouthful. Swiping the moisture from his bottom lip with his thumb, he stared through the window at the waves gently rolling up the rocky shoreline. “I’ll have to bring Caidan to this lake someday. He’d like this spot.”

As much as I didn’t want to even think about his family, I was intrigued. “Why?”

Flicking his gaze back to mine, he pulled an exasperated face. “A few years ago, Jett got it into his head he wanted to learn fly-fishing. He was bored within the first hour and bitched his ass off the rest of the afternoon.” Shrugging a powerful shoulder, he added, “Caidan took to it though, and sometimes I join him, fishing for trout and salmon.”

I huffed a laugh. “You fish?” For some reason, I found it hard to imagine him on a riverbank, or in waders striding through swiftly moving water, fishing. In fact, it seemed so ridiculous that I started to laugh, really laugh—long and hard—the kind that wouldn’t stop and gave me the full belly shakes.

When I finally, finally, got myself under control, he was leaning back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. “Finished?” But I saw the gold flecks in his eyes twinkling.

I nodded, wiping away the tears, and rubbed my aching cheeks.

Dark hair slid sideways as he cocked his head and arched a brow. “Fly-fishing’s not that hard. You simply need patience.” He slanted his chin toward the window where lush reeds edged part of the lake. “It’s relaxing, peaceful, and quiet.”

Turning my gaze back to the enchanting view from the cottage, a cool caress of wind curled through the open windows, bringing with it the scent of the overgrown lawn, thick with flowering weeds, and the smell of the stony shore beyond. I squirmed in my seat to get more comfortable, tightening the blanket tied above my breasts like a sarong, and relaxed. Graysen leaned an elbow on the rickety table, gazing out the window at the lake, and like he described how he felt when he went fishing for trout, a quiet peacefulness settled over him.

And I could imagine…

I could imagine what life for us might be like. What a future with him might hold.

We’d live somewhere charming. A simple cottage exactly like this one with its cheery yellow walls, bookcases stacked with worn and much-loved books, the stuffy couch and its crochet rug in clashing colors. Nothing matching—not the cutlery, nor the chipped china plates either.

We’d live beside the sea, maybe in some small coastal cove right on the Pacific shore, where I’d have the freedom to roam wherever I wanted. And every morning there would be pancakes and sunshine.

I’d find a job at a…diner. Just as Graysen had said a few days back when we’d swam in the well of water. It would be in a little town where everyone knew one another. I’d scribble down orders and pour coffee and talk to people. I’d hear about their day, learn about their families, what they liked to do, and what made them smile.

And Graysen would be a…mechanic. He’d have to learn to curb his tongue and play nice with mortals, but after we finished work, he’d pick me up from the diner with grease under his fingernails and one of those broad unrestrained grins. He’d tell me about his day as he swung me over the back of his motorcycle. I’d snuggle right behind him, and we’d ride all the roads we hadn’t traveled before until our muscles were sore and aching. Then we’d lay under the stars and we’d…

We’d…

We’d never be together.

Never live that kind of life.

Be that kind of couple.

A heavy cloak of sorrow descended over me.

On my twentieth birthday, the Alverac would tie me to Graysen’s will and it wasn’t safe to be with him with that omnipotent control he would hold over me. His family wanted to use me to punish my parents—break me, to break them. And for whatever reason, Silas Boon and the Children of the Harbinger were after me too.

I leaned my elbows on the table, kneading my temples.

Gods, my life is a mess.

I mentally sighed. So I’d swift away. To where—I had no idea. Right now I couldn’t swift anywhere. The creature inside me still slumbered and after it woke I had to know the place, or at least have seen it, to swift there.

Besides all that, I’d never been free before. I’d barely spent any time off the estate. The concept was alien. I could travel wherever I wanted. Do whatever I wanted. So where would I go? What would I do?

Reality crashed in hard, stifling my breath.

The wooden chair squeaked as I quickly shifted to gather the plates and cutlery, just to do something with my shaky hands, to push the waves of panic aside.

I wore a blanket. I had no clothes. No Money. No job. Nowhere to live.

Holy…holy…holy shit…

Unconsciously, I tapped the edge of a plate with a fork, faster and faster, the tines clinking in a hummingbird rhythm.

Graysen slapped his large hand over mine, stopping the motion. “What’s wrong?”

My gaze snapped to his. The words rushed out of me at a frantic pace. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where to go. I’ll know no one out there. I don’t even have any money.”

At my panicked outburst, at my obvious fear, he shushed me gently, lacing his fingers through mine. “I’ll drive you wherever you want to go. I’ll get you everything you need.”

“How?” Right now we had nothing. I didn’t even have clothes.

He gave me a look as if to say—You forget who I am.

My smile was watery but grateful. “You’d steal everything I need?” My bottom lip wobbled. “That’s so sweet.”

His laugh was loud and bright. “Isn’t it?” He squeezed my hand. “Don’t worry. Everything will work out.”

As we continued to hold each other’s gazes, something faltered in his. Some deep, pained emotion shot through his gaze so swiftly I couldn’t quite make it out. Perhaps anguish. Maybe, even strangely, remorse. I wasn’t sure because those dark lashes swept down and he closed himself off, shuttering the emotion away. When he next looked at me, he smiled softly and I smiled back.

Untangling our fingers, I rose and cleared the table of our dishes.

I didn’t want to leave him. I didn’t want to leave my family. But, for a little while, I needed to be free. Later, I’d work out a way to contact my family, and Graysen too.

Placing the dishes in the sink, I said, “It won’t be forever.” I refused to believe this separation would be for long. And that made everything a bit easier to bear.

Padding back to the table, I picked up the sticky jar of honey, stilling to lick the beads of sweetness off my forefinger and his gaze sharpened on the movement. He intently watched me with the focus of a wild animal. Molten desire flared in his eyes. I loved it. Loved teasing him. Lazily licking my finger once more, I innocently asked, “Whatever shall we do now?”

A low growl was my only warning.

Graysen moved so fast I didn’t even see him surging from his chair. I yelped in surprise when I suddenly found myself whipped around and lying flat on the wobbly table. His mouth captured my finger, tongue curling. “H-holy Sk-skalki, Crowther!”

He sucked the honey from my fingertip in a sensual move that turned my bones to liquid. My moan was husky as heat flared inside my core while his hunger for me was a hard, long length pressed against my thigh.

Releasing my finger, he nipped and kissed his way along my jawline.

“Didn’t you mention, earlier, what you wanted to do on this silly, rickety table?” I asked, breathing unevenly and wriggling beneath him, seeking friction.

His teeth scraped down my neck to my collarbone, and the words vibrated against my flushed skin. “As much as you’d like to have your way with me, I have other plans, lovely, wicked Wychthorn.”

Straightening, he backed off, blinking rapidly as he puffed out a breath and dragged a hand through his hair, mentally shaking off the lust.

I pouted to lose that hard, sculptured body on mine.

“Besides, the morning isn’t over yet,” he said, reminding me of our agreement. Scooping me up, he slung me over his shoulder. My hair fell in a pale sheet as I dangled upside down with my favorite view ever. I dropped the jar of honey, and it clattered on the wooden floor, rolling under the couch with its bright rugs and pillows. “Gods, I love your ass.” I squeezed it. Maybe a little too firmly, but it was too hard to resist.

“Holy fuck,” he barked, jolting, then laughed.

Fresh air greeted me as he strode outside and down the porch. Flipping me over into his arms, he sank into the swing chair and settled me to lie down with my head resting on his lap. He stretched his long legs out and rested the heels of his feet against the wooden planks to push the chair in lazy arcs—the rusty metal chinking and squeaking—and for a while, we watched one another. He twirled a lock of my hair around a finger and gently tugged. “Sing for me, little bird. I want to hear everything you love.”

As the sun rose higher and birds soared above the lake and flew over the raft bobbing in the distance, we talked—well, mostly me, while he listened to my tales of growing up on my estate. But I teased a few things out of him—his enthusiasm for board games, where each week his siblings would gather to play a game, anything from Backgammon to Battleship to Clue, which had me laughing and shaking my head in surprise. And he shared all the different kinds of smiles and laughter he possessed that perhaps no one besides his family ever saw or heard.

Maybe it was the warmth of the day and the rhythmic lull of the waves gently lapping the shore, but I found myself lethargic, and my mind becoming fuzzy. I disappeared somewhere else. It almost felt like a waking dream, one that gilded reality with a shimmer that sparkled with effervescence.

Everything seemed golden. Graysen, too, seemed as if he had been sprinkled with a fine layer of gold that glittered on his skin. I reached up and ran my forefinger down the length of this straight, arrogant nose, marveling at his striking beauty. I brushed the pad of my thumb across his lips. “You’re beautiful.”

He flashed a smile, his rich chuckle enticing me to grin back at him. It slowly died as his gaze turned a little more somber as he followed the path his calloused finger made, gently tracing the curve below my eyebrow. “You’re beautiful…stupidly beautiful.”

That struck me as funny and I laughed and it echoed strangely in my ears, the sound of it looping, each note layering over the top of one another.

I felt his nose nudge the curly locks of my hair aside and, when his breath caressed the shell of my ear, my spine bowed and my lips parted on a soft exhale. He whispered something to me in an open and honest tone that had my lashes fluttering as my eyes widened, and the shock of it stuttered my heart. Sunshine, pure joyous sunshine, bloomed in my chest and flooded every inch of my body. His mouth hunted mine, capturing it in a kiss that was languid and deep and thorough.

And like a honey-coated dream, it slipped away…the words, what he’d told me…and my mind floated elsewhere like one of the leaves dusting the lake’s undulating surface.

The world blurred into a palette of rich greens and blues. Everything glistened with gold. Buttery sunlight reflected off the water’s azure waves and golden motes danced in the air.

Suddenly, I was weightless—

He’d picked me up, an arm beneath my back, the other underneath my knees. “I got you, little bird,” he said, pressing a tender kiss to my forehead.

Snapshots of reality broke through the golden, dreamlike haze and I caught glimpses as if time had marched on—

He was fully dressed once more in his armor and knelt on the bed, supporting me while tugging a long, baggy t-shirt over my head. A musty smell from the soft white shirt reached me and I drowsily wondered if he had found it in the drawer.

Carrying me down the worn, sagging porch steps.

A car door opening.

The click of a safety belt.

“Where…are we…going?” I managed to ask.

He didn’t answer, but after reversing the car, shifting gears as we glided forward and away from the cottage, he threaded his fingers through mine and held tight. My head fell against the headrest, lolling, relaxing at the purr of the engine, and I slipped into a waking dream full of sunshine.
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Ididn’t wake in the usual sense. It was a slow rousing. The golden, honeyed glow that veiled my surroundings faded and the effervescence that sparkled in my veins like champagne went flat. The sharp, too-bright edges of reality came into focus.

Yet, I felt refreshed and calm.

Stretching my limbs like a cat, I became conscious of a change in direction and speed. The skittish sunlight warming my skin. And aware of the gruff purring noise in the background.

I was in a car.

A jolt of confusion cracked through me as I sat up straighter, peering through the windshield. We were driving down a narrow road lined with gnarled trees, their leaves dappling the golden hues of sundown.

It was the slip of a finger on an ivory key, a sweet melody jarred by the wrong note played.

The last I remembered it was morning at the cottage, and now it was nearing dusk. We’d obviously been traveling for hours. As I ran my hands against my thighs, I realized I was wearing a white t-shirt that hit right below my knees and smelled faintly musty. It took another moment for it to sink in that it wasn’t a road we were traversing along—it was a driveway.

I shifted slightly to face Graysen. “Fyae nectar.” It hissed from me low and twisted. He’d drugged me with fyae nectar, those tiny, biting creatures that made homes near stagnant ponds, whose venom was more commonly called nectar and induced waking dreams. Much easier to devour your kill slowly over time if they were helpless and lethargic.

Why had Graysen wanted to lull me into a state of compliance?

I had my answer as the trees fell away behind us and the driveway cut through a great grassy lawn. A formidable mansion came into view.

Although mansion wasn’t the right word to describe it.

Neither was castle.

It was a fortress.

An imposing stark structure, contrasting against a deep blue sky. It was enormous, and its shape wasn’t quite uniform either, as if the towers and turrets had been added to the original keep over the ages. Sentries strode along the rampart, and unlike my father’s men, none of them carried guns, mere blades. All it was missing was a moat and a drawbridge.

The fortress had been modernized, I supposed. Where the gatehouse might have once been, there were enormous oak doors and a terrace with steps leading down to the circular parking area paved with cobblestones. Surrounding the space was a low stone fence and a neatly clipped garden—apart from the white climbing roses that were seemingly left to ramble. The blooming flowers twined around the balustrades fencing the terrace and smothered the ivy crawling up the walls of the fortification.

“Where are we?”

Graysen’s brow was deeply furrowed. He rapped the steering wheel with a thumb but still didn’t answer.

“Graysen?”

“Home,” he said in a flat voice.

It sank into me, exactly where I was—House Crowther.

He’d drugged me, albeit more pleasantly than Danne and Silas, and stolen me.

I wanted to scream and hit out at him. I should have been doing those things—shrieking and clawing at his face. I should be feeling those things—but all I could do was sit there in the front seat of his car, frozen and numb.

Shouldn’t I know?

Shouldn’t I have always known?

“You never intended to let me go.” He remained silent, his entire focus was directed at the narrow driveway littered with fallen leaves. “What was that this morning? Was any of it real?”

He continued to stare ahead as if he hadn’t heard me speak.

“Stop the car,” I pleaded. “Turn around.”

The thing inside me still slumbered. I prodded and poked it, but felt nothing but a mild stirring. Without it, there wasn’t anything special about me and I started to suffocate under the same powerless feeling I’d had in the back of Danne’s limousine.

Graysen had told me to run, begged me to. Urged me to find a place not even he could find me, fearing that his family would hunt me. That he might not be able to help himself, either.

And now, here I was.

House Crowther.

And he’d driven me here. Him!

Betrayal, cold and filthy, rose in bubbling waves.

Graysen Crowther betrayed me.

I was a fool.

A godsdamned stupid fool!

As we pulled up beside the flight of stone steps leading to the front entrance, I blinked back the tears. My fingers dug into the soft material of the t-shirt I wore as a dress, trying to tame the trembling coursing through my body. “You can’t do this to me.”

But of course, he could.

Finally, he turned to look at me. “This is your home now.”

His features were carved in granite. Even the golden flecks in his ebony eyes seemed duller, with the coldness radiating from him. There was no trace of warmth, not an ounce of the deeper feeling that he had regarded me with this morning either.

Heaviness sank through me like waterlogged clothes, dragging me down to the silted bottom of a mire. A great crack fractured open my heart. It hurt. Everything hurt.

Graysen saw everything that was going on inside me, the agony and despair and confusion, and on his face, I saw nothing. Nothing at all.

I felt him, though. An iciness like a frozen lake. As if he’d banished the summer and all the glorious heat and drew in bone-biting frost.

Graysen got out of the car, his boots thudding on the cobblestones.

Panic erupted and I did the only thing I could think of. Before he could round the Mustang, I opened the door and leaped out. My feet hit rough uneven stone and I took off running.

But what was I to a Crowther? He had hold of my arm in less than two steps, swinging me around. I fought, clawing at his large hand, yanking and striking out. I didn’t fool myself into thinking it was me who had wrenched myself free. He released me. I skittered away, my lower back smacked into his car and pain jarred up my spine.

One step—

A second—

A third—he closed the gap between us and I let him. He braced his hands on either side of me, boxing me in.

“Don’t do this,” I pleaded. “You told me what was going to happen to me. What your aunt wanted.” But it was more than that. More than simply his family claiming me. My heart ached. How could he do this to me, to us? I wrapped my fingers around his upper arms and rose on my tippy-toes to whisper, “Don’t throw us away.”

He bowed his head to reply quietly in my ear, his voice low and lethal. “There was no us. Not when you were going to leave me.”

I managed not to flinch.

A hard lump formed in my throat. I closed my eyes briefly, blew out a deep breath, and locked gazes with him. “Please, Graysen, let me go.”

His mouth pinched as he straightened his spine to stare coldly down the length of his nose. “Don’t you understand? There’s nowhere you can run. Nowhere you can hide. When Danne hid you behind Cloakers, I still found you.” His jaw tightened. “No matter where you ran to, you would have ended up here.”

“Don’t you dare justify doing this to me with that.” Anger ignited, driving fiery wrath along with shame at my stupidity. “All that talk over breakfast.” All that talking he did, making out he was going to set me free. “You were just sitting there, silently laughing at me. Mocking me.”

Something warred on his face, emotions battling one another. He pushed off the car, uncaging me, glancing away momentarily at the steps leading to the terrace of his home. He clenched and unclenched his hands at his sides, betraying his inner conflict. However, when his gaze slowly returned to my own, there was only one emotion shining sharply in his eyes—possessiveness.

Flat, cold words. “You’re mine now.”

“I’m no one’s,” I hissed.

“It’s too late, Wychthorn.”

The word clanged through me, Wychthorn. Not little bird. Not Nelle.

A hand rose, and his fingertip lazily skimmed my jaw with enough pressure to tilt my head to the side and expose my throat to him. Dark eyes glanced along the vulnerable line of flesh and lingered on the rapidly pulsing heartbeat. “I’ve touched you. Tasted you. I’ve been inside you.” Unease slithered within my chest as I saw a silvery-gray hue seeping into his black irises, turning them into a reflection of my own eyes. Vanished in an instant. “I can’t—I won’t let you go. Not now. Not ever.”

He gripped my arm tightly and tugged me away from the car, practically half-dragging me to the bottom of the steps that lead up to the house, if you could call it that.

I felt the wrongness in my bones just as the creature stirred stickily.

Old…I could feel how old those blocks of stone were, more ancient than the temple on our estate. No doubt, like our temple, it had been shifted to America, block by block, and rebuilt exactly how it once stood in the old world. The fortress was enormous, built with adamere threading through the stone, its hard lines softened by a thick carpet of ivy and wild white roses clambering up the walls.

The front doors creaked open. Varen strode out, guiding Ferne, and one by one, each of the brothers followed. Kenton. Caidan. Jett.

Their footfall was a death drum in my ears as they made a line across the terrace. Silent with impassive expressions.

As the sun descended to touch the horizon, the setting sunlight scored the clouds with apricot and peach. Warmth was draining from the earth, but that may have had more to do with the fear creeping inside me.

As one, the Crowthers bowed.

“Welcome Nelle,” Varen’s gravelly voice was pitched low, but it was a thunderous boom inside my head.

“Welcome?” I repeated. “Welcome?” I dragged out, arching an eyebrow.

My gaze traveled across the male members of the Crowther family. At all those powerful physiques clad in battle-black, the material clinging to their forms with intricate fish scale detailing. At the blades strapped to their calf-high boots and bound to the outside of their thighs.

Because they knew what I was. That I was other.

My eyes slid sideways to Graysen and I spoke lowly, not caring that his family with their keen ears would hear every word. “Doesn’t seem like a very welcoming party.”

“I thought it was spoken cordially enough.”

“They’re all wearing armor,” I hissed back.

He cleared his throat and squinted upward, his mouth pursed to one side. “Your temper is well known within my family.”

My heartbeat pounded in my ears. “You can’t claim me under the Alverac. I’m not twenty.”

“You’re nineteen, and my aunt was very clever with the amendment within the Alverac. If you’re with me, you’re under my authority. We’re having a family reunion. And, since there’s so many of us Crowthers, it’s going to last a month…right up until your twentieth birthday.”

Clever. So very clever of them.

How the hells am I going to get myself out of this?

I had to run. I had to swift.

But the monoliths kept me from swifting out of the estate. I poked the creature, screamed at it, mentally shook it, and felt nothing but a mild, drowsy stretch.

Hellsgate!

Sucking in a deep breath, I squared my shoulders.

No matter what happened next, I still needed to say this.

I spoke to Varen, who looked on with a stoic expression carved from stone. “I’m sorry that Tabitha died. Your wife.”

Beside me, I was aware that Graysen had tensed.

To the Crowther siblings, I said, “And your mother.” There was nothing revealed on their cold, empty faces. Nothing in their violet eyes either.

Ferne was the only one who moved. Her simple cotton dress swayed slightly as she leaned closer to her father to wrap her fingers around his forearm and squeeze gently.

“I am sorry—”

“Sorry?” someone interrupted. Their voice was carried on the dusk air from behind Varen, low and raspy and bitter.

My hands curled into fists by my side.

I would not cower. I would not bow down. I was a godsdamn Wychthorn!

But that strength fled when Valarie appeared.

The Crowther aunt’s expression had always been unreadable. Unfeeling. Unimpressed. Yet, like water churning under a spring-thawed layer of ice, her deep violet eyes burned bright with more feeling than I’d ever seen in her before. Eagerness and a perverse sort of relief glowed in their depth.

I was more terrified at that moment than I had ever been of Master Sirro.

Valarie angled her head to the side, and the movement was so snakelike I almost jerked back. “What would you be sorry for?”

“What my father did was wrong—”

“Sorry. Wrong,” Valarie interrupted once more. She swept her black skirt up with one hand and descended a step toward me. “Such empty words to describe what your parents did to Tabitha.” Her eyes thinned as she raised her chin. “Your mother was Tabitha’s best friend. Her confidant since childhood. Her keeper of secrets. And she just gave her up—”

“She gave her up for me.”

“Yes, because of you.”

“I didn’t know. I’ve done nothing—”

“Wrong?”

What was the point of skirting around the truth? “I know what the Alverac is, what it means. I know what you want with me.”

“And what exactly is that?”

“Revenge,” I replied bluntly. “To hurt me. To break me. And in turn to break my father for what he did to…” and I stumbled, then, to say her name. To say what happened to Graysen’s mother because of me.

Valarie’s lips pulled back in a viper’s smile. “I am looking forward to seeing Byron on his knees, broken and begging.”

But it still didn’t make sense. Why wait for so long if they only wanted revenge on my father?

“If you merely wished to break my father, why didn’t you claim me straight away on the night we signed the Alverac?”

“Timing. Timing is everything. Your father did us a service keeping you hidden all these years. And we needed to bide our time.”

Timing?

What did they need to wait for?

And my mind spun through everything I knew about our world, frantically flipping through memories like skim-reading one of those dusty books in my family’s library.

The answer came to me so fast that it punched the air from my lungs.

Oh my gods…

“The Witches Ball.”

The cruel smile Valarie bestowed turned my blood to ice. “Yes. The Witches Ball.”

Every seven years, those odious creatures that dealt with nefarious potions and spells gathered at the Witches Ball. And it drew in other Horned Gods, sometimes to bid, but mostly for morbid curiosity.

“Houses aren’t invited.”

“Hardly any have been invited. But there have been a few invitations extended throughout the millennia.”

“Why would they invite you?”

She clicked her tongue at me as if I should know.

The answer was more air than a whisper. “Me.”

Oh my gods…me.

“The Witches Ball… It’s an auction. They sell and bid on…” The words fell apart under the weight of meaning.

“They bid on mortals, creatures…others. Anything and anyone of interest.”

To carve up and grind and boil and flay—reduce them down to the smallest of body parts to be used in their spells.

My knees buckled beneath me and Graysen caught me before I crumpled. I didn’t have it in me to shove him away. My mind reeled, horror and pure terror pounded in my veins.

“We just need in,” he said quietly.

I blinked.

The truth rushed through me.

The pieces fell into place, snatches of a bigger picture forming.

This is what this has been about—the Horned God who’d killed Tabitha. “You want vengeance on the Horned God.” I half-twisted to Graysen. “The one with the red hair. The one you told me of.”

In the corner of my eye, I saw Valarie’s gaze slice to her nephew standing behind me. When I turned back to face her, there was a glint of something in her eyes that I didn’t like, shrewd calculation and something else. Graysen telling me about the Horned God—that was a variable she hadn’t anticipated.

“And I’ll be the price of admission? The offering you’ll put up on the auction block?”

“We’ll do anything to get our hands on that heinous creature,” Valarie snapped. “We will use you. Give you away. Sell you if need be.”

Give you away…

Sell you if need be…

I wasn’t sure if Graysen was breathing.

I know I wasn’t.

His fingers tightened on my waist and I was only half aware of the soft snarl that whispered from him, felt it rumbling in his chest more than heard it. It wasn’t directed at me. His anger was aimed at his aunt.

“You, my dear, will gain us access to the Witches Ball and we are going to use you as bait,” Valarie said with a wicked smile.

Terror crawled all over my skin. It raked at my heart and hissed in my ears—Run, run, run!

WAKE UP!—I shrieked at the dark power inside me.

I looked toward Graysen’s family. “Let me go.”

They merely stared back silently.

And to my utter relief, the creature awoke. It snarled, low and vicious.

I turned to Graysen. “No one, not even you, can hold me here against my will.”

“We’ll see, Wychthorn.”

“Do you really expect me to stay?”

A line formed between his eyebrows, and his lips pinched. “You have no choice.”

But I did have a choice. I could obliterate them with a single burst of power. Didn’t he understand that? That with this thing inside me, nothing and no one could trap me, enslave me.

I wrenched myself free, and he reached for me. I knocked aside his hands with the crack of a cruel windstorm.

He frowned. “Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be.”

“Funny,” I said, “because that’s what I should be saying to you.”

The creature unfurled, shivering with anticipation, and coiled around my bones.

I swifted a short distance away. I went to clench my adamere bracelet, but it was gone, lost somewhere in that nightmare ride in Danne’s limousine. But this time, I didn’t need it to keep myself in check, because I was going to unleash my might entirely and let the Crowthers have a taste of what I was.

My voice rolled across the cobblestones. “My roots are deep, my strength is stone, my breath the wind. I bow to none.”
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Graysen


Astorm surge of feelings—too much, too fast—battered my desolate soul.

“What was that this morning?” she’d asked. “Was any of it real?”

It was real.

It was real for me.

This morning I’d known it would be the last time Nelle would look at me with any affection. Selfishly…selfishly, I simply wanted one last moment with her. One last memory of her looking at me like I was actually worth something. As if I were her entire world. I desperately needed something to cling to, and I knew that her warmth and depth of feeling for me would be the only light to illuminate the darkness to come.

As she roused from her waking dream, I couldn’t do anything but grip the steering wheel to hide the trembling in my fingers and try to bring up the wall of ice as her feelings barreled through me. I could barely breathe through her confusion and shock at my betrayal. Her despair and panic coursed through my veins and corroded my lungs like acid. And when I felt her heart fracture, mine did too.

It cleaved in two like a motherfucker.

Nelle stood in the middle of the driveway, not too far from where I’d parked my car. A slender breeze slithered around her legs and ruffled the hem of her t-shirt that swamped her tiny frame. Big wide eyes, framed by dark lashes, were only on me as she unconsciously skimmed her thumb against the pads of her fingers as if running through phantom beads of adamere. Those full, pink lips parted and she mouthed—Please.

Still, after everything my aunt had revealed about our plans and how I had betrayed her by handing her over to my family, she gave me one last chance.

I briefly closed my eyes to her, despising myself for the choice I’d made.

She would never remember what I had whispered to her on the porch, my confession of how I truly felt for her. I realized how wrong I’d been. All this year spent in each other’s company, when I’d been ruthlessly telling her she was mine, I lost sight of one important fact.

I was hers.

I had always been hers.

Yet it wasn’t enough to save her from my family. From myself. From the choice I had to make.

Nelle’s eyes, the color of moonlight glancing off a pool of water, had regarded me with something much, much deeper this morning. And now, I watched those eyes flash with devastation and rage before growing cold, like dusk on a bone-chilling wintery afternoon, until there was no warmth left, not even the barest hint she felt anything for me but loathing.

I couldn’t blame her. I couldn’t explain it to her either.

Whose life was valued above the other?

My mother’s or Nelle’s.

I was as trapped by my family as she was.

Nelle pushed her shoulders back and held her head high as my brothers descended the terrace steps to form a flush line beside me on the cobblestones. My father too. I darted a quick look on either side of me.

Jett's confidence momentarily faltered.

Caidan shot me a wary glance, his throat bobbing as he turned to face the tiny thing burning with wrath in front of us.

“Look at you all,” Nelle declared, her icy gaze sliding down the line of us. “All you Crowthers. Pain and suffering are all you know. All you’ll ever know. And you think you can use me to get into the Witches Ball? Do you think you can cage me here? Maybe even take to my back with a whip?”

I could feel my brothers’ astonished gazes dart to me.

Nelle paced before us, her bare feet crossing the hard cobbles, drawing my brothers’ attention back to her.

Lifting her chin, she tossed her hair back. “Fight me, do what you were bred to do—weapons in the form of flesh. Cold, callous, unfeeling,” she continued, her voice full of disdainful Wychthorn authority. “But know this. I will tear through you and leave you broken and bleeding at my feet.” She addressed this last parting gift to me, her eyes narrowed and mouth a bitter line. “I bow to no one. And I will never bow to a Crowther!”

As the sun’s golden rays gilded the leafy copse of trees in the distance, stretching long shadows across its lawns, Nelle began shifting her hands as she’d done in the woodland clearing a few nights back. With graceful twists of her hands, it almost seemed as if she were molding something tangible, like an artist with a block of clay. A humming spark of light peeked between her fingers.

My chest tightened and I shifted my stance uneasily.

She drew apart her cupped palms and between the space was a crackling sphere of energy that sparkled against her honeyed skin like a lit firecracker. It looked like lightning, but it was charged fire. In a quick motion, and with a snarl of rage, Nelle slid sideways and hurled the fireball right at my car. It soared fast and furious, like a missile—

And smashed into the Mustang broadside—

The car punched back.

Smoke curled from the tires, squealing in protest as the car whisked along the cobbles to slam violently into the wall encircling the driveway. The forceful impact of meeting the stone wall lifted the car sideways off the ground—

And then it crashed down with a heavy, grinding thump.

Holy hellsgate…

Nelle was a whirlwind of movement. Swift and fearsome.

She pitched ball after ball of savage fire. The flames brighter than the sun. Carving through the air straight for the Mustang—

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

Metal crunched and buckled.

The noise was deafening as the car crumpled inward with each destructive blow. Pale flames flickered between plates of metal. A sudden squall of icy wind raked through my hair, buffeting savagely against my body. I staggered and braced my stance as it blustered around the driveway, bending rose stems and scattering petals and curled leaves as its mighty current swept up the Mustang—

And my fucking car soared straight up into the sky to hover fifty feet above us.

Looking me dead in the eye, Nelle cocked a brow and twirled her middle finger, flipping me off as she spun wild winds as turbulent as a tornado. For one brief crazed moment, I wanted to bark a laugh, tinged with hysteria and limned with despair, at the delightful smart-ass.

Dying sunlight struck the matte-black metal, sending a spray of butterscotch light up against the deepening blue sky as my car rotated like a spinning top—faster and faster and faster.

She let go—

A whistling sound rushed through the air as it fell—

An almighty crunch cracked in my ears as the car hit the driveway so hard the earth shuddered beneath my feet, shivering through my bones.

“Want to see what I can do?” she taunted, casually shifting her weight to one leg and propping a fist on her hip. “What I’ll do to you if you dare lay a finger on me?”

I swallowed thickly as I flexed my hands nervously by my sides.

She wasn’t done either. No, my little bird stretched out an arm and spread her fingers apart. And I wondered in sick fascination what she was willing into being. Curling her fingers, she punched her fist forward—

The car exploded upward and outward into fragments.

Jagged metal rained down on fire, clattering loudly upon stone. The driver’s door, blackened and melted, skidded across the cobblestones with an ear-piercing screech and stopped right in front of my boots. Acrid fumes seared my nostrils as the burning door rocked back and forth with thin plumes of smoke wafting upward.

“Holy shit,” breathed Caidan.

Threads of otherworldly power wove around Nelle like a thick, silvery haze. Reaching high to stain the sky. Spreading wide to darken the world. Her might roiled behind her figure as if she stood in front of a diabolical storm. A tempest birthed from fury.

“Hold the line,” my father ordered, his voice a deep rumble.

Every muscle in my body tensed as I wondered what she was about to unleash upon us.

She gestured at us with a flick of her dainty wrist.

Sirro’s power felt like nothing but a faint echo of what now hunted us down.

Power, so much power, rolled toward us like a bank of fog. Its intensity skimmed my flesh like scraping teeth. It fizzed and crackled and thrummed—

And stopped to hover a hand-span from our throats. A midnight ocean with mighty waves of darkness waiting for her next command.

I could hear Caidan muttering a string of curses like a prayer beneath his breath.

Several tendrils slunk forward and curled around my throat. It felt like chilling, creeping fingers of mist—tasting, testing, tightening.

My little bird waded through her power. She angled her head slightly sideways and her pale hair slipped off a shoulder. Her voice was whisper-soft, but I heard her clearly. “I can crush your fragile bones. Steal the air from your lungs. Incinerate your flesh with a single thought.”

Do it!

Fucking do it!

The air constricted in my throat as she squeezed brutally.

Sweat broke out across my brow as excruciating agony seized my body. Panic devoured my mind.

My nostrils flared, my mouth instinctively opening, trying to gulp down oxygen.

But I couldn’t.

I heard a sharp intake of breath—my sister.

Movement—as if one of my brothers were about to surge for Nelle.

I threw out my hand, warning them to stop.

I didn’t break, nor blink, at Nelle’s challenging glare. Beneath the glacial coolness, she burned with righteous fire, and I fucking deserved it.

Holy Zrenyth!

A popping sound burst inside my ears as my windpipe compressed further with the force she exerted. Thorny pain ravaged my throat and dark spots blurred my vision. I swayed, barely seeing the flash of anger storming through Nelle’s eyes, not at me, but at herself, when she released me on a frustrated hiss, tugging that wild power back to her in a furious snap.

Feathery grey wind spun around her, kicking up leaves and dust and rippling the hem of her t-shirt.

Our gazes held for the briefest of moments—

And then she swifted.

Freed, I collapsed forward, bracing one hand on a knee while using the other to knead my throat as I wheezed in a loud, ragged breath that set my lungs on fire. I could still feel those strands of power on my skin like chaffing rope, choking the life out of me.

Woozily straightening, I turned to my family. The pain receded with my mother’s blood gift as the half-crushed cartilage in my throat rapidly repaired itself.

“She’ll be heading for the gates!” Kenton yelled, his gaze dark with fury.

Jett quickly tied back his hair with a thin strip of leather he kept on his wrist. My father spun toward me, tossing a small black cylinder—a shield House Simonis had originally created and Caidan had perfected from his tinkering—and I snatched it out of the air.

Caidan unbuckled the lasso at his hip. He glanced down at it, his fingers squeezing the coils of rope. His eyes snapped to mine, and I read the barest trace of indecision in their depth until my father barked, “We cannot allow her to break free!”

My father launched forward with thunderous speed, racing down the driveway to disappear swiftly from sight. My three brothers, right behind him.

“Gray?”

My boots gritted on stone as I turned, just as my aunt descended the terrace steps and strode past. But it had been my sister calling out for me.

Ferne hurried over, her hand outstretched before her while using her heightened senses to help guide her downward. In quick ascending strides, I met her halfway.

Delicate fingers gripped my arm and she turned her face toward mine. The lace strapped across her eyeless sockets matched the color of her pale blue dress. “Are you all right?”

No, I’m not.

My sister didn’t wait for an answer. She pressed closer, her whispering voice tremulous. “Nelle here, actually doing this, going through it…” Her mouth wobbled with welling misery and bewilderment. “It’s not how I thought I’d feel.”

“That’s because she’s innocent. Nelle doesn’t deserve this.”

She rubbed her lips together and bowed her head slightly. A sheet of black hair fell over her face as she took a moment before deeply inhaling and answering. “Our mother didn’t deserve it either. It’s been twelve long years, Gray. We’ve got one chance to save her.”

Glancing over my shoulder, I found my aunt standing in the middle of the circular driveway with her back to us, staring as if she could see all the way to the estate gates.

Such heavy despondence washed through me, I was surprised I hadn’t collapsed. I turned to my sister. “Our mother will be heartbroken over what we’re about to do.”

Ferne gave a single nod of agreement. When she lifted her face upward, her features were pinched as if she were holding back tears, and her voice was threaded with hopeless determination. “If we can save her…I’ll learn to live with what I’ve done.”

I knew I never would.

I cast one glance at Ferne, at the lace strapped around her eyes that revived memories of that tragic night so long ago. The shrill, agonized screams of my baby sister. My mother’s panic and desperation. Her sacrifice for us. And loss. Overwhelming heartache and loss as I lay there broken like a snapped twig, unable to save either of them.

Infused with resolve, I surged forward in a whirl of speed.

The last thing I heard was my aunt’s cold voice. “Do not fail us.”

Power curled around my bones and pumped through my veins, pushing me faster and faster, as I hurtled across the long lawn, easily catching up with my father and brothers. As we ran, a smear of battle-black along the narrow, twisting driveway cutting through the thick knotted copse of ash and hawthorn and oak, I clung to the memory of my mother like a dying man.

Tabitha, Tabitha, Tabitha.

Her name was a tattoo drum beating in my ears.

I could not fail her again.

But another sang. An ancient strain. A wicked melody that softly chanted and became the heart of the song—Save her, save her, save her.

But I couldn’t save Nelle.

The copse fell behind me in a wash of gloom and a streak of muddied green as we raced across the stretch of land to where those monolith towers stood at each side of the estate’s gates.

Unlike the Wychthorns, we had an additional failsafe gate, a formidable wall of adamere that rose from underground and interlocked with the rest of the wall that surrounded our entire estate like a compound. And our soldiers had it in place the moment I’d driven Nelle onto our property.

Our warband was a long double-line of black in front of the gate and adamere wall with their shields activated and locked. Like my own held in my hand—but not yet triggered—theirs were a cunning weapon of magically hardened air that shimmered and fizzed like contained energy.

In a wild streak, Nelle sprinted across the grassy field toward our small army and threw herself into a swift only to reappear a second later, flying backward, tumbling over the grass, skidding, and rolling. She shook her dazed head, leaped to her feet, and swifted—only to ricochet back.

It was like watching a bird seeking freedom beyond, but not seeing the glass in front of it. The monolith towers radiating anti-swifting magic rebounded her. She was a blur of intermittent flashes—disappearing only to reappear—as she bunted up against the adamere wall time and time again.

Materializing from a swift, she soared backward to land heavily against the packed earth with an oomph in an awkward tangle of limbs. She jumped up, shrieking in outrage.

Breathing hard, I came to a stumbling halt not too far away from where she stood vibrating with fury. “Wychthorn! You can’t get out. You’ll never be able to leave!”

“Fuck you, Crowther!” she roared back, stabbing an aggressive middle finger at me.

My brothers spread out, keeping to a safe distance, and my father headed straight for the warband at the wall.

The steady approach of the gloaming shaded the world in rich, dusky hues. Nelle drew her hands apart to reveal flames wrought in metal. Her fire of silver, gold, and copper grew stronger and brighter against the deepening shadows. The hum of magic pulsated through the air and skimmed against my flesh.

The flickering flames cast an eerie glow over Nelle’s fierce expression as they lifted off her fingertips to hover above her figure, spitting and fattening into a raging fireball.

A sinister sun against the gloom of the falling twilight.

My clammy fingers tightened on the cylinder in my hand.

Nelle punched a fist forward—

The fireball razored through the air in a menacing streak—

High above the warband to slam into the adamere wall.

Engulfing it within an inferno.

A flood of hammering flames. Of rage. Of destruction.

An explosion of wrath.

Flames spat outward, burning pockets of grass and scorching the earth.

But the wicked fire could not burn its way out and was shredded apart, dispersed in puffs of black smoke. Nelle cursed in frustration. She shot me a foul look as an unnatural breeze stirred, teasing the tangled tresses of her hair and ruffling her t-shirt.

I shifted uneasily under the intense glare that wished it was me burning to a crisp. A chill slipped down my sweat-beaded spine as the air charged with aether that shimmered, floating like dust motes in streaks of sunshine.

It came out of nowhere.

A thunderous quake thumped the earth—

Throwing me momentarily up off the ground—

I landed heavily, throwing my arms out wide to steady my balance.

Grass shivered. Stones bounced.

Dust hovered like a blanket of dirty mist above the trembling ground.

Shallow fissures tore apart the earth, spreading outward and racing onward from where Nelle stood facing the stoned enclosure.

Shit, shit, shit—

My father and our warband scattered—

Dodging the cracks in the ground as the tremors speared forward—

To strike with an almighty punch.

The wall of adamere shuddered, but its roots, like those of trees, extended deep underground with spikes three times the wall’s height. She’d never blast her way through, nor unearth them…

Or so I thought, right as a colossal earthquake detonated the world around me.

Tipping me about like monstrous ocean waves underfoot. Jostling my bones. Making my teeth chatter as the ground rumbled and groaned.

Nelle stamped a dainty foot—

A great yawning noise erupted through the air like rolling thunder.

The violent upheaval of the earth, splitting and cracking, sent me flying, showering me with damp soil. Stones and clumps of grass and dirt tumbled into a shadowed chasm.

Holy shit…

I sucked in an astonished breath, trying to keep my balance steady against the aggressive trembling.

That brilliant strategic mind of Nelle’s.

Nelle stood at the epicenter of two gigantic rifts carving through the earth, growing deeper and wider as they surged forward.

She wasn’t aiming for the wall at all.

She wanted to bring down the monolith towers.

The towers kept her from swifting from the estate. But if she could unearth those magical barriers, knock them down, and render their dark magic useless…

She’d escape.

Two gigantic rifts carved through the terrain in a rush of violence—

Sending our soldiers scrambling for safety—

And struck the twin monoliths in a deafening BOOM!

Earth blew sky-high—

A tsunami of dirt crashed down like a filthy wave of water.

Spinning away, I flung an arm up over my head as a heavy rain of sharp stones and grassy clods pelted my body. Stinging heat flared across my arms and shoulders.

Rising quickly, I twisted around…

…and watched with dread as the monoliths made a terrible creaking noise and began to sway drunkenly. Their filmy shadows stretched long, shifting across the field with the monoliths’ lurching movement as they swung back and forth like a pendulum.

Hellsgate!

“Kenton! Jett!” my father bellowed.

Kenton charged, activating his shield. A zinging sound reverberated over the field as magically hardened air formed before him. The shield hummed and fizzed. Jett took the opposite position. My youngest brother surged forward with daggers in each hand.

My gut twisted in horror. “No blades!” I roared.

Jett’s head whipped my way, his violet eyes blazing. He snarled, but he tossed the blades away and reached for the lasso hitched at his hip.

We’d always known that whatever we faced with Nelle would be difficult, if almost downright impossible to confine. My little bird was full of righteous fire and she was always going to meet us head-on in a fight. We hoped if we could find some way to incapacitate her, we could capture her safely without her or anyone else being hurt.

My father and our warband advanced as best they could, with the ground shuddering beneath their feet. The earth had been cracked and split apart by wide fissures which stopped them from getting too close. But that didn’t stop my brothers from leaping across the chasms and rushing at her, forcing her to defend herself against their dual attack.

Dust swept around Nelle like a shadowy veil.

Birthed from her vengeance, a blazing fireball materialized out of thin air. Ethereal and deadly. Blazing so brightly it bleached the world like a flash of lightning.

Nelle became a lethal warrior of dark magic and might. Fire. And wrath.

She hurled the fireball at Jett—

He dived out of range, rolling to flip to his feet—

Pivoting to realign himself away from our oldest brother.

An unearthly spear of fiery flames sliced through the air, aimed at Kenton.

He knocked the bolt of fire aside with his shield—

Kept charging. His head ducked low, shield high.

She flipped her wrist fast and threads of silvery power punched out—

Slammed into Kenton, knocking him off his feet, sending him flying sideways to smash into Jett.

Both went down hard, tumbling across the field, skidding to a halt dangerously near the edge of a chasm.

In the background, beneath the chaotic sounds of battle, I heard my father bellow a string of orders at our warband.

Our soldiers joined the attack—

Nelle spun a vicious squall, scattering them like a handful of tossed marbles.

Caidan swung his lasso, letting the noose fly—

She incinerated it in a flash of fire.

Her fight, her spirit, and the spectacular manner she thwarted us was enchanting. It was a fluid, elegant dance, the way she flowed with the battle. Flames rolled off the flat of her palms. A spin on the tips of her toes and a graceful arch of her arms unbridled a turbulent gale. Bolts of shivering power that shot as swiftly as arrows with a punch of a fist. A quick step and stamp of her foot—the earth detonated with a heaving quake.

So easily did she drive us all back.

The sun was making a slow descent, half below the horizon. Deep hues of tangerine and streaks of coral and crimson tinged the edge of ashen clouds. Those same colors were reflected on the battlefield where Nelle stood at the center with pockets of dried grass on fire and plumes of smoke drifting on a breeze.

“You want to see what you’re dealing with? What’s inside me?” she taunted us, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

Brave, so brave, my little bird.

She was revealing herself.

I lowered my stance, watching patiently as silvery threads of dark power twined around her body.

She was beautiful.

Simply beautiful in this moment.

I couldn’t tear my gaze away. The scatterings of freckles over the straight nose, pink lips parting as she drew in a deep breath. Her wavy, moonlit hair curled over her shoulders down to her waist, and the t-shirt, oversized like everything she wore, rippled with the reckless currents of wild wind she teased. Thick eyelashes fluttered as she slid her glacial gaze to mine and her cheekbones rounded with a small smile.

A smile I’d never seen before, bitterly cold and cruel, a smile I’d taught her.

And then she unshackled her might.

It was as if an enormous toxic breath had been expelled. As if a wave of poisonous air rolled across the field, and she stood at the very heart of the ripple. Everything living and green shriveled and died and turned to ash, scattering in the wind, until there was nothing but barren earth where she stood.

Fire exploded all around her.

A raging inferno. A blazing tempest.

Like gasoline tossed onto a bonfire—pale as moonlight, chilling as the arctic—flames sprayed upward in a gust of fiery wrath, scorching the twilight sky and turning it into a firestorm of too-bright light.

Nelle winked at me.

And I had no time to wonder why, as a sea of flames barreled straight for me—

Like a meteorite burning through the atmosphere, the deafening sound of it razored across the field—

I engaged the shield just in time.

A rush of magic erupted from the cylinder, cracking in a fizzing web to harden the air. The shield loosened a zinging hum as it held form.

In the corner of my eye, I caught my brothers shielding themselves, while my father roared, “SHIELDS UP NOW!” Chancing a fast glance over my shoulder, I watched our warband change formation swiftly. The front row dropped to one knee, while the rows behind locked their shields overtop to create a testudo defense. Each man and woman protected the other, creating a powerful enclosure much like a tortoiseshell.

And then the world was reduced to fire.

Fierce flames smashed into my shield. Punching wildly against it. Slicing over the top.

I couldn’t hear anything but the roaring sound of the rageful conflagration. I couldn’t see anything but the inferno that drowned me beneath its sea of fiery death.

Golden flames threaded with ice-shredding silver brought blistering heat and bone-chilling ice. A confliction of bitter cold played deftly against scorching heat that wanted to shred my flesh and bones.

Wave after wave of fire broke apart on the shield and washed all around me.

Gritting my teeth, sweat beaded on my brow. Bracing against the fearsome impact on my shuddering shield, I shoved back against the storm, elbowing in, the toes of my boots digging into the hard-packed earth.

And then it halted.

The fire burned away and disappeared into black puffs of smoke.

I stumbled forward, almost pitching over.

Sucking in a ragged breath, I exhaled a sigh of relief as the ocean of fire dissipated from the warband. Everyone remained alive, if somewhat shocked, as I was too.

Slowly straightening, I lowered my shield to watch Nelle warily while wondering what she was going to do next. Behind her, the raging fire undulated and shifted with her movement as she stalked closer. A hunter on the loose. One that wanted a taste of blood.

Raising my forearm, I wiped away the droplets of sweat trickling down my brow, squinting at the unholy fire behind Nelle.

There was something in the flames.

Something I’d earlier wondered about during my stay at the Wychthorn estate.

What is it, what is it, what is it?

There were flashes, like seeing broken images dancing on burning logs crackling in a hearth. A snatch here. A glimpse there.

Hellsgate!

My gaze sharpened, and the air caught tight in my throat at the sudden thought…the possibility, the idea of it…

No…it isn’t…it can’t be…

Now I knew what I was looking for, I could see it more clearly this time. In the churning flames, the entity she was bonded with hovered so faintly behind Nelle that she had never realized it lived within her fire.

The words sprung from my mouth before I even registered what I was asking for.

Caidan rounded on me, bewildered. “What do you mean, Zrenyth’s armory?”

I jabbed a finger toward Nelle. “Just look. Can’t you see? It’s right there!”

By the perplexity in my brother’s gaze, he couldn’t discern what I could. Kenton and Jett were both squinting in confusion at the rageful flames burning behind Nelle. Both of them were yelling out to me, but at that moment they were only noise.

“What the hells are we looking at?!”

“What is she?”

Not even with truesight could they see what was before us.

“We need Zrenyth’s weapons. His crossbows, ropes, and chains. The grappling hooks!”

Something about me set me apart from my brothers. I could see pieces of it perfectly in the shimmering light of flame and I knew right then what Nelle had never realized. Certainty washed through my blood, settling beneath my skin.

“Get them from the armory, now!” I roared again, furious Caidan was still standing there.

My gaze locked with my father’s. Awe and understanding shone in his eyes so dark they were almost black. He bellowed to my brother. “Go! Bring him Leviathan!”

“Jett. Kenton—with me!” Caidan shouted, shooting me one last baffled glance before disappearing, hurtling back toward the Keep.

Jett stumbled away, his sweat-slick brow furrowed with bewilderment, but he was gone in a blur of black, Kenton on his heels.

My father roared at our warband, shouting his orders, sending them into smaller units to corral Nelle like a wild animal.

She didn’t stop battling.

Soldiers were blasted aside by churning tornados—

Set on fire—

Whatever she was, whatever lurked beneath her flesh, worked separately from her. While she spun squalls and made the earth tremble, great blooms of fire exploded in skin-blistering arcs from the flames behind her.

I was distantly aware of the yelling, pain-ridden screaming, men and women rolling on the earth to douse the flames from their armor. But all I could do was watch Nelle standing within the heart of all that power. She set the world alight with a firestorm of moonlight flames. Ash fell around her like fine flakes of snow. Magnificent. Otherworldly.

At the noisy rumble of engines, I blinked, coming to—unmindful of how much time had passed—the bleating sound of wounded. The baritone of my father’s voice rallying our men.

Three vehicles barreled across the field, splitting apart to take position around Nelle. Tire lines of chewed-up grass were carved into the ground as two of the pickup trucks came to skidding halts.

My brothers had returned with Zrenyth’s weapons.

“Gray!” Caidan leaned outside his window as he sped past, tossing me Leviathan. As it soared toward me, its braided lash unwound like a snake.

Fearsome adrenaline coursed through my veins, pumping my heart faster as I raced forward, pounding across cracked, barren earth, springing up to snatch the whip from the air. As my fingers curled around the handle, my flesh tingled at the contact. Its full name was Leviathan Spinebender. Misty shadows wavered along the weapon’s length and its dark energy sizzled like an electricity pylon.

It also felt right in my hand. So fucking right.

Plumes of smoke washed around me as I spun around and landed, a spray of dirt flying upward as my boots thudded upon the burnt earth. Flinging my arm back, I cracked the whip downward. The vicious sound of the braided lash cut through the air, scuffing dust.

Nelle roared, stabbing a finger at me. “Don’t you dare, you asshole!”

Bracing my stance, I swung the lash around my head, slinging it around and around in a swirling arc, faster, faster, faster, until it hummed a low threatening note—

And let it fly—

She shrieked as it snapped toward her. Crossing her arms in front of her face, she lurched backward. But I wasn’t aiming for her. No, Zrenyth forged this whip purely for this creature.

The whip struck the flames, the tip of the lash cracking.

It was like lightning scoring black thunderclouds. A popping of light, rippling and skipping through the banks of flames—

A roiling curve—

A barbed tip of a wing—

A talon.

All those missing pieces in between came to the fore, and what lived within the fire finally revealed itself. Equal measures of dread and astonishment rushed through me at the awful truth I gazed upon.

It wasn’t corporeal. Its form was not so dissimilar to Nelle’s wraith-wolf, with wisps of smoke trailing off its undulating, fiery image. Its length uncoiled. Talons dug into the earth, upturning soil. Graceful wings, formed from flames, snapped out, spreading wide as if to take flight, casting mighty shadows across the field. And with their downward movement, sent a blustering gust of wind crashing through the battle site, tearing at my hair, shunting at my body. Its magnificent horned head reared back on its long, long neck as if the beast intended to strike.

Brought mountains to their knees.

Basked in sunshine… Moonlight…

Volatile. Obstinate. Greedy. Territorial.

Whatever lurked beneath Nelle’s flesh was one of the most powerful creatures in our world. Not extinct, but extremely rare and currently hibernating in the bowels of the earth.

This wasn’t the kind of wyrm my forebears tamed. This wasn’t a true living and breathing beast like Draxxon. This was something else altogether. I’d never have guessed this was what Nelle had hidden within her. She couldn’t physically shift into the creature herself. That much I knew. They were separate, and they were one.

I had no idea how they were connected.

Mortals had bastardized our wyrm and reduced it to a limbless, wingless serpent. Wyrms weren’t wingless, but they did need to spin magical squalls to aid their flight. Its long scaled body was serpentine with a flexible ridge of plated spikes down its spine; four legs with talons and gnarled webbing between its toes to assist with chewing through the earth when it dug underground burrows; its tail ended on a narrow note, thin and sharp as a blade with a deadly curved stinger. Right now, the beast had its tail held high like a snake, whiplashing it through the air.

It took a long moment before Jett retreated a hesitant step and hissed, “Holy hellsgate…”

Nelle glanced up and over her shoulder. Her mouth fell open and her eyes flared so wide most of the whites were showing. She half-twisted, stumbled backward, lost her balance, and fell onto her ass with a startled oof.

The beast lowered its massive head. Horns, slender like an antelope’s, were swept back from its scaled forehead. It tucked sleek wings to its sides as its quicksilver eyes, with pupils slit vertically, slowly blinked at her and a loud purr rumbled from its chest like distant thunder.

The beast’s body was wraith-like but borne of flames—not-quite-living—and I realized this was the reason Nelle could swift.

With a trembling hand, Nelle reached out to gingerly touch its snout.

And I swore I heard it speak to her inside my mind, “Hello, tiny little thing.”

Nelle’s eyes snapped to mine and for one moment all our differences were put aside as it crashed into us simultaneously exactly what we were to one another, what it meant.

My little bird was a wyrm.

And I, as the Uzrek had said down in the catacombs, was a son of the Wyrm.

Wyrm and Tamer.

And everything fell into place, two perfect puzzle pieces aligning, uniting with weighty finality. I understood what drew us both together. Why it had always been her and I. What the Uzrek had suggested down in the dark, dank cavern.

You don’t know what you mean together.

Holy hellsgate.

Hope, tentative hope, curled through me like the first appearance of spring after bleak winter months.

“This changes everything,” I yelled to my father.

Everything.

Fucking. Everything!

Nelle was a wyrm, a prize more valuable than we’d ever thought. We needed to find another way to locate my mother, though I knew deep down we’d tried every other possibility.

“It changes nothing,” he barked back, his gaze darkening. “Your mother needs us!”

Tabitha, Tabitha, Tabitha—

My mother.

I silently roared my fury. My heartache. The impossible choice.

I shoved it aside, all of it. The unfairness. All those feelings I had for Nelle.

My mother needs me.

I can’t fail.

I won’t fail.

My fingers tightened on Leviathan Spinebender. My ancestors had an affinity for wyrms. We battled alongside the beasts in skirmishes and bloody uprisings until the Final War. And like the tamers before me—eyes as black as my own appeared every so often amongst the violet.

I’d capture her. Bind her. Get her to submit.

I’d tame my little bird.
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Organized disarray reigned as our warband worked fast and efficiently.

Jett and Kenton set up their harpoon guns further away. Horse-drawn carts once transported these very weapons. And now, an age later, here they were mounted on the back of pickup trucks.

Hunched over, Kenton furiously rotated the cocking winch to draw the bowstring of the enormous crossbow-like weapon. Across the field, in an opposite position to our older brother, Jett fumbled to shackle a shadowy chain infused with Zrenyth’s dark might to the head of a huge harpoon.

Dust billowed behind Caidan’s skidding truck as he slammed on the brakes. Leaving the engine rumbling, he jumped out of the vehicle to help unload Zrenyth’s spears. Soldiers crowded around him, scooping up armfuls of the fiendish weapons, and departed swiftly to pass them to the warband splitting into four units.

Caidan hefted a spear humming with dark energy, to feel its weight and adjust its position in his hand. Its wyrmbone tip was fashioned like a boathook, perfect for hooking wyrm scales or nudging underneath to poke vulnerable flesh.

In a rush of urgency, my father leaned into the truck to snatch up a wyrm-claw and a coil of rope that seemed to writhe with excitement in his grip. Four crescent-shaped hooks formed the wyrm-claw boltheads. Exactly like a grappling hook, once caught, it would anchor. My father hastily tossed the bolt and rope to our Second-In-Command. “Wes, we need as many wyrm-claws at the ready as possible!”

Wes Zhang was my father’s friend and his Second. He spun around, shouting instructions at our warband while quickly knotting one end of the rope firmly to the bolthead. These wyrm-claws were used to help keep the beast from taking flight. In the case of Nelle and her wyrm, we needed to stop them from swifting. The monoliths would stop her from escaping, but she’d be fucking hard to catch if she swifted about our vast estate to avoid capture.

While the rushing warband worked fast to finish the tasks at hand, I needed to be the distraction and have Nelle’s attention fixed on me. With my shield disengaged, I coiled the whip and hurried across the uneven, pitted ground littered with chunks of rock and piles of dirt from the violent quakes. At the edge of a wide fissure, I faced my little bird. The tip of my boots nudged stones to fall into the deep chasm. “Wychthorn, you can’t win!”

Nelle’s gaze sliced away from her purring wyrm, gently nudging her outspread hand with its snout.

She sprang to her feet, full of defiance. “Watch me, asshole!”

She was a tiny figure standing proudly beneath her wyrm.

I swallowed thickly. My clammy fingers flexed anxiously around Leviathan’s handle and gathered loops. Oh, how those who had once looked upon this beast an age ago must have shaken in their boots to face it on the battlefield. And this was a creature we had never seen before. Certainly not in this form, tethered to a human girl who was as fiery as the beast itself. A menace forged of spite and might.

“Let me free!” she roared.

“We can’t do that!”

“Then you leave me no choice!”

“Same, Wychthorn!”

The gigantic wyrm spread its sleek wings wide and beat down once, kicking up whorls of wind and dust. “Hells!” Gritting my teeth, my muscles strained against the forceful hot gusts that had me staggering and spluttering against the billows of filthy smoke poisoning the air.

The wyrm arched its long neck back and a deafening roar exploded into the heavens that hollowed out my ears. Flames poured upward, scouring the darkening sky with pale light and streaks of gold.

Lowering its head, the beast gracefully coiled its serpentine body and towered over Nelle.

An inhale of breath—

Sucked deep into its chest—

The beast of flames sent fire aimed right at me.

Fuuuck!

Reigniting my shield, I reared back and slammed its edge down. Hunkering low, I jammed myself against its inner protection and braced, disappearing beneath a crashing sea of fire.

The flames were so bitterly cold that ice spider-webbed over the magically hardened air before me and made my heaving breath cloud. Grunting against the force trying to punch through, I shoved back, digging my boots in, shunting my shoulder up hard against the frosty shield as the frigid inferno pounded harder and harder, sweeping all around me.

Onwards, the wyrm poured its wrath of moonlit flames.

On and on, until—

Finally—

The fire died.

Holy fucking hells.

As I sucked such cold air into my lungs that it felt painful as if I’d been trapped in a freezer, I straightened up. My shivering hands were blue, and when I twisted around, the world immediately surrounding me sparkled with a blanket of frost.

Awe at Nelle’s beast and the frost-wyrm blending to it; how it even came to be that the wyrm bore both flames of moonlight and sunshine was short-lived because the earth shuddered beneath the soles of my boots, jostling me about as the beast took a threatening step closer.

Frost crunched as I swiveled around.

My eyes widened as I craned my neck to take in the wyrm rearing high, its fiery scaled form bright against the skyline. The spikes running down its snake-like length had been lowered against its spine like a plume of metal feathers. As the beast roared its fury skyward, the jagged spikes flicked into an upright position like a lion proudly ruffling its mane.

Beneath the beast’s shadow, Nelle stabbed a middle finger of fucking doom at me.

Oh hells.

Chaos erupted—

The wyrm whipped its tail upward—

The deadly tip plunged downward—

I threw myself sideways. A wake of powdery earth sprayed outward as I skidded sidelong, my panicked heartbeat ricocheting against my ribcage.

I gulped, my eyes bugging at the lethal stinger embedded deep in the ground right where I’d stood.

But there was no time. I had to keep moving.

Her mouth a grim line, Nelle flung a bolt of razor-sharp wind—

Shit, shit, shit—

Sliding one foot back, I swung my shield hard, knocking the bolt sideways and sending it slicing through the plumes of rising smoke.

Nelle battled enchantingly fast.

It was a dance of darkness and mayhem.

A riotous tempest of firestorms and wrathful gales.

My little bird hurled a blazing fireball—

A brutal spear of gale-force wind—

Stamped her foot to rattle the earth and knock me off my feet—

She was storm and rage and unholy fire.

I ducked and dived—

Threw my shield up—

Twisted around to narrowly evade her attacks.

Nelle was out to get me. But she’d never met anyone in battle before, not like this. Though she’d faced those things in the catacombs, and knew they were not-quite-alive, shredding them into nothing but ash still fractured her soul and wrecked her heart.

Here she fought living, breathing people.

And as such, her wild strikes were always just shy of a deadly blow.

However, her wyrm had no compunction.

My stomach pitched over as the beast turned its merciless focus toward the unit of soldiers racing toward Kenton to assist with the enormous harpoon gun. The wyrm slung its tail up, and like a gigantic javelin, its stinger stabbed down. Not to pierce flesh and poison blood, but to spear a soldier bodily from head to foot. Crimson dripped from the stinger as the beast yanked it free from the corpse, toppling it over.

Oh gods, my friends, my family…

The ground shuddered violently as the wyrm slammed the meat of its tail upon the earth—

Crushing a soldier too slow to dive out of the way.

Slashing the end length of its thin-bladed tail in a ruthless sweeping movement—

To slice one of our soldiers right in half.

Carnage—

Absolute carnage erupted all around as the wyrm unleashed—

A never-ending wall of flames exploded.

The world was reduced to thunderous sound, snatches of bright light through the swirling banks of smoke, and utter devastation.

Screams—

A blur of someone hurled backward—

Soldiers incinerated on the spot.

I have to stop this now!

Now!

Fucking now!

Disengaging my shield, I tucked it into my bandoleer and skittered back—

Launching forward—

Hurtling fast, careering across the cracked, fissured field—

A battle cry tore from my throat as I pushed off the edge of the chasm, leaping high to spring over the top of it—

Landing deftly.

My boots pounded swiftly over the quaking barren ground, kicking up desiccated earth. My rapid heartbeat matched my quickened footfall. Smoke swirled about me, billowing aside as I cut through ashen clouds, pumping my arms faster and faster, my fingers freeing the looped length of Leviathan Spinebender.

Releasing the coiled lash, I slung my arm back.

It was instinct to distract the wyrm.

To swing the whip around my head—

Snap the braided lash and let it fly—

To strike the beast across its fiery snout.

Dark magic jolted through the creature painfully, like lightning cracking through a black stormy sky. The wyrm whipped its gigantic head my way, fixing its two slitted, quicksilver eyes right on me. A bellow of fury, and it breathed a bank of fearsome might—

Fuuuck—

I was already moving as fast as a foehn wind tearing down a mountain, faster than the blazing inferno. Behind me, wyrmfire scorched the field, turning it into a desolate wasteland.

Springing up, a wash of smoke whirled around my figure as I spun like a corkscrew to crack the lash—

Striking the beast in the flank—

In the shoulder—

A whirlwind of wicked strikes near the maw—

All to keep its attention on me.

However, that didn’t stop Nelle from noticing what was going on all around her. She stilled, on the cusp of hurling a blazing orb of fire at me.

Raining embers drifted about her figure. A glow of scarlet against swirling smoke. The smoldering cinders scattered wide as she twirled, glancing about furtively, taking in our positioned units.

Rows of soldiers with shields and spears protected those rapidly shackling chains to harpoon heads. Ropes to grappling hooks. Tossing brutal hammers and large stakes to others. All with one goal—to contain the wyrm and its power.

In the outer fields, Jett and Kenton frantically nocked huge harpoons into their colossal guns. The harpoons were forged by Zrenyth and strong enough to crack through wyrm scale.

A spear stood on end, partly buried in the earth beside Caidan as he fumbled with an armful of roped grappling hooks, ready to pass to my father.

Nelle snarled and I read her lips as she muttered, “Typical death-dealers,” before a clever thought brightened her eyes.

Dread chilled my hot, sweaty skin when I realized she’d clicked to how she could evade us. The telltale sign of gray feathered wind stirred about her ankles. A bluster of shadows teased the long hem of her scorch-marked t-shirt.

My father spotted it too. “She’s preparing to swift!”

Widening his feet, he raised his crossbow, squinting against the too-bright sun sinking low on the horizon. Unnatural gusts of wind ruffled his thick hair and the trembling ground shook his stance. He was tall and formidable, battle-ready. His scarred hands gripped the crossbow, finger poised at the trigger.

Infuriated, Nelle hurled the raging fireball at me.

I swiveled sideways, easily dodging the blistering flames as they soared past, the wash of heat sending my hair flying every which way. With a flick of my wrist, I cracked Leviathan beside my dusty boots. “Wychthorn, all you’re doing is making this harder on yourself!”

She flipped me off. “Fuck you, Crowther. You’ll never catch me!”

Just as Nelle and her wyrm began to fade into the void, the swifting winds whorling hot embers and white ash up into the sky, the beast thumped its massive tail on the ground, sucking air deep into its chest to unleash one last exhale of fire.

An avalanche of brutal flames swept toward the warband—

A cacophony of voices—

“Wes, on my mark!”

“Wyrmfire incoming!”

“Shields up! Brace, brace, brace!”

“WES! FIRE—NOW!”

Wyrm-claws flew fast, scoring through the dissipating inferno, followed by shivering lines of rope.

The grappling hooks arced downward, spearing between the menacing spikes—

Soldiers gripping the rope’s bitter end yanked to snag the hooks on the beast’s spiky spine.

My father, a blur of speed, rapidly sidestepped behind the line of shielded soldiers—

Reloading fast—

Firing a second wyrm-claw.

My brother threw him a third—

A fourth—

Going for a fifth—

Wes’s team furiously fired wyrm-claw after wyrm-claw.

Soldiers swung hammers high, pounding stakes through the looped end of ropes to pin them to the ground. The writhing cables of magical rope tightened in on themselves to help hold the beast, but we needed the wyrm harpoons now!

Nelle wasn’t going down without a fight. Neither was her wyrm.

Trapped, the swifting winds died.

Shrieking in outrage, Nelle stamped her foot. The ground erupted with a malevolent earthquake. The heaving land jutted upward in places and fell in others. Cracks and fissures jostled inward to reform smoothly.

Nelle slung threads of power to smash into the soldiers protecting my father, sending them sprawling. Tried to set the magically infused ropes alight. To rip the heavy stakes from the ground with ferocious shudders that thrust us about.

Roaring in fury, the frenzied wyrm bucked and thrashed—

Fighting against the ropes anchoring it to the field.

A mountain of fiery muscle and scaled limbs.

Its enormous tail surged around—

My father had his head down, drawing up his bowstring swiftly.

Fear crushed my chest. “DAD!”

No, no, no…

Caidan lunged forward jabbing a spear hissing with wild magic—

Too late, too far—

The thick meaty length of the beast’s tail swept wide against the barren earth—

And struck my father.

He grunted in surprise and pain, knocked off his feet—

Hard. Fast. High—

He tumbled recklessly through the air.

Up, up, up—

Higher still—

It almost seemed as if time had paused when he hit the arc’s apex. The burnishing light turned his figure into black shadow before he plummeted—

Straight down.

Oh my gods!

I hurtled forward as he fell.

My father didn’t possess unnatural healing. He wasn’t going to land on the field. No…not with the downward path in which he was falling. He was going to plunge into the chasm.

And Nelle’s quaking aggression was savage—

The shuddering chasm narrowed—

And narrowed—

Closing in on itself.

He was going to be crushed alive before he even smashed upon the rock-strewn earth deep below.

I can’t lose my father too!

Hurling out Leviathan’s braided length, I charged faster, closer, as my father’s hands frantically scrambled for anything on him that would help him catch hold of the edge of the crumbling side of the chasm and survive.

Too late. Too late.

Our wide eyes locked in mutual horror right before he disappeared.

“DAD!” I roared in anguish, slinging my arm forward, letting the lash fly. The tail end swooped down the narrowing crevasse in a snake strike—fast and true.

I didn’t see him. But I felt my father’s weight as he grabbed hold of the lash.

It was a violent tug on my arms.

A cruel jolt on my joints.

Skidding to a halt, I leaned back and dug my boots in deep. “Fuck!” My muscles shook with the heavy load I bore as my father used his momentum to swing sideways and slingshot upward.

He soared from the chasm in a fearsome streak of black, tucking and rolling to land in a crouch, fist to the ground, clouds of dust flying.

In a deafening noise, the earthy walls closed inward, crashing up against each other.

Utter relief squeezed my heart and my knees almost buckled beneath me.

My father was all teeth and a broad, unrestrained grin like he’d just experienced the best rollercoaster ride of his entire life. “HELLSGATE!” he boomed. “HOLY HELLSGATE!”

I was already dashing forward as he rose, throwing myself at him. Squeezing him in a tight hug as he clapped me on the back. “Hells, Dad,” was all I could choke out.

Fear was a sharp inhale of breath. The stiffening of limbs.

Terror infused his voice. “Caidan…”

Letting go, I spun around—

Horror chilled my heart.

I hadn’t known… Hadn’t seen it coming…

My brother’s spine bowed. The cords in his neck strained with agony.

Stabbed into Caidan’s back was the beast’s stinger dripping with poison. The creature raised its tail higher to dangle my brother right in front of its enormous snarling mouth.

Fading sunlight glinted off vicious fangs. Flames and toxic fumes drew up from the deep well of the beast’s guts.

It was going to burn my brother. Incinerate him.

Fear throttled my throat.

My father cried, “Caidan!”

I shoved forward—

Running fast—

Snapped the whip viciously.

The sizzling noise of dark energy cracked above the carnage as the shadowed lash soared through the air, striking the wyrm across the jaw and tangling around a fang—

Wrenched hard—

Yanking the beast’s head around.

Its roar of rage and a blast of flames scorched the side of Caidan’s face.

Skin melted—

Hair caught fire—

Wyrmfire sputtered out as the beast’s snake-like neck followed.

Tail whiplashing, its stinger ripped free from Caidan’s body, flinging him far.

Blood burst from the wound like crimson raindrops.

Caidan’s agonizing scream rang out against the noise of battle.

He smashed hard against the ground, tumbling over to come to an ungainly halt, still and silent.

Poisoned. Dead. I didn’t know.

My blood turned to ice to see my brother so ashen and lying awkwardly, not moving.

But I had another problem, a much bigger one.

The wyrm lowered its fiery, horned head. Quicksilver eyes glared right at me as it growled low and vicious—a promise.

Shit, shit, shit…

With a flick of my wrist, I loosened the lash from the beast’s deadly fang, dodging a snap of its jaws as I bolted. Moving, always moving. My footfall thudded like a machine gun against the shivering uneven ground as I drew the wyrm’s attention from my downed brother and prayed to every god that would hear my plea.

The enormous shadow of the beast and its inflamed-might followed me.

Beneath the collar of my adamere armor, sweat drizzled down my spine. My lungs burned as painfully as the wyrm’s fearsome heat beating at my body.

My father was a blur of panicked speed. He crashed to his knees beside Caidan, running his hands up my brother’s throat, checking for a pulse.

Caidan groaned, stirring weakly, and my father leaned back on his heels, releasing a pent-up breath of relief.

And I did the same.

My father slung an arm around Caidan, rising and hoisting him over his shoulder. Half-twisting my way, he bellowed, “You must hold the wyrm, Gray!” before surging forward, racing toward our medics treating our injured.

Faster, faster, I hurtled, dashing across the field to where chaos ruled over my father’s team. The wyrm roared, fighting against the grappling hooks tying its might—

Beating its wings, straining its spine hard and high—

Stakes and lines of rope pinged free from the ground.

We needed the harpoons!

Without them, we were lost!

I let Leviathan Spinebender soar once more—

The tail of the lash wound around the barbed tip of a wing.

Using its awkward momentum against it, I swung wide—

Hauled strenuously, forcing the wing out, unbalancing the beast—

The wyrm lurched over, one taloned foot crashing against the earth in a colossal thump.

Dirt blasted upward in a blinding wave of grime.

A rush of blustering wind. A fierce wash of scorching heat.

A mighty storm of smoke and dirt plowed into me like a sweltering wall.

My arms shook to keep hold of the beast’s wing. Sweat rolled down my brows and over my gritty lashes, blurring my vision. My boots skidded and slipped over the churned earth, unable to gain traction.

Across the field, Kenton took forever grinding hard on winches to shift the angle of the gigantic weapon. The stiff mechanism creaked in protest as the ancient gun slowly swung toward the monstrous wyrm of fire.

“Move faster!” I roared at Kenton.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuuuck!

Kenton shot me a pissed-off scowl, muttering under his breath as he surfaced from grinding—

Taking aim—

Firing—

Heavy thumps cut through the air as the weapons were unleashed, flying fast, arching high. A deadly streak against the smoke-inked sky. A rattle of chains as the lines followed—

Mighty thuds as the harpoons struck fiery scales, cracking as they were breached, the barbed tips embedding into flamed flesh.

A deafening bellow of hurt erupted from the wyrm, drowning out the sound of shouting, of my brothers yelling to one another, of more harpoons being fired. Soldiers hammering the ends of chains into the ground.

Kenton and Jett fired again—

And again—

THUD!

THUD!

THUD!

The wyrm thrashed and bucked and struggled against the powerful weapons Zrenyth forged to trap those beasts.

Nelle battled frantically to save her wyrm.

A turbulent squall unraveled my whip’s lash from the beast’s wing—

And punched me into the air—

Pummeling me fast and far—

Right into the wall of adamere.

I hit unyielding stone hard.

A startled cry barked from my throat as mind-bending agony ensnared every part of my body. Bones fractured and my ears rang. Sliding downward, I crumpled upon the pitted earth and stared dazedly upwards. Plumes of gritty smoke turned the clouds dark like a grim city skyline.

My brothers… My father…

Nelle…

Grimacing against the pain, I clambered upright to stagger to my feet as bones knitted back together. I swayed woozily, facing a mountain of coiling flames that swallowed the world in blinding light. Fiery might and blistering heat billowed outward. Sweat made my armor stick to my body and ash coated my hair and shoulders.

In the background came the sound of firing shots, the rattle of chains, and the thud of harpoons.

The hammering of stakes and enraged roaring.

But all I saw was her.

And the beast behind her tiny figure.

Everything faded away as I felt myself being beckoned toward Nelle.

All I heard was her heartbeat, a ponderous war drum in my ears, the bassline to the bittersweet melody strumming in my blood, that wicked, ancient strain that kept urging me forward—

Save her, save her, save her.

Soot stained Nelle’s temple and the creases feathered from her narrowed eyes. She spread her bare feet wide apart and braced her stance. The dark magic cupped in her hands spat and sizzled, its wavering shadows shimmering against the falling twilight.

The wyrm swiveled its massive head in my direction, slashing its long tail upward, the stinger slowly circling.

Onward I walked, enthralled, drifting as if caught in a dream. Keeping my gaze fixed on the wyrm, its fathomless, quicksilver eyes stared right back at me. The beast loosened a threatening growl, a noise that I felt vibrate all the way to my bones.

The ends of Nelle’s hair flailed in the blustering currents of wind and fire, as did the t-shirt she wore, the blackened and pockmarked fabric molding to one side of her figure. The beast dwarfed her tiny form as it leaned over. Its huge nostrils flared as it drew in my scent, and the rumble from its throat was the sound of thunder rolling over swollen storm clouds.

Nelle gulped down ragged breaths, and her gray eyes darkened. Feral. There was hardly anything of her left in their depth. She pulled her lips back from straight-white teeth and gave a low warning growl.

Her wyrm reacted—

Bared fangs as large as my forearm—

Inside its yawning mouth, I saw rows and rows of deadly teeth.

The only warning I had was a fearsome inhale of air sucked down its throat—

Before it unleashed its might.

Wyrmfire exploded—

Flames swept toward me—

Glacial, flesh-shredding flames, pale as moonlight, woven through with blistering flames of heat, golden like sunshine.

I had one thought, one wish, and one heartfelt hope left to give Nelle before the firestorm barreled into me.

Pain—

Agonizing pain erupted through my body.

Fire scorched and blistered and flayed my flesh. Boiled the blood in my veins. Melted my eyes, my organs. Reduced my mind to nothingness. Sent my black soul straight to Nine Hells and Hazus.

Her fire devoured me. Consumed me. Turned my bones to cinder, then ash.

Hot currents of wind blew all that remained of me in a dirty stream to scatter over the battlefield like spindrift.

Except—

It hadn’t.

Air buffeted about me as if I stood inside a bubble. I watched flames part all around me like rushing water battering a river boulder, and I breathed in the cool, crisp air that tasted of autumn.

I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

Neither did Nelle.

I blinked in surprise.

As did she.

Neither of us were able to understand why she had saved my life.

As her wyrm had unleashed fire, Nelle had cast an icy gale to protect me.

She stood with her arm arched over her head—frozen in the act of spinning currents of wintry air—staring at me wide-eyed. The wildness was gone from their silvery-gray depth, and her chest heaved with quickened breath as she looked to me as if begging for me to explain the why of it all. But she knew. I could tell the moment she realized why, when silver lined her eyes and tears glistened on her lashes.

She couldn’t hurt me. She didn’t have it in her. She wasn’t like me.

And because I could feel her, like embers stoked in a banked fire, what she felt for me flowed beneath my flesh and warmed my heart.

She still cared for me.

And selfishly, fucking selfishly, I could have fallen to my knees and wept at the injustice of it all.

Nelle’s wyrm was a sea of silver flames against a dying sun.

Yet, the beast’s otherworldly form forged from fire seemed to dim as it found itself trapped and tied down. The dark magic of Zrenyth leeched its might through the embedded harpoons and chains, the ropes that now crisscrossed its mammoth body.

Sweat trickled down my spine from the scorching heat radiating from the beast as it fought against my family and soldiers working fast to cinch the magical lines tighter. With every passing second, the wyrm became weaker and weaker.

Against the sound of my brother’s shouts, the rhythmic thump of hammers driving stakes into the ground, and the furious bellowing of Nelle’s wyrm as it struggled to free itself, Nelle and I stood in front of one another—just a guy and a girl.

Nelle’s brows slashed up as she gave a small, bewildered smile. “It’s a wyrm…I’m a wyrm.”

My huff of laughter sounded wrong to my ears, more raw and rough. “I know.”

She tilted her head slightly, and her wild, pale hair slipped down her chest. “And you’re a Tamer,” she said, then dragged her teeth over her lower lip to roll the trembling flesh into her mouth.

I ruffled the sweat-damp locks at the nape of my neck while hitching a shoulder and blinking rapidly against the heat burning the backs of my eyes. “I have no idea how to tame a wyrm,” I replied hoarsely.

“Charm the fuck out of them?” Her watery smile grew into a grin, and then it faded, as did mine too.

My gaze never left hers. I knew what I was doing was wrong, but it was an impossible choice. What could I do?

I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry—

I clicked my fingers, indicating I wanted a piece of Zrenyth’s rope my father was holding.

Curious, but understanding what I needed, he sliced a length off the end and while I tossed him Leviathan Spinebender, he threw me the rope. I snatched it out of the air and, with shaky hands, made quick work of tying and looping the frayed ends around itself.

I stepped up to Nelle and she sucked in a deep breath, fear slashing across her sooty features. She reached out to press a placating hand on my chest. “Graysen, please don’t do this…” Her bottom lip wobbled and fresh tears rolled down her dirty cheeks as she asked one last time. “Choose me. Can’t you choose me?”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

I couldn’t. I couldn’t allow myself to think of Nelle. Because if I did, I’d turn against my family, against the single goal we’d worked toward all these wretched years—for the girl who stole my heart.

And…

And I’d fail my mother…

Yet again.

My mother with her grassy-green eyes and golden hair, toothy smiles, and a heart full of love. My mother who had, without a single thought for herself, betrayed the Horned Gods to save an innocent girl.

And in turn, those she warned had betrayed her.

Twelve years ago the Horned God with the red hair and forked tongue had shattered every bone in my body and stolen my mother. For herself, or someone else, we didn’t know. We couldn’t even discover the vile creature’s whereabouts.

My mother was alive. And we had one shot at finding the Horned God and saving my mother.

Because whoever or whatever possessed my mother inflicted cruelty upon her.

“Why?” I heard Nelle ask. Opening my eyes, I found her brows nudged together and her features hardened. “I understand you want revenge on the Horned God…but why through me?”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“Yes, you do. You’ve always had a choice. Destroy the Alverac and let me go.”

“It’s not as easy as that. We need you.”

“We?” I could see her turning the phrase over—we, not I—and felt how much it hurt her.

“We need you, little bird. You’re the key to finding my mother.”

She blinked, her features slackening. She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“My mother’s alive, Nelle.”

Her gray eyes widened and she stared at me, dumbfounded. “It’s been—”

“Twelve years.”

Twelve long years of fruitless searching for the Horned God. Chasing down every lead in every part of the world left us with one miserable conclusion. The only chance we had of finding her was at the Witches Ball.

We’d missed our opportunity seven years ago, but this time, we possessed something of value, something that would entice the closed ranks of those nefarious creatures to invite us in.

“How do you even know she’s still alive?”

My gaze slid to my brother Jett. His pained eyes were glassy, and there was a slight sheen of sweat on his upper lip. He clenched his jaw and rubbed his thumbs across the outside of his tightly fisted fingers. Little shadow, my mother used to call him—Where’s my little shadow?

“We know she lives.” I glanced down at the rope in my hand as I kneaded its coarseness while wishing that I never had to inflict this on her. “Nelle, my mother is alive and she is suffering.”
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Stupidly, I realized Graysen had never said his mother had died. I first heard it from my mother, and, like the rest of the Houses, believed that a car crash had killed Tabitha Crowther. My parents knew the truth behind Tabitha’s death because they’d betrayed the Crowthers. And though Graysen had said the Horned Gods had come for her that night, he’d never once said that his mother had actually died.

She was alive.

And she was suffering.

For twelve long years.

What would I do if it were one of my family?

How far would I go, if it were Lise or Evvie?

I’d almost ended Corné for Evvie…

And I knew my answer.

Hopelessness fell heavily through me with the awful truth that my life had never been mine to live. “I was never going to be free,” I said quietly, my hand falling away from Graysen’s chest where my palm had pressed above his heart. I dipped my chin toward the rope he clutched between his fingers. “Do it.”

Whatever that thing is, just do it.

His gaze was bleak when they slid my way and his hands trembled as he raised the looped rope to the crown of my head. He was repeating something under his breath, so quietly I could barely hear it. But I listened closely and I discerned the words he softly chanted. “My mother needs me…I’m sorry, Nelle, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

He stilled, blinking rapidly, his black eyes shining too brightly.

I squared my shoulders and steeled myself. “Do it, Graysen.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, and still, he didn’t make a move.

I took his shaky hands and guided that thing over the top of my own head, feeling the coarse rope skim along my forehead and scrape against my cheeks as it slipped downwards to ensnare my throat.

From the corner of my eye, I saw my wyrm fade, then wink out.

Zrenyth’s ropes and chains fell to the ground with a heavy rattle.

As soon as the rope settled around my neck, I felt it, heard it—the roaring and yowling—as the wyrm inside me was driven down deep to some dank recess until I could only hear it faintly mewling to me.

Until—

I heard it no more.

He’d trapped my magic. He’d trapped me.

And I was just a girl.

A girl, no more or less than any other.

Suddenly, I was airborne as Graysen swept me up in his arms and held me close. Surging forward in a blur of speed, we left behind the death and destruction I’d wrought.

With the speed he ran, it was impossible not to sling my arms around his neck and hold tight. I squinted into the rush of a headwind as my hair flailed and his heaving breath washed against my chilled cheek. His boots pounded across the hard-packed earth, crunching down the driveway as he followed its length, plunging through the gloomy copse of trees before we emerged, bathing once more in dying sunshine. All the while, our twin-hearts pulsed with sorrow. We arrived at the Crowthers’ formidable family home with its towers and turrets, ramparts, and arrow slits, Graysen slamming to a halt. Ferne and Valarie stood beside one another on the terrace, clearly awaiting our arrival, expecting it.

Graysen gently placed me to my feet on the cobblestones at the base of the steps. He held me steady as I swayed dizzily from the onslaught of manic speed.

I barely noticed Valarie, the way her eyes flashed with triumph before she turned her back on us, guiding Ferne into the house—I was too busy frantically searching inside for the creature that had been with me since birth.

It differed completely from whatever dust Danne had blown into my lungs. Then I could still feel the thing, the wyrm, I now could say.

This time, I was utterly devoid of the creature. There was nothing inside me. Nothing at all.

I’d never felt this empty or alone before.

And pure panic squeezed the air from my lungs.

My fingers went straight to the rope around my neck, but it wouldn’t come free. My breaths became hysterical-edged pants.

“It’s tied to me. To my will,” Graysen explained. To prove it, without touching me and using his will alone, the rope cinched tighter, but not tight enough to cut off my circulation and deny my lungs of oxygen. His point made, the collared rope relaxed once more. “It will also prevent you from leaving the estate. My ancestors used it to bind the Wyrm’s powers.” He gently brushed my hair over my shoulder, a perversely tender move that belied what he’d done to me.

But this thing around my throat was more than that. I knew it deep in my bones. He could have knotted the rope about my wrist, or an ankle perhaps. Instead, he’d purposely tied it around my neck.

“It’s a message,” I breathed, shocked.

Guilt shadowed his gaze. “Yes.”

“For my father. You want to remind him you hold his life and all my family at your will… So you collared me, like a dog?”

I felt sick. Icy fear warred with utter rage and disbelief that he would do this to me, that he would choose this thing that vaguely resembled a noose to collar me with. To send a godsdamned message to my father this way.

His mouth tipped up—not quite a smile. “We need him. And he needs to know what will happen to every single Wychthorn if we choose to reveal him.”

It was the last shred of hope for us.

And my heart…what was left of my aching, sorrowful heart caved in.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, moving closer, reaching for me.

But I skipped back, raising my hands in warning to stay away. “Sorry,” I repeated, and to my own ears, my voice resembled his aunt’s cold, hateful one. “Such an empty, worthless word.”

He flinched.

“And what about me? Here, with your family? Your aunt?”

His eyes blazed with fierce determination and I watched in wary fascination as silver flooded the black until it was my eyes looking back at me. His voice was a deep rumble, almost a snarl. Definitely territorial. “No one will touch you.”

I took several hurried and fearful steps backward, and the silver in his irises quickly faded into black. His gaze snapped to mine, filled with confusion. “Nelle?”

I shook my head, my mouth a resolute line. “You can’t promise me that.” Gods, he couldn’t promise me anything. A bitter laugh barked from me, at me, at my stupidity, at my foolishness. I couldn’t trust him. I couldn’t forgive him.

“The Uzrek was right.” I dragged in a deep breath, fortifying myself against him. His lips parted, and I supposed he might have been about to ask what I meant, but I carried on, my voice frosty and full of contempt. “Thief. Death-dealer. Spinner of deceit.” I stalked up to him, craning my neck to meet his wary gaze. “You stole my heart and crushed it with your lies. There is nothing in here for you.” I spread my fingers across my chest, over my heart, and I repeated his own words back to him. “I have no heart, only ash in the space it should be.”

Agony and despair carved deep lines into his features, and panic flashed through those obsidian eyes. I saw everything he felt on his face. His heartache and wretchedness. But on mine, he would see nothing, nothing at all.

Because I felt nothing.

“I’ll never forgive you,” I hissed.

He swallowed hard. His mouth was a grim line as he nodded, his hair ruffling with the movement.

He half-twisted away to stare down the driveway to the thicket of trees, murky with shadows now that the sun was sliding below the horizon. My gaze slid over his profile as he slowly straightened his shoulders, muscles flexing with tension under the adamere armor, and a tic twitching in his jaw. He turned back and I met the face I knew all too well. Cold. Impassive. Empty. And dark, fathomless eyes.

But my expression matched his perfectly.

He stepped around me, a lethal graceful movement. His broad hand at the small of my back pushed me forward. I stumbled a little, righting myself, and I walked up those stone steps, up, up, up, to the massive wooden doors cast open, and entered House Crowther.

I was a bird—one of my mother’s thrushes—my wingtips had beaten against a cage of metal and flesh. I’d flown free, soaring against a bright blue sky, a taste of freedom and of sun-soaked rays, only to fly from one cage to another.

And the moment House Crowther swallowed me up in its shadowed, ruthless depth, and I felt the loss of the dying sun’s warmth on my skin, I vowed I’d find freedom again. Even if it meant tearing through Graysen and leaving him broken and bloodied at my feet.

For I was a Wychthorn, and I would bow to no one.
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Thank you for reading BOUND IN INKED FLAME! If you loved the first book and want more, be sure to preorder the second book in the saga, one-click—CAGED BY FALLEN CROWS: Part One now. 

I appreciate your help in spreading the word about this book and saga, including telling a friend if you wish. Please consider writing a brief, honest review so that future readers can decide whether they’d like to read this book or not. 
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Almost every single character has their own agenda in this saga and is up to something off-page, if you will. If you’d like a bonus story of Evvie and Caidan that takes place shortly after the Engagement Celebrations, you can download one-click—‘The Aviary’ now to your favourite reading device.

If you want more of Nelle and Graysen, subscribe to my newsletter to receive news of upcoming releases, teasers, and bonus content - like ‘Chocolate Chip Cookies’ - via the signup form on my website: one-click—avalarksen.com now.


Pronounciation Guide


CHARACTERS

Wychthorn — Witch-thorn

Nelle - Nehl

Byron - Bie-ron

Marissa - Ma-riss-ah

Annalise - An-na-leez

Evelene - Ehv-a-leen 

Crowther — Crow-thur (as in the bird) 

Graysen - Gray-sin

Kenton - Kehn-ton

Caidan - Kay-dan

Jett - Jeht

Ferne - Furn

Tabitha - Tab-a-tha

Varen - Va-ren

Valarie - Val-a-ree

Pellans — Pahl-lans

Danne - Dayhn

Corné - Kawr-nay 

Carola - Ka-row-la

Annika - Ah-nee-ka

Aldert - Ahl-dirt

Irma - Ir-ma

THE HORNED GODS

Sirro - Sihr-ro

Lyressa - Lie-ress-ah

Urstlo - Erst-low

THE OLD GODS

Zrenyth - Zreen-ith

Skalki - Skahl-key

Hazus - Hey-zeus

Brangwene - Brang-win

OTHERS

Silas - Sy-lahs

The Uzrek - UU-z-reck

Ukkenskrit - UU-kin-skrit

Draxxon - Drakk-son

Hamon - Har-mon

Gestelt Tree - Jes-telt Tree

Krekenn - Krek-in
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