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PROLOGUE
X

KINGFISHER

A WOLF WAS a versatile creature.

Adaptable.

When part of a pack, it was part of something larger than itself. It had a
role to play and a place in the way of things. There was safety to be found
in a pack.

But a wolf could survive alone, too.

In the dead of the midnight forest, surrounded by predators on all sides,
a wolf could slip like a shadow through the trees. He could take refuge in
darkened corners, stalking prey of his own.

He could wait out his enemies, and bite back when they struck...

Especially when he held a god sword in his hands.

I was ready for the vampire when he came. He had been trailing me like
a wraith through the echoing halls of Ammontraieth since I'd left Saeris’s
chambers. I’d felt him out there, simmering. Waiting.

Reading the living took no great skill. There were those who had spent
centuries honing their abilities to control their feelings. It paid to ensure
your thoughts and feelings remained private as a member of the Fae. But no
matter how practiced a person was at hiding their feelings, their bodies
always gave them away in the end. It was unavoidable.

Emotions painted the blood.

Happiness.



Anger.

Sorrow.

Lust.

Each gave off its own energy. A vibration, if you will. In the same vein,
each of them had its own scent. The Fae betrayed subtle indicators of their
moods, no matter how good they were at masking their emotions.

The scents humans gave off could be overwhelming at times. Humans
were not good at taming their feelings. They felt everything so rudely, right
out in the open, with no awareness of how their reactions might affect those
with finer senses.

The dead were a different story. Without a beating heart, their blood was
barren black slurry in their veins. The only time a member of the
Sanasrothian Court gave off any scent at all was after they had fed, when
the spark of life that lingered in their victim’s blood still echoed with the
emotions they had felt as they died. Like the faintest trace of perfume that
lingered after a hug.

An hour ago, my head had been full of petrichor as I’d sat next to my
mate, listening to the lilt of her voice as she’d bombarded Tal with
questions about the Blood Court. Ever since she’d woken, she’d been
relentless, trying to understand, to prepare, to ready herself for what was to
come. The foundations of our plan were laid, and Saeris understood the part
she had to play in carrying them out... but she was nervous. Considering
that she had been human only days ago, she was already far more
accomplished at tamping down her feelings than she had been, but my nose
was sharper than most. I’d sensed her hesitation. It was like the scent of hot
stone after rain.

I’d been breathing her in, drowning in her, when I’d detected the other
smell.

The vampire must have fed on a prodigious amount of blood before it
had taken up its hiding place, crouched in the dark outside Saeris’s
chambers.

I’d excused myself, headed out into the hall, and gone looking for the
rot.

Two floors down, heading into the bowels of the Black Palace, I found it
with the point of my blade.

The vampire was beautiful. He possessed a face that might have been



ordinary in life, the kind of skin that might eventually have turned dull and
sagged. But in death, he had been preserved. Perfect. High cheekbones. A
regal, aquiline nose. His eyes had probably been blue once, but now they
flashed like ghostly opals. His lips peeled back, exposing canines bone-
white and vicious. His mouth formed a surprised O before he could make a
sound. He looked down, stunned to find Nimerelle buried to the hilt in his
chest.

“You’ve... ruined the velvet,” he croaked.

It was true; the god sword’s blade had rent a three-inch-long hole in his
black velvet waistcoat. I gave him an apologetic shrug. “Annoying by-
product of killing,” I said with a sigh. “Your opponent’s clothes often don’t
survive the process, either. You know all about that, though, don’t you?”

A death flower bloomed across the front of his shirt, black as ink. The
bastard had the audacity to look affronted as he glanced up at me. “I am...
familiar with that problem, yes,” he rasped.

“You won’t have to worry about it anymore,” I told him.

I’d known, even before he’d come streaking out of the shadows, that he
hadn’t come looking for a fight. With the rest of the Black Palace still
sleeping, he shouldn’t have even been awake. This vampire, in his finery,
with his belly full of innocent blood, had come seeking something he did
not deserve. Something only 7 could give him.

He scrambled for balance, trying to hold on to me, but his hands were
already turning to ash. When he spoke, his words were dry as a desert wind.
“I’'m sorry. I just couldn’t... face...”

The sun?

Fire?

Fire wasn’t such an easy thing to come by in this place. A vampire
would go up like a pile of dry kindling if it encountered flame. The hearths
burned with evenlight in Ammontraieth. The torches in the walls, too. This
piteous bastard probably wouldn’t have even been able to find a match here.
And who would have wanted such a final death, anyway? It wasn’t an easy
way to go. So painful. So dramatic.

The ash was better.

It was a mercy.

“You have saved me from what... I have... become,” he wheezed. There
was gratitude in his eyes. Relief.



I leaned in as he desiccated, making sure he heard each word as he sank
into his final death. “I don’t do it for you. I do it for those you have feasted
on. Enjoy hell, tick.”

Whatever hope of salvation he thought he might find with me faded
from his eyes. “They’re going to... destroy her, you know? It has already...
been seen. This court will... fall... with her inside it.” His lips twisted,
either a grin of relief or a sneer of contempt, I couldn’t tell.

“Saeris is safe,” I snapped. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”

But the vampire just laughed. Rasping, hacking barks of laughter. His
chin ashed. His cheeks went next. His voice splintered and cracked as his
throat went. By the time his canines came loose from his skull and fell from
his mouth, he wasn’t laughing anymore.

The vampire collapsed, a vampire no more. His teeth hit the floor—
plink, plink! —and bounced away, down the stairs that led farther into the
bowels of Ammontraieth.

Plink...

Plink...

Plink...

The Black Palace was immense. I’d lost count of how many high bloods
I’d dispatched since I'd been here. At first, there had been at least one or
two of Malcolm’s children lying in wait for me down each dark obsidian
corridor, drawn by the heat of my blood. However, the members of the
Blood Court had soon realized they were no match for the god sword or the
male who was wielding it. They were sleeping now, but soon they would
wake. And then, they would hide if they knew what was good for them.

“Ahh! There... you are!”

The redheaded figure stood at the bottom of the stairs, panting and out of
breath. He glanced down, cocking an eyebrow at the teeth that had come to
a stop at his feet, though he didn’t mention them. He turned his attention to
me. “You need... to come. Quickly.”

“You shouldn’t be outside of your quarters, Carrion.”

Sound traveled strangely here. The air was thick. It hummed with an
inaudible tone that buzzed against the skin. My words were blunted, but
they carried well enough for the smuggler to hear. He let out an exasperated
gasp, running up the steps, but I was already walking away, back the way 1|
had come.



“I would... love to be tucked away in my rooms right now, but... dusk’s
falling. The palace is waking up.”

“Exactly.”

“Will you stop already? Listen. I was just looking out... my window,
and... I saw something—"

“It’s called a sunset, Swift. If you want to live to see more of them, I can
always escort you back to Cahlish. You can appreciate the sunrise and the
sunset from there.” I could live in hope. I’d offered repeatedly to take the
smuggler away from Ammontraieth—away from Irrin, too—but the male
was growing increasingly stubborn.

“An enticing offer, but I'm good, thanks.” He had sprinted up the steps
to reach me and was now on my heels, keeping pace.

“Dare 1 ask, once again, why you insist on hanging around
Ammontraieth like a bad smell?” I clipped out. “This place is a nightmare.”

Carrion answered distractedly, “Oh, y’know. I have my reasons.”

And he could have his reasons, so long as none of them involved him
harboring any sort of hope that Saeris was going to confess her undying
love for him. That wasn’t happening.

“Fisher, gods alive! Just fucking slow down, will you? This is
important!”

I huffed out a tortured breath, turning to face him. “Is it actually
important, or do you just think it is?” Carrion thought all kinds of ridiculous
things mattered when they did not.

His eyebrows hiked up as he scowled at me. “I don’t know. Do you
consider your mate’s happiness important?”

I glared at him flatly. “Speak. Quickly.”

He shook his head. “We need... a window.”

When sunlight could kill, a window could be a death sentence; they
weren’t so easy to come across. We found one on the next floor up, just a
foot wide and a foot tall, the glass smoked to keep out some of the sun’s
rays.

The view it afforded could easily have been too narrow to display the
source of Swift’s anxiety, but mercifully that wasn’t the case. I scanned the
narrow field of the horizon, searching the scorched land that stretched out
between Ammontraieth and the river, not finding—

Oh, gods.



“I thought it was a patch of snow at first,” Swift said.

My heart stalled.

“Then I saw that it was moving. Running. Fast,” Carrion panted.

I took off at a dead sprint, hurtling past Carrion, flying down the stairs.
The smuggler followed suit. “I found you as fast as I could! I didn’t know if
—1I should tell her, or—"

“Just shut up and run!”

“What—what are you doing?” he panted.

“What do you think I'm doing?” I snarled. “I’m saving the fucking fox!”

I
—

&>

I’d left him in Cahlish.

Not in Irrin.

In Cahlish. On the other side of the mountain.

The Omnamerrin mountain range was one of the most treacherous,
lethal ranges in all Yvelia. Its slopes were steep and nigh impossible to
climb for a member of the Fae. I only knew of a handful of warriors who’d
scaled its jagged peak and survived to tell the tale. Onyx had been born of
snow and ice, but even he shouldn’t have survived the crossing. There
would have been avalanches. They would have buried him, again and again
and again. He would have had to dig his way out. He would have had no
food. No shelter from the cutting wind.

He’d left the safety of Cahlish. For her.

He’d climbed the mountain. For her.

He’d snuck through Irrin and crossed the river. For her.

And now he was being chased across the dead fields of Sanasroth by a
horde of feeders. He must have been tired and ready to give up, but he was
still coming. For her.

And I was not about to let that little fox die.

I sprinted through the palace and down, through the Cogs—the
multilevel settlement that had been built over the years around the palace’s
perimeter. The cobbled streets were empty for now, but they wouldn’t be for
long.

Bill.



I had to get to Bill.

The horses despised Ammontraieth. They couldn’t be kept in the stables.
The high bloods kept their deadstock there, and a hungry feeder would pull
a wall down with their bare hands to get to warm horse flesh. Bill, Aida, and
two other bay mares had been stabled in an outbuilding five hundred feet
away from the main yard, just beyond the high wall that enclosed the lowest
level of the Cogs. I damn near ripped the outhouse’s metal door from its
hinges to get to my mount.

I didn’t bother with bit or bridle. I vaulted onto Bill’s bare back and
kicked him out of his stall. My faithful friend didn’t need telling twice.
Carrion hadn’t even made it across the courtyard by the time we came
charging through the open doors.

“Get back inside!” I roared.

“No!”

“Gods and fucking sinners.” I cursed at him in Old Fae as I galloped
past him, reaching down with my right arm. The idiot clasped hold of my
forearm and jumped, vaulting up onto Bill’s back behind me.

“Aren’t you going to ask where I learned how to do that?” the smuggler
yelled.

“No,” I snapped.

“Lorreth showed me!”

If he wanted congratulating, he was going to have to wait. A mile of
ankle-deep ash and loose shale stretched out between us and the fox.
Normally, the horses had to pick a path carefully over the loose, dead
ground, but there was no time for that now. Bill snorted and blew, charging
at the oncoming feeders; he didn’t even flinch.

“That’s it. Keep going,” I whispered under my breath. “Thank you.
Thank you.”

I should have made Carrion stay behind. There were more feeders
sprinting after the fox than I'd first registered. Twenty of them? Thirty?
More than I could face down without access to my magic this side of the
Darn, and the male was a smuggler, not a blooded warrior. The sun had
fallen below the horizon, though. And if the light was dim enough for the
feeders, then it wouldn’t be long before the high bloods of Sanasroth were
awake. Without an escort back through the palace, the moron would have
been dead in a matter of seconds...



We were gaining ground.

But so were the feeders.

They were ever hungry, and it had probably been an age since a living
creature had dared to cross into Sanasrothian lands. The mindless foot
soldiers of Sanasroth wouldn’t allow this opportunity to pass them by for
anything.

I could see Onyx properly now.

His black-tipped ears were pinned flat to his head as he ran for his life.
He launched himself from a rock, soaring through the air, a streak of white
against the growing dark, and then his paws were back on solid ground,
kicking up a trail of ash as he sprinted.

“Come on,” I hissed through my teeth. “Come on. Run.”

Less than a mile now. The gap between us was closing... but so was the
gap between the feeders and the fox. He was tired, I could tell. His tongue
lolled from his mouth, waving like a banner. The whites of his eyes were
showing. The little fox was terrified.

I hadn’t noticed Carrion was clinging to the back of my armor. With no
saddle to grip, he really had no other choice. I bit back an annoyed curse,
leaning forward, urging Bill on. Faster he went, faster, never faltering. Not
once did he break his stride.

“We’re almost there!” Carrion bellowed.

I gritted my teeth so hard my jaw cracked. “Hold on!”

There was no stopping. If we stopped, we died. I grabbed a fistful of
Bill’s mane and prayed to the gods I hated for the second time in less than a
week.

Save the fox.

Save Bill.

Save the fox.

Save Bill.

Please...

White spittle foamed at the feeders’ mouths. Their mindless baying filled
the air as we drew closer, closer, closer.

Save the fox.

Save Bill.

They were right on top of Onyx now. Only a hair’s breadth away. The
fastest among them, a male with a filthy, torn shirt, lunged forward,



reaching for his prize. Bill pulled back, rearing, whinnying in terror. His
hooves slipped on volcanic glass as he desperately tried to turn away from
the approaching threat. The feeder’s jagged claws grazed the little fox’s fur,
and the fox leaped...

Carrion caught him.

. And then promptly came off Bill, sliding backward over his
haunches.

Gods and fucking martyrs! “On your feet, Swift!” 1 roared. The copper-
haired prince clutched Onyx tight, scrambling to get up. He moved quickly,
but it wouldn’t be fast enough. I drew Bill around, reining him in a tight
circle, facing him toward the feeders, and dropped from his back.

“Steady, friend. Whoa. Wait for me,” I whispered to him. Then I drew
Nimerelle, and the killing began. The god sword bled black smoke as she
scythed through the air. Where I swung her, necrotic flesh and brittle bone
parted like wet paper in her wake.

“Draw that weapon, Swift!” 1 bellowed over my shoulder.

Carrion was on his feet. Simon, his god sword, was in his hand. Onyx
had bolted from his arms and was hiding between Bill’s legs now, which
wasn’t doing much to help calm the horse. Bill stayed close, though,
stamping his hooves and blowing, eyes rolling—afraid but wanting to obey.
The tide of feeders would be on us any second. “Take their heads,” 1
shouted. “Don’t fuck this up, Carrion!”

“I won’t!” He took up position next to me, adopting a readying stance,
and I was struck with a flicker of surprise. The footwork was there. Almost.
And when the ravening feeders fell upon us, he didn’t immediately die.
Shocking.

Silver and Fae steel swept through the air, cutting the bastards down. I
caught most of them. The few that avoided me and targeted Carrion
dropped to the ground, too. Most of them still had their heads and were still
trying to kill the smuggler, but at least he put them down. Behind us, Onyx
let out a terrified squeal...

Seven feeders.

Eight...

The three Carrion had downed were joined by a fourth.

Forty feet stood between us and the next wave of feeders. I grabbed
Carrion by the scruff of his neck and shoved him back toward Bill. We’d



been lucky so far, but we wouldn’t stay lucky forever. I scooped up Onyx
and vaulted onto Bill’s back, pulling Swift up behind me.

Ammontraieth loomed ahead—a clenched fist with knuckles for spires,
punching skyward out of the mist. Not a palace, but a fortress.

I gripped Bill’s mane, sending one last prayer to the gods, and we rode
like the wind.

—

L 4

Hell was awake and grinding its teeth by the time we reached the Cogs.
High and low bloods alike peered over the obsidian walls that guarded the
small city at the foot of Ammontraieth, their monstrous eyes full of
judgment and hunger as Bill trudged reluctantly back toward the
outbuilding. Lorreth was there waiting for us, arms crossed over his chest, a
scowl etched deep into his face. “I swear to all the gods. You leave a room
and say you’ll be right back. Next thing I know, I see you galloping across
the dead fields, charging headlong at the undead!”

Carrion groaned as he slid down from Bill.

“And you? Are you out of your godscursed mind?” Lorreth hissed. He
squinted at the smuggler as if he could actually see the stupid on him.

“Don’t mind me. I only killed four feeders and saved Fisher’s life.” He
affected his usual devil-may-care tone, but there was a note of true fear
beneath it now. Our near brush with death had had the appropriate effect on
him, it seemed.

I was going to kill him. “You maimed them at best,” I snapped. “And the
day you save me on a battlefield, I’ll put on a dress and dance a fucking
jig.” He could have gotten us both killed by following me down here. He’d
fucking fallen. If anything had happened to him, then what? Saeris would
have been pissed at me.

But...

Onyx whimpered.

He shivered against my chest, tucked into a ball, his glassy black eyes
still full of fear. His coat was filthy. Blood matted his fur on his back right
leg. He yelped when I ran my hands over the injury, clearly in pain.

There would be time to yell at Carrion Swift later.



“Come on,” I said. “Let’s just get inside before these fuckers decide to
take a bite out of one of us.” I looked to my friend. “Any luck finding him?”
I asked softly.

Lorreth’s nostrils flared, a muscle jumping in his jaw. “No. I’ve searched
high and low. If Foley’s here, then I couldn’t tell you where.”

Unfortunate. We needed Foley. I sighed, shoving down my
disappointment. “All right. Well, keep looking. I have a feeling we
shouldn’t give up just yet.”

“Who’s Foley?” Carrion asked.

Lorreth opened his mouth, halfway to answering, but then he hesitated,
looking to me.

The universe could end and Carrion Swift wouldn’t have run out of
questions. But in his position, I probably would have felt the same way. |
inclined my head, glancing away while Lorreth explained.

“A friend once. Still a friend. One of us. We lost him at Ajun.”

Saeris said that Lorreth sang a ballad about the Ajun Gate, about the
battle that had taken place there, but that the quicksilver had claimed the
song in return for allowing Avisiéth, Lorreth’s sword, to be forged anew.
Carrion had asked about the Ajun Gate since then. While we’d all waited
for Saeris to wake after the Midnight Kiss, Lorreth had recounted plenty of
our exploits to the smuggler. He’d talked of the friend we’d lost to the
dragon. He just hadn’t told him the whole story.

“If you lost him in Ajun, then how...” Carrion’s brow furrowed,
realization dawning on him. “Oh. You lost him. But he still lives. Here?” he
said, looking up at the razor-sharp walls of the Black Palace that towered
above us.

“Yes,” Lorreth said. It was remarkable how one word could hold so
much tension. The warrior cleared his throat. “I’ll tear the place apart if |
have to, Fisher. Don’t worry. I'll get it done. Go. Get inside. Saeris was
putting on a brave face when I left her, but she was panicking. I’ll rub Bill
down and get him cooled off.” Even as he said it, he scrubbed a hand up
and down Bill’s sweat-slicked neck, clapping him on his shoulder. I got
down, careful not to jar Onyx too badly as my boots hit the ground.

I landed softly, but he still yelped. I could feel his bones through his fur.
With a sinking heart, I saw that his paws were cracked and bleeding.

“You’ll have to hold him,” I told Carrion, as we headed back toward the



Cogs.

“What? I can’t hold him. He does not like me.”

Quickly, I drew Nimerelle and spun the sword over, holding her up for
Carrion to see. “Want to carry this instead?” I asked. “You’ll need both god
swords if you want to carve a path for us back through the Cogs and into the
palace.”

The smuggler paled as he assessed the sword. At best, you’d wind up
with severe burns if you touched another warrior’s god sword. At worst,
you might lose a hand. Or your life.

“I’1l stick to the fox,” he said, eyeing Nimerelle warily.

It took longer than I would have liked to make it back up to Saeris’s
rooms. We left a trail of teeth in our wake, canines skittering and bouncing
off the cobbled streets and then off polished floors as we climbed each floor
of the palace. By the time we were safely behind closed doors in Saeris’s
room, I had lost count of the vampires I’d killed, black blood painted
Carrion’s clothes, and Onyx had passed out from exhaustion.

Saeris was by the door, tears streaking down her pale, beautiful face. She
was dressed in a thick black robe with elaborate golden embroidery at the
pockets. Her expression was stricken as she took in Onyx. “Gods. Is he
okay?” she whispered, as if she were too scared to ask the question for fear
of the answer.

“He’ll be fine,” I told her. Gods, I wanted to sweep her into my arms and
hold her. I knew the slope of her shoulders so well. The way the fine wisps
of her hair curled at her temples. I knew the hard defiance she wore on her
like a shield, but I hadn’t met her grief yet. It was an unwelcome stranger |
wanted to banish as soon as possible; its presence in the room made my
chest ache.

Despite his injuries, the little fox writhed in Carrion’s arms, determined
to reach his destination at last. Only when he was safe, pressed up against
Saeris’s chest, did the tension seem to leave his body.

He trembled, panting, as he stared up at Saeris. She had cursed my name
and bared her teeth at every threat she’d faced since I'd met her. Even when
I’d found her on the steps in the Hall of Mirrors, dying from the injuries
Harron had inflicted upon her, she’d been full of defiance. Now, she wept as
she cradled the fox in her arms, and I couldn’t fucking bear it.

I reached for him. “Here. Give him to me,” I said.



Saeris’s eyes were the pale blue of a winter dawn breaking over the
mountains. Bottom lip quivering, she gave me a questioning look but didn’t
give it voice. She swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and handed Onyx
over to me.

Carrion was gone. For once, the thief had assessed the situation and
made himself scarce. Saeris followed me with wide eyes, her heartbeat
pounding in her throat as she watched me carry the fox over to the door that
led out onto her balcony.

As the first of all the vampires and king of the Blood Court, Malcolm
had claimed these rooms once, as was his right, but he hadn’t spent much
time here. According to Tal, he had slept in the tower above us, his paranoia
urging him to lock himself behind a series of two-foot-thick iron doors
while he slept. I couldn’t imagine him standing out on this balcony, out in
the open, with the night sky bristling with stars over his head. He would
have been too afraid of his own shadow out here...

Saeris was radiant under the moonlight. Her hair whipped and snapped
like a banner on the cold breeze. “Just...” Tears shone in her eyes. “If you
have to do it, then at least make sure it’s quick.”

A band of iron cinched tight around my chest. She thought I was going
to put the poor creature out of its misery. She thought that, and she had still
handed him over to me. She’d trusted me to do what had needed to be done,
to save her companion from pain...

I shook my head, smiling softly. “I told you. He’s going to be fine, Osha.
I promise.” I sank down onto my knees, placing the ball of blood-stained
white fluff in my lap. A pair of eyes, black and glassy as jet, stared up at me,
wide and trusting.

“Healing is a small magic for me,” I whispered to him. “I guess it’s
lucky for both of us that you’re small, too.” I waited for the current of
magic to warm my palms. I’d used it to heal bruises when I was a Faeling.
I’d used it to fix a broken thumb, and that had almost depleted my entire
reserve of healing energy. When I was young, I’d complained to my mother
that my healing gifts were so negligible, but she had laughed and ruffled my
hair.

“Never doubt your powers, sweet one,” she’d told me. “Each one of
them is a gift. Each one will prove exactly enough when you have need of it.
Have faith in yourself. You will always be enough.”



I prayed she was right as I held my hands over the fox’s injured hind leg.
At first, I felt resistance —a barrier that didn’t yield as easily as the one that
stood between me and my shadows. It gave eventually, though, allowing a
wave of pain to wash over me. I winced —

“What is it?” Saeris asked. “What’s happening. What are you doing?”

Onyx whined. His head rested on my leg, his exhaustion seeping
through the connection I'd just forged between us. He was weary to his
bones, and his leg was pulsing with pain. Not broken, thankfully, but
fractured. He’d been running on it for so long.

“Fisher!”

“A moment, Osha,” I said. “Trust me. This won’t take long.”

I closed my eyes, and I pulled. Some members of the Fae didn’t have
access to small magics. A small magic wasn’t a part of a male or female’s
birthright, like my shadows were. It was a much smaller well of energy —a
faint affinity that a person might have toward a specific line of magic.
Unlike birthright magic, small magic was a finite resource.

My hands shook as I dug deep, searching for every scrap of healing
magic that still flowed inside of me. Once I'd visualized it there, in the
middle of my chest, I poured it all into Onyx.

The fox shuddered, and within seconds, his rapid breathing began to
ease. The pain radiating from him ebbed until it was only a dull throb in his
leg. His paws were healed. The fractured bone fused... but not fully. I
didn’t have quite enough healing magic to heal him all the way, but it was
enough. He could manage the rest on his own.

The little fox yawned, then kicked, wanting to be free of me. His coat
was clean again now, the blood that had stained it gone. His limp was
barely noticeable as he ran back to his mistress.

Saeris’s eyes were full of wonder and relief as she stooped down to pick
him up. “What? But... how?” She laughed as the fox nuzzled into her neck
and licked her cheek. “I didn’t know you could heal!”

I shrugged. “I can’t now. Not anymore, anyway. It wasn’t much, but I
gave him what I had.”

Her joy faded a little. “But... if you have healing magic, shouldn’t it just
replenish? Like it does for Te Léna?”

Ruefully, I shook my head. “Some magics don’t work that way, Osha.” I
would explain it to her some other time. There was still a shocking amount



that she didn’t know about this realm, its people, and its magic. But that
could wait. Onyx was in much better shape, and she had stopped crying.
For now, that was all that mattered.

“You sacrificed that magic, then? To help him?” Saeris asked. Gods, she
was so fucking beautiful. The moonlight painted her skin silver until she
looked like she was glowing.

I nodded.

She didn’t seem to know what to say. She buried her face in Onyx’s coat
for a moment, breathing him in. When she lifted her gaze to meet mine
again, she arched an eyebrow at me. “Why?” she asked. “Why make that
sacrifice?”

I wouldn’t have answered her before. I wouldn’t have been able to lie,
and so I would have kept my mouth shut. So much had happened now,
though. So much had changed between us. The truth slipped out with ease.
“Don’t you know? There isn’t much I wouldn’t sacrifice to make you
happy, Osha. A little healing magic is the least of it.”

Before Gillethrye, we’d been dancing around the tension between us for
weeks and weeks. Now, God Bindings marked her hands and her wrists.
They were wrapped around my wrists, too. We were of one another, bound
to one another, in a way that felt strange and thrilling.

There was so much more to be said.

The weight of that hung between us... but the female I had been terrified
to fall for simply nodded, trying not to smile. “I see. And here I was
thinking that you’d changed your mind about Onyx.”

I tried not to smile, too. I couldn’t tear my eyes from her. Gods, she was
fucking beautiful. “Oh no,” I muttered softly. “I still think he’d made a
great hat.”
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HELL’S TEETH

SAERIS

THE DRESS WAS made for sinning.

Black.

Strapless.

Sheer.

The slit up the side was cut so high that there was no way I could have
worn underwear. The fabric clung to my frame like a second skin,
shimmering when it caught the light as if tailored from the night sky itself.
Long gloves of the same material covered my arms as if I’d dipped them
past the elbows into shimmering ink. This was nothing like any of the
ensembles Everlayne had dressed me in when I'd first arrived at the Winter
Palace. This was elegant. Stunning. Painfully sexy.

I didn’t recognize the woman in the full-length mirror of my dressing
room... and there was a reason for that. The strange creature staring back at
me wasn’t a woman. Not anymore. Once she might have been, but now she
was a Fae-vampire hybrid, touched by the gods.

I was the same as I had ever been, and yet I wasn’t. Immortality might
have cleaved the meat from the bones of others and made them willowy. It
had filled out the parts of me that Zilvaren had starved. My cheekbones
were rounder now, my lips fuller. Hips, breasts, ass: I’d had all three before,



but now I really had them.

As it did every time I had caught myself in the mirror over the past
forty-eight hours, my attention snagged on my tips of my pointed ears,
poking through the dark waves of my hair. Reality seemed to warp and snap
back into place whenever I saw them. In the end, I was just as Fisher’s
mother had drawn me.

This was real.

I was Fae.

I was a vampire.

The sound of a voice clearing at the back of the room broke the silence.
“Well, I suppose if no one else is going to say it, then I will. You look
downright fuckable, Saeris Fane.”

I turned, wearing a chagrined frown, already preparing for the fallout
that would follow on the heels of that comment.

Three males occupied the large dressing room with me, each of them
emitting so much testosterone that the air swam with it.

By the large window, the last rays of sunlight burnished Taladaius’s
silver hair and limned his features in gold. I could sense his emotions now. I
was connected to him in a way that I didn’t enjoy. Sometimes, as dusk was
falling, I would feel him wake on the other side of the palace, and his
sadness would steal my breath away. My maker cringed at the male on the
other side of the room, sprawled out on a chaise longue like he owned the
damned place. “Are you out of your mind?” he asked. “I don’t know a
single person stupid enough to hit on a newly bonded female, let alone a
God-Bound female. But to do it right in front of her mate? In front of him?”
he added, jerking his chin toward the last male leaning against the wall by
the door.

I paused before allowing myself to look at him.

Paused before I even allowed myself to think his name.

Kingfisher.

My mate.

Fisher’s dark, wavy hair tumbled into his face, flicking up around his
ears. It had somehow grown longer in the past day or two. He felt bigger,
too. Taller, broader, his presence even more imposing. He was armed to the
teeth, dressed in leather, his ever-present gorget flashing at his throat.
Tendrils of shadow and glittering black sand wound between his fingers,



circling his wrists. They twisted down his legs and spilled across the plush
carpet like hunting snakes, heading for the chaise.

They had reached the chair and were weaving up its legs toward Carrion
when I let out a sigh, folding my arms across my chest. “Fisher.”

His eyes came alive at the sound of my voice. “Hmm?”

“Stop.”

His nostrils flared, his jaw working. “I can’t help it if he doesn’t want to
live.”

Carrion heaved himself upright, nearly spilling his drink in the process.
He was on his fourth whiskey, though he seemed none the worse for wear
because of it. It all made sense now —the number of times he’d drunk the
other patrons at the House of Kala under the table. The Fae could drink
themselves into oblivion if they wanted to; they only had to will it and they
were as sober as a judge in their next breath. For as long as I’d known him,
Carrion had been hiding his lineage. The glamor Kingfisher’s father had
wrought on him as a baby had held his whole life, concealing his true
appearance. In fairness, he’d always been tall. But his ears had been
rounded, his features less chiseled and sharp, his frame not quite so broad.
The reality of him was taking some getting used to. Thanks to his run-in
with Malcolm in the maze, the glamor was gone now, and the male was his
natural, true self at last.

“And I can’t help it if you aren’t falling over yourself to compliment
your girlfriend,” Carrion countered, raising his glass at Kingfisher.

Oh, gods. This was going to be bad.

The threads of shadow and sand became ropes. They darted up the
chaise longue, lashing around Carrion’s wrists and throat, slamming him
back down onto the crushed velvet cushion behind him. His whiskey went
flying. Fisher did nothing to save the glass as it hit the carpet, bounced, and
went tumbling across the floor, spilling its contents everywhere as it rolled.

Not content to assault Carrion with only his magic, Fisher had his fists
ready and was moving with purpose across the dressing room with murder
in his beautiful green eyes.

My chest squeezed. “Fisher!”

Mercifully, Taladaius stepped in, blocking my mate’s path before he
reached the smuggler. They were of a height, the two males. Just as broad.
Just as fearsome. They were similar in many ways. But where my mate was



all darkness and quiet brooding, Taladaius was light, his mood often easier
than it had any reason to be. There were counterweights, perhaps. Different
sides to the same coin? But also different currencies.

Vampire.

Fae.

Maker.

Mate.

The vampire placed a hand on Kingfisher’s shoulder, shooting him a
tight smile. “I may be considered enlightened among my kind, Fisher. But
the others who have gathered here tonight...” He paused, hiking up an
eyebrow for effect. “Are not. Spill living blood, even here in Saeris’s
chamber, and you’re asking for a world of hurt. Guaranteeing your safety
here is difficult enough as it is.”

Fisher’s expression was blank. He didn’t seem remotely concerned by
Taladaius’s warning. Slowly, he glanced down at Taladaius’s hand resting
on his shoulder, as if the point where the two made contact was about to
burst into flames. “You aren’t guaranteeing anything,” he said in a low
voice. “I’m not here by anyone’s good graces. I’m here because my mate is
here. Where she goes, I go. And if any more of your brethren feel like
taking a swing at me, then believe me, I'm all for it. I’ve waited an age to
find myself in the same room as these supercilious pricks.”

Taladaius clenched his jaw, exhaling deeply before he spoke again. “You
know what those supercilious pricks can scent even more than blood?”

Kingfisher smacked Taladaius’s hand away, snarling under his breath.
“I’m not afraid, Tal.”

“Fear will be your undoing out there,” the vampire gritted out. “If you’re
worried about her, even for a second, they will know, and they’ll leap at the
opportunity to tear you down because of it. Weaken her claim. Cast her out
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“Uhhh?” A gurgle came from the chaise behind them, where Fisher’s
shadows were still strangling Carrion. “Help?”

“Gods and martyrs, can you stop posturing, all of you! Fisher, let
Carrion go. Taladaius...” T blew out an exasperated breath. “How much
time do we have before we need to go out there?”

Straightening the beautifully tailored black jacket he was wearing,
Taladaius composed himself, but his glittering eyes remained fixed on my



mate. “The sun’s set. They’re already gathered. If we don’t go soon, they’ll
say you’ve abandoned your claim.”

“They’d do that?”

“They’re bureaucrats,” he replied.

At last, Kingfisher released Carrion from his magic’s hold. “They’re
monsters,” he countered.

“They are,” Taladaius agreed. “Which is why we have so many rules,
and why we stick to them so fiercely. Our court would be carnage without
them. Tradition must be honored. The laws of the five must be obeyed.
Even by queens,” he stressed. “Only once she has that circlet on her head
will she be in a position to effect change. Change that will benefit all of
Yvelia.”

And there it was. The crux of all of this.

Back in that maze, I hadn’t killed Malcolm for his crown. I’d done it to
save myself. For vengeance. For my mate. I hadn’t asked to become queen
of this hateful court. If it were up to me, we’d already be back at Cahlish,
celebrating the fact that the king of the vampires was dead. But then where
would we be? With another vampire lord rising to power, leaving Yvelia
potentially worse off than it already was.

In the past forty-eight hours, I’d had a crash course in vampire court
politics. And unlike when I'd found myself being lectured back in the
library at the Winter Palace, this time I had paid attention.

Five vampire lords ruled beneath the vampire monarch—the Lords of
Midnight—of which Taladaius was one. Regardless of sex, they had always
been referred to as Lord, and apparently that wasn’t changing anytime soon.
I hadn’t met the other Lords yet, and truthfully, I had no desire to meet
them, either. From what I’d been told, they were savages, cutthroat and
power hungry, and any of them would rip my head off for a shot at the
crown. They were bound by the Law of Ascension, though. They had to
acknowledge me first before they could try to steal my throne. And if they
acknowledged me, they had to obey me. At least for a time.

That meant there was a window. An opportunity. A chance to stop the
war that had been raging for centuries. To put an end to the killing.
Claiming the throne was the quickest way to stop the nightmare without a
tide of blood staining the land from the mountains to the sea.

I wasn’t from here. I wasn’t born here. Yvelia was not my home, but I



understood suffering, and I was no stranger to the senseless kind of death
that nipped at the heels of the weak and the vulnerable. If I could do
something to help put an end to the bloodshed here, then I would. I had to
try, at least. And call it wishful thinking, but I still had hope for the
members of the Blood Court. Hope that they could be redeemed.

“Can anyone else hear that?” Carrion’s voice was raspy from the
throttling he’d just earned himself. “Either my blood is still thumping in my
ears, or the horde’s stampeding this way.” Aside from a little redness around
his neck, he seemed none the worse for wear. He didn’t even flinch as
Fisher strode past him toward the door, his boots thudding heavily against
the carpet.

“They’re calling her out there,” he said, his voice distracted.

“Then that’s it. We need to go,” Taladaius said.

But Fisher came back and stood before me, ignoring my maker. His
huge frame filled my vision. Dark hair, strong jaw, and beautiful ink. Not
too long ago, I’d dreamed of him standing close to me like this. My fool’s
heart had craved him more than my lungs had craved air... and now that he
was mine and I was his, my need for him had only intensified. He had saved
Onyx for me. He had risked his life for me, and from the look on his face
now, he wouldn’t blink if he had to do it again. The tattoos marking his skin
shifted as he swallowed, the muscles of his throat working. “You don’t need
to do this,” he whispered. “There are other ways to accomplish our goals.”

She’s here. Here. Here...

I ignored the whisper that rushed in my ears, refusing to give it my
attention. Not here, and not now. This wasn’t the first time I'd heard the
quicksilver since I’d woken in the palace after my transition. I knew it
wouldn’t be the last.

I gave my focus to my mate instead, reaching up and cupping his cheek
with my gloved hand. What I wouldn’t have given to feel the roughness of
his stubble against my palm. Gods alive. That I even got to fouch him like
this. That he was mine in the first place. “Those other ways involve blood,
and death, and fire,” I answered softly, my response meant only for him.
The others could still hear, of course, but they politely pretended they
didn’t.

Fisher leaned into my hand, closing his eyes for a moment. “I happen to
think making these bastards bleed would be a good thing,” he whispered.



“I know. But what about the losses we’ll avoid this way? What about our
friends? And the people of Cahlish? How can they return to their homes if
Sanasroth is still seething away on the other side of the river?”

I had him there. Fisher loved his people. He hated that they had left
Cahlish when Malcolm had trapped him inside that godscursed maze. If
Fisher wanted his people to come home, then they needed a safe place to
come back to. Fisher blew out a tense breath, but he nodded. “Fine. But the
moment you don’t want to be here —"

“I’1l tell you, I promise.”

He dipped his head, breaking eye contact with me as he turned and went
to the mirror, then collected my sword from the top of the dresser where I
had placed it when getting changed. Solace was an ancient blade—one of
the few remaining god swords that had once been imbued with magic
millennia ago. It had belonged to Fisher’s father. The sword that had stilled
the quicksilver for an age. The sword I’d drawn from the quicksilver to
protect myself, which had accidentally reopened the pathways between
worlds.

It was bonded to me now. The god swords were loyal, territorial things.
It would have taken Fisher’s hands off for touching it had he not used a
scrap of silk to pick it up. He held it reverently as he brought it to me.

“You can’t be serious. That will absolutely ruin her outfit,” Carrion said,
aghast.

“He’s right.” Taladaius was standing by the door now, with his hand
anxiously resting on the handle. “She can’t go out there with Solace
strapped to her hip. She needs to appear regal. She can’t afford to look
worried about her safety.”

The look Kingfisher gave the vampire and the smuggler strongly implied
that he thought they were both stupid. “I don’t care how she looks. I care
about her ability to defend herself.”

“Then give her something else. Something subtler. Something she can
hide. And for all the gods’ sakes, hurry.”

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

The sound was growing louder, faster, more impatient. Fisher hesitated
but then sighed, setting Solace down on the chaise. “All right. Fine.” With



deft hands, he reached into a small pouch on his belt and drew out a length
of fine silver chain. He wrapped it around my waist, looping it at my hip so
that its ends hung down almost to my knees.

“She doesn’t need a garrote,” Taladaius objected.

“It i1sn’t a garrote. It’s a belt,” Fisher replied amicably. In my head, he
said, It’s a garrote.

I tried not to laugh.

He took one of his own daggers from the sheath at his waist, then
dropped down to one knee in front of me. He looked up, his eyes locking
with mine again, burning with a myriad of emotions as he slowly...
carefully... parted the material of the dress along the slit to expose my bare
thigh.

Taladaius threw his hands in the air. “There’s no time for this!”

“Oh, I don’t know. I think we might be able to spare a minute,” Carrion
said.

I saw Fisher’s annoyance spike, but he didn’t react. His touch left a trail
of burning fire as he ran his hand up my thigh. With his other hand, he
pressed his dagger against my flesh. The magic simmering below the
surface of my skin registered that, just like the chain he’d wrapped around
my waist, the weapon was pure silver, but it didn’t burn me the way it
would Taladaius or any other vampire. We already discovered I was
immune to the effects of both silver and iron. Perhaps it was that I wasn’t
entirely one thing—neither wholly vampire nor Fae. Perhaps it was that |
was an Alchemist on top of everything else, and I still had an affinity for
metals. Either way, I was grateful for the advantage.

Fisher had no holster or scabbard for the dagger, but he didn’t need one.
Wisps of black smoke materialized, skating over my skin. They were cold
and warm, and my skin broke out in goose bumps as I registered the prickle
of his power. He was stripped of most of his magic here—he couldn’t open
a portal, and he certainly couldn’t use it to hurt the denizens of the Blood
Court on their own ground —but he could do this. In a second, an elaborate
latticework of shadows and glittering black sand encircled my thigh,
holding the dagger flush against my leg. It was beautiful, like lace, delicate
as a spiderweb speckled with morning dew. His hands rested there, on my
thigh, strong and calloused, and —

He sucked in a sharp breath, shaking his head as he got to his feet. His



pupils were blown wide open when he looked down at me. “If any of them
even look sideways at you, you stick that straight in their chests.”

“I know how a dagger works, Fisher.” Most couples flirted by making
eyes at each other or complimenting each other’s outfits. We did it by
discussing how best to murder our enemies. A smile ached at the corners of
my mouth, begging to be unleashed...

BOOM!

BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!

Fisher offered me his hand. “Let’s go.”

“Wait. [—” Gods. There were so many things I wanted to say, but I
hadn’t had a moment alone with him for nights. He was in danger here.
Thanks to the Blood Court’s archaic traditions, namely their Rite of
Ascension, [ was safe enough. But Fisher hadn’t killed Malcolm. The Blood
Court’s rule didn’t demand that he be allowed to rise to power unmolested.
He was a mortal enemy of the Blood Court. Thousands of high blood
vampires lived within the walls of Ammontraieth, all of them Malcolm’s
children, and every one of them hated my mate with an unmatched fury. If
he so much as looked sideways at the wrong person here, it would mean
trouble. I wanted to remind him of this now, but he already knew, of course,
and we were out of time.

“Can you—Ilook, can you just behave yourself out there?” I murmured
under my breath.

He looked bemused, the faintest hint of a dimple forming in his right
cheek. “I can,” he answered. “I can’t promise that I will.”

As we walked past him and out of the chamber, Taladaius advised, “You
should leave Nimerelle here. They’ll see you carrying a weapon as an act of
aggression.”

“Good.” My mate’s expression went dark with the promise of violence.
“It is.”

-~

L 4

“Holy shit.” Carrion whistled softly through his teeth. “The place looks like
a prison from the outside. Who would have known they were hiding
something this ostentatious?”



It was called the Hall of Tears.

Carved faces, grotesque and grimacing, observed us from the obsidian
pillars that held up the vaulted cathedral ceilings. Torches burned in
sconces, the eerily still evenlight—so different from regular fire—casting a
strange white-green glow up the walls. Gold brocade curtains hung from
huge windows at the far end of the hall, with scenes of debauchery and all
manner of sin stitched into the heavy velvet fabric. There were more
vampires than I could count, gathered in rows on the left and right flanks of
the hall. Not feeders. These were males and females, dressed in beautiful
gowns and smock shirts. A lean intelligence shone from their eyes as they
turned their hungry gazes on me.

At the head of the room, a stately throne made of black stone sat in the
center of a raised dais. Before it was an expansive platform of polished
obsidian decorated with a pale-stone mosaic depicting a five-pointed star. A
Lord of Midnight already waited at the tip of four of the points, each
dressed in finery, facing inward. The remaining point stood empty... until
Taladaius traversed the long aisle and took his place among his brethren.

My maker had produced a lacquered staff from somewhere. He joined in
with the others, smashing its tip down onto the ground at his feet, adding to
the cacophonous BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! that thundered through the hall.
The sound grew louder and louder, hammering in my ears.

And then, without warning, it stopped.

The five figures turned to face me, the expressions of the four strangers
turning to granite when they saw I wasn’t alone at the foot of the wide
staircase that led down to them.

Two of the Lords were males.

Two were female.

One was something else entirely.

There was Taladaius, of course. Next to him stood a rangy-looking dark-
haired male with a hooked nose and eyes as black as coal. An even taller,
long-limbed creature stood across from him—a pale, strange thing that
clearly was not a member of the Fae. It was dressed in a pristine white robe.
Its eyes were solid black orbs, its skin translucent. An unnaturally wide slit
served for its mouth, bristling with tiny, jagged teeth. Black veins formed a
network of spiderwebs across the backs of its too-large, webbed hands.

The females were less disconcerting. The first wore a gown of vivid



green. Her hair was bright like hammered gold and wound into braids that
fell in ropes down her back. My brother would have fallen in love with her
on sight. She was just the type of pretty, fine-boned trouble who would have
caught his eye. He wouldn’t have stood a chance, though. A hatred burned
in her depthless blue eyes that made me want to reach for the dagger that
Kingfisher had just strapped to my thigh. I shivered as I turned my gaze
upon the last female, glad to have broken eye contact. The final Lord of
Midnight was a small thing. A thick mat of gray hair fell into her face,
obscuring her features, but I could see from her bare forearms, frail wrists,
and gnarled hands that she was old.

“What madness is this?” the blond vampire asked. The second she
spoke, the chatter in the hall ceased. The Lord hadn’t raised her voice, but
her words rang from the walls and rebounded amid the rafters. She lifted
her staff and thrust it at me so that I could make out the gleaming golden
head of the hissing snake that topped it. “This is not the creature who felled
my father,” she said. “Mighty Malcolm, who reigned over an entire
continent and reduced another to ash? Malcolm, who toppled kings, bedded
queens, and cheated death so that we might all follow in his footsteps? Laid
low by this? I think not.”

Fisher’s warmth was a reassuring hand on my back. On my left, Carrion
hovered in my peripheral vision. I looked at neither of them as I tilted my
chin back and held my head high, beginning the long descent down the
stairs toward the vampires of Sanasroth. “Your father was felled by his own
hubris. He was too arrogant. He believed himself invincible, and I had the
pleasure of showing him otherwise. A god sword will make worm food out
of any of us, no matter who wields it. But, regardless,” I called in a clear
voice. “I am no child. My name is Saeris Fane, and I am your queen.”
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HALL OF TEARS

SAERIS

“SHE ISN'T ONE of us. How can she be our queen when I can hear her heart
beating from here?”

The throne was cold as ice. No cushion padded its seat, and the frigid
temperature of the hard stone leached into my back and ass. I squirmed
uncomfortably as the beautiful vampire with the golden braids called out
across the hall for all to hear.

“Ours might be the youngest court in this realm, but Sanasroth has
always prided itself on its traditions. For a thousand years, we were ruled
over by the first vampire. A brilliant male, who carved out a home and a
future for his children and earned us all the right to belong. He wasn’t just a
king. He was a walking god among the living and the dead of this realm,
and this... this girl,” she spat, “was human mere days ago. So weak that one
of our own had to save her life.” She sent a look full of naked malice in
Taladaius’s direction. “How do we replace the creator of our entire species
with this?”

She was an excellent actress. Her words overflowed with emotion as she
paced around the star, weaving in and out of the other Lords of Midnight.
Most would have been fooled by the hitch in her voice when she spoke of
losing Malcolm, but I heard the lie.



Her heart was not broken, because she had no heart. I felt her malign
energy radiating from her as sure as I used to feel the heat radiating from
the suns back in the Third: Whatever soul she might once have possessed
had fled the shell of her body long ago. A dark, cruel thing crouched inside
of her now, peering out of her wide, pretty eyes, using her voice to speak.

“Do other courts invite the chicken or the calf to sit atop their thrones in
fancy dress to preside over them?” she bellowed.

A wave of cries went up around the hall in a rising tide of anger. Some
of the vampires seated on the benches leaped to their feet, shouting out
above the rest.

“No!”

“They would never!”

“Perversion!”

“Anathema!”

“Then why do we crown a lowly creature that would have been food to
us only days ago and give it the power to rule over us? Why do we
embarrass ourselves like—"

That’s Zovena, Kingfisher said. The sound of his deep voice in my mind
startled me; I barely kept the surprise from my face. Though I'm sure
you've figured that out by now. Tal gave you all their names.

Yes, I answered. She’s Keeper of Missives.

I felt Fisher’s approval in the back of my mind. Yes. See the ring on her
hand? The thick band of gold with the purple stone? That marks her as a
Lord. All five of them have rings. They’re a source of power, gifted to them
by Malcolm. Each supposedly contains the same amount of magic, though
it’s rumored that Tal’s is the most powerful. Zovena was Lissian once, like
Tal. He loved her. For her part, I think she loved him, too. But that was a
long, long time ago.

I watched the way Zovena glared at my maker now and found no love or
warmth of affection for him in her eyes. “You should have left her there to
die, Taladaius,” the female seethed. ““You could have slit the Bane’s throat
while you were at it, too. But no. We all know how much you care about
your precious Kingfisher of the Ajun Gate, don’t we? So now you bring
them both before us, hand in hand, mates, attempting to install not only a
half-blood child as queen but a full-blooded Fae male as king consort along
with her! And not just any Fae male. One who has plagued and murdered



our people for centuries! Have you forgotten that we are at war with him?”

I waited for Kingfisher to say something, but no response came.
Glancing over to where he stood on my right, I found that he was yawning.

I spoke into his mind again. Laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?

His left eye twitched. No, not really. Zovena and I aren’t the best of
friends. I've heard it all before.

The slender male with the hooked nose stepped forward from his point
on the star, deep furrows forming in his brow. He looked to be in his
thirties, but gods only knew his real age. “That’s enough, Zovena. Throwing
a temper tantrum won’t change anything. Taladaius saved the girl. Now she
1s of our blood. She killed Malcolm. Therefore, she must ascend. It is our
way. We all know it. Hysterics solve nothing.”

“This isn’t hysterics,” Zovena bit out. “This is outrage! On behalf of my
brothers and sisters!” She gestured to other members of the Sanasrothian
court, seated in their benches, stretching back into darkness. They bayed in
response, buying into her rhetoric. “They deserve better. A strong hand. A
queen who—"

“Oh, so you still envision a gueen on the throne, then? A female like
yourself, perhaps?” the hook-nosed male asked.

While they bickered back and forth, I spoke again to Fisher. That’s
Ereth, I suppose? Keeper of the Evenlight?

Fisher answered right away. Yes. He and his followers are religious
zealots. They worship one of the demon gods. If he gets his way, every
single living being in Yvelia will be drained of their magic and turned into
slaves. Every continent will be turned into a wasteland paradise for
vampires, where they can hunt and kill anything left alive for sport.

Sounds delightful, I said.

The other one is the Hazrax. The last of its kind. It is twice as old as
anything else that draws breath in Yvelia.

Taladaius had been oddly vague when he’d spoken of the Hazrax. It was
not Fae, but it wasn’t vampire, either. It had come to Malcolm centuries
ago, back when the vampire king was still in the throes of forging his
empire, and had offered its services to the king. When Malcolm had asked
if it wanted eternity in exchange, the Hazrax had sworn to destroy him if he
tried to bite it, and Malcolm had believed every word. When the king had
asked it what it did want in exchange for its fealty to Sanasroth, the Hazrax



had said that it “wanted to watch.” From that point onward, the Hazrax had
become Keeper of Silence.

Just yesterday, I had asked Taladaius why the vampire king had allowed
the creature to remain in his court if he truly did think it capable of
destroying him. Taladaius had just shrugged. “The Hazrax’s magic is
shrouded in mystery. No one here knows what it’s capable of... but
whatever magic or power it showed to Malcolm scared him enough to allow
it to stay.”

We knew the Hazrax entered Ammontraieth many years ago, Kingfisher
said into my mind. We haven'’t heard tell of it leaving since. It’s rumored
that it doesn’t even leave this hall. It doesn’t eat or sleep. It just watches.

The creature’s appearance was terrifying enough without wondering
how it could just exist here like this, a constant, unsettling presence. As if
he could sense my discomfort, Kingfisher moved on. The old woman is
Algat, Keeper of Records. She was a witch once. Cast out by her own clan
for meddling in dark magics. She might look like the oldest of the Lords, but
she’s actually the youngest. I had cause to deal with her once or twice
before she transitioned. Pure evil runs through her veins, Little Osha. Do
not underestimate her.

Even as he said it, the old woman’s head canted at an unnatural angle,
turning toward Kingfisher, as if she could hear the conversation passing
between us. I couldn’t make out much of her face with all that thick gray
hair hanging down, but I could see her hideous grin. Rotten, yellow teeth
filled her mouth, long as a rat’s. Her canines were so elongated that they
pierced her lower lip, streaking her chin red with blood.

Her cloudy eyes locked with mine, and—

I was back in the Third.

I was arguing with Hayden.

I was back in Madra’s palace, fighting to free my hands as Harron came
to kill me.

I was in Kingfisher’s bed in Ballard, safe in his arms.

He was inside me, and my soul was full of fire, and—

“Do you think I can smoke in here?”

I jumped out of my skin at the sound of Carrion’s voice.

I’d been staring at the old woman. She had been staring at me. How long
had I...



An ice-cold sensation flooded my head. It felt as if someone had been
rifling through my pockets. I glanced at Fisher out of the corner of my eye,
but he was staring at the ceiling, affecting boredom, unaware anything
untoward had just happened. When I turned to Carrion, about to ask him to
repeat himself, I saw that the idiot had a cigarillo in his mouth and was
fishing around in his pocket for his flint box.

“What in all five hells are you doing?” 1 hissed. “Do not light that.”

Fisher growled, finally noticing what the true heir to the Winter Court
was up to. He stepped back behind the throne and ripped the cigarillo out of
Carrion’s mouth, tossing it to the ground.

“Are we keeping you from something, Your Highness?” The voice rent
the air in two like a whip.

Ereth stood at the center of the five-pointed star, his cloak thrown back
over one shoulder as if he had spun around in haste. Zovena was as still as a
statue, as were the others, but I could tell that she was crowing inside.

Once upon a time, I hadn’t been the only apprentice at the Third’s most
notorious forge. Elroy had caught me whispering to one of his other
students and had been furious that I hadn’t been paying attention to him
waxing poetic about different glass tempering styles. This moment felt a /ot
like that.

I was two seconds away from being scolded like a misbehaving child.
That would not be good. The Lords needed to be brought to heel, not
offered an invitation to chide me. I had to pull the situation back, to take the
proceedings in hand. My first instinct was to apologize for the interruption,
but a queen did not apologize.

I raised my chin and stared Ereth down, filling my veins with ice. “Yes,
Ereth. Since you’ve finally thought to ask, I do have better things to do than
listen to you all bickering like children. I was told this was supposed to be a
coronation, so let’s proceed with the business of it, shall we?”

A tense quiet fell over the Hall of Tears. It was only now, with every
vampire present stunned to silence, that I realized why this place was called
the Hall of Tears: somewhere, out there in the dark, someone was crying. A
mournful wail echoed off the columns and then ricocheted around the
recessed alcoves—a sound devoid of hope. A shiver ran up my spine as |
heard another sob join the first, and then another, and another. Out there,
beyond the crowds and the strange white-green glow of the torches, people



were suffering.

“My sincere apologies, Your Highness.” Ereth had dropped into a deep
bow, pale hand pressed to the middle of his chest. He lifted his head,
looking up at me from beneath dark brows, and I saw the mockery in his
eyes. “You’re absolutely right. How foolish of me. The night is wasting,
and there’s much to be done.”

“The girl needs to drink before she’s crowned.” It was Algat who made
the declaration. Her cracked voice reminded me of the reckoning wind that
used to howl across the dunes and batter the Silver City: dry and angry.
“How can she hope to rule if she is not leashed to the blood?”

Taladaius had explained that he would hold his tongue as best he could
during the evening’s proceedings. He had been Malcolm’s favorite—his
Keeper of Secrets—which meant that he was not a favorite among the five.
He hadn’t wanted to do or say anything to color the actions of the others,
but at Algat’s comment, he quickly stepped forward. “She isn’t required to
drink,” he said. “No rule or law prescribes it.”

“No law and no rule, maybe, but what of common sense?” the old
woman asked, in a sly croak. “Come now, Taladaius. The girl’s a virgin—"

“Excuse me?” I couldn’t stop myself. My indignation erupted from me
before I could reel it back. “I assure you, I am not.”

Algat gave me a pitying look. “Not of the body, child.” Her head tipped
toward Fisher again, the speed and angle of the motion making my stomach
twist. “We smell the sex on both you and your mate perfectly well, I assure
you. No, you are a virgin of the blood. You have not fed from the life source
of the living—"

“She’s still a member of their number,” Zovena cut in with obvious
disgust. “I said it before and no one cared to comment on the matter, but
how can a member of the living feed on the living? Again, how can she
hope to rule...” She trailed off, her eyes growing round in her head as she
took me in.

I had risen to my feet.

And my heart had stopped beating.

It hadn’t taken long to master the trick. Taladaius had known that his
counterparts would take offense over the issue, and so he had taught me
how to paralyze the muscle in my chest. It had been simple enough. All 1
had to do was picture my heart resting, taking a break, and that was



precisely what it did.

My blood stopped pumping. Everything inside me stilled. I'd never
realized that I could hear the rushing of my blood if I tried to, but I could.
And now that it sat dormant in my veins, my inner world felt off kilter. It
was like breathing under water; I shouldn’t have been able to do it.

“So she can choose when to be like us, then,” Zovena muttered under
her breath. “But that does not make her one of us.”

“If she drinks, she will be.” Algat pushed, apparently dissatisfied that I
hadn’t answered to the issue. “This whole court knows that you haven’t fed
since you awoke from the Midnight Kiss, girl. Drink from someone, and all
will be well. We’ll place the circlet upon your head and then drown
ourselves in wine until sunrise, celebrating you as our new queen if you
do.”

“And if I don’t?”

Taladaius was halfway across the platform, moving toward me. “Saeris.”

“Listen to him,” Zovena sneered. “Saeris. He calls her by her name! And
why wouldn’t he? He made her. She’s beholden to him. He pushes her
forward as his puppet, for him to control from the shadows. If you accept
her, then on your heads be it. But know you are accepting a proxy. Know
who you’re truly bowing and scraping to when you swear fealty.”

There were traveling theater companies back in Zilvaren who would
have committed murder to secure Zovena as one of their lead players; the
female was really beginning to annoy me. Thankfully, Taladaius seemed
immune to her dramatics. “You don’t have to do anything, Saeris. It isn’t
law.”

“It 1sn’t law because 1t’s never needed to be,” Zovena hissed. “The ruler
of the vampire court should be a vampire. Feeding on the blood of the
living should be the greatest pleasure imaginable to our regent. They should
enact their basest nature without any need for convincing.”

For all his preparations over the past couple of days, Taladaius hadn’t
seen this coming. Maybe he should have. It made sense that these monsters
would want reassurances. I was an interloper taking up residence inside
their palace. I was half Fae. It was only natural that they were wary of me.
Martyrs only knew how they could tell that I hadn’t fed, but it was true. I
hadn’t wanted to. Hadn’t needed to.

“My sisters are right, Highness,” Ereth interjected. “If you’d accept a



coronation gift from us, maybe it would set our minds at ease. A beautiful
young woman to sip from, perhaps?’ His pit-black eyes flitted to
Kingfisher. “Or... perhaps there is a simpler solution to this quandary?”

“No,” I snapped. “If it isn’t mandated, then do not seek to make a
spectacle of me.”

Amid all of this, the Hazrax’s head turned from left to right, observing
the scene as it unfolded. It said nothing, its odd gills flaring. With its hands
clasped together inside the sleeves of its bone-white robe, it took everything
in without saying a word. It shifted its body to face me now, though, turning
its attention on me... and my mate. Kingfisher had stepped forward and
turned his back on the gathering—an unimaginable show of disrespect. But
I knew Fisher, and he didn’t give a shit about disrespecting the Sanasrothian
court. He wanted to look me in the eyes when he spoke to me.

“Just do it, Osha.”

“What?”

“Bite me. Drink. Swallow twice and be done with it. They pursue this to
undermine you because they’re sure you won’t do it. But fuck them. This is
easy. We take care of this, and we get to leave this room.” In my head, he
said, We can go back to Cahlish. Back to Ren, and Lorreth, and Layne.

“He has a point,” Carrion said.

“You shouldn’t even be here, Swift,” Fisher growled irritably. “Keep
your opinions to yourself.”

The eyes of a thousand vampires bored into me as I peered around
Fisher’s side and looked out at the amassed court. What would they do if I
still refused? Many of them had died with magic in their veins. It had
corrupted and turned black along with their blood. Some of them were
powerful. The only thing keeping any of them from tearing us apart was the
Law of Ascension and Taladaius’s edict. But laws were broken all the time,
and I did not want to die here, of all places.

Gods.

I took a deep breath.

“All right. I’ll drink from you,” I whispered.

Ereth clapped his hands together, overjoyed. “Wonderful!” He’d heard
me, naturally. “Wonderful, wonderful!”

A growl of displeasure issued from the back of Fisher’s throat, but his
gaze remained fixed on me, never wavering. He began unfastening the



leather straps that held his right bracer in place, undoing the armor. “Block
them out. Don’t pay them any attention. It’s just you and me, okay?”

I thanked the gods, the stars, and all four winds because, for once in his
life, Carrion Swift kept his mouth shut. If he had made some quip about the
fact that he was standing there, standing right next to us, he probably would
have lost his front teeth.

I focused on my mate, determined not to fumble this. We had one shot.
A single chance at turning the tides in this war. If our play had to be this,
then so be it. I would keep a steady hand, but gods alive, it would be hard.
This...isn’t how I imagined this, 1 thought to Fisher.

As he slipped his bracer free, his eyes found mine, burning with
intensity. A slow, intrigued smile kicked up the corner of his mouth. Oh? So
you’ve been imagining this, then, have you, Little Osha?

My blood lit on fire in my veins. The suggestive tone in his voice in my
head would have made even the girls who worked at Kala’s blush. No. It
was too late, though. My cheeks were glowing, and Fisher was chuckling
under his breath, rolling back his sleeve.

You can own your fantasies with me, Little Osha. There is nothing in this
realm or the next that I won't give to you if you desire it. All you ever need
do is ask.

Now was not the time. It sure as hells wasn’t the place.

But... Holy gods.

Breathe, Saeris.

“Look at her, just standing there. She’s stalling,” Zovena muttered down
on the platform. I glanced behind Fisher, a wave of nerves cinching tight in
my gut, but Fisher gently took hold of my chin and tipped my face so that I
was looking back up at him. The ink at his throat was going wild; I could
see the black linework morphing and shifting over the top of his gorget.
There wasn’t much quicksilver left in his eye now, but the small amount
that remained was also shifting, forming the geometric shapes and patterns
among the vivid green of his iris. “Don’t look at her. Look at me. You're
okay.”

And I was.

When Fisher let go of my chin and turned his hand, offering me his
wrist, I didn’t think. It was instinctual. The warmth that lived at the back of
my throat now became a roaring inferno. I took hold of his arm, a pulse of



pleasure already aching in my mouth as I sank my canines into his flesh.

Deep.

So deep.

I hadn’t meant to...

I froze, not understanding the overpowering urge I felt to wait...

“Drink, Saeris,” Fisher said in a ragged gasp.

No.

No, I needed to wait.

“For the love of the gods, fucking drink,” he begged.

In those long, heady moments, I hadn’t realized that I wasn’t taking
anything from him. That I was giving something to him instead.

I blinked as black ink shifted beneath Fisher’s skin, pouring like water
down his arm. It banded his wrist and then disappeared, transferring to me.
I felt the cool prickle of it settling right in the center of my chest, just below
my collarbone, but I didn’t care about the new ink.

I only cared about my mate.

And the blood.

When I drew from Fisher for the first time, pulling at his wrist, I felt the
reversal of a flow between us. The changing of a tide. As soon as his blood
touched my tongue, an explosion of color and sound lit up inside my head
like a thousand fireworks. Fire chased through my veins. Need pooled
between my legs, sending a rush of pleasure up through my body so
powerful that I wanted to scream. I couldn’t, though. I'd have to stop
drawing from him to do that, and —

“Fuck, Saeris.” Breathless. Mindless. Desperate. Fisher’s voice was
thick with his own desire. His next words went against everything my body
was screaming for. “Stop, Osha. Enough.”

Suddenly, we were in the Hall of Tears.

I tore my mouth from Fisher’s wrist, panting as if I’d been doused with a
bucket of cold water.

The Hall of Tears...

A thousand Sanasrothians, on their feet, cheering at my hunger...

My pulse raced away from me, refusing to listen, refusing to be still.

I turned to Kingfisher, lips parted, another wave of heat and pleasure
rocking me to the tips of my toes when I saw how flushed his cheeks were
beneath his stubble. His pupils had completely swallowed his iris and



banished the green and the quicksilver. His labored breathing had his chest
rising and falling so fast. He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, and
the primal hunger I saw there landed like a physical blow. He was barely in
control of himself. If I touched him—

“Don’t even think about it, or I’'ll take you right here,” he panted.

Holy.

Fucking.

Gods.

“Well done! Well done!” Ereth stood back in position at his point of the
star. His applause echoed above the raucous cheering that flooded the hall. I
paid no heed to the Keeper of Evenlight, though. I couldn’t tear my gaze
from Fisher. He couldn’t tear his gaze from me. My mate and I stared at
each other, panting, our bodies tensed taut as twin bowstrings. The feeling
coursing through me was like nothing I had ever encountered before. It
went beyond want. There were no words to describe it.

We hadn’t slept together since I’d woken. I’d still been sick from the
transition and sore from the injuries I’d sustained in the maze at Gillethrye.
But now...

Now.

Fuck, I needed him now.

“It’s done! She has fed!” Ereth faced the masses with both hands raised
in the air like some prophesying messiah. “She is leashed by the blood.
Bound to it, as we all are. There can be no question of her commitment to
our people now.”

What the hell was he talking about?

Kingfisher reached out and carefully wiped his thumb over my chin; it
came away red. His chest hitched up and down so fast. He hadn’t spoken
again yet.

“Crown her! Crown her!” the crowd roared.

I was drunk. Swimming, sinking, drowning. I needed to lie down.

Suddenly, someone was standing in front of me. I tore my eyes away
from Fisher and gasped aloud when I saw the Hall of Tears again. Really
looked upon it, as if seeing it for the first time. The figures stitched into the
wall hangings writhed and cavorted, glimmering in the torchlight. Flecks of
gold and silver danced in the air. The darkness had swept away, revealing
sumptuous furnishings, and paintings hanging from the walls, and sprays of



night-blooming flowers in tall vases, throughout the hall.
Suddenly, crushingly, the Hall of Tears had become beautiful.
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DOSE

KINGFISHER

THERE WAS A new tattoo on her chest: a thin black line that marked her skin
from one shoulder to the other, right below her collarbone. Just a simple
line, but somehow striking. She was breathtaking as she turned and faced
the hall, her eyes lit with a galaxy of stars. She was the center of that
galaxy. I gravitated toward her anyway, but after what she’d just done —she
had no idea what she’d done—my cock was the hardest it had ever fucking
been, and I could barely think straight.

Gods, that fucking dress...

As Ereth climbed the steps of the dais, approaching her, I watched Saeris
take in her surroundings, wide-eyed, and I knew what she was feeling. The
euphoria was running through my veins, too. I should have been more
careful when I’d told her to drink. She couldn’t have known what would
happen if she stilled with her canines inside me and didn’t drink, though. It
was my own fucking fault. I should have told her. I should have explained.
My cock throbbed relentlessly as I turned around to face the hall.

Ereth reached the top of the steps and bowed reverently, dipping low
before my mate. Saeris barely noticed that he was there. My poor Little
Osha was reeling from the effects of the bite, but not me. I had years on her.
I knew how to shove the high aside. I did so reluctantly; it would have been



nice to float on that sea of pure bliss with her, but Ereth had encouraged her
to bite me for a reason. Likely, he’d hoped the experience would put her on
her ass. He probably hoped having Saeris feed from me would dull my
senses and make me lower my guard, too... but Ereth didn’t know me. He’d
never faced me on the battlefield. Never visited me when I was trapped
inside Malcolm’s maze. He had no idea who I was or what I was capable of
and, therefore, had no clue what heinous crimes I would commit to ensure
my mate’s safety.

The beak-nosed bastard raised the golden diadem he carried in his
hands, gently placing it atop Saeris’s head. Her eyelids fluttered as she came
back to herself, and my reality sharpened to a knife’s point. She was
vulnerable with him standing so close. Too vulnerable. I bristled, my fingers
prickling.

Patience, the quicksilver whispered.

Ever since Te Léna had partnered with Iseabail to tease the quicksilver
out of me, the whispering in my head had been less frantic. Sharper. Easier
to understand. Together, healer and witch had achieved what neither had
been able to accomplish alone. The thread of quicksilver that lingered inside
of me no longer made me feel like I was hanging on to my sanity by my
fingernails. For the first time since it had infected me as a youth, I had
begun to think of the quicksilver as more of a blessing than a curse. It urged
caution now, as I watched Ereth like a hawk. Wait. Wait. Be patient...

Patience had never been my strong suit. The maze had changed that for
me. | held my position, giving Ereth the benefit of the doubt. I knew very
little of him. It was unlikely that he would move so quickly after—

Nope.

I was right.

I fucking knew it.

The blade that appeared in the Lord’s hand had a handle wrapped with a
leather thong. It must have been causing him serious discomfort this whole
time; he’d been keeping it inside his cloak, tucked away against his side.
The blade was vicious, needlelike, and flashed bright silver: the perfect
weapon for a vampire noble, inexperienced in the art of fighting, to drive
through their enemy’s eardrum and straight into their brain.

Ereth moved quickly.

I moved quicker.



Saeris reacted, too, the dazed gloss to her eyes fading away. She reached
for the dagger I had given her, but I was already there, slamming into the
Lord.

Ereth made a guttural guhhhhh! sound as he flew back, the air rushing
out of him. He crashed down hard on the dais steps. Raising the hand with
the blade in it, he went to throw it, but—

I reached over my shoulder.

My hand closed around Nimerelle’s hilt.

In a beat, the sword was gone.

I hurled her with all my might.

The honed metal cut through the air, spinning end over end, arcing at the
last minute and slicing straight through Ereth’s torso on a diagonal, cleaving
him in two.

Nimerelle landed point-first, juddering, the blade burying five inches
deep into the obsidian dais.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Ereth’s body was much less graceful when he struck the floor. His
insides were black, his organs necrotic, the ichor that oozed out of him thick
and stinking of tar. Death had perched on this monster’s shoulder for so
long that he wasn’t going to waste much time claiming his prize now.
Nimerelle was a god sword, after all—laced with silver and the magic of
the gods. I might not have decapitated Ereth, but the bastard was lying in
two pieces on the ground. The blow would kill him.

To my left, three high bloods wearing black tabards with bloodred
dragons depicted on them writhed on the steps. They’d come to their
leader’s aid, it seemed, only to be felled by someone else’s hand. Taladaius
stood at the base of the dais, hand outstretched, expression blank as he
unleashed his magic upon the vampires. There was a reason the previous
king of this court had made Tal his second in command. He never flaunted
his magic, but the male was powerful. Even before he’d transitioned, Tal
had been able to manipulate most liquids. All liquids, in fact, apart from
quicksilver. Blood was a liquid... and right now, he was boiling the blood in
the high bloods’ veins.

Steam poured from their open mouths, their screams silent as they died,
and Tal observed their passing with a look of expertly crafted boredom.



Scandalized mutters went up throughout the hall —to use such taboo magic
against members of his own court was rare indeed, but not unheard of.
Rumor had it Malcolm enjoyed watching his subjects smoke whenever they
stepped out of line. Saeris hadn’t ordered Tal to act, though. He’d acted of
his own volition. There would be consequences, to be sure, but that was
none of my concern.

Saeris was behind me.

It only took a second to scan her for injuries. She appeared to be
unharmed, but I didn’t trust my own eyes. I needed to hear her say it. Are
you okay? 1 demanded.

Yes. [—I'm fine.

My relief was absolute. Stay there, then. Wait for me. No one else is
getting up these steps. Amid the screams of horror and panic that erupted
throughout the hall, I slowly stepped down from the dais to the platform,
toward where the two separate pieces of Ereth’s broken body lay.

“I bet you’re regretting that,” I snarled.

Thin black liquid bubbled out of the Lord’s mouth, spackling his lips
and his chin. “She is... anathema. Cursed,” he choked out. “The g-gods
denounce... her.”

“Really?” I crouched down next to him. “Is that so?” I was still missing
my bracer. I raised my right hand to show him what my armor and Saeris’s
gloves had been hiding from view: the extensive tattoos that marked us—
and our union—as divinely bound. Ereth had been Fae once. He knew the
stories. He had certainly heard tales of couples who were God-Bound. His
eyes went wide when he saw the ink circling my wrists. Ink that had formed
in the maze, when Saeris had been pulled through the quicksilver and into
the realm of the gods themselves. “They haven’t denounced her. They have
safeguarded her.” And maybe that wasn’t true. God-Bound unions often
ended in death. But Saeris had already died once, and I’d done way more
than my fair share of dying back in the maze. As far as I was concerned,
Death had taken his due from us. I had to see the marks as a blessing.

Laughter burbled up out of Ereth, the sound a wet rattle. “You f-fool. W-
we have different gods.”

And then he was gone.

Between breaths, the monster’s body crumpled to ash.

An enraged scream pierced the air, and there was Zovena, charging not



toward me, but toward the sword still embedded in the center of the five-
point star mosaic that decorated the platform.

I rose to my feet, baring my teeth. “Touch it, Zovena. Go on, I fucking
dare you.”

The bitch stopped dead in her tracks, but not because common sense had
claimed her; a streak of silver rippled across my vision, and Tal was there,
tackling the female vampire to the ground.

“Stop!”

Saeris’s shout crashed through the Hall of Tears, and at her command,
the remaining Lords, Tal and Zovena, and the high blood vampires rioting
in their seats just stopped.

“I am ruler of this court, and I will be heard!” She stood at the edge of
the dais, beautiful and terrible as a storm, the air rippling and distorting
around her. I wasn’t a member of the Sanasrothian Court, but even my ears
rang with her authority. It brought a number of the other high born vampires
in the front benches to their knees. “From this point forth, whenever you are
in my presence, this is how you will greet me: on your knees! All subjects
of the Blood Court of Sanasroth are forbidden from harming, hindering, or
killing me, my mate, or any of my friends. Additionally, from this moment
onward, no feeder enthralled to a high blood of this court may be used for
the purposes of war, malice, or mayhem. I have spoken. It is done!”

A shock wave of power blasted through the hall, pulling at people’s
clothes and causing them to shield their eyes.

Saeris had delivered her own edicts. The first laws of a new monarch,
passed with force. The first steps of our plan were in place.

The vampires of Sanasroth had no choice but to obey.

I
—

&>

“She dosed you? In front of the whole Sanasrothian Court?”

I trudged through the mud, shaking my head at the amusement in
Renfis’s voice. He was enjoying this way too much. “I think you’re missing
the point. I killed a Lord of Midnight. The coronation celebrations were
called off. I had to leave Ammontraieth before a riot broke out.”

My friend nodded, rubbing at his jaw. “Yeah. Right. Okay. That wasn’t



exactly how we’d hoped the ceremony would play out. But honestly, who
cares about Ereth? They’ll have a quorum and replace the bastard. I want to
know about you getting dosed. Did you tear her clothes off in front of
everyone?”

I clenched my jaw, blowing out a hard exhale. “No, I did not tear her
clothes off. She barely even got me. As soon as I realized what she was
doing, I told her to drink, and then—" But I was remembering the heat of
her venom in my veins and my head was starting to spin out again. “Look,
let’s focus. I just had to ride out from Ammontraieth on horseback, and then
I had to skate halfway across the fucking Darn before I had access to my
magic. How am I supposed to protect her properly if I can’t create a
godscursed portal?”

Ren had some color in his cheeks. That was good to see. Ever since
we’d moved Layne to the East Wing at Cahlish, his mood had been a little
more upbeat. My sister had opened her eyes yesterday, which was small
progress, yes, but it was progress nonetheless. He’d always been protective
of my half sister. Even when we were younger and she used to tease him
mercilessly. He seemed to have taken it upon himself to make sure
Everlayne made as full a recovery as possible. He ducked his head as he
followed me into the war tent.

“Sounds to me like Saeris is one of the most powerful beings this side of
the afterlife. They’ve crowned her. She’s spoken her will and made it law.”

I grunted unhappily.

“They have to obey her, brother. It’s part of the curse of their court. You
can thank Malcolm’s paranoia for that. Any vampire born of his line must
obey the Sanasrothian crown. Now that the crown sits on Saeris’s head and
she’s forbidden them from harming her, she’s basically untouchable. She
doesn’t need protecting. They have to follow the edicts. They can’t hurt her.
They can’t hurt you. And not only that, but she decommissioned the fucking
horde, Fisher.”

He was right. What he was saying made sense. So why, then, did this
niggling, sick feeling persist in my stomach? “They’re bound to be trying to
figure out a workaround as we speak. Zovena’s incandescent with rage—"

“Screw Zovena,” Ren muttered.

“—and Algat was grinning like an imp when she trotted out of that hall,
so the gods only know what she’s planning.”



“Well, well, well. Look who it is. The wanderer returns.” The war tent
was empty save for a lone figure sitting on a stool by the fire, running a
whetstone along the edge of his sword. Avisiéth had once been named
Celeandor. It had belonged to another member the Lupo Proelia, but Saeris
had reforged it and placed it in Lorreth’s hands—the first god sword to
channel magic in an age.

“You’re going to polish that blade away into nothing if you’re not
careful,” Ren said, taking a seat next to him.

“It gets sulky if I don’t clean it every night.” Lorreth’s tone bore a hint
of exasperation. He grinned at us both in greeting. “The damned thing has
mood swings worse than a Faeling whose balls are about to drop.”

Ren laughed, nodding up at me. “Funny you mention balls. Ask him how
his are.”

I groaned, leaning up against the table in the center of the room. “Gods
alive, are you going to tell everyone?”

Lorreth frowned. Stooping, he collected a mug of beer from the floor at
his feet. “Tell me what? What’s wrong with your balls?”” He took a swig.

“He gave Saeris a new piece of ink. She had to feed from him before
they’d crown her,” Renfis said. “And she accidentally dosed him.”

Lorreth spat his beer everywhere. “What?” He grimaced up at me. “In
front of the whole court?”

Defeated, I nodded, letting out a sigh. I might as well let them get it over
with. “In front of the whole court.”

“How did you keep your shit together? Weren’t you...” He looked
directly at my crotch. “Y ’know...”

“Yes, I was harder than that fucking steel in your hands. Is that what you
want to hear?”

“Gods, I’'m so sorry,” Lorreth said. But he was laughing, which made it
very clear that he wasn’t sorry, and, in fact, the piece of gossip was
probably the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

[ wasn’t laughing. Mainly because I hadn’t had a chance to be alone
with Saeris since the coronation, but also because of the situation I found
myself in now. I was in Irrin. My mate was not. If I’d had my way, we’d
have already murdered every single bastard in the Sanasrothian Court and
Saeris would be here, by my side. For once, I wanted to be selfish. Wanted
to say fuck it and put my own happiness and the happiness of my mate first.



But selfishness was not my lot in this life. As if reminding me of my path,
the tattoo on my inner left forearm tingled, the ink shivering beneath my
skin. Sacrifice. It pulsed often, even stung from time to time, as if the ink
were still fresh. But it never changed. Never spelled out some other, less
painful future.

The plan we had concocted since Saeris’s awakening felt pieced together
and liable to fall apart at any second. The consequences, should we fail, had
kept me from sleep for days.

If Tal didn’t keep up his end of the bargain and keep her safe...

If Saeris’s royal decree didn’t hold, or the Sanasrothian leeches found a
way to circumvent it and killed her in her bed...

If she couldn’t find the information we so desperately needed in the
Sanasrothian libraries. ..

If Carrion fucking Swift somehow landed himself in shit and dragged
the love of my miserable life into it with him...

If.

There were too many ifs to comprehend. They bombarded me, crushing
me under a barrage of all-too-real possibilities while I desperately clung to
the promise I had made to have faith. But having faith was like trying to
remember a language I had once known as a child. No, it was worse. It was
like trying to run with broken legs. My legs could not carry me right now,
and so I was dragging myself along on my hands and knees, the word faith
a boot on the back of my neck, shoving me down into the dirt.

Ren and Lorreth were still chuckling.

“At least if you’re this wound up, you’ll be ready for a fight,” Lorreth
mused, his dark eyes full of mischief.

A part of me wanted to be angry that they could still be so lighthearted
in the face of all of this. It was the same part of me that had been trapped in
Malcolm’s maze for over a century and had gradually lost hope. Always
running. Always suffering. Being eaten, and being burned, and being
haunted by the burning corpses of an entire city that I had put to the torch.
The same part of me that was still there, running the passageways of that
dark nightmare. The part of me that would never be free of that fucking
maze.

But the rest of me was relieved that my friends still had laughter in their
souls. They had suffered, too. Their losses also piled high. They’d had to



watch our people being brutalized, eaten, and turned every day. And if my
friends could still find it in themselves to laugh, then I was glad of it. That
meant that maybe there was hope for me, too.

I ducked my head, smiling softly as I looked down at my hands. It was
pretty funny, when you thought about it.

“Honestly, I think I might be partially responsible,” Lorreth said, turning
his attention back to his sword; the metal cast a sustained bright humming
sound as he slid the whetstone along its edge. “She asked me about the
blood trade back at the tavern not too long ago. I explained it inasmuch as it
felt appropriate. In hindsight, I only gave her half the information she
probably needed. But how was I supposed to know that she’d find herself
turned and in a position to bite you? I figured you’d explain it all when the
time was right, and you wanted to—"

“Please stop talking.” It was entirely unreasonable—the sudden urge I
had to wrap my hands around Lorreth’s neck and squeeze until he stopped
breathing. But a mated Fae didn’t like another male talking about his mate
at the best of times. And I was newly mated. Hearing that he’d spoken to
Saeris about the blood trade at all made me want to turn feral and burn
down the fucking war tent.

Lorreth chuckled, unfazed by the way I’d snapped at him. He just shook
his head, going about his work. Shhhhick. Hummmmmm. Shhhhick.
Hummmmmm. Wisely, he changed the subject, though.

“I still haven’t found him,” he said, a seriousness falling over him.

Ren’s smile faded, too. He picked at his nails, staring into the fire as he
spoke. “We don’t even know he’s in there.”

I knew who they were talking about, though neither of them said his
name. Our friend. Our brother. Foley had been with us when we’d climbed
the dragon. Old ’Shacry had shaken him free and sent him hurtling into the
dark. The fall had crushed his body, but it was the feeders who had killed
him. They’d drunk him dry and left him broken in the snow. It had taken
hours to find him. I was free of the dragon’s maw and morning had arrived
by the time we discovered him, panting and covered in blood, hiding from
the dawn in the mouth of a cave.

He should have become a feeder. Malcolm was the only one of his kind
capable of creating other vampires with their personalities and minds intact.
At least, that was what we’d believed at the time. We’d thought it was a



miracle. Years later, I discovered the truth: that Taladaius had been there
that night, overseeing the assault on the mountain.

When asked, he’d said that he had done it as a kindness to me. That he
had fed Foley his blood and then drained him, if only so that he might have
a choice in whether he lived or died.

Foley had been angry. Confused. We’d stayed with him. Our friend had
screamed for hours as he completed his transition. He’d fed before we’d
found him and couldn’t stop crying over those he had killed. His horror
over what he had become seemed as though it would kill him, though when
darkness fell, he left us, fleeing into the night, down the mountain and away.

We heard later that he had fled to Ammontraieth. There had been many
instances over the years when we had reached out to him, but our letters had
all gone unanswered.

“He’s there,” I said softly. “He wouldn’t have left. He wouldn’t have
trusted himself around the living.”

None of us spoke again for a time.

Shhhhick. Hummmmmm.

Shhhhick. Hummmmmm.

Even though he sat still, gaze lost in the flames, the tension pulsing from
Renfis mounted until it became a fourth presence at the fire, hogging all the
warmth. “Will you speak, or will you stew?” I asked eventually.

He inhaled sharply, as if waking from a dream. “I have nothing new to
say on the matter.”

Lorreth set Avisiéth down at last, leaning back in his chair and resting
his cup of ale against the flat of his stomach. “Then say what you’ve said
already, and we’ll hear you out again.”

It seemed for a moment that Ren was going to hold his tongue, but then
he began. “It’s been hundreds of years. Close to an age. We knew him once,
but Foley’s been a vampire longer than he was Fae at this point. Who’s to
say he is anything like the person we once fought alongside?”

He was right. So much time had passed. But there was that word again.
Faith. Every once in a while, it let me up from the dirt long enough to take
a breath. “He was bound to us by blood, as we were to him. He swore to
protect our people, along with all the creatures of Yvelia. If you found
yourself in his shoes, would you break your oath, Ren?”

Renfis hadn’t just stepped in as commander of the Lupo Proelia when



I’d been lost to the maze. He’d become general to an army. He had
willingly donned a mantle of responsibility that would have crushed most
other warriors, as it had almost crushed me. I knew the core of him. He was
honest, and true, and good. But still he was foolish enough to shake his
fucking head. “I honestly don’t know, brother.”

“Well, I do. There is no way you’d turn your back on your promise. I
choose to believe that Foley hasn’t, either.”

I’d spent hours looking for him, once I’d known Saeris was going to be
okay. So had Lorreth. Taladaius had refused to tell me where he was, which
hadn’t done much to dull the anger that 7 still harbored toward him. But, in
a way, I’d understood.

Foley had needed to carve out a new existence for himself at
Ammontraieth. At some point, he must have needed to accept his new life
and move forward with it. He hadn’t answered the letters any of us had sent
to him, which must have been for a reason. And if Foley didn’t want to
speak with us, then it stood to reason that he wouldn’t want to see any of us,
either.

A long time ago, he would have died for me and I for him. I would still
have laid down my life for him if it would save him in some way. But the
damage was done, and of all people, Tal seemed to be the only one who
could respect that.

“If he is in there somewhere, who’s to say he has any interest in helping
Saeris?” Lorreth said. “He has no connection to her. No reason to show her
any loyalty at all.”

“Other than her being my mate?”

Lorreth sipped from his beer. “I mean, honestly, that might make him
even [ess inclined to help her.”

I shrugged. “We have to hope. We need him. His grandfather was one of
the last Alchemists. Foley knows more than anyone else about Alchemical
magics and practices. Belikon burned all the Alchemists’ texts when he
seized the crown. The few books that my father collected back at the library
in Cahlish don’t explain much of anything at all. So that leaves the
knowledge that exists in Foley’s head. If he won’t share that with her...”

“Then Saeris will never be able to realize her full potential. We’ll never
be able to destroy Ammontraieth for good. And we’ll never be able to put
an end to Belikon once and for all and stick Carrion Swift on the throne,”



Ren admittedly grimly. “I suppose we’d all better hope and pray that Foley
changes his mind and wants to be found, then. Because I, for one, would
love to see peace in my lifetime.”

Hah.

Peace.

What would that even look like? Would any of us know what to do with
ourselves? I doubted it. Absently, I realized that I hadn’t put my bracer back
on after I'd let Saeris feed from me. I ran my fingers over the two small
puncture wounds at my wrist; they were healing rapidly and would be gone
by morning. Sighing, I removed the other bracer and set it down on the
table, then unfastened the gorget, too, freeing myself of its weight around
my neck. I was rolling up my shirtsleeves when I realized that my brothers
were staring at me.

“What?” But I already knew what they were staring at. I had been
careful to conceal the rune work that stained the backs of my hands and
looped around my wrists ever since Saeris had accepted me as her mate. My
hands had always been inked. The runes for vengeance and justice had been
marked into my skin for a very long time... but now there were other runes
layered over the top of them. So many runes, in fact, that they were
impossible to differentiate from one another. The runes and script that
wound their way up my arms —the God Bindings that matched Saeris’s own
—were beautiful and terrifying, even to me.

I looked down at it all, staining my skin, and smiled ruefully. “Yeah. It’s
alot.”

“I mean, we knew,” Ren said breathlessly. “But knowing is one thing.
Seeing it in person...”

“Seeing it in person is wild,” Lorreth agreed. “Does this mean the two of
you are going to... y’know.” He seemed to be struggling to get the words
out. “Will you perform the rites now? Get married?”

A jolt of adrenaline zipped up my spine. I shoved away from the table,
quickly rolling down my shirtsleeves, covering the ink. “No. We won’t be
doing that,” I clipped out. “She’s not—"

The war tent’s flap opened, and Danya burst into the room. “Ren! Oh.
You’re here.” Her eyes landed on me, full of panic. “You need to come
outside now. All three of you. Something’s wrong.”

Ren was already on his feet. “Feeders at the river?” Panic tinged the



question; after Saeris’s decree earlier, the feeders had been recalled back to
Ammontraieth. They were to be garrisoned a mile from the Black Palace,
far from Sanasroth’s border with Cahlish.

“No,” Danya answered. “Yes. [—I don’t know what’s happening. I can’t
explain it. It’s best if you come and see for yourself. Hurry.”
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EIGHT OF THEM stood in a line along the embankment.

They were still as the dead —the actual dead, rather than the undead.
They didn’t snarl at the Fae on the other side of the river watching them.
They were like decomposing statues, so still that for a second, I wondered if
someone had propped them up there.

“What are we looking at?” I asked.

The things Danya had witnessed over the years had made her just as
unshakable as the rest of us, but her face was deathly pale as she jerked her
chin toward the feeders. “Just watch.”

A minute passed.

Another.

And just as I was losing patience and about to demand that Danya
explain what was going on, they moved.

Together, they scrambled down the slope toward the river, moving in
unnatural unison. Left foot first. Right. All eight of them skidded, losing
their footing in the mud. They fell forward, onto all fours, threw back their
heads, and screeched.

The sound had every hair on my body at attention.

As one, they came forward, crawling death on hands and knees.



“Do we break the ice?” Danya breathed.

“No. We wait.” If they were swept away with the river, we wouldn’t be
able to inspect them once they were dead. These creatures were different,
and we had to know why. As if reading my mind, Ren gathered his magic,
forming a blue-white ball of power in his hands. My shadows coiled around
my feet, pooling, prowling, ready to be unleashed.

“As soon as they reach halfway...” Ren murmured.

Lorreth already had Avisiéth in his hands. I left Nimerelle strapped to
my back. My shadows would be enough for this. The feeders crawled out
onto the ice. Further. Their hands and feet met the frozen surface in unison:
left hand, right knee, left hand, right foot.

Lorreth twisted the sword in his grip. “I do not feel good about this.”

I didn’t, either. Something foul hung in the air. Toxic. The smell of the
campfires and cooking food filled my nose, but there was something else,
too. Odorless, but I could feel it snaking up my nostrils and probing down
into my lungs. Whatever it was, it was not go—

The feeders sprang.

All eight of them launched into the air like stags. They raced toward the
middle of the river, to the point where our magic would take effect, then
barreled straight through the invisible boundary without hesitation. The
moment it happened, Renfis unleashed his magic, I loosed my shadows, and
smoke and light streamed across the Darn. Ren’s energy hit first. The orb
struck two of the feeders head-on. I diverted my shadows, sending them to
the right to take on the remaining feeders, but...

Ren’s magic didn’t crackle and ebb, leaving bodies in its wake as it
normally did. It flared, illuminating the dark, and then it absorbed into the
two feeders that it had struck. They were male. Shirtless. And where the orb
of magic had hit their chests, a network of brilliant white magic fissured
outward across their ribs. The two feeders shuddered, and then suddenly all
eight of them bore the same white convergence of power.

The light pulsed, glowing, and the feeders juddered again, their spines
arching.

“What in all the gods?” Ren whispered.

I urged my shadows out, fanning in all directions, eight narrow tendrils
of black, shimmering with my own magic. Strike hard, I thought. End this.
But when they hit home, spearing the feeders through the glowing marks



where Ren’s magic now appeared to be trapped in their chests, my magic
was pulled into them, too. And gods, did I feel it. It was like breathing in ice
water. The cold struck hard, ripping my breath away. And the loneliness.
The sorrow. It coiled up in my chest and wrapped around my heart so tight
that it felt as though it were breaking. In over a hundred years trapped
inside Malcolm’s maze, I had never felt as bereft as I did in that instant.

I wanted it to stop. The kernel of misery felt like it was taking root of
my soul. It was hard to breathe; it was as though I’'d forgotten how. I
gasped, eventually sucking down a lungful of air, but it tasted all wrong.

I tried to pull my shadows back, but I couldn’t. The feeders drank them
in and held on tight to them. A metallic black sheen swirled at the center of
their chests, roiling amid the white energy they had taken from Renfis.

I looked to Ren and found him pale, his expression full of horror. Was he
feeling what I was feeling? It damned well looked like it. “They fed on our
magic,” he whispered.

It was so much worse than being bitten. Worse than them feeding on our
blood. Blood was sacred, yes, but our magic? I wanted to be sick. In the
grand scheme of things, neither of us had expended much of our power, but
I could still feel it—that small piece of me that I had sent out into the world
and would not be getting back.

The feeders shuddered again, half closing their eyes; they looked as if
they were gripped in ecstasy. They groaned, all eight of them, running
mangled tongues over their torn lips... and then they snapped back to
attention.

“They’re still coming!” Danya screamed.

They ran, loping along, their strides unnaturally long, buoyed by their
stolen power.

They had almost reached the bank.

Setting his boots in the mud, Lorreth raised Avisieth in both hands and
angled the sword out point-first before his face. “I’ll hit them all with
Angel’s Breath,” he growled. “They won’t survive that.”

“No!” Ren and I cried out at the same time.

“Don’t!” I panted. “They’re siphoning from us. If they take the Angel’s
Breath...” It didn’t even bear thinking about. Would it make them stronger
still? Would... would they be able to wield it back at us? Fuck, my mind
was upside down. More of Irrin’s warriors were joining us at the bank. “No



one use any magic!” I hollered, thick plumes of fog clouding my breath.
“Use silver alone. Blades and daggers. Here they come!”

They broke apart as they reached us. Where they had been moving in
unison, they now acted independently, their cloudy, bloodred eyes fixing on
different members of our party as they attacked.

Had Lorreth heard what I'd said? I fucking hoped so. No rippling forks
of Angel’s Breath broke apart the night.

One of the feeders—a tall, stocky bastard with shorn hair and arms
covered in runes—bared his ruined teeth as he came for me. I reached for
the dagger at my waist and my hand closed around nothing. Fuck! I'd given
Saeris that blade. There wasn’t time to think. I clasped Nimerelle and drew
her, sweeping broad as the feeder hit.

No magic. No energy, I pleaded with the sword as I swung. Just take his
fucking head.

The sword heard and obeyed. When its razor-sharp edge met the
feeder’s flesh, no plume of smoke or magic erupted from it. The iron drove
home, sinking easily through rotten flesh and jellied muscle, skittering
along the edge of bone. But where Nimerelle bit through the flesh, a thick
black substance crystallized along the blade like frost.

“What the—"

Nimerelle screamed.

I heard it in my mind, deafening and full of pain. Nimerelle shook so
violently that the vibrations traveled all the way up my arms and rattled my
teeth. The feeder didn’t even notice that I’d run it through. It came on, teeth
snapping, pulling itself along the blade so that it could get to me.

Even without her magic, Nimerelle should have caused the feeder
immense pain. She was both silver and iron. I could only hold her because
of what had transpired at Ajun. The part of the feeder that had once been
Fae should have recoiled from the iron, though. The part of it that was
vampire should have been affected by the silver. But nothing.

I raised my boot, sliding in the mud, and kicked the feeder in the
stomach, shoving it off the blade. The monster staggered back three steps,
sliding back down the bank, which gave me enough time to gather myself. I
couldn’t use the sword again. It had caused her pain. I jammed her back into
the scabbard strapped to my back and drew another dagger from my boot,
ready when the feeder came flying for me again.



Shouts and screams pierced the night.

There were bodies everywhere now—more of the camp’s warriors,
rushing to join in the fray. The feeder pounced, springing into the air. It
caught a silver-tipped arrow to the throat as it descended, but the weapon
had no effect. As the monster landed, I snapped the arrow and drove the
splintered shaft into the feeder’s eye, but even that didn’t slow it. The feeder
lunged, swinging its claws at me. Where the male’s fingers had once been
were now sharp claws curved into hooks, dripping black with ichor. If it so
much as scratched me... I wouldn’t die, but it would be bad fucking news.

I darted back, out of the fiend’s reach. I couldn’t use magic or my sword
on it, but I was still faster. It snarled, frustrated, as it leaped again—

“The ice!” Someone screamed. “They’re breaking it!”

A sinking feeling in my gut told me that the rushing water beneath the
frozen surface of the Darn would no longer have any effect on these
feeders, though. There were only two similarities between these monsters
and the demons we were used to dealing with: They were dead, and they
were hungry. Apart from that, these things were an entirely different breed.

Sure enough, when the ice shattered below the bank and one of the other
feeders toppled into the water, it didn’t make a sound. It coiled itself below
the waterline, compressing its body in the ink-black water, and then sprang
up from the rippling surface, falling on Renfis.

“Ren!” The cry rang out over the sea of warriors. Somewhere, Lorreth
sounded like he was fighting for his life, and yet he still called out to our
brother.

The feeder snaked forward, its tongue lolling out of its mouth, snagging
on its serrated teeth. I spun and whirled to its right, fast as I could, plunging
the dagger through the side of its skull.

I needed to take its head, but I wasn’t going to be able to do that with it
swiping at me with those fucking claws. “Fire!” I shouted. “Light them up!”
We were running out of options. If fire didn’t work, we were fucked.

My warriors answered the call. In seconds, bright orange flames cast
monstrous shadows along the banks of the river. Hundreds of torches
appeared, glowing hot and spitting embers. A normal feeder would have
balked at the sight of the open flames, but this one just kept coming.

“Stand back, Commander,” called a tall warrior with dark hair. He
ducked around me, hoisting his torch forward, and I moved out of his way



as he hurled the torch at the feeder. Fear whispered in my ear, or maybe it
was the remnants of the quicksilver...

It won’t work. Won't work, won’t work...

But the monster went up like bone-dry kindling as soon as the fire made
contact with its moldering flesh.

The feeder didn’t make a sound as it was engulfed. Not a peep.

It didn’t flail or flee. It just crouched there, burning. Time slowed as the
feeder pivoted and turned, sailing through the air and landing on the warrior
who had set it alight.

“No!” I moved as quickly as I could, but it turned out I wasn’t as fast as
the cursed creature after all. I was too late. It grabbed the warrior and sank
its claws into his skull, crushing bone as it wrenched his head to the side
and plunged shattered teeth into his neck.

The fight was over in an instant. The warrior who had come to my aid
had his head caved in and blood drained dry in a heartbeat. The feeder was
a torch now. It didn’t seem to feel the pain or notice that it was slowly
incinerating. It hurtled off into the gathered crowd, falling on other
warriors, unfazed by the blades and swords they plunged into its chest and
at its throat. I watched my men fall as it rampaged.

“Flank it!” someone shouted. Danya. She was there, on the other side of
the melee, running fast to meet me. I ran, too, and we both crashed down on
the feeder at the same time, grabbing it and forcing it to the ground. We
held it, and it burned. The flames licked up our arms and danced as it caught
on our clothes. The heat was unimaginable.

“Take it!” 1 bellowed. “Take the fucking head!”

I had no idea whose axe completed the task. As soon as the feeder’s
head was cleaved from its shoulders, I was dragged back from the flaming
corpse by a multitude of hands. The sky overhead swam with streaks of
light. The ground ran thick with churned mud and stinking ichor. A
thousand knives sank deep into my chest as I was thrown backward into the
Darn.

-~

*

Being stabbed hurt. Being poisoned by a feeder’s toxin, too. But burning



alive? That really fucking hurt.

I hissed in the war tent as Te Léna administered a cooling salve to my
hands. She was doing as much as she could for me, but she had exhausted
her supply of magic healing Danya. Healing was her birthright magic,
though. Unlike mine, it would replenish soon. She’d tried to help me when
I’d been rushed into the tent, but I'd insisted she work on Danya first. I had
gone up pretty quickly, but Danya had flared like a living torch. Her injuries
had been significant. They would have killed her had the healer not tended
to her immediately. Her blistered skin had been transformed to raw meat,
her face badly burned. And her hair? Te Léna had done her best to soothe
the angry burns all over Danya’s body, but her long pale hair was gone,
leaving only singed stubble behind.

“In a couple of hours, I'll be able to take a look at these,” Te Léna
murmured in a hushed tone, gently applying another layer of the mashed
poultice she had created from her store of medicinal healing herbs. I gritted
my teeth, giving her a lopsided smile.

“It’s all right. I can barely feel a thing.”

“Liar,” she chided. Her eyes shone bright with unshed tears. “I know
how bad that must hurt. You’re not doing anyone any favors by hiding it.”

“Okay, then. I’ll cry about it, shall I?” I winked at her playfully, letting
her know that I was just teasing.

She said nothing to that. Just gave me a sorry smile as she went about
tending the other open wounds on my hands and my arms. “A few hours,”
she said again, when she was done. “As soon as I’'m about—"

I closed my hand around hers, hissing a little when my skin split. “It’s
okay, Te Léna. I'll bear it fine.” She would never know it—thank the gods
—but I had endured far, far worse.

Renfis and Lorreth passed the healer as they entered the war tent. Their
faces were both soot stained, their armor plastered with ichor. It had taken
them a long time to put down the other feeders. From what I'd been told,
they had lashed them with ropes and pinned them in place while they sawed
off their heads.

“We have their bodies trussed to a tree,” Renfis spat, throwing his gloves
onto the chair by the fire. We’d been sitting here, only hours ago, joking
about my misfortune and discussing my new inkwork. It felt like an age had
passed. “They still won’t fucking die,” Ren seethed.



“We have their heads in a sack down by the river. They’re currently
trying to chew their way out.” Lorreth looked weary to his very bones. He
sank into a crouch, leaning his back against the wall; he held his head in his
hands for a moment, his breath making rushing sounds as he inhaled and
exhaled through his fingers. He struggled to find the right words when he
surfaced again. “What in all five hells was that? Centuries, we’ve been
posted here. Only once before have they ever reached this side of the river.
That wasn’t ideal, but at least we put them down quickly. Half the camp is
in ruins right now, thanks to eight feeders. Eight. And we still haven’t
officially managed to kill them.”

“I feel sick,” Ren said quietly. “In the pit of my stomach. I feel
connected to them, like... the magic they took has tied me to them. I can
feel them tugging on it, trying to siphon off more. Do you feel that way?”
he asked me.

I hadn’t wanted to think about it, but yes. That was what it felt like. I
nodded. “We need to figure out who was controlling them.”

“Do you think anyone was?” Lorreth asked. “They seemed feral. Wild.”
He shivered.

“At the end, maybe. But at the beginning...” The way they’d moved
together, in unison, implied that they were under some sort of control. Even
Malcolm hadn’t been able to work that kind of magic on his feeders,
though. It would have required an exorbitant amount of power.

“You know who it was,” Ren said. “There’s only one person capable of
something like this.”

I shook my head. “Tal hasn’t sired any feeders.”

“And you believe that simply because he told you so?”” A sharpness rose
in Ren’s voice.

“Why would he lie, Ren?” Gods, I was tired. My whole body felt like it
had been chained to a horse and dragged three miles over rocky ground.

“Because that’s who he is. He’s a liar. He’s never been honest with us
about anything. Foley’s where he is because of him. And he was there, the
other night. With Everlayne. He had her on a fucking leash, Fisher.”

“Malcolm commanded him to do that—"

“Why do you always defend him!” Ren brought his fist crashing down
on the table. His shout echoed off the walls of the war room. His pallor had
turned from ash to a furious red. “At every turn, you deny what’s staring



you right in the face. He abandoned you. He left you over a thousand years
ago. He willingly chose to leave us all and go with Malcolm. How do you
think he is still walking the realm, hmm? The only way he is still here,
proving to be a thorn in all our sides, is because he feeds from the living.
He is everything we despise, and yet every time something like this
happens, you make excuses for him.”

I let him pant away his fury. It wasn’t worth trying to speak until he
burned through the anger gnawing at him. It struck me, as I watched him,
his shoulders hitching up and down as he glared back at me, that the only
time I had ever seen Renfis angry was because of Taladaius. In some ways,
he was right about him. But in all the ways that really mattered, he was not.

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I know that there can never be anything but bad
blood between you and him. But you’ve never been bound by a curse,
brother. You’ve never been forced to act against your will. And you have
never been so in love with someone that you’d sell your soul to the devil to
protect them. I pray that when you find your mate and you fall in love,
you’ll know nothing but an everlasting peace with them. But for others...” I
added sadly, “it isn’t that simple.”

Hours later, when Te Léna had returned to heal me and the sun had
broken over the crest of the black horizon beyond Sanasroth, we ventured
out to inspect the damage that had occurred in the night. The section of the
camp closest to the river had been destroyed. Tents lay in ruin, fabric
shredded, supplies strewn all over the churned-up ground. The dead lay
along the bank of the river with Widow’s Bane blossoms resting over their
closed eyes.

I was numb to the core. “How many did we lose?”

“A hundred and fourteen,” Lorreth answered.

The number didn’t make any sense. We’d never lost that many at Irrin.
During open battle, yes, higher losses were to be expected. But not here at
our outpost. And not to eight feeders. “We’ll bury them back at Cahlish,” 1
muttered. “I’ll open a portal, and we’ll carry them through one at a time.”

My brothers said nothing. Frustration still radiated from Ren as we
crossed the bank to the large oak tree, but he kept the peace. We would talk
again, he and I, when tensions weren’t running so high. That was the way it
had always been with us when we were at odds.

The oak tree had been there for as long as I could remember, tall and



proud despite the cold. Now, its trunk was shriveled, its bark sloughing off
in thick slabs. From its roots to the tips of its branches, it festered with
slimy mushrooms. The charred, headless bodies of the feeders struggled
against their ropes, trying to wrestle free, but thankfully their restraints held
true.

“These fell things aren’t of Yvelia,” Lorreth said in a hushed tone.
“Nothing in our world could produce this kind of evil.”

But we had thought that once about the vampires. And power was an
addictive drug. It never surprised me, the terrible things a corrupt soul
would do to garner more of it.
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THE SACK HIT the floor with a thump.

The stench that wafted out of it made me want to gag.

“Smells like your old apartment above the Mirage,” Carrion offered in a
chipper tone. He carved off a piece of the apple he was holding and ate it
straight from the edge of his knife.

I scowled at him, tempted to take the bait. He wanted me to ask him how
the hell he thought he knew what the attic space I'd shared with my
younger brother above the Mirage had smelled like, but there wasn’t time to
engage in petty sniping.

Kingfisher and Lorreth had returned, and they’d brought a bag of
severed heads with them. It went without saying that the bag of heads
should have been my primary focus, but apparently I was a terrible person,
because the only thing I cared about was him. Fisher. My mate was here,
and it felt like I could finally breathe again.

He looked as handsome as ever, with his dark hair swept back from his
face in waves. The room was full of electricity whenever he was in it. I was
drawn to him like a magnet. Like my body was trying to find its way home
into his arms. After the incident with Ereth, as we were calling it, the
coronation celebrations had been canceled, and Fisher had left to check in



with Ren and the others. Taladaius had advised that Fisher spend at least a
few days away from Ammontraieth so that the high bloods could cool down
a little, but he hadn’t seemed at all surprised when my mate had shown up
here with Lorreth and the bag as soon as dusk fell.

Fisher sent a withering look in Carrion’s direction. “Greetings, Swift. Do
you think we might be able to get a little privacy?”

“Are you asking me to leave?”

“Yes.”

Carrion pointed his knife at Lorreth. “Does he get to stay?”

“Don’t point that at me, boy,” the warrior with the dark war braids
sighed. “Not if you want to keep it. I’'m a collector of pretty daggers.”

“Yes, he’s staying,” Fisher said flatly.

Sheepishly, Carrion lowered the dagger. “Then it stands to reason that I
should, too. I'm the heir to the Yvelian throne. If there have been
developments that affect Yvelia, I should absolutely be present while
they’re discussed.”

“Do you have any experience with warfare?” Fisher demanded.

“No, not really.”

“Any experience whatsoever with necromancy?”

“No.”

“The walking dead?”

“No.”

“Blood curses?”

“What do you think?”

“Then you’re no use to us. Leave.”

Taladaius entered through the heavy double doors then. Unlike every
other member of the Blood Court, he did not kneel before me. I had
expressly forbidden him from doing so, though he had suggested that might
not be a good idea. He strode across the council chamber with intent, the
heels of his boots ringing out against the dove-gray marble. His expression
was controlled. Mild, even. But the sadness radiating from him through the
connection we shared was stronger than ever today. It left the taste of
bitterness and regret on my tongue. “After the show you put on yesterday,
Fisher,” he said, “he’ll probably be kidnapped and sold into slavery if he
leaves this room alone.”

“And we don’t want that to happen?” Fisher said, as if he were getting



his facts straight.

“Fisher.” This little back-and-forth feud they had going on was
becoming borderline infuriating.

My mate just looked at me, innocent as you please. “He’s said
repeatedly that he has no interest in fighting for his seat at the Winter
Palace. And he admitted it himself just now. No tactical training. No
knowledge of this.” He nudged the bag on the floor with the toe of his boot.
“So what good is he?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re the one who brought him here. Now
you have to tolerate his presence.”

“Maybe it’s time I took him back to Yvelia?” he countered hopefully.

My maker huffed. Taladaius was dressed in a plain white shirt with loose
sleeves, black pants, and black boots. With his silver hair and his pale skin,
he was a study in contrasts. He ran a ringed hand through his hair as he
dropped down and plucked the sack open, inspecting its contents.

My stomach turned the moment / saw what was inside. I'd witnessed
plenty of rot in Zilvaren. When you lived in a quarantined sector where
people died of starvation or thirst on a daily basis, the dead were not that
shocking a sight. But when a head was all that was left of them, and their
cheeks were blackened to a crisp and sloughing from the bone... and when
they were blinking at you with clouded red eyes, that was a slightly
different story.

The smell was so much worse now that the bag was open.

Taladaius rocked back on his heels, a look of contemplation on his face.

Lorreth spoke before he did. “Tell us this wasn’t you.”

My maker’s head shot up. He fixed Lorreth with a stunned stare. “Me? I
—” He recovered. “No. It wasn’t me. I don’t have thralls or slaves. And
this...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “This is beyond me. Decapitated
like this, they shouldn’t still be animated.”

“Oh, believe me. We know that.” Lorreth gave a hard laugh. “So how do
we kill them?”

Taladaius took a closer look, peering into the bag of heads. He wrinkled
his nose. “Honestly, I couldn’t say. I’ve never seen or heard of anything like
this before.”

You’re coming back to Cahlish with me, Little Osha.

Was I ever going to get used to the sound of Fisher speaking into my



mind? His voice was so close, as if he were whispering right into my ear.
My skin broke out in goose bumps in an instant.

Oh? I thought I needed to stay here? 1 answered.

A tiny frown formed on Kingfisher’s handsome face. No one will know
you're gone. We’ll have Tal tell them all you’re engaging in blood-fueled
orgies all day. That’ll convince them to think you’re making an effort to fit
in.

I was aware that Lorreth was explaining something to Taladaius about
the feeders absorbing Ren’s power. And Kingfisher’s.

I looked to him, startled, but before I could say anything he quieted my
worry. It’s okay. We both felt off, but we slept a while and Te Léna worked
on us. We’re fine now.

This was hard, loving him. I’d barely slept a wink all day, worrying
about him. Some deep, unsettled feeling inside me had told me something
was wrong in Irrin. I hadn’t pursued romantic connections back in Zilvaren,
though I’d had plenty of opportunities to do so. I’d had responsibilities.
Keeping Hayden out of trouble had been a full-time job, for one, and then
there had always been the problem of keeping food on the table and water
in our bellies. Developing a relationship with somebody would have been a
fool’s errand that would have distracted me from the business of survival.

But this was nothing like that. This... was two stars colliding. The end
of everything and the beginning at the same time. The idea of forming a
relationship with someone back in Zilvaren was trivial in comparison to
this. Fisher was everything. 1 was attuned to him. I could feel the shifts in
his moods like the ebb and flow of the tides that I had read so much about,
and worrying about him while we were apart was enough to drive me mad.

I had to admit, the idea of leaving with him and returning to Cahlish
rather than Irrin, where we would be able to sleep in a warm bed and have
some privacy, was appealing. It would halt my thoughts from racing, even if
it was only for a night.

Okay. I'll take your word for it. And yes, I’ll come back there with you
tonight. But on one condition.

Kingfisher arched an eyebrow at me. Oh? Making demands, are we,
Your Highness?

He was teasing me when he called me that, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t
want there to be any greater a divide between us, and the fact that I was



now half vampire was already causing issues. I could stand to be out on the
terrace in the early morning daylight, but not for long. Once the sun was
high overhead, I found myself exhausted to the point of nausea, and I
couldn’t bear the direct light on my skin. I could still eat, but my appetite
for food was much decreased, which I hated. And I could deny it as much as
I liked: T didn’t have to feed to survive the way Taladaius and the other
members of the Sanasrothian Court did... but I wanted to. Since I'd
awoken, a vague curiosity had slumbered within me, and now that I had fed
from Fisher, it seemed to have stirred and was stretching its legs. Even now,
my throat felt scratchy, as if I was coming down with a cold.

Technically, I represented everything Fisher detested... and I was a
queen now, too? My mate’s disdain for royalty was understandable. My
home was ruled by a tyrant queen. Zilvaren suffered every day because of
Madra, but Fisher had also experienced pain at her hands. Madra had closed
the quicksilver portals and taken his father from him. Not to mention that
the Yvelian throne had been stolen by King Belikon, who had tortured
Fisher his entire life, and then Malcolm, ruler of the Blood Court, had come
along and thrown him into the maze. It made perfect sense that there would
be a sharp edge to his tone when he said the words Your Highness. But
hearing that edge in his voice when he spoke to me? That hurt more than I
cared to admit.

I did my best to cast the niggling sensation in my stomach aside. /
suppose I am, 1 told him. Don’t worry. I'm not asking anything too
unreasonable. At least, [ hope I'm not.

Go on.

I want to train properly. With you. Our time at the Blood Court isn’t
forever. I am not their real queen. I have no interest in flouncing around
Ammontraieth, pretending to lord it over my reluctant subjects. I need to
stay fit, and I still need to learn how to wield Solace properly. The sword is
so heavy, I can barely hold it.

Fisher didn’t even bat an eyelid. Done. Though you might want to train
with Lorreth, if you really want to learn.

Why not you?

He gave me the faintest look of reproval, as if I should already know the
answer to this. I can run drills with you, Osha. I can raise a sword to you
and pull my blows. I can show you footwork and teach you about warcraft.



What I cannot do is attack you like it’s real. And that’s what you need, if you
truly want to learn how to fight with a sword. The stakes must be genuine
for you to learn how to think and react under pressure. And I will never
come at you with everything I’ve got. You are my mate. I’'m in love with you.
I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to. Which... he added softly, I do not.

“Are you two even list—urgh! They’re not even listening.” Carrion was
on his feet, standing over the bag of heads. Lorreth watched him, dark eyes
full of amusement, apparently trying not to laugh. Taladaius had rolled one
of the heads out of the bag and was inspecting it closely while studiously
ignoring Carrion. How he managed it, I would never know. It was as if he
could completely tune him out.

I felt a frisson of annoyance rise in Fisher, though he didn’t show it
outwardly when he addressed the smuggler. “Apologies, Swift. You have
our full and rapt attention. What seems to be the issue?”

“I was just going to point out that there is something else worth noting
about these feeders,” he said tartly. “But if no one’s interested in hearing
what that is—7”

“Just spit it out,” Fisher commanded.

“Well, I mean, I haven’t spent a great deal of time studying feeders, but
—” He shoved another slice of apple into his mouth as he bent over the
rotting heads, squinting at them. At least he finished chewing before he
finished his sentence. “From what I can recall, they normally come from
Yvelia, right?”

“Yes, of course,” Lorreth answered.

“Well, these ones are from Zilvaren.”

“What?” 1 took an involuntary step forward. “What are you talking
about?”

“Are the feeders normally marked here? Tattoos and the like?” Carrion
asked.

Taladaius looked up, turning his stoic gaze upon Carrion. “Some slaves
are branded when they’re turned, yes, but most members of court don’t
bother. Feeders are bound to the high blood who made them, no matter
what. They will only obey their sires. They have no choice in the matter.
Runes and tags of ownership are never required since deadstock cannot be
stolen.”

Feeder. High blood. Deadstock.



There was so much to unpack in that statement and no real time to do so.
Taladaius continued, “Why? What have you noticed?”

Carrion shrugged and dropped into a crouch, humming thoughtfully as
he studied the head that was half sticking out of the bag. He quickly grew
frustrated and took hold of the sack, upending it so that all eight of the
heads toppled out and went rolling across the floor.

He went to the female head first—the one that had been sticking out of
the bag—and carved himself off another slice of the apple, sliding it into his
mouth and crunching loudly. “Two things. The first is right there,” he said,
nodding down at the head. “On its neck. That looks like a pretty intentional
marking to me. Saeris, come and tell me what you make of it.”

One of the dismembered heads opened its mouth, thick black ichor
running over its chipped teeth and pooling on the floor. Its bloodshot eyes
rolled wildly in its head. Nasty. “I can see just fine from here, thanks.”

Carrion rolled his eyes. He huffed as he made his way across the council
chamber and reached out for my wrist—

Kingfisher was suddenly there, angled in front of me. Surprisingly, his
expression was blank. “Do you like having fingernails, Carrion?” he asked
politely.

“I—" Carrion gaped. “I do, actually.”

“I thought so.” My mate said nothing more.

Carrion quirked an eyebrow, pulling a face, widening his eyes as he
looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “All right, then. I take it that
means that I should not attempt to touch your girlfriend?”

“Oh, sinners,” Lorreth muttered under his breath.

“She isn’t my girlfriend. She’s my mate,” Fisher said quite amicably.
“And if any part of your body, literally any part of it, comes into contact
with hers, then I will remove it.”

Carrion thought about this. “What about if she’s hanging off a cliff by
one hand and can’t hold on much longer? Can I touch her then?”

“Where am I in this unlikely scenario?”

“Probably dead.”

Fisher just gave him a tight smile. “If I’m dead, then—"

“Urgh! You’re ridiculous, both of you! I’d rather poke a dismembered
head than bear witness to this. Just stop already!” I shoved them aside and
crossed the chamber to the godscursed heads. Lorreth stooped and picked



up the female feeder’s head by the hair, holding it out for me to see.

Sure enough, there was a mark on its neck, just as Carrion had said. My
stomach bottomed out the second I saw it. Carrion had known precisely
what it was. “Oh,” I whispered.

The mark, an X behind the female’s earlobe, had once been a simple
tattoo, but now it was made of knotted veins, bulging up beneath the skin.
They looked necrotic, and they pulsed, echoing with the memory of a
heartbeat that no longer fed them.

My hand raised of its own accord, moving to my neck and the small
black cross hidden behind my hair.

I couldn’t say the words. Fisher did it, albeit a little breathlessly. “Your
sterilization mark? Is that what...” He nodded to the head that Lorreth still
held. “Does she have it, too?”

I nodded.

“The second clue that these feeders aren’t Yvelian is staring you right in
the face,” Carrion said.

My stomach rolled at the weightless, sick feeling that formed there.
“Their ears.”

“Gods alive,” Taladaius groaned. “How did none of us notice? They’re
round! Their fucking ears are round. They’re human.”

“They could have been here from before,” I said. “Yvelia was full of
humans once, back before the blood curse, right?”

But my maker was shaking his head. “Deadstock have a limited shelf
life here. The dark magic that causes them to rise from death reanimates
them, yes, but it is temporary. Their bodies still decay. Eventually they fall
apart and go back to the dirt. Five years. Maybe ten. These feeders have
been dead weeks rather than months. They still have their hair. Some of
them have their tongues —

“All right. All right. I... get the picture.” I was suddenly overcome with
the need to sit down. “What does this mean, then? People are jumping into
the quicksilver pool in Zilvaren whenever we open the gates? They’re
coming through in Cahlish and... being attacked there?”

“No.” Fisher’s expression was stormy. His leathers creaked as he paced
up and down, trying to piece this together. “They can’t have come through
in Cahlish. They would have been found immediately. And anyway, they
would have to want to come here specifically for the quicksilver to deliver



them here. And forgive me if I’'m wrong, but the people in Zilvaren know
nothing of this place.”

“Right.” Carrion nodded.

“It’s also impossible for someone to just sneak into Madra’s palace and
hide in the Hall of Mirrors on the off chance that the quicksilver will wake.
No...” Fisher shook his head. “This is intentional. This is Madra’s doing.
This... is how the rot got here in the first place.”

“You think she infected them with i1t?” Lorreth asked. “We’ve seen that
kind of warfare before. Fae, sick with one illness or another, sent into the
middle of military camps to kill off all the warriors there.”

Fisher said nothing, his face a mask of furious concentration. The sound
of his footsteps echoed around the chamber as he prowled up and down like
a caged beast.

She hears...

The quicksilver laughed in the back of my mind, as if it knew the answer
to these questions we were trying to unravel and had no plans of shedding
light on the situation. Its whispers had been plaguing me for days now, and
they were growing louder. It was perfect timing that it would choose now to
harass me.

I closed my eyes, hands trembling at my sides. I couldn’t think straight. I
couldn’t breathe. A stab of pain relayed up my arm as the whispers grew
louder still, the runes on the back of my right hand throbbing...

She hears us. Oh yes, she hears. She will come. Soon. Soon. Soon.

Finally, I’d had enough. My eyes snapped open. “There’s a pool here,
1sn’t there? It’s small, but I can sense it.”

Fisher stopped his pacing. He looked at me questioningly, then slowly
turned his frown on Taladaius, whose gray eyes seemed reflective as mirrors
for a moment. My maker drew a long, displeased breath, and then nodded.
“Yes,” he said, confirming my suspicions. “Ammontraieth has always had a
pool.”
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A SEPULCHRE.

The Blood Court kept its quicksilver in a fucking sepulchre on one of
the lower floors of the palace. I had surveyed the dark necropolis, trying not
to stare into the empty eye sockets of the stacked skulls that formed the
walls, feeling both vindicated and sick to my stomach. The dull chatter in
the back of my head made sense now. I hadn’t fabricated it. But the
knowledge that the pool—it was small; I’d been right about that—was here
meant that I would have no peace from it now. It seemed that I wouldn’t be
able to escape the miserable thrum of pain that beat behind my runes, either.

Fisher hadn’t seemed as perturbed as I would have expected him to be.
“You know, this isn’t a bad thing,” he’d said.

“It isn’t?”

“No, Osha. I meant it back in the council chamber. You’re coming back
to Cahlish with me tonight. This just means our journey will be much
easier. No more riding across the dead fields.” It took hours to cross the
dead fields. Feral feeders lived in burrows dug deep into the ash and char.
They hid from the sun below ground during the day, but the moment the sun
began to dip, they emerged from their bolt-holes with a mind to feed. They
wouldn’t attack me, but they posed a threat to the horses. To Kingfisher and



Lorreth, too. With Fisher’s magic decommissioned on this side of the Darn,
we hadn’t been able to use his shadow gates, but now we didn’t need to.

We had access to a pool.

So I’d made relics out of a chain kindly supplied by Taladaius, a signet
ring belonging to Lorreth, and a small charm of one of the gods that Fisher
attached to a collar for Onyx, and that had been that. Less than an hour
later, we’d made use of the unexpected resource, and now here we were,
back at Cahlish, none the worse for wear from the experience.

A stunning dress in hunter-green velvet had been waiting for me, laid
out on Fisher’s bed, when I’d gone to freshen up. Tiny jewels—emeralds, I
suspected —decorated the plunging neckline. The sleeves had been
embroidered with green stitching, subtle, barely visible, depicting a pattern
that, upon close inspection, turned out to be tiny leaping foxes.

A beautiful dress, undeniably.

I had run my hand over the soft material, something pinching tight
behind my solar plexus.

It would fit me perfectly. Evidently, it had been made for me. But...

I’d still been wearing my fighting leathers when I’d met Fisher on the
stairs. My mate had beamed at me, apparently unfazed that I hadn’t chosen
to don the dress, but a kernel of guilt had taken root in my chest. I was still
feeling a little bad about my decision when we arrived together at the dining
room.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” Fisher said, holding his hand against
the doorknob.

“Yes. I'm sure.”

“Really?”

“When did you get so anxious?” I grinned at him. “I promise I’m ready.
After those feeders crossing the river? And seeing that mark? We all need a
moment. This will be good for all of us.” I said the words. I was supposed
to. I smiled because I was supposed to do that, too, but the thoughts churned
relentlessly in the back of my head regardless:

Were the infected feeders sent by Madra?

How had they gotten here from Zilvaren?

How the fuck were we going to kill them?

Would there be more?

I knew the same worries plagued Fisher. He did a beautiful job of hiding



it, though. A part of me resented that we were playing this game of pretend,
but what I’d just said was true. We did need some kind of respite.

“Okay, then. If you’re sure —"

“Fisher!” I laughed. “Just open the door!”

He hid a smirk as he turned the handle and swung open the dining room
door for me. I seized hold of the image, capturing it quickly; a smile from
the Lord of Cahlish was a rare thing. I’d started capturing each moment it
happened on an imaginary vellum, filing the memories away in my mind to
keep forever. The sight of his upturned mouth and the tentative laughter in
his eyes made a nice addition to my collection.

“I told them you were coming,” he confessed, the admission shyly
made. Had I ever seen him like this before? Nope. It was unbearably sweet.
There was no time to savor this new side of Fisher, though, because as soon
as the door swung open, a wave of excitement and cheering exploded inside
the dining room.

Renfis stood, raising a glass of whiskey in the air.

Te Léna and a handsome male with dark brown skin—her mate, I
assumed — grinned, crying out their welcomes.

Joining them were Lorreth and Archer, Danya and Iseabail...

... and over the top of the warm welcome came the excited squeal of a
small white fox.

“Onyx!”

As soon as we’d arrived back at Cahlish, the fox had darted off —to go
hunting, I’d assumed—but apparently he’d sneaked into the dining room
before us and reacquainted himself with our friends. He leaped out of
Iseabail’s lap and darted across the dining room in a streak of white and
black. I barely had time to get my hands out in front of me before he
launched himself into my arms and began licking my face and neck. “Oh—
Oh my goodness. Hey, buddy. Hi, hi, hi. Yes, I’'m happy to see you, too.”
He chittered, squirming all over the place. Anyone would have thought he
hadn’t seen me in a year.

Fisher made a show of looking grumpy about it, but there was that
shadow of a smile again, hovering at the corners of his mouth as the little
fox twisted in my arms and rained affection down on him as well.

“I should probably take him to Ballard,” Fisher said. “Wendy could look
after him. Just until all of this blows over.”



I pretended to scowl at him. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Fisher winked surreptitiously, letting me know that he was joking. “Far
be it from me to come between a female and her fox.”

It had only been a couple of days, but Onyx seemed completely
recovered from his ordeal, crossing the mountain range and being chased by
the feeders. His paws were fine. His coat was pure white, thick and full. The
limp that had been troubling him was gone now, too. I buried my face in his
fur and inhaled deeply, using the action to hide the fact that I was taking a
moment.

This was a lot. I hadn’t expected to feel so overwhelmed. I looked up,
beaming at my mate. “I didn’t realize this was such an official gathering.”

“Of course it is!” Ren cried. “The last time most of us saw you, we were
shoving you up into a shadow gate in the library. Having you back here at
Cahlish in one piece is something to be celebrated!”

Their expressions bore no animosity, but something squeezed
unpleasantly in my chest. “In one piece” was a bit of a stretch. I wasn’t the
same person I had been when Ren and Lorreth had shoved me through that
shadow gate. Not even remotely. What was I to them now? Their friend?
Their enemy?

Fisher still loved me, but our souls had been bound by the gods. No
matter what, we were fated to be together. There were no invisible ties
binding me to any of the people before me. Lorreth, Ren, and Danya had
spent centuries fighting against Malcolm’s horde. They’d lost scores of
people, people they’d loved, in the pursuit of protecting Yvelia from the evil
that inhabited Sanasroth. And now here I was, half vampire, half the thing
they hated most in the world, and they were rushing to greet me.

I hadn’t had friends in Zilvaren. Friends were expensive. In the end, they
always cost you. Your food. Your water. Your money. Your safety. Your life.
Connections with others taxed your resources in a place like the Third, and I
never had enough of anything to begin with. I'd told myself, when I'd
woken up in Ammontraieth and discovered what I'd become, that it didn’t
matter to me if I lost the people in this room because of it. But now that
they were all smiling warmly at me and coming forward to hug me, a part
of me cracked and broke inside.

It would have mattered.

It would have mattered a lot.



Ren was first to hug me. It was his reaction I’d worried most about. He
hadn’t come to visit me in Sanasroth like Lorreth had. When I'd asked
Fisher if I should expect him, he’d apologized and said he’d left him in
charge of Irrin and that he wasn’t able to leave the camp, but I'd seen
through his reasoning. I'd known it for what it was: an excuse. I hadn’t
pushed, though. I hadn’t wanted to have my suspicions confirmed. But there
was no disgust or fear on the general’s face as he drew me to him tight. “I
can’t tell you how good it is to see you,” he said into my hair.

“All right, that’s enough,” Fisher grumbled.

Renfis pulled back, laughing. “I’m not going to say it outright, but you
know how you’re behaving, right?”” he said.

Fisher made a show of scowling, but he shoved his friend playfully.
Lorreth threw his arm around my shoulder, which didn’t seem to make
Fisher any happier, but he bore his brothers showing their affection for me
with some grace, at least. Lorreth’s grin fell when Iseabail, the auburn-
haired witch, stepped forward to greet me. He muttered something about
treacherous blood, and when she reached out to take my hand in hers, he
made a sound of disgust and retracted his arm, stalking away to take his seat
at the dining table.

“It’s nice to meet again under less stressful circumstances,” she said, in
her lilting cadence. Now that I came to think about it, her accent was fairly
similar to Renfis’s. I would have to ask him if they hailed from the same
part of Yvelia. The witch was stunning in a loose, dark blue blouse; a
leather belt; and a long, flowing black skirt that swirled around her heeled
boots. Her thick, wavy hair was unbound and red as a blazing sunset. “I
hope you don’t mind that I’ve invaded your welcome-back dinner? Te Léna
invited me. I would have returned home a week ago, but I’ve been put to
work here. I’'m surprised to find that I’'m enjoying some time away from the
clan.”

She spoke as if she was overstaying her welcome in my home. Cahlish
was Kingfisher’s ancestral seat. It had been in his family for as long as it
had stood. It was strange to have anyone act as if it belonged to me. It
didn’t. Or... sinners, maybe it did now? Just a little bit. It was all so
confusing. Fuck, I hadn’t had nearly enough time to wrap my head around
all of this.

“Don’t you dare apologize for staying. We would have lost Everlayne



without you. And you’ve been helping Te Léna work the quicksilver out of
Kingfisher, too. There isn’t a person here who resents your presence.”

Iseabail glowed, her eyes dancing as she laughed. Squeezing my hand,
she nodded her head back over her shoulder, raising her eyebrows. “I
appreciate the sentiment, I really do. But I think there’s at least one person
who’d prefer it if I were dead in a ditch rather than here, fouling up the halls
of Cahlish with my witch’s blood.”

Lorreth’s hearing was just as good as any of the other members of the
Fae in the room. He heard every word Iseabail said, and from the
thunderous look on his face, he wasn’t happy. Iseabail didn’t seem to care,
though. “Don’t worry. I’m not one for drama, even when others seem intent
on causing it.”

There was a loud clatter from the table; Lorreth had knocked over his ale
and was furiously trying to mop it up with a napkin.

Iseabail snorted.

“Why does he hate your kind so much?” I knew Lorreth to be funny,
kind, and thoughtful. Seeing him like this around a woman who had helped
us all so much was genuinely confounding.

Iseabail’s smile faded. “Ach. It’s probably best if I let him tell you that
one.”

Te Léna and her mate, Maynir, wore matching outfits of gold and taupe.
They overflowed with happiness as they spoke to Fisher and me, telling us
all that had happened in the past few days at Cahlish. The light Te Léna cast
off only dimmed when I asked after Everlayne’s progress, and she had to
confess that Kingfisher’s sister was still sleeping and couldn’t seem to
wake. She brightened quickly, though. “I’ll take you to see her in the
morning, if you like. Hearing your voice might be the final push she needs
to wake up.”

“I’d love that.” I'd spent only a few days with Layne at the Winter
Palace before Fisher had swept me away into the night. With the exception
of Iseabail and Te Léna, she knew everyone else in the dining room far
better than she knew me. It was unlikely that I would be the one to break
Everlayne’s fugue state, but I was willing to give it a shot.

Danya was last to greet me. The last time I'd seen her, her hair had
flowed halfway down her back, but it was short now, cropped to her jaw on
the left, shorn to the scalp on the right. Dressed in fighting leathers and a



patinaed silver breastplate stamped with the head of a howling wolf, she
was stiff as a board when she came to stand in front of me.

“Alchemist,” she said curtly.

“Danya,” I answered.

“Where’s the redhead?”

“Who?”

“The annoying male with witty comebacks.”

“You think Carrion is funny?”

Danya rolled her eyes. “Never mind.”

“He’ll be here soon,” I said quickly. “He went to the bath house. He was
taking longer than expected, so we came on ahead.”

“Okay. I’'ll go find him,” she said, shrugging.

“No! No, uh... don’t do that.” He hadn’t said as much, but I had a
sneaking suspicion that Carrion had gone in search of more than a bath. The
water sprites he had befriended recently apparently spent most of their time
down in the baths, and I didn’t want Danya walking in on him in a
compromising situation with any—or all—of them. Why, I didn’t know.
Carrion and Danya together would be the kind of living hell that I had no
desire to experience firsthand —but he was my friend, and friends watched
each other’s backs. “He’ll be here any moment, and I... I wanted to ask you
about your new hairstyle. What prompted the dramatic cut?”

She stared at me blankly. “A burning corpse set me on fire.”

Gods a-fucking-live. Perfect. “Oh. Okay. I thought it was some new,
edgy form of self-expression.”

“The length of a warrior’s hair is directly related to their skill in battle.
Mine was longer than Ren’s and Lorreth’s put together. I would never have
cut it to look... edgy.”

Whew. I was not getting anywhere here. “I heard that you were injured
during the fight. Couldn’t Te Léna have restored your hair when she healed
you?”

The female looked at me like she did not understand me one bit. “There
are no shortcuts to glory, Alchemist. For my brother’s sake, I'm glad you
didn’t die in Gillethrye. He already lost enough people to that accursed city.
For my own part, I'm glad you didn’t die because an Alchemist is a rare
thing.” She quickly cast her eyes to the floor, dipping her head in a
perfunctory display of deference. “If you’ll excuse me.”



She took up a place at the table opposite Lorreth. She didn’t seem
particularly impressed by his presence, either. Since I'd splintered her
sword into hundreds of shards, reforged it, and inadvertently gifted it to
Lorreth, she’d been far from civil toward the other member of the Lupo
Proelia. Not that I’d seen her have a kind word for anybody, ever, mind you.

Across the dining room, I felt the weight of Fisher’s eyes on me. He
stood with Ren, head bowed as he listened to his friend, but his focus was
all for me. He had come to Ammontraieth kitted out for war, but here, in his
home, with his family close, he wore only a loose black shirt and black
pants. The fire behind the two males painted their faces with an orange glow
and lightened the waves of his thick hair to a warm, dark brown.

Gods, but he was perfect.

His cheeks were flushed from the heat of the fire, his jaw marked with
dark stubble, full lips parted. He nodded, sparing Ren the shortest of
sidelong glances, then looked back at me. His burning gaze landed with the
force of a blow that would have taken me to my knees if we weren’t among
friends.

I can hear you from here, y’know. Fisher’s deep growl brushed against
my mind like velvet.

What? I didn’t say a word. I didn’t even think anything.

The left side of his mouth kicked up a touch. You didn’t need to. Your
eyes are saying plenty.

Fuck.

You okay, Little Osha? You’ve gone red.

I’m fine. I’'m over here, minding my own business. Are you fine? You're
supposed to be listening to your friend, not accusing me of things.

Oh, I'm listening to him. He lowered his eyes to his feet. A
weightlessness pulled at my stomach when he looked back up at me from
under ink-black lashes. It’s hard to concentrate on camp logistics when 1
can smell you across the room, though, Osha.

I was going to die of embarrassment. You cannot.

Across the room, I caught the flash of wickedly sharp canine as a
suggestive smile parted Fisher’s lips. Be under no illusion, Little Osha. You
are all I can smell.

He was exaggerating. But could he exaggerate? Did the Fae consider
emphasizing the truth to be the same as lying? I made a mental note to look



that up. For now, I found myself growing more convinced that he was
telling the truth. Because I could smell him, too.

Bruised herbs.

Citrus.

Smoke.

Leather.

Pine, and cold mountain air.

And underneath it all, the maddening scent of him—the scent that made
him unique and made me want to climb the fucking walls. A trace of
pheromones that sent electricity zipping up the length of my spine and—

“Dinner 1s about to be served, mistress.”

Oh.

Archer was standing right in front of me. The top of the fire sprite’s head
barely reached my stomach. He had no hair to speak of. His skin was made
of blackened coal, and thin fissures snaked across his forehead and his
cheeks, threads of what looked like embers burning within the depths of
them. I’d never seen him wear clothes before, but tonight he had donned a
thick hunter-green vest with gold buttons down the front that covered most
of his rotund little belly.

“Wow. You’re looking very handsome tonight, Archer!” I stepped back,
making a show of taking him in.

Archer beamed with pride. “Thank you, mistress. We normally have no
need for clothes, but sometimes we dress nicely for special occasions.” He
tugged at the bottom of the vest—or jerkin—proudly puffing out his chest.
“We all consider your return to Cahlish a very special occasion indeed!”

“Well, thank you, Archer. That’s very sweet.”

The fire sprite held out his hands, gesturing for me to follow him as he
crossed the dining room. When I’d first dined in this hall, Archer had damn
near had a heart attack when he’d discovered me sitting in the seat on
Fisher’s left—but that was precisely where he led me now, as he guided me
to the table.

“Come, come. You must sit. It is custom, mistress. The lady of the house
should be seated before the food is brought in.”

“Oh. Oh, I don’t think—you don’t need to call me mistress, Archer. I’'m
not the lady of the house.”

“Yes, you are.”



The words sent a bolt of panic through me. Fisher was behind me, and
he’d heard every word.

“No other will ever claim this seat.” He said it matter-of-factly, drawing
out the chair in question, gesturing for me to sit down. “From now on, you
are Lady of Cahlish.”

Archer made a little squeak of excitement, covering his mouth with his
hand, the flames flickering within his otherwise black eyes flaring brightly.

Well, shit. I sat down. What choice did I have? If I didn’t, my legs were
going to give out and dump me in the chair regardless. Don’t you think I
have enough new titles for the time being?

Whatever do you mean? Fisher took his seat at the head of the table next
to me, his expression carefully controlled as he took in those gathered
around him in their respective seats.

Mate. Queen of Sanasroth. King Killer—

A tightness formed between Fisher’s brows. They’re calling you that?

They are. And now you want to add Lady of Cahlish to the mix? It
wasn’t that I didn’t want to be his partner in all things. I did. But the past
few weeks had been surreal. I had been bound to him, forced to obey if he
issued a command, fed and clothed only by the good graces of others. And
now I was a queen with unknown resources at my fingertips. Even though
tensions ran high back in Ammontraieth, I was still regent, and as such I
needn’t want for anything. It boggled the mind to consider it: me, a street
rat from the Third, with handmaids to help dress me and bathe me, and
seamstresses falling over themselves to be the first to make me a dress. But
all those things felt like they were pulling me away from myself. I didn’t
need rich foods and rare wines. I didn’t want fine dresses and people fussing
over me.

I was still a plague rat from the Third. Clean water and simple fare were
all I needed. A second set of sturdy clothes and a comfortable place to sleep
were still a luxury beyond measure, and Fisher understood that. I knew he
did. He had suffered far longer than I had and in far worse conditions. The
Third had been bad at the best of times, but the maze had been infinitely
worse. Yet... he was no stranger to aristocracy. Born into a noble house,
he’d come from this, which made it easy to return to. I was still figuring
things out.

Kingfisher placed a hand on my leg under the table. He didn’t say



anything else on the matter and didn’t need to. A soothing calm washed
over me, easing the tension in my bones. He didn’t want me to worry or feel
uncomfortable, especially in front of everyone else. There would be time to
discuss the matter of my title later.

Food started streaming in on platters. Roasted pork and dressed fowl. A
variety of cheeses and colorful fruits. Vegetables and hearty pies with steam
rising from their crusts. Sweet and savory smells hung thick in the air,
complementing each other and causing several stomachs around the table to
growl. The army of fire sprites who carried in our dinner weren’t surprised
when Kingfisher conjured a low, long stone table that ran parallel to our
own, complete with small stone stools, and told the sprites to join us and
eat; this was obviously something that had happened before. Archer sat at
the head of the sprites’ table, kicking his short legs, looking pleased as
punch as he and his friends fell upon their food.

Sprites were messy eaters. A good deal of food dropped to the floor
before ever making it to their mouths, which made their table far more
popular with Onyx than ours. The fox slipped between the stools and table
legs, scarfing down morsels of chicken and pastry like he worried he’d
never be fed again.

An easy peace existed as we ate, one that I had never known before.
Lorreth and Ren traded playful insults back and forth. Danya made stilted
but polite conversation with Maynir. Te Léna and Iseabail chatted with
Fisher and me, and though there were plenty of serious things to be
discussed, the conversation was kept as light as possible.

An evening of kinship and calm.

There was still so much to be uncertain about, but tonight we were all
taking a collective breath, and it felt good.

Just as the main course was winding down, the dining room doors
swung open and Carrion entered, wearing a loose white shirt unbuttoned
halfway down his chest and a pair of black pants. His hair was swept back
from his face, clumped together in wet strands, still damp from the baths,
the usual gold and copper highlights temporarily cast in bronze. His skin
had a healthy glow to it, either from the heat of the baths or from some
other deviant activity that I didn’t want to think about. He grinned rakishly
at the entire table as he crossed the room and took up the empty seat next to
me that [seabail had saved for him.



“Evening all. Apologies for the late entrance. I had to work up an
appetite before I came to eat.” Before anyone had a chance to answer, he
leaned close to me and whispered, “I heard from Lorreth that you got
yourself a new sex tattoo at your coronation. Can I see it?”

Merciful saints and sinners. He’d been in the room three seconds, and I
already wanted to kill him. It was bad enough that I’d had to drink from
Fisher in front of the entire Blood Court. I liked the new tattoo I’d earned in
the process, but acquiring it that way, in front of everyone, had been
mortifying. “I will pay you twenty chits to fuck off right now,” I growled
back at him.

Carrion laughed off the offer, and his scent hit the back of my nose —not
necessarily offensive, but very, very obvious. It was pungent as wine and
rich as perfume. I knew the others smelled it, too, from the way they all
started politely breathing though their mouths.

This is what they’d all been smelling on me whenever Fisher and I were
together? Gods alive, that was mortifying.

“Smells like you worked hard for that appetite,” Danya drawled,
spearing a piece of fish onto her fork. Now that I looked at her, she wasn’t
breathing through her mouth. Strangely enough, she seemed to be the only
one who was inhaling deeply through her nose. Gross. She leaned across
the table, angling her torso in Carrion’s direction. “From the smell of you,
you must be ravenous.”

Oh no. No, no, no. This wasn’t happening. Was she flirting with him?
Knowing that he’d just come from having sex with at least one other
person? That was just... right up Carrion’s street. Urgh. Kingfisher groaned
quietly next to me, as disturbed by what was happening as I was.

“If they procreate, I’'m banishing them from Cahlish. A combination of
the two of them would probably tear open some sort of hell gate and suck
the entire estate through it.”

“I heard that,” Carrion said, cheerfully shoving a piece of roasted carrot
into his mouth.

“You were supposed to. Don’t get any ideas,” Fisher grumbled. “You’re
not allowed to fuck a member of the Lupo Proelia.”

Danya lounged back into her seat, eyeing Carrion with a predatory glint
in her eye that made me a little afraid for him. “And what about me? Can a
member of the Lupo Proelia fuck a newly anointed member of the Fae?”



Fisher was a member of the Lupo Proelia, and he was fucking a newly
anointed member of the Fae. Or at least I hoped he would soon. Since he
couldn’t say no to Danya, he tactfully chose to say nothing at all.

Carrion waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively. “Don’t worry,
sunshine. I’'m sure she doesn’t want to marry me.”

Danya snorted, inspecting her nails. “Definitely not.”

“See.” The smuggler looked delighted. “There’s nothing wrong with
blowing off a little steam here and there, as you well know.” He started
loading up his plate with a thick slab of pie. “It’s not like I'll be planning a
wedding anytime soon. I won’t be overshadowing yours.”

I choked on my wine. “What the hell?”

Archer halted his conversation with his friends and let out a gasp. In a
split second he had jumped up on his stool and was standing on it, shaking
with excitement. Flames broke out on his right shoulder, but he was so
distracted that he didn’t even try to put it out. “Oh, yes. Yes/ I’ve been
waiting to start making the wedding arrangements. Is it time?”

Te Léna and Iseabail laughed at the sprite’s enthusiasm. But Ren and
Lorreth both looked uncomfortably down at their plates.

A wedding? No one had said anything about a wedding. Fisher had
never specifically asked me if I would marry him. Did the Fae even do the
whole dropping-down-on-one-knee-proposal thing?

Maybe agreeing to the mating bond was tantamount to agreeing to marry
someone. I was so woefully uneducated when it came to Fae traditions. I
was covered in a cold sweat when I turned to Fisher...

And found his face devoid of emotion. “There isn’t going to be a
wedding,” he said.

Te Léna’s broad smile evaporated. She sagged back into her chair.
“Don’t be silly. Of course there will.” She blinked as she tried to process
what she was hearing. “You can’t tell me that you don’t want to get
married?”

“We don’t need a ceremony to join us together, Te L.éna.” He laughed,
but the sound felt clipped. Off, somehow. “We’re God-Bound. I’d say that
trumps getting married, don’t you?”

“Well, yes. The way you two are bound is remarkable.” Her warm
brown eyes traveled up and down our inked arms even as she said it.
“But... the ceremony is... it’s beautiful, and...” She looked like she was



about to cry.

“I don’t need a ceremony,” Fisher said, softening his tone a little. His
jade eyes speared me through when they landed on me. “Do you, Osha? A
hall full of people you don’t know, poking and prodding at you. Everybody
looking at us? Everybody watching?”

Relief coursed through me. Gods, I would have married him, of course I
would have, but it wasn’t something I needed in any way, either. And after
the coronation ceremony in Ammontraieth, the last thing I wanted right now
was to be made a spectacle of all over again. “No. No, I don’t.” I answered
quickly. Definitively. And it was the answer Fisher was looking for, which
was why the look of relief on his face made sense... but not the flicker of
disappointment that came after it.

Archer looked like he was about to cry.

Slowly, the little fire sprite sank back down onto his stool.
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IT WAS LATE by the time dinner was done. Everyone was yawning and
complaining that they had overeaten. Everyone, that was, except me.

I was wide awake, and I'd barely touched the food on my plate. My
stomach was a quarter of the size it had been, and it had already been small
to begin with, thanks to growing up in the Third.

Kingfisher walked me through the halls of Cahlish back to his rooms
with his hand resting easily in the small of my back.

We had barely been alone since I’d transitioned, and this... well, it felt a
little strange. There had always been tension between us, but this felt
different. I knew him better now. It was strange, but it was as if I knew
myself better. I had undergone a major transformation, there was no denying
that. But I kept searching for the things that were different about myself,
and all I kept finding were things that were the same. The things that really
mattered hadn’t changed, and that was reassuring.

I was independent. My temper was still quick to rise. My sense of humor
was still dry. I still loved the smell of coffee, and the thick flaky pastries I
had first eaten in Ballard.

And I still loved the male walking beside me.

I’d fought my feelings for him for so long that giving them space to



breathe now felt a little frightening.

As I could now feel Fisher’s emotions bleeding into mine, my own must
have bled into his, too. When we reached his bedroom, he didn’t
immediately go inside. Instead, he spun me around, hands at my waist, and
pressed me back against the carved oak door, leaning into me so his chest
was flush against mine. His huge frame dwarfed mine. A wall of muscle met
my palms when I laid them against his chest.

“You know I would marry you,” he rushed out. “You must know that I
want t0.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks. “Oh. Uh...” I didn’t have the first clue what
to say. “It’s okay. Really. If you’re not the marrying type—"

“I’'m not.” His eyes were burning. “The marrying type. I never have
been. Before, the very idea would have sent me running for the hills. I
just... I could never imagine the kind of love I would need to feel to choose
that path for myself. But now I don’t need to imagine. Now I can’t think of
anything I want to do more. Marrying you would be...” He shook his head,
his eyes searching my face.

“Then why?” 1 whispered. “Back at dinner, you said...” I frowned,
trying to remember his exact words.

“I didn’t lie. I still can’t do that,” he said, tucking a wave of my hair
gently back behind my ear. “I said there wouldn’t be a wedding. Because
there can’t be, Saeris.”

“I... m sorry, I... don’t understand.”

He blew out a long, sad breath. “A Fae wedding ceremony is extremely
sacred. It is the greatest commitment two lovers can undertake in Yvelia.
Not because they swear to love and honor each other for all their days. Not
because they give each other their hearts, either. It’s sacred because they
give each other their names. Their true names. And I can give you
everything else, Osha. But I can’t give you that.”

He’d explained this to me once. A person’s true name held power. With
it, a person could control the other. They could command them to do
whatever they pleased.

“It’s okay, Fisher. You don’t need to give me that. I...” I shrugged, not
knowing what to say. “I understand. If telling me your true name is
impossible, then—"

“I don’t know it,” he whispered. “I’ve never known it. We usually



receive our true names on our fourteenth birthdays, and my mother—" He
blinked. “Well, she died before I turned fourteen. And my father was
already gone. So...”

He had never looked so uncomfortable. He ducked his head, not meeting
my gaze. “No one knows. If they did, it wouldn’t be good. I’ve hunted
through her papers. Her books. I used to hope that she might have written it
down in a private journal, perhaps, but I never found one. Her notebooks
were full of drawings. Of me, mostly. And of little birds with flashing blue
wings. But she drew you a lot, as well.” He laughed softly under his breath.
“She really did like drawing you. But you see, that’s why I wasn’t forthright
about it before. We can’t get married because I don’t have a true name to
trade.”

I stared at him, waiting. When he didn’t lift his head to look me in the
eyes, a blast of laughter ripped out of me, startling him. “What? What’s
funny?” he asked.

“I don’t have a true name to trade, either, Fisher. I’'m just Saeris. You can
be just Kingfisher, too.”

I expected him to laugh as well. To realize that he was sad for no reason,
but gently, he reached for my hand and slowly raised it to his lips. He kissed
me, his warm breath fanning out over my skin. “It doesn’t work that way,
Osha. It doesn’t matter that you weren’t given a true name. I was, and
unless I share it with you, the ceremony can’t take root. There’s nothing to
be done about it. So... I do understand. If marriage is important to you, then
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“Please stop talking,” I breathed. “I think you’re about to say something
stupid, and I already told you at dinner. I don’t need to get married. You
were right. We’re God-Bound. That’s far more significant than a wedding
ceremony. We’ll live our lives together and be happy, no matter what.”

I couldn’t read him. His expression was so guarded. It felt as though he
were trying to peer into my soul. Clenching his jaw, he exhaled down his
nose, then said, “You’re sure?”

“Yes, I'm sure!” I laughed, but then sobered quickly, knowing what I
was about to say. “I love you, Fisher.” It was the first time I’d said it. “I love
you, and nothing else matters beyond that. Wherever you are, I’ll beg the
gods and all the fates to let me be there, too,” I whispered.

A slender tendril of shadow trailed along the line of my cheekbone,



caressing my skin, soft as a butterfly’s wing, as Kingfisher’s eyes flashed.
“Good,” he growled. And then my feet were off the floor, and his hands
were below my thighs, lifting me. I reacted, wrapping my legs around his
waist, looping my arms around his neck, as he kicked his bedroom door
open at last and carried me inside.

“Say it again,” he growled.

My cheeks were burning. “Say what?”

“Don’t play with me.”

“But [—”

“Please.”

I leaned back so that I could look at him properly, and the open, raw
emotion on his face stole my smile. The hope in his eyes destroyed me.

Like there was a possibility that it wasn’t true. Like there was any realm
or reality in which I didn’t love him, but he was praying that I might. He
was out of his godscursed mind. “I love you, Fisher. Of course 1 do.
Always. Forever.”

His mouth slammed down onto mine. The kiss was pure fire, and relief,
and a culmination of all the unanswered tension that had been mounting
between us for the past few days. He tasted me, his tongue exploring my
mouth, his heart racing against my chest as he wound his fingers into my
hair.

When he drew back, the quicksilver in his eye had formed a fine corona
around his iris. “There are too many pricked ears in this godscursed manor,”
he groaned. “They aren’t going to like what they hear over the next few
hours.”

A shiver sank into my bones at that. He planned on being inside of me
for hours. He was planning on making me scream. Gods...

When he kissed me again, cradling the back of my head in his hand,
something within me shifted. A pin falling into place inside the tumbler of a
lock. I could suddenly feel the air inside the room. The way it eddied around
the furniture and rose up to bloom against the roof rafters. I didn’t
understand how I knew to do it, but I felt the air thickening. The molecules
swaying with the tide of the room stopped, stilling, and my ears suddenly
felt as if they were full of cotton wool.

The instant it happened, Fisher noticed, too. He stopped carrying me
toward the bed. His spine stiffened, his demeanor changing in an instant.



“What just happened?” he asked breathily. “Something...”

“I don’t know. I just... I didn’t want anyone to hear us. I reached out,
and I did it.”

He turned his attention back to me, his dark waves falling into his eyes
as he ran the bridge of his nose along my jawline. “That’s a neat trick, Little
Osha. An affinity to a small magic, perhaps. I wonder how many others you
have up your sleeve.” His voice was a deep rumble that started somewhere
down in his boots. “I can’t wait for you to show me.”

He had a level of faith in me that I had struggled to have in myself over
the past few days. The marks on my hands didn’t move underneath my skin
the way his did sometimes. They were locked in place, the lines beautiful
and intricate. I had no idea what they meant, or what I might be capable of
because of them.

Fisher’s hands skated over my bare arms, fingertips tracing the script
that wound around my wrists as if he were contemplating the same thing—
but he said nothing further about the binding. A wave of euphoria rocked
me as he ducked, running the bridge of his nose along the line of my jaw a
second time.

Things had been hard after my mother had died. Hayden was even more
of a handful then than he was now. For a few months, after I’d made sure
my brother was out cold and dead to the world at night, I'd go and lay on
the cracked roof tiles and smoke myself into oblivion. Getting high wasn’t
the answer. I knew that even as I did it. But, for a brief period of time, it
was a crutch that helped get me through the day. I’d stopped when I started
feeling like I needed it instead of wanted it.

The high that came whenever Fisher looked at me was way better than
any bliss I’d found on the rooftops overlooking the Third. There was no
stopping this. And why would I want to stop it? He was more than an
addiction. He was life itself. We were separate beating chambers of the
same heart now.

My head swam as he buried his face into the crook of my neck and
inhaled deeply. He did that so often now, especially when he thought no one
else would notice. Goose bumps broke out all over my body as he drew the
air into his nose, over my skin. I was boneless. Limp. I couldn’t even hold
my head up with him standing so close to me. “Do I smell the same?” 1
whispered.



Fisher cradled the back of my head in his hand, supporting its weight as
he pulled back and looked down at me. “Yes,” he said roughly. And then, in
the same breath, “No. Before, you smelled like fresh crushed leaves and the
mountain air before a cold snap. A subtle hint of spices and citrus, and fire
smoke.”

I stared at his mouth, watching him speak, mesmerized. “And... now?”

“Now, those scents are amplified a thousandfold. You smell like
excitement. You smell like laughter. And peace. And love.”

“Those things have scents, do they?” I said, teasing him softly.

He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth, nodding. “Mm-hmm.
Memories and scents have always been heavily interlinked for me. I smell
something, and I immediately experience the association.”

“I’'m surprised you didn’t liken me to the smell of melting sugar, then.
Or the warmth of the sun. Or...” It was so hard to breathe properly when he
was staring at me like this.

“You forget that I'm a winter creature, Saeris,” Fisher murmured. “I
don’t crave the attention of the sun. The snowcapped mountains, the forest,
the frozen river... those places are my home. You are home.”

He held my face in his hands, lightly stroking my cheeks with his
thumbs. He studied my features as if seeing something only he could see —
and he couldn’t bring himself to look away. It was thrilling to be witnessed
so thoroughly. A little frightening, too. I always found myself waiting for
the moment, the slight twitch of his mouth, the shadow falling across his
eyes, where he took in my flaws and realized that I wasn’t perfect. It was
like waiting for an ax to fall... only the moment never came.

“Beautiful,” he whispered.

“Fisher—”

His eyes had been fixed on my chin; they snapped up to my eyes. “No.”
He shook his head. “Let me enjoy it. I can already feel what you’re
thinking, and I want none of it.”

“But—"

“I despise the gods, Saeris. I'm Oath Bound by this land and the blood
of kings. I swore I would never offer up a word of gratitude to them again,
but you have made a liar of me. You're a gift that cannot be ignored. My
heart...” He swallowed, giving a tiny shake of his head. “I’ve killed more
people than I can count. I lost the parts of myself that knew how to feel



anything other than pain and sorrow centuries ago. But for better or worse,
you have brought me back to life.”

His mouth came crashing down onto mine. I had stilled the air in the
bedroom, but Fisher stilled my soul. This was what peace felt like. My chest
burned. My throat. My ears. Beneath my palms, Fisher’s pulse pounded as
he plunged his tongue past my teeth and claimed my mouth.

Pressing a hand into my back, he pulled me into him, huffing a strained
breath down his nose. He was hard. Everywhere. All of him. His chest was
all packed muscle. His arms, wound tight around me, were bands of steel.
And his cock? I could feel just how hard that was, straining against his
pants; the head of his erection dug into my stomach as he curved himself
over me and rocked his hips forward, groaning.

“Three nights. That’s how long I’ve paced this room, fantasizing about
fucking you raw, Saeris Fane.”

I gasped when he dipped to lave his tongue against my neck. The noises
he teased out of me were borderline embarrassing, but I didn’t have it in me
to care right now. “Only... the past... three?”

“I was praying you’d live all of the others.”

I didn’t want reminding of the fact that I’d nearly died. Not now, with
his strong hands on my body and the sound of the blood in his veins roaring
in my ears. “I want you,” I whispered. “Please...”

Take me.

Claim me.

Fuck me.

Own me.

The thoughts hammered like a war drum in my head. They were all 1
could think... and I knew that my mate could hear them, too.

“Careful, Osha,” he said roughly, kissing along my jawline. He stopped
when he reached my ear, tugging on my earlobe with his teeth. “You might
just get what you wish for.”

Grabbing mindlessly at his shirt, I arched my back, melting into him.
“Please. Please...” I made a strangled sound when I felt his teeth again, this
time at my neck. The blissful prick of his canines at the hollow of my throat
made me go very still. “Oh, fuck,” I panted. “Fuck. Fisher...” He didn’t bite
me. The sharp points of his teeth had broken my skin—I could smell the
blood already —but he didn’t press further. He hovered there, his heat



making my head swim, the smell of him wreaking havoc on my insides, the
shape of the sinful smile at his mouth brushing teasingly against me.

He flicked the tip of his tongue over the two points where his teeth had
punctured my neck, slowly licking away the blood.

“You taste like the end of the fucking world,” he purred. “Just kill me
and be done with it. Nothing will ever be better than this.”

Fuck!

My body had a mind of its own. I reached up, winding my fingers into
Fisher’s thick waves, desperately trying to pull him down onto my neck, but
he just chuckled, the sound of his rich, deep laughter eliciting an explosion
of need right behind my solar plexus.

“You’re much stronger than you used to be,” he mused. “But I’'m still
stronger, Little Osha.”

In a second, he’d picked me up, thrown me down onto his bed, and
pinned my hands over my head. With one leg on either side of my hips, he
straddled me, his massive frame looming over me. Dark waves hung into
his face, throwing his features into shadow as he smirked suggestively. “Are
you particularly attached to those clothes, Osha?”

“Yes!” I laughed, trying to pull my hands free. He was right, I was
stronger now, but he was always going to be stronger. And he had gravity
on his side, too.

“Then I apologize,” he answered with false contrition. Tendrils of smoke
and shadow spiraled out of him from his hands and his chest, slipping up
from the open neck of his loose shirt like serpents. They snaked around my
arms, sliding over my body, leaving a trail of heat in their wake. Particles of
magic flashed and caught the light, made manifest as Fisher’s power
collected and pooled at the center of my heaving chest, slipping beneath my
shirt. They diverged, splitting into a hundred even finer threads of power,
and then went about its work. My shirt didn’t stand a chance.

Where Fisher’s shadows touched, the cotton disintegrated and vanished,
leaving no trace of its existence behind. My skin was exposed, little by
little, until I was naked beneath him. A fire crackled happily in the grate; |
was far from cold, but I broke out in goose bumps all the same. My nipples
stood proud, my chest rising and falling rapidly as Kingfisher took a long
moment to look over my body.

“You are the single most stunning thing I have ever seen, Saeris.”



“This... 1s hardly... fair,” I panted. “You’re fully clothed and I'm naked
as the day I was born.”

His smile turned a little lopsided. “You possess the kind of magic that
could undress me, I'm sure of it. Care to give it a shot?”

“No! Gods, no. What if —what if I set you on fire or something? Or—or,
I don’t know, accidentally dismember you?”

He laughed wickedly. His eyes didn’t leave mine as he lowered himself
and slowly took my right nipple into his mouth. You won .

He sucked, pulling gently on the bud of flesh, and my back arched away
from the bed. Gods, that felt good. He was driving me fucking crazy. [ was
going to scream if he kept that up...

“Magic is all about intention, Little Osha. You would have to want me
dead to set me ablaze. Likewise, you would need to hate me pretty badly to
conjure the kind of energy that would sever flesh and bone.”

There had been a time when I’d hated him that badly. But now...

The tips of his canines were visible. I stared at them, transfixed. His lips
brushed my nipple as he spoke, and shivers cascaded up and down my
body.

Now there wasn’t a single thing I wouldn’t do for this male; he slowly
began to move down my body, peppering light kisses over my skin as he
went. The underside of my breast. Rib cage. Stomach. Hip bone...

“Where do you think you’re going?” I sounded so breathless.

Kingfisher huffed, smiling as he ran the tip of his nose along the skin
that led south of my belly button. “Come now, Osha. Where else would an
acolyte kneel to worship but at the altar of his god?”

Sinners. The heat of his tongue parted my flesh, and I lost the ability to
think. It... it turned out that Fisher’s altar was the sensitive flesh between
my thighs, and I was... I was his god. “Holy shit. That... that feels
incredible!”

For over a hundred years, Fisher hadn’t eaten a single thing inside that
maze. Malcolm had suspended him in a perpetual state of hunger, never
dying of that hunger but also never satisfied. He’d always seemed half-
starved whenever he’d eaten back at the Winter Palace, and I could never
understand why. The way he ate me now was just like that—like he was still
starving and could not be sated.

He growled into my pussy. “Fuck! You taste incredible.”



His hair was so thick; I wound my fingers through it, pulling his head
down onto me. Groaning low and deep, Fisher laved the flat of his tongue
between my wet folds, and I started to unravel.

It was a disconcerting feeling, coming apart for someone. I could count
on one hand the number of people I’d lowered my walls around during sex,
but I didn’t have a choice with Fisher. He demanded all of me. No half
measure would do.

His pace quickened. Sucking gently against my clit, he slowly slid a
finger inside me, and I gave in. It was too much. A wave of pleasure rolled
lazily up my body. By the time the wave reached my chest, I was arching
away from the bed and gasping out loud. “Fuck! Oh my gods!”

“Mm. I like that...” Fisher purred. “No, don’t stop. You can grind
yourself against my mouth all you want.”

Fuuuuuuuck, I was going to scream. Fisher hooked an arm around my
leg, leveraging his shoulder to pin me down by the hip. He continued to
slide his fingers inside me with his other hand, moving faster as he licked
and sucked at my core. I rocked against him, feeling my release hovering
just out of reach. It was right there. Any second now, I was going to hurtle
face-first over the edge —

—and then he did the unthinkable: He stopped.

“Fisher! Wha—why?”

He chuckled darkly, the edge of his laughter rough as sin. “Hold on,
Little Osha. I'm afraid it’s time for a little payback.”

“What? What does that m— OhhhhholyfffUCK!” I bounded up from the
bed so fast that my spine cracked.

White light filled my head.

A high-pitched hum roared in my ears.

The bright stab of pain at the inside of my thigh electrified my nerve
endings. In an instant, the pain became something else.

In Zilvaren, the desert winds blew so hard sometimes that they had been
known to strip flesh from bone. This felt a lot like that—ripping apart, one
fragment at a time—but in the most addicting, breathtaking way.

Fisher had bitten me and had started to drink. The gods only knew how
much of his venom he’d injected into me at once, but I came. On. The. Spot.

No sound.

No breath.



No thoughts.

Just a mindless, body-wide orgasm that felt like it was about to break
bone.

I barely heard Fisher’s satisfied drawl over the explosions going off in
my head. “Thaaat’s it. Good girl. Ride it out.”

I needed to breathe.

Hah!

No chance.

Tiny black spots danced in my vision.

My pulse throbbed slow and hard at my temples.

Dum.

Dum.

Dum!

I dragged down a breath of air, the room coming back into focus.

My pulse was trapped thunder in my veins. “Oh, shit! Oh, shit! What—
what the fuck?”

“Easy,” Fisher whispered. He prowled up my body, his pupils blown
wide open. That narrow silver thread of quicksilver still completely banded
his right iris. “Easy. That’s it. Breathe.” My head swam all over again as he
hovered over me, keeping his weight off me, and began slowly kissing my
neck.

I swallowed, forcing myself to speak around the spikes of ecstasy that
were still rippling through me. “What... the hell just... happened?”

“You passed out,” Fisher murmured into my neck.

“Passed out?”

“Just a little.” He made it sound like it was no big deal. That he made
females pass out all the time. “Only for a second.”

“Fisher!”

He pulled back, fixing me in his gaze from the top of his pushup. “I told
you once that I was disappointed by how breakable humans were.
Remember?”

Oh, I remembered.



“You’re not human anymore, Saeris. Think you can keep up with me
now?”

Martyrs. That cocky grin. The taunting glint in his eyes, oscillating
between mischief and mayhem. He was so fucking sure of himself... and it
was such a turn-on.

I wasn’t recovered from the bite he’d administered to the inside of my
thigh. I felt high, actually, and the delicious buzz floating around inside me
was making me feel reckless. I wanted him so fucking badly.

“I can take it,” I answered. “Are you sure you can handle me?”

Laughter erupted out of him, and the sound of it caressed my skin,
making me shiver all over again. I had to fight to stop my eyes from rolling
back into my head. “Honestly, I'm not sure, Osha,” he mused. “I guess
there’s only one way to find out.”

I stripped him out of his clothes, tugging frantically at his shirt and his
pants, desperate to be rid of them. He refused to help, insisting that I try to
undress him with my magic, but I wouldn’t. I couldn’t tell him the truth—
that I wanted to try my new powers, but I was too afraid. I felt the magic
spiraling out of control below my solar plexus. In my palms, dancing at my
fingertips, too. A storm raged beneath my skin, and I had no idea how to
tame it. I had no business being the caretaker of so much magic when I had
no comprehension of what it was, how it worked, or how to control it. And I
wasn’t about to unleash it on my mate under these circumstances, when 1|
wasn’t even in control of my own body.

I growled, shoving Fisher back onto the bed and yanking his boots from
his feet. I had to have him, and he was not helping. Nope, he was laughing.

“Feeling a little feral there, Osha?”

I hurled one of his boots across the room; it sailed through the ward I’d
created, a ripple distorting the air, the sound of it thumping to the floor on
the other side blocked out by my unintentional magic. “It’s almost as if you
don’t want to fuck me,” I snarled.

More laughter. This time lower. Rougher. “Oh, believe me. I want to
fuck you. Need proof?”

I knelt at the end of the bed and watched as he finally relented and
helped with his disrobing, easing his pants slowly down over his hips. |
stared, my mouth suddenly drier than the fucking dunes, as that cut
muscular V that dipped down into his groin was exposed... and then his



cock sprang free.

He was hard all right. Harder than I'd ever seen him. He was so
godscursed big. Fisher kicked out of his pants and tossed them onto the
floor, then stacked his hands one on top of the other and wrapped them both
around his straining length.

He stared at me, shuttling his hands up, and when he squeezed himself, a
bead of pre-cum pearled from his swollen head. “This little bubble you’ve
created is trapping your scent, you know,” he said. “The scent of you is
driving me fucking crazy.”

I ran my hand between my legs, dipping my fingers past my folds,
hissing when I realized how hard he’d made me come when he bit me.

Fisher watched me with hazy eyes, still pumping his hands up and down
his cock. “Come. Here. Now,” he ground out.

I obeyed. Not because he didn’t give me a choice. The oath he had
bound me with had been broken when I'd died back in Gillethrye. No, I did
it because I wanted to.

“Give me those fingers,” he commanded.

I knew perfectly well what he meant by that; I wasn’t even remotely
self-conscious as I reached out to his mouth and painted myself all over his
lips. He groaned, eyes flashing with need, when I pushed my index and
middle finger into his mouth.

“Suck,” I told him.

His eyes rolled back into his head, and Kingfisher of the Ajun Gate,
slayer of the last dragon and Lord of Cahlish, obeyed me.

Hot air rushed over the back of my hand as Fisher exhaled hard down
his nose.

You’re trying to kill me, he rasped in my mind.

I bent over him, withdrawing my fingers and replacing them, flicking his
lips with the tip of my tongue before plunging it into his mouth.

Not kill you, I answered. But maybe I will torture you a little in light of
that stunt you just pulled.

Quickly, I straddled him, grabbing him by the wrists and pulling his
hands up over his head. He could have fought me. Refused to let me
manhandle him. But he didn’t. His cock butted up against my core, but I
didn’t slide myself down onto him. Not yet. Positioning myself so the head
of his length was pressing right at my entrance, I lowered down a hair’s



breadth... and then I rocked my hips back an inch, relishing the sight of him
squirming.

“Osha,” he said in a warning tone.

I ignored him, lowering my chest, making it very clear that he needed to
be quiet and pay more attention to my breasts, which were now right in his
face.

He didn’t hold back. My right nipple was trapped between his teeth in
the next breath. I let out a hiss of pain as he bit down—not enough to cause
real pain, but enough to send a shock wave chasing along my nerve
endings. As quickly as he had clamped down, he released, swirling his
tongue over the pink bud reverently, as if to make up for the discomfort
he’d caused.

When I sink all the way down onto your cock, you’re not allowed to
touch me, I informed him.

I’m just a male, he answered in an agonized tone. I've never worked a
miracle in my life. What gives you... the impression I'd be able to start...
working them now?

Your stubborn nature. 1 lowered one more inch. If you touch me, I win.

Fuck, Saeris, he snarled. I was rocking now, rolling my hips the smallest
amount, working the head of his cock in and out of my pussy. “You have
any idea how fucking incredible you look right now?” He spoke these
words out loud, and his voice was so raw. Full of need. The sound of it lit a
fire in me that promised to burn forever.

“Cruel, cruel female,” he chided.

Oh, if he thought this was cruel, then he was probably going to brand me
pure evil for what I was about to do. I undulated against him, lowering yet
another inch, and when he hissed through his teeth, cursing in Old Fae, I
swept down and plunged my canines into his neck.

That was when I sank down onto him... all the way to the hilt.

I didn’t draw on him. Didn’t fucking move. I paused there, pulsing
around him from the inside, listening to his breath stutter as I let my venom
pour into his veins.

He went rigid beneath me. “Saeris.” The warning was calm, but there
was heat in that word. Careful.

I whimpered a little as I arched and my nipples grazed his tattooed chest.
I’m so tired of being careful, I said into his mind. And then I drank. I laced



my fingers with his, digging my fingernails into the backs of his hands, and
I ground against him, angling my hips, fucking him as I swallowed him
down.

It had been bewildering, tasting him up there on the dais at my
coronation. I hadn’t been ready for it. Fisher’s blood was an eternal song. It
cleaved my soul from my body. The taste of him was more exquisite than
fresh, clean water. His blood was holy, and I drank like I needed to be
saved.

His hands closed tight around mine. The veins in his arms stood proud,
his muscles tensed. This was killing him, not being able to touch me
properly. But the fact that he was allowing this was monumental.

There was something very empowering about a male like Kingfisher
relinquishing control and offering free rein over his body. It was an act of
trust. Submission, even. And a lethal creature baring his neck to you was a
heady thing indeed.

I could feel the effect my venom was having on him, floating from his
mind to mine. Strange. I could tell that this was his high now, but it still
made me feel as though I were being buoyed up on a cloud into the ether.
No words or direct thoughts passed between us for a while. I felt the deep
well of love between us, though. The sensation was so immense that |
thought I might die from the sheer magnitude of it. Was it my love for him?
His love for me? The lines were so blurred I couldn’t tell where his feelings
ended and mine started. It didn’t really matter in the end.

I stopped drinking, my body alive with foreign, unusual energy that
didn’t belong to me. Fisher’s cock strained as he thrust up into me, and the
walls of his bedroom began to sway.

Gods, he was so deep. So fucking perfect. I couldn’t stop staring at him
as [ sank down on his cock again, again, again...

“Look at you,” Fisher rumbled. “Fucking magnificent, aren’t you.”

I released his hands, leaning back to give him a better view. I was hardly
shy in bed as a rule. But with Fisher, my confidence felt electric. How could
I not feel that way, when I could still feel his emotions in his blood. He
meant what he said. He did think that I was magnificent.

“I’m done holding you back,” I said. “You can use your ha—"" I didn’t
even get to finish the sentence.

“Thank the fucking gods,” he snarled. Sitting upright, his hands went to



my hips. I braced for the shift in gravity, to be thrown onto my back, but
Fisher just held me there, fingers gouging into my ass cheeks and my
thighs, and he slammed himself up inside me.

“My turn,” he rumbled. I didn’t even react when I felt the sharp sting of
pain this time. I knew what was coming the second his canines sank into the
swell of my breast, and I braced myself for that instead. He was more
cautious this time. He didn’t dose me anywhere near as hard. A spike of
dizzying pleasure crashed down on top of me, but I didn’t come, and I
didn’t pass out. His hands slid up my back, hooking over my shoulders,
pulling me down onto him, and the delicious friction between our sweat-
slicked bodies began to push me closer toward an inevitable cliff.

“You feel so fucking good,” I moaned. “I want—1I want to feel how hard
you get. I want to feel you inside me when you come.”

Hell’s fucking teeth, he growled inside my head. I’ll give you what you
want, Little Osha, don’t you worry.

I rocked against him harder, threading my fingers through his hair,
pulling him down onto my breast. He drank deeper, following my cue, and
the feeling of him growing hard as tempered steel inside me stole my
godscursed breath.

Yes. Good. Come for me. Come. His encouragement was all I needed. I
came apart with his arms wrapped around me and his tongue working over
my nipple.

His bedroom went black as midnight, my vision failing. But... it hadn’t
failed. Fisher’s shadows exploded out of him as he reached his climax, too.
They fanned around him, broad and wide, forming the shape of gossamer
wings, and then they swallowed me whole.

His magic cocooned us, cradling our bodies as we shook and trembled.
There was no need to speak. We clung to each other for a long while, blood-
high and love-drunk.

Eventually, our growling stomachs made us move, though; it turned out
that sharing blood and spending an extended amount of time in a Fae
warrior’s bed meant that you’d be ravenous after a while.

Fisher watched me get dressed, a small smile playing over the corners of
his mouth.

I threw one of his socks at him, pulling a face. “Why do you look so
pleased with yourself?” I teased.



And Kingfisher laughed. “Because I am pleased with myself. Because
I’m the luckiest bastard alive. And because you look like you’ve just been
thoroughly fucked.”



MAKE YOUR PEACE

KINGFISHER

ANOTHER DRESS LAY over the back of the chair, untouched. I'd chosen it
yesterday, pulling it from the garment bags safely tucked away at the back
of my mother’s dressing chamber. They hadn’t belonged to my mother; I
found the dresses there shortly after bringing Saeris to Cahlish for the first
time. They weren’t my mother’s style or her colors at all. She had simply
foreseen a day when Saeris would come and had left an entire wardrobe for
her—a gift for the beloved female that she would never call daughter.

Ivory white, the rich satin dress flashed like lucent faerie wings. The
skirts were simple. Understated. No tulle or frills. There were no over-the-
top adornments to it at all, really. The subtle pink-blue undertone that shone
through when the fabric caught the light was enough.

Saeris’s scent hung thick in the air around the chair. She had stood there
and studied the dress, I fancied. Run her hand over the corset. Once again,
she’d chosen to pull on her fighting leathers and her boots before
disappearing to take on the day.

I grinned, shaking my head as I turned and took in the dented pillow
next to me.

She was already gone.

Hah! Well, that was a turn up for the books. How many times had I



disappeared from a female’s bed before she’d woken? Honestly, not that
many. Not as many times as Lorreth, that was for sure. The women I'd
taken to bed had always known that fucking me was not a pathway toward
anything meaningful. They’d known that it would be a one-off, and most of
the time they were happy to proceed with that knowledge in mind. That’s
what they said, anyway. There had been plenty of females who had been
surprised when I had taken my leave of them the next morning, shocked
that they hadn’t been the one to change me.

And they had been sweet.

Beautiful.

Breathtaking, even.

But they hadn’t been her. And when armed or cursed with the
knowledge that one day your mate would show up and change everything,
no one else could ever come close. So mostly I hadn’t bothered with the
distraction of sex. Mostly I'd busied myself with the business of killing.
And now she was here, my Little Osha, and she was more than I could have
hoped for.

And her side of the bed was empty.

I couldn’t blame her for it. Vampires slept, it was true. When the sun was
high in the sky, it was virtually impossible for the newly turned to remain
conscious. Most of them had to rest at that point, but not Saeris. She’d tried
to hide it from me, but from what I could tell, she hadn’t slept at all since
she’d awoken in this strange new form she occupied. The past three nights,
she had paced her rooms at Ammontraieth, waiting for the court she ruled
over to come back to life, waiting for me to return to her, but she hadn’t
slept.

She didn’t want me to worry. I knew that. The God Binding was still so
new between us. She hadn’t learned yet that she could tell me anything and
I would be there for her, no matter what. It wasn’t my job to fix all her
problems or shield her from this new existence, though. There was plenty
she had to figure out by herself. And when the time came, I would be ready
and waiting if she needed help.

In the meantime, she could explore the estate where I had spent the early
years of my life and explore what this new life of hers had to offer at the
same time. [ wouldn’t stop her. I stretched, enjoying the bright scent of her
that still clung to the pillows and the sheets for a second, and then I got out



of bed and went to hunt down some food.

—

L 4

“What kind of grown male bypasses bacon and goes straight for the
pastries? You’re not right in the head.”

I found Renfis perusing the breakfast feast that Archer had laid out in the
dining room. His sandy brown hair was loose for once, unbound from his
war braids. It hung down his back, still wet from his morning dip in the lake
by the orchard, the strands soaking through his shirt. We pocketed two or
three items from the steaming platters, and then I opened a shadow gate to
transport us back to camp.

We were halfway back to his tent—and I was halfway through a custard
tart—when he started in with the teasing. “I’ve never met another warrior
with such a sweet tooth. It’s a miracle you even have any teeth left in that
head of yours.”

I grinned, flashing every single one of the teeth in question at him.
“Blame Everlayne. She was the one who fed me her sweet treats when she
was little.”

As always, the mention of my half sister made my friend’s back
straighten a little. As always, I didn’t mention his reaction.

Renfis rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes skipping over the steep hill
that still stood between us and camp. “Ah yes. Speaking of your sister, I
checked in on her briefly this morning. As I was leaving, I ran into Saeris.
She was looking a little... disheveled.”

I understood his meaning perfectly well, but I feigned ignorance. “Oh,
really? She must have had a restless night.”

Renfis snorted. “A very restless night.”

He would never bring up the fact that she must have smelled like a
brothel. He hadn’t mentioned that I did, either. It wasn’t polite.

“How are things going between you two, then? Well, I take it.”

I shrugged, playing coy. “Ah, y’know. I like her well enough.”

“Well enough?” A hint of frustration colored his tone. “What do you
mean, well enough? You’re God-Bound to her. Doesn’t that mean that—
Well, aren’t you—Gods and martyrs, are you laughing?”



He hit me squarely in the arm, so hard that I dropped the last of my
custard tart in the mud. I considered it morosely for a second before I
carried on walking. “Yes, Renfis,” I said, finally giving in. “Things are
going very well. More than well. They’re amazing.”

“And you’re in love with her?”

I scowled darkly at him out of the corner of my eye, pulling a face.
“Yes,” I admitted. It wasn’t that I begrudged the feelings I had for my mate.
I just hated admitting it out loud to someone to whom I had repeatedly
sworn I would never fall in love. It was more than a little embarrassing.

Renfis beamed, his smile monopolizing most of his face. “I knew it!”

“Don’t breathe another word,” I growled. “I’m not going to gossip about
my romantic life with you like some sort of sheep herder.”

He frowned. “Are sheep herders gossipmongers?”

“Yes. You’d be surprised by the scandalous things bored sheep herders
are privy to. Especially the ones in the foothills of the Shallow Mountains.”

“Huh. Who knew. You learn something new every day. So, you and
Saeris. In love. That’s exciting.”

“Fuck off, Ren,” I grumbled. “Why don’t we talk about your little
outburst over Tal instead, huh?”

That shut him up. I almost wished I hadn’t mentioned it. But there was a
tension hanging between us still, despite his playful teasing over Saeris, and
one of us had to bring it up eventually. The sooner we cleared the air, the
better.

My brother hung his head, thinking hard as we trudged up the slope. It
had snowed in the night, and a fresh blanket of powder hid the frozen mud
and the black scorch marks that scarred the ground below.

“I know I have a blind spot when it comes to him,” he said after a while.
“I know it’s not as easy for you to hate him as it is for me.”

“Nothing is ever easy here,” I muttered. “And no matter how badly we
might want things to be black and white, most situations never are. You
taught me that.”

“I know, I know.” His breath plumed around him as he kicked a pathway
through the loose snow. “The atrocities he committed at Malcolm’s behest,
though...” He shook his head, unable to make his peace with it.

“You know what I’m going to say.”

“I do,” he agreed quietly. “And I do understand. He didn’t have a choice.



If Malcolm commanded him to do something, he had to obey. But he should
never have found himself in that position in the first place, should he?”

And this was what it all boiled down to: the night when Taladaius should
have joined our brotherhood and foolishly chose death instead. I chewed on
the pain of that memory, uncomfortable to find myself thrown back into the
past.

“You’ve never made a mistake, then?” I asked softly. “I know I have.
Too many to count.”

My brother made an unhappy sound, clearing his throat. He held his
tongue, but I already knew the answer to the question. There were scores of
decisions that he would have changed if he could have. Plenty of harsh
words he would have taken back. A thousand instances where he would
have altered the course of his actions, knowing the consequences they
would have after the fact. But it was useless, glancing over a shoulder and
wishing to change the past. That was the pastime of fools and politicians. A
warrior couldn’t afford such luxuries.

“Let me ask you this,” I said. “Aside from the decision he made to join
Malcolm, what would you have done in his shoes? That night outside the
gates of Ajun. Foley was his friend, too, once. If you’d found me there,
lying in the snow, my neck broken, dying... what would you have done?”

He stewed for a moment, but not long enough to convince me that he’d
really thought about it. “I would have let you go. We are Proelia, Fisher.
Our sole mission is to fight the horde, not join its fucking ranks.”

I let him fume as we summited the hill. Then, quietly I asked, “Are you
sure about that?”

A sharp wind cut through my leathers, tossing my hair. I looked to Ren,
expecting to find him annoyed by my probing, but I found that his mouth
was parted in surprise instead. He was looking down the other side of the
slope, at the camp...

... and the utter destruction that lay before us.

Irrin wasn’t a city. It was a living organism. Moveable. It grew and
shifted. Where there were no tents one day, a whole new section of the
camp was liable to have sprung up by the next. But now there were no tents
at all. The encampment was in ruins. Where Irrin had once stood, buttressed
against the banks of the Darn, a scorched black crater now stretched for as
far as the eye could see. Smoke rose from smoldering patches of ground



where the embers of a fire still glowed red hot amid the debris.

Charred wood.

Scraps of cloth.

Swords abandoned and blackened in the dirt.

We hadn’t smelled the smoke. It was too cold to smell anything at all,
and we hadn’t been paying attention besides.

We hadn’t noticed the quiet.

The camp was destroyed. The tavern was gone. The armory. Everything.
Only black ash and bones remained.

“What in all the holy gods’ fucking names?”” Ren whispered.

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out.

Eleven thousand warriors had been camped here. More, probably. And
now there was no sign of them. There were dead, yes. But not enough bones
to account for all who had called Irrin home. It wasn’t possible.

The sparse vegetation that had grown along the riverside was all cinder
now. Only the huge oak remained—the very same tree we had tied the
feeders to yesterday, before I'd gone to Ammontraieth to show Saeris and
Tal the heads of the feeders we’d fought to put down.

Their bodies were still strapped to the tree, but something had changed.
The feeders’ limbs were fused with the rough trunk, flesh melting into bark.
Their skin was gray and sallow, covered in a thin network of black vines
that wrapped around the oak, strangling it. From the base of the tree,
blackened roots as thick as a warrior’s arm burst out of the ground, snaking
over the exposed dirt for thirty feet before plunging back below. The roots
bore deep gashes, as if someone had taken an ax to them but hadn’t
managed to cleave them through.

“What is that?” I asked, squinting down at the destruction. My stomach
clenched like a fist around my breakfast. “Down there? Coming out of those
roots?”

My brother peered down at the nightmare scene, his face drained of
color. “It looks like blood,” he answered. “Black blood, pouring from the
gashes as if they’re wounds. Look.” He pointed down at an area of ground
by the river that hadn’t been touched by fire. “It’s contaminating the
ground.”

And sure enough, it was.

Where the black ooze spread, rot and decay followed after it.
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HIDDEN

SAERIS

SHE WAS AS beautiful as ever.

Her thick blond hair fanned across the pillow beneath her head. Cheeks
as pale as porcelain, lips a blush pink, Everlayne didn’t look as though she
was still battling the remnants of Malcolm’s venom. But I knew better.
Along her jawline, fine black tendrils of poison marred her perfect skin. Her
hands had been stacked one on top of the other over her stomach—a restful
pose—but her fingernails were too long. Tinged black.

Onyx lay sleeping at her feet by the bottom of the bed. I'd assumed he
was darting off to hunt last night when Fisher carried me into his room, but
it was nice to know that he’d ended up here with Everlayne. She didn’t
deserve to be alone... though it seemed Onyx hadn’t been the only one
keeping watch over my mate’s sister.

The seat Ren had been occupying when I'd entered Layne’s room earlier
still sat pushed back from the bed, abandoned. The general probably had a
room of his own here at Cahlish. I sincerely doubted that he’d slept in it at
all since Everlayne had fallen through that shadow gate and come crashing
down onto the table in the library, though. I had a feeling that he’d spent
quite a few long nights dozing uncomfortably in that chair, waiting for the
female in the bed to wake up.



The white fox had fallen asleep right after I’d settled in to keep Layne
company. Now, the soft sounds of his snoring filled the bedroom. He kicked
his legs fitfully, running in his dreams.

The room that had been prepared for Everlayne’s recovery was
beautiful. The windows overlooked a sweeping snowy field that dipped
down a shallow hill to meet the tree line of a sprawling evergreen forest.
The trees were dressed in white, their boughs bent under the weight of fresh
snow. Beyond, the mountain ridge scraped the sky. The sleeping giant,
Omnamerrin, with his sheer face turned toward Cahlish, glittered as the first
light of dawn crept over the crest of his peak.

A thrill of mild discomfort hit me as those very same pale rays washed
the walls of Everlayne’s bedroom, painting them orange. The light held no
warmth this early in the morning, but a rising heat grew in my hands as I
watched it dapple my skin. I would need to retreat from it soon. But not yet.

“I owe you an apology,” I said softly, lifting Layne’s topmost hand from
her stomach and taking it in my own. Her skin felt cool to the touch—a
little too cool. “I didn’t mean to leave without saying goodbye, y’know. But
there were extenuating circumstances,” I said dryly. “Your brother wasn’t
exactly the easiest to deal with. I wound up having the choice taken from
me, I’'m afraid. We’ve moved on from that now, but... still. It didn’t feel
good, going without thanking you, at least. You took care of me, Layne.
You watched out for me. If it hadn’t been for you then, the gods only know
who would have been charged with watching over me at the palace. I'm
sure it would have been a much scarier experie—"

She hears you. She feels you. Open the gate. The gate... The gate... The
gate. Open it. Open the gate.

I jerked back into my seat, tipping my head to one side.

The susurrus of sound was very familiar. It was the quicksilver. I knew
the cadence of its voice. Was used to being bossed around by it now. It had
spoken to me... but there was no one here with me. I didn’t have Solace
with me. Ren didn’t even have a god sword, and he hadn’t left anything
behind, anyway. It was just me and Everlayne, and Layne didn’t have a
weapon on her. Nothing that could possibly contain any quicksilver. Not
that [—

My mind stilled.

Oh.



By the gods, but she did have quicksilver on her body. I hadn’t noticed it
before, but her tiny earrings flashed in the pre-dawn light, didn’t they?
Simple. Plain. The metal was cast into flowers, their petals pointed upward
like tiny daggers.

“You aren’t supposed to be here.” I leaned closer to inspect the earrings.

We are, we are, we are, came the quicksilver’s indignant response.
Always have been.

“And how am I supposed to open a gate when there’s so little of you?” I
asked.

I reached for the metal in Layne’s earlobe, but as soon as my fingers
touched it, the earring liquified and dripped into my palm.

“Fuck.” I hadn’t willed it to change. I wasn’t wearing a relic, and it was
touching me. Panic rose up, ready to come crashing down on me, but before
that could happen, a droplet of the quicksilver landed on Layne’s shoulder.
As soon as the liquid metal touched her skin, her eyelids flew open, and
Fisher’s sister drew in a wheezing breath.

It is done, then. Done, done, done, the quicksilver chanted excitedly.
Only this time, the layered voices of the quicksilver came out of
Everlayne’s mouth. Her eyes were green. Unfocused. She blinked, and
when she opened them again, they were a perfect white. Her head snapped
to the left, facing me, her jaw working from side to side.

“At last,” she sighed. “You’re here.” The voice was a lot like
Everlayne’s, but it didn’t belong to her. It was deeper than it should have
been. Richer. A tremulous smile spread across her face as she stared at me
with those white eyes. “I’ve been waiting a long, long time to speak with
you, Saeris Fane.”

Her hand snapped out and closed around my wrist, her grip unnaturally
strong.

“Everlayne?” Her name was a question on my lips, but I already knew
that this wasn’t Fisher’s sister. The thing that was occupying Layne’s body
blinked at me slowly, as if it had forgotten how to blink, shaking its head.

“No. Everlayne isn’t here, I’'m afraid. I don’t—I don’t know if she will
be strong enough to return.” I tried to pull my hand back, fear climbing my
spine, but the thing inside Layne’s body held on tight. “Now, now, now...”
Layne’s teeth chattered.

“Let me go!” I didn’t want to have to break Everlayne’s fingers, but I



would if T had to.

The thing puppeting Layne released me. “At last,” it sighed. “I’ve...
waited so... long. Waited for cen-cen-centuries.”

I leaped up. The chair fell. It crashed to the floor, but Onyx, still lying in
a huddle of blankets by Everlayne’s feet, didn’t even stir. Whatever fell
magic this was, I didn’t fucking like it. “What are you talking about?” I
hissed. “What are you? Why are you here?”

“Ed-Edina,” the thing stuttered. “Edina. Edina. I am Edina.”

The name was so familiar to me. I'd heard someone speak it recently,
hadn’t I? Seen it written down somewhere. “What are you doing to Layne?”
I demanded. “Release her body. Let her wake up.”

The thing—Edina—slowly closed her eyes, and tears chased down
Everlayne’s cheeks. “Sh-she is... beyond my reach. I am... not keeping her
from this... body.”

“Then where is she?”

Edina’s answer caught in Everlayne’s throat. She could hardly speak as
it was, but these words seemed especially difficult for her to say. “She is in
sha-sha-shadow. I cannot see.”

“You’re scaring me.”

“Fear 1s not... real, Saeris Fane,” she croaked.

I took a giant step back from the bed. “How the fuck do you know my
name?”’

“You must g-g-go.”

“Yeah, no shit.”

“The library. Go to the library,” she said, her teeth chattering even
harder. “There, you will fi-find a b-b-book.”

“Libraries are full of books,” I whispered. This wasn’t right. It was
unnatural. Honestly, it was freaking me the hell out. A voice in the back of
my head urged me not to run, though. It was the same voice that had told
me to steal that guardian’s gauntlet. The same one that had made me fight
and kill two of Madra’s men outside the Mirage. It couldn’t be trusted, but I
was nothing if not a creature of habit. “What kind of book?” I demanded.
“And why do I need it?”

“Sm-small,” she wheezed. “But thick. Blue. There is a butterfly...”

“A butterfly? On the cover?”

Edina couldn’t manipulate Layne’s facial features too much, it seemed.



Her pale eyes were full of pain. I could feel it, feel her confusion, all
underpinned by a sorrow that made me want to weep. “It’s hidden,” she
rasped, “among the stars.”

“What does that mean?”

“The stars...” Edina’s eyes rolled back into her head.

“Hey!”

“Hundreds and... hundreds of... stars.”

“Edina!” Why was I suddenly choking on panic? It suffocated me,
shoving me back to the bed. I picked up Layne’s hand and clasped it tight,
fighting for air. “Edina, what’s in the book? Why is it so important? Tell
me!”

An eerie calm settled over the visitor in Layne’s body. Her sightless gaze
found mine, and for a second, her confusion slipped away. “They told you.
About the rot,” she said in a clear voice. “They told you it would come. It’s
here, now. You must find the book in order to stop it. Without it, the decay
will spread until it swallows this realm and millions more with it. I have
seen it, Saeris. Find the book. Stop the spread. It’s the only way.”

“Edina—"

She squeezed my hand tighter than tight. “Find it. But do not tell him
about it. I mean it. It’s important. He can’t know about the book. Only you.
Do you understand?”

I didn’t. Not even a little bit, but I heard the desperation in her tone and
the lie came easily. “Yes. I understand.”

“Thank you. Make sure he knows how much I loved him, Saeris,” she
said. “At the end, make sure he knows that I’d do it all again.”

What did that mean? The question was there, ready to be asked, but it
wouldn’t come out. Layne’s— Edina’s— grip on my hand had tightened, and
it was beginning to hurt. Not my hand. But... the ink that marked it. The
runes on my fingers, the backs of my hands, chaining my wrists and
spiraling up my forearms —suddenly it felt as though the runes were on fire.
Were they glowing? No. Oh, gods, they were burning. A wisp of smoke
curled away from my skin, and Edina’s milk-white eyes went wide. “You
haven’t sealed them?” she gasped.

“Sealed them? What does that mean? I don’t understand.”

“An Alchemist must seal her runes,” she rasped. “You are a well that
runs deep. When you were marked with your runes, their magic began



pouring into you. It flows and it flows. It will not... stop...”

“Edina!” She was drifting. Her eyes were still clouded, but I sensed that
they’d lost focus. The pain around my wrists and up my arms had
intensified, almost unbearable. I tried to pull my hand back, ready to claw
away my own skin if it meant escaping the burn, but Edina suddenly
seemed to return. Her grip held little strength, but I could not let go of her
hand. “Seal them, Saeris. If you do not...”

“What? What’ll happen if I don’t?” The pain was too much now. Acrid
smoke rose from the runes on the back of my right hand; my flesh was
burning. I watched in horror as the marks glowed like a brand, sinking
deeper and deeper into my skin. Blisters rose, angry, spreading up my arm.
This was worse than a sword in the stomach. It was agony. Tears welled in
my eyes, streaming down my cheeks. “Edina! What are you doing?”

“Not me, not me. I did what I could.” She sighed regretfully. “Now the
rest... is up to you.”

“Edina, help me!”

“Find the book. The book...” The white of her eyes started to clear, like
silt settling to the bottom of a canister, leaving behind clear water. She was
fading.

“Edina? Edina!”

The bedroom door crashed open.

The pain vanished. My hand... it was fine. The runes no longer formed
raw burns. The blisters were gone. My God Bindings looked normal.

“Osha?”

I dropped Layne’s lifeless hand, spinning to face my mate. Fisher stood
by the door, his face white as a sheet, his leathers spattered with mud.

His voice was rough when he said, “Why were you calling my mother’s
name?”’
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ROT

SAERIS

“YOU’RE SURE YOU'RE fine? You’re so pale.”

Fisher had been fussing like a mother hen for the past hour. He’d heard
me shouting Edina’s name. His mother’s name. I’d considered making an
excuse, some other reason to explain why I had been calling out to her—it
seemed cruel to tell him what had happened without properly understanding
what had happened —but that thought hadn’t fully taken shape before I'd
dismissed it. Fisher deserved to know.

Edina had only told me not to tell him about the book, anyway. I
honored her request and kept that to myself. I didn’t care about a mystery
book. I was far more concerned about what she’d said regarding my runes.
The pain I'd experienced in Everlayne’s bedroom hadn’t been normal. It
had felt like it was burning my soul as well as my body. As if the river of
magic flowing through me had caught fire and was unmaking me. It had
been terrifying... and I did not want it to happen again.

“Yes, I'm sure. I'm fine,” I told him. “Just a little shaken, that’s all.”

We were gathered in Cahlish’s library. Ren was still at Irrin, waiting for
the remainder of the Yvelian forces who had fled the encroaching rot to
meet at a rally point downriver. Lorreth had gone to help him figure out
shelter for the warriors whose homes had been lost during the attack.



Te Léna, Maynir, and Iseabail had been poking and prodding at me since
Fisher had sent for them. Carrion had already been in the library, lounging
on a plush sofa by the fire and reading a book when we’d arrived. He hadn’t
moved an inch. The token concern he’d shown over my well-being had
presented itself as a crooked eyebrow, a quick glance up and down, and two
questions that were neither tactful nor kind: “Is she contagious?” and
“She’ll be fine after she eats something. What time’s dinner?”

He’d been buried in his book ever since.

“I wish I knew more about all of this,” Te Léna said, pinching the bridge
of her nose. “It’s been a long time since I was this woefully uneducated on a
subject. Even dealing with the quicksilver inside Fisher was easier than this.
There are plenty of documented cases that speak of quicksilver
contamination and how to try to remedy it, but Belikon’s men were
thorough when they scourged the realm of information regarding the
Alchemists and their power. There’s nothing in the library here about it.
There’s nothing in the archives at the Winter Palace on the subject, either.
Maynir spent years trawling through the stacks there before we met. He had
a personal interest in the Alchemists and their abilities. He’s always been
fascinated by the lost arts. He said that entire chapters were missing out of
books that probably only mentioned the word Alchemy.”

“What about you, Iseabail? Do you know anything about sealing
Alchemical runes?” Fisher asked. His voice was tight. He seemed
distracted. “Belikon didn’t raid your lands when he purged Yvelia of all the
Alchemists’ texts. Do you think there might still be anything useful in
Nevercross?”

I hated being so out of the loop sometimes. “What’s Nevercross?”

Iseabail herself answered the question. “It’s our political seat,” she said,
in her soft, lilting accent. “A city unlike any other. Our buildings have stood
for millennia, protected from the outside world. We school our children
there. We heal the sick there.”

“And your histories are kept there,” Fisher added. “In the catacombs
below the city.”

The redheaded witch scowled, implying Kingfisher wasn’t supposed to
know this. “Our histories are exactly that. Ours. There are no records of the
Alchemists or their practices below Nevercross. And even if there were,”
she said, holding up a finger and cutting Fisher off before he could interrupt



her. “Only Guild witches are allowed down into the catacombs. I couldn’t
get you access to those death chambers even if I wanted to. And I don’t.
There are secrets down there that should never be experienced by
outsiders.”

“Experienced?” That was a strange way of wording it.

Iseabail nodded. “The catacombs are unearthly. I wouldn’t even go
down there unless I had no other choice. And we do have other choices.
Until we’ve exhausted all of them, it would be foolish to even think about
petitioning for access.”

Fisher drummed his fingertips absently against the table. Late morning
light spilled through the window gilding his hair. A few short hours ago,
we’d been tangled up in each other, embraced by his glittering magic. It had
been blissful inside that silent velvet sanctuary. Now he was troubled.
Deeply troubled. It was almost as though I could feel his pain. His chair
creaked as he shoved back in it, balancing it on two legs. Covering his
mouth with a heavily inked hand, he sighed.

“All right. I can respect that. The witches deserve their peace, too,” he
said. “We’ll avoid traveling to Nevercross for as long as we can. But this rot
can survive ice and snow, Iseabail. The mountains won’t stop it. Before too
long, this corruption will make its way to your home, and it will become the
Guild’s problem.”

Iseabail inclined her head, the ends of her auburn braids coiling on the
table as she accepted this truth. “Unfortunately, my mother and her sisters
will probably wait to act until that day arrives. I’ll tell them of what I’ve
seen here. But I wouldn’t count on any expedient support from the north,
I’m afraid.”

Silence reigned over the library for a time, all of us lost in our thoughts,
doing our best to figure out how best to proceed. The quiet was disturbed by
the door to the library bursting open and the arrival of Ren and Lorreth in a
whirlwind of leather, soot, and war braids.

Fisher rose quickly. “You found them?”

Ren’s face was grave, but he nodded. “The vast majority of them were
waiting for us at the rally point. We lost a thousand more warriors, though.”

“More feeders?”

Lorreth shook his head. “The rot. It infected them somehow. The same
way it must have infected the feeders. It took them in an hour. Two at most.



The other fighters had to put them down. Their friends. Family. It wasn’t
good. There’s a trail of bodies from the war camp all the way into the
foothills.”

“And where those bodies lay, the rot spreads and multiplies,” Ren said.
“It claims any vegetation. Any creature, living or dead. It travels over snow
and scorched ground without issue. We’ve yet to figure out a way to stop
it.”

The color drained from Fisher’s face. His gaze met mine, clouded with
worry, the thin strand of quicksilver banding his right eye flashing bright.
We need to tell them, he said into my mind. Do I have your permission?

I gave him a small nod. I had described to him in great detail what had
happened when I’d been pulled into the quicksilver back at Gillethrye. 1
hadn’t left anything out. But Fisher had wanted to keep the full account to
ourselves for a little while so as not to alarm the others unnecessarily. But
now it seemed as though alarm was warranted. He took a deep breath and
began. “Back in Gillethrye, Saeris wasn’t just pulled into the quicksilver.
She was called by the gods.”

Five baffled faces turned toward me. Over the back of the sofa,
Carrion’s head popped up out of nowhere, his auburn strands disheveled as
if he’d just woken up. “What does that mean, called by the gods? Like, you
found religion?”

“No. It means that I was summoned by them. Zareth was the one who
yanked me through the—"

“Excuse me. Zareth?’ Te Léna squeaked. “The Zareth. God of chaos
Zareth?”

“God of chaos and change,” I said wearily. “He was very adamant about
the ‘and change’ part.”

“You met with a god?”

“Yes. Three of them, actually.” I shrugged. “Bal and Mithin were there,
too. Kind of.”

Te Léna looked like she might pass out. She pressed her index finger and
middle finger to her brow with reverence. “What did Zareth say?”

“He said he was severing us from the tapestry of the universe. That the
gods wouldn’t be able to see us anymore.”

“Wait,” Maynir interjected. “So you and Fisher... you’re not God-
Bound anymore?”



Fisher shifted, absently rubbing the tattoos across the back of his hand
that now matched my own. “We are. If anything, the connection between us
is even stronger. The gods are just blind to us now. Zareth felt that it would
protect us. Some of the other gods aren’t too optimistic about what’s
happening. They’d rather birth a new universe than wait to see what
happens with this one, so...”

“No. No, no, no.” Iseabail shook her head. “Impossible. The Yvelian
gods aren’t real. They’re metaphors.”

Lorreth’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly. “But the Balquhidder gods are
real, though, right? Those elemental spirits who whisper in your ears? The
ones who tell you whether you should prevent or commit atrocities for ‘the
greater good’Y” He heaped sarcasm onto those last three words.

“Our deities aren’t myths, Lorreth. They’ve always been here, and their
will cannot be questioned. If we don’t obey them, the consequences —”

“Enough.” Fisher didn’t raise his voice, but the command echoed
around the library. Frown lines etched deep grooves between his brows.
“The gods are real. They’re bastards, but they’re real. I’ve met with them
myself. We aren’t telling you this now to spark a debate about theology. I'm
bringing this up because of what they told Saeris.”

Everyone looked expectantly at me, which was just great. Being stared
at was my favorite. “Zareth showed me this tree,” I explained. “There were
thousands of leaves on its branches. He said that each leaf represented a
realm occupied by countless living beings. Some of the leaves withered and
fell as we spoke. He said that those realms were infected by a rot spreading
throughout the universe. Whole branches of the tree were blackened and
dying. Zareth said that it meant the end. Of everything. Of all realms. That
the other gods wanted to wipe the slate clean and start over again,
rebuilding the universe from scratch. But he had refused.”

“And so,” Iseabail said, “this male who claimed to be a God said that
you and Fisher were the only ones who could prevent the end of everything,
then? Is that what you’re telling us?” The witch didn’t sound upset, per se.
Her tone was measured, but there was a whirlwind of emotion in her blue
eyes.

“No. He said that Fisher and I are an axis of some kind. A convergence
in the threads of fate. He told me that none of the gods could see around us.
He said that we had to find a way to fix this, otherwise everything was lost.



I’m not saying we’re special, Iseabail. I'm just saying that...” I fumbled for
the right words. “A god rolled the dice on an unlikely outcome, just to see if
it would pay off. That’s it. That’s what we are currently working with.”

No one looked happy to hear this.

I was met with tight, grim expressions as I glanced around the room.
That is, until my gaze fell on Carrion. With his arms draped over the back
of the couch and his chin resting on the cushion, he shot me a roguish wink.
“You’ll come up with something, Fane. You always do. You’re very smart
for a twenty-five-year-old.”

I choked out a laugh, and the tension sucking up all the air in the room
suddenly broke. “If you’re going to mock me for my youth, Swift, you
might as well get my age right. I’'m twenty-four.”

He angled his head, waggling his eyebrows. “Are you, though?”

“I—> Oh. Huh. I trailed off, frowning as I tried to do the math. How
long had I been in Yvelia now? It felt like a long, long time, but... gods, |
had no clue. I'd been here long enough, though. I'd missed my own
birthday. I was twenty-five now.

Carrion turned his attention back to his book. “Don’t worry, Fane. We’ll
have a big birthday party just as soon as people stop dying all over the
place.”

“I don’t want a party.”

“Why not? You always used to come to my birthday parties.”

“I used to go to Kala’s,” I corrected. “You and your drunk friends just so
happened to be there too sometimes.”

Lorreth shot Carrion a smirk. “Only Faelings have birthday parties,
y’know. We stop celebrating that kind of stuff when we turn fourteen. What
are you now, seventeen hundred years old?”

“Watch your tongue, old man. I’'m not ancient like the rest of you,”
Carrion snorted, turning a page. “I’'m only one thousand and ninety-six,
thank you very much.”

“Impossible. The Daianthus heir went missing when we were Faelings. I
was...” Lorreth frowned, searching his memory. “I was thirteen when it
happened. I was preparing for my oath. What about you, Fisher?”

Unlike Lorreth, my mate was neither perturbed nor confused by the
revelation the warrior had stumbled upon. “Nearly ten,” he said.

“Right. So that means you are nearly our age.” Lorreth raised dark



brows at Carrion.

“He isn’t,” Fisher said softly. “It’s as he says. He’s probably only eleven
hundred or so.”

Carrion pointed at Fisher. “Thank you. I do know how to count, Lorreth
of the Broken Spire.”

“So he’s not the heir, then?” Te Léna sounded just as confused as the rest
of us.

“Wait. ’'m not?” Carrion was sitting up very straight all of a sudden.
“I’m off the hook?”

“He is the heir. I’ve thought about it a lot since the maze, and there’s a
plausible explanation for Carrion’s age,” Kingfisher explained. “When my
father took him through the quicksilver, something must have happened.
My money’s on the gods, interfering again.”

“You think there’s a chance they wanted to speak to him?” I asked. “The
way Zareth spoke to me?”

Slowly, my mate nodded. “Time is strange in their realm. When they
took me at Ajun, I stood with Bal and Mithin in the middle of a field of
swaying tall grass. I saw two figures up on a hill in the distance. The first
was Zareth. The second... was you, Osha.”

Whatever I’d been expecting him to say, it wasn’t that. Fisher had
fought and nearly died at the Ajun Gate over a thousand years ago. I had
been pulled through the quicksilver and into the gods’ realm only a few
short weeks ago. “But... how? And how do you know it was me?”

I didn’t know your name. I didn’t see your face. But I knew, Osha. My
soul recognized a flicker of itself burning inside someone else and it knew.
The explanation was for me alone. Fisher’s eyes burned with intensity as he
conveyed the message. To the rest of the room, he said, “When my father
fled with the Daianthus heir, one or more of the gods must have delayed
their escape. At least at their destination, anyway. Time continued here in
Yvelia, but in Zilvaren, I believe it stood still.”

It was certainly within their power. And the gods did love to interfere in
the matters of the living. I wouldn’t have put it past them. But the question
was wh—

“Why?” Carrion asked the question before I’d had the chance to finish
thinking it. “To what end? I don’t remember going there. I remember
nothing. I don’t even remember your father, Fisher. Did he have some kind



of plan for me? Do the gods?”

My mate chewed the inside of his cheek, staring down at his hand where
it rested on the table in front of him. It took him a long time to speak. “I
barely remember my father, either. And I don’t pretend to know anything of
plans made by gods. All we can do is make our own and hope for the best.”

“Agreed.” Until now, Renfis had been notably silent throughout this
exchange. He rubbed his jaw, looking around the room. “The agendas of the
gods will have to be tackled later. For now, nothing is more important than
the task at hand. We’re woefully low on silver, but that doesn’t even seem
to be an issue anymore. The horde is at bay. Saeris has forbidden them from
leaving the dead fields. We don’t have to worry about them showing up at
the river anymore. It’s true that we don’t have the relics yet, but we can do
without them for now.”

“Oh, we still need them,” I said.

Everyone looked at me again.

“We need them even more than we did before. The feeders at the river
yesterday shouldn’t have been able to disobey my edict, and yet they did.”

“Because they were infected by the rot,” Ren said, slowly. His shoulders
slumped, his face falling. “And the rot is spreading. If the horde at
Ammontraieth becomes infected...”

“We’re screwed,” Fisher finished. “Fuck.” He frowned, his eyes a
million miles away as he processed that.

“The relics still won’t help us if we need to face an infected army,”
Lorreth muttered.

I kept my mouth shut this time. I/ wasn’t going to be the one to say it. As
usual, Fisher took on the burden of the difficult task, bearing the weight of
it for the rest of us. “If it comes to that, nothing will help us,” he said.
“We’ll have to leave Yvelia. And for a mass evacuation on that level, we’ll
need far more than fifteen thousand relics.”

There were other realms. Places where we might be able to outrun the
decay for a while. But it would be a temporary fix. From what Zareth had
said, the rot that was fast spreading toward the mountain range separating
Irrin from Cahlish was already finding ways to hop from one realm to
another.

Renfis inclined his head, nodding. “Okay. I stand corrected. We will
need more silver. More than we could hope to access here in Yvelia.”



“Agreed.” Fisher pressed his fingertips into his temples. After thinking
for a moment, he looked up at me. “There’s a forge at Ammontraieth. There
has to be.”

“I’1l find it. And as soon as I do, I'll get to work.”

“Thank you. While you’re there, Carrion can hunt for information about
sealing your runes. And mastering your abilities in general, for that matter.”

Carrion let out a pained sigh and heaved himself up from the sofa. He
slapped his hands at his clothes, straightening himself out. “No,” he said.
“Carrion cannot.”

“Why? Got something better to do?”” Fisher asked.

“Well, I wouldn’t say better, but...” He rolled his eyes. “I know where
you're heading, and unfortunately for the both of us, I'm better off
accompanying you.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Where can we easily lay our hands on a bunch of silver outside of this
realm?” the smuggler asked.

Oh.

Oh, no.

I flinched when I realized where this was going.

“We also need to figure out if the infected feeders are coming from
Zilvaren. And I'm just guessing here, but I’'m sure that now that you’re
mated and all starry eyed, you’re going to want to go and fetch Saeris’s
brother and finally honor the deal you made with her—”

“Careful, Swift,” Fisher grumbled.

“And who knows exactly what the notorious Hayden Fane looks like,
hmm?”

“You’ve made your point.”

“If that task’s left up to you again, you’ll probably bring back some
random... hey, what was that guy called?” Carrion snapped his fingers at
me, frowning. “Y know, that blond guy who kissed you at Kala’s that time?
You chipped his front tooth when you punched him in the mouth.”

I was going to punch Aim in the mouth very soon. “Carrion, stop.”

He held up his hands in surrender. “All right. All right. I’'m just saying.
While you keep shit in check with the Blood Court and figure out some new
magic tricks, Fisher and I will head back to the Silver City and take care of
business there, too. It only makes sense.”



A thick silence filled the library as everyone processed this. I waited for
Fisher to refuse the suggestion, but when I saw his dark scowl, I realized
that he wasn’t going to shoot down Carrion’s plan after all. He looked like
he wanted to murder him. Instead, he said, “Fine. But I swear to the gods, if
you talk the entire time, I will kill you and leave your carcass for the crows,
Carrion Swift.”
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FOOL’S PARADISE

SAERIS

GOODBYES WEREN'T EASY.

We made it quick.

If Madra was responsible for sending the infected feeders to Yvelia, then
every second the quicksilver was awake was yet another opportunity for her
to deploy more of them.

When Kingfisher and Carrion stepped into the silver, my emotions were
so high that I’d cracked the lintel that ran around Cahlish’s pool. I’d nearly
begged Fisher not to go. Instead, I’d given Carrion the relic I'’d made for
him, and I’d given Fisher the relic I’d made for Hayden. I’d kissed my mate
long and deep, promising to reopen the gate for them in three days.

In return, Fisher had left a shadow gate open for us at Cahlish. Using a
warding sigil painted below the gate in his blood, he had essentially
propped the door open, so that we could move between the estate and a
safe, uninfected point on the banks of the Darn, where we could cross the
river and ride back and forth to Ammontraieth.

I’d been thinking about my mate as we’d saddled the horses. I hadn’t
been able to stop thinking about him during the two-hour ride across the
dead fields. Not when I’d swept through the echoing halls of the palace,
high bloods dropping to their knees and bowing their heads as I blew past



them. Not while I’d read in my rooms to pass some time. Not while I'd
picked halfheartedly at the meal a low blood—the lowest ranking of all the
vampires in Ammontraieth—brought to my chamber. I couldn’t stop
thinking about him now, either.

“Hold it up. You’re dropping your guard.”

The sword came crashing down, its edge slicing through the air
dangerously close to my face. A thrill of adrenaline buzzed right below the
surface of my skin, making me break out in a cold sweat.

Lorreth probably didn’t want to be here. How selfish of me not to have
considered it before: The warrior had come close to being drained by three
rogue feeders once and had nearly died as a result. Fisher had needed to
bind a piece of his soul with Lorreth’s in order to drag the male back from
the brink of death. That had been centuries ago now, but you didn’t just get
over something like that without it leaving a mark.

Ammontraieth was a place of shadows—an element I had grown
trusting of lately. But the dark that welled in the corners of the Blood
Court’s palace was not made to caress or seduce as Fisher’s shadows were,
at least when he used them on me, anyway. Ammontraieth’s shadows hid
danger and watchful eyes. I wasn’t the only one who noticed that when
we’d arrived earlier, shortly after dusk.

Lorreth was on high alert, his gaze everywhere but on me as we sparred.
The training facility was lit by evenlight, the strange, lazy flames swaying
like tall grass in a light breeze as the warrior and I wheeled around one
another.

There were no windows here. The walls and the floor were made of
slick, polished obsidian, which blunted the air somehow. My quickened
breath and the sound of our bare feet slapping against the cool black surface
seemed too loud. Too close.

Lorreth launched himself forward, grunting as he brought Avisiéth
swinging down. The sound echoed once and didn’t come again. I spun away
from the blow, light on my feet, careful not to take my eyes from the
warrior lest he bring the god sword’s pommel down on my head in a
backhand.

“I should have gone,” I said, bringing Solace’s guard up. “I should be
with them.”

Lorreth easily sidestepped the thrust I aimed at his shoulder, batting



Solace away. He tsked through his teeth, shaking his head. “Sloppy. Higher.
Like this.” He demonstrated how I should hold my sword, making a point
of raising his elbows so that they were in line with his jaw. He nodded when
I had mimicked the posture to his satisfaction, then attacked. “You couldn’t
go with them,” he said, rushing forward. “In case you’ve forgotten, your old
home has two suns and no night.”

“I could have worn a cloak.” I ducked a slashing strike he aimed at my
stomach. “Kept my skin covered.”

“Sure. That wouldn’t have made you stick out like a sore thumb. And
what about the exhaustion? You’re weaker at midday here —”

I straightened, lowering Solace. “Hey!”

“I said weaker. Not weak. Guard!” The flat of his blade landed on my
upper arm—a punishment for dropping out of my stance. Pain jarred my
shoulder and shot straight up into my head. My teeth cracked together so
hard that I bit my tongue and tasted blood.

“That wasn’t very polite,” I grumbled.

“Oh, damn. I didn’t realize we were doing this to be polite. Sorry. Let
me fix that.” He snapped his bare heels together, adopting a stiff-backed
stance. With his chin lifted, he peered down his nose at me and fixed me
with an imperious stare. “I challenge you to a duel, Saeris Fane. Would you
please stab me with that shiny sword of yours? It would be such an honor.”

“Fuck you, Lorreth.”

He made a face. “You kiss my commander with that mouth?”

“I’ve done far worse than kiss him with it.”

His mouth pulled down at the corners, his eyes going wide. “Okay. I
don’t need to hear about that, thank you very much.”

“I wasn’t going... to tell you.” I gasped for breath as I spun around
again, twisting at the ankles, then the knees, then the hips as I brought
Solace arcing through the air. Sword fighting was much harder than fighting
with daggers. A dagger was an extension of my hand. I was quick with a set
of daggers. Nimble. The sheer size and weight of Solace made moving
hard.

Lorreth tracked me as I spun; he took a step back, raised his boot, and
kicked me in the side.

I went down hard, the air rushing out of me as I slammed against the
floor. “Ooof!”



“Form was good. Shame about the lack of speed,” the warrior mused,
pacing in a circle around me.

“I was just... thinking... that... myself.” Shit, my ribs hurt.

Lorreth crouched down by my head, laying Avisiéth flat across the tops
of his knees and then resting his elbows on the god sword’s blade. The
bastard wasn’t even out of breath. “You’re right where you need to be,
Saeris,” he said. “Well. Not on the floor. You definitely shouldn’t be on the
floor. But here, I mean. If you stayed away from Ammontraieth any longer,
one of the other Lords would have declared the throne abandoned and
claimed it for themselves. They’d call it a dereliction of duty or something.
People think the Blood Court’s all debauchery and blood-soaked orgies, but
it’s mostly bureaucracy and political backbiting, from my experience.”

“You sound disappointed.”

He shrugged, offering me a hand as I got back to my feet. “I mean, who
doesn’t love a blood-soaked orgy?”

“Can’t say I’ve ever participated in one.”

He shrugged. “Not missing much, honestly. They get... sticky.”

“Can we pause this super interesting conversation for just a moment? I
think my shoulder’s dislocated.”

Lorreth barely even looked at it before thumping me in the shoulder. The
resulting pop and twist of my arm slipping back into place made bile rise up
the back of my throat. I glowered at him through watering eyes. “Thank
you?”

“You’re welcome. Now, come on. Guard.”

“I can’t lift this damn sword again. Not for at least ten minutes. I think
I’m gonna puke.”

Mouth open, he was going to try bullying me to my feet again, but his
eyes met mine and something in him softened. He took pity on me. “All
right. You get five minutes. Take a breath. And...” Suddenly, he sounded
awkward. “I know you feel bad, okay? Useless, even, stuck here in this
shitty fucking palace while everyone else is out there without us. Ren’s
warning the Gilarians. Danya’s orchestrating efforts to keep the infected at
bay. Fisher and Carrion are scoping out whatever they can in Zilvaren while
they hunt down the silver and your brother—"”

“Oh, gods!” 1 cried, an awful realization striking me out of nowhere.

Lorreth’s eyes grew round. “What? What is it?”



“He made you promise to stay here and watch over me, didn’t he?”

Immediately, Lorreth’s expression went blank.

“He made you promise to stay and protect me!” Gods, I was so blind.
“That’s the only reason you’re trapped here in this training room with me,
isn’t it? Otherwise, you’d be out there with everyone else, doing something
useful, too!”

After hashing out the finer points of our plan, we had each set off about
our individual tasks. Te Léna and Maynir had gone to tend to the wounded
among the warriors who fled Irrin. Iseabail had returned to her people to ask
politely if any of the witch elders knew how to seal Alchemical runes. Ren
had ridden out to the small settlements east of Cahlish and along the coast
to warn them of the rot. With what was left of the war camp at her disposal,
Danya was sending out hunting parties to keep the infected at bay or at least
keep them from progressing inland any farther.

The plan was to all meet back in Cahlish in three days’ time, come what
may.

But Lorreth had claimed he wanted to stay here and help me train.

He was incapable of lying; he probably did want to help me train. But I
would have bet my left eye that he’d rather have been out there with Danya,
tackling the infected instead. The warrior shrugged off my accusation,
trying to feign ignorance.

“Don’t you worry about any of that. All you need to focus on is keeping
these vampires distracted and figuring out your runes.”

“Lorreth!”

“All right, all right! I’'m not going to confirm or deny your suspicions
either way. But if you don’t kick up a stink right now and you finish training
with me, I will tell you the story of Ajun Gate. All of it, every single
gruesome detail.”

“I know the story —"

“Hah!” Lorreth grunted. “No, you don’t. Do you know about Merelle?”
he demanded.

Merelle. The name was familiar, somehow? Maybe? I shook my head.
“No.Idon’t.”

The tension in Lorreth’s shoulders fell away; he knew he’d already won.
“Merelle was Ren'’s sister. She died on the side of that frozen mountain, and
none of us have been the same since.”



“Tell me.” Now that he’d mentioned her, I had to know. “Ren had a
sister?”

“Not just a sister. A twin...”

I was already back on my feet, the pain in my shoulder forgotten. I
raised Solace, but Lorreth let out an annoyed groan and batted the sword
away before I could adopt a defensive stance.

“Y’know what? On second thought, if we’re talking about Merelle, we
shouldn’t be fighting at the same time. We should be doing the next best
thing.”

I had a feeling I already knew what Lorreth was going to suggest next,
but I still had to ask. “What’s that?”

“Drinking, of course. Come on. These blood suckers are too fancy for
beer, ’'m afraid, but they really know their wine.”

I
—

&>

What had I expected? An armed escort through the palace? A crowd lining
the streets, cheering me as I passed? No, of course not. That would have
been ridiculous. But I hadn’t expected Lorreth to toss a cloak around my
shoulders, yank my hood up, and bully me out of Ammontraieth without
anyone stopping us or saying a word. That just seemed too easy. Though I
hated it, I was getting used to residents of the Blood Court kneeling
whenever I passed them in a hallway or entered a room. With my hood
drawn up tonight, my reluctant subjects didn’t recognize me for who I was,
and so I slipped out of Ammontraieth unmolested.

I knew there were buildings outside the palace. Lots of them. I could see
them from the balcony outside my bedroom. I hadn’t paid much attention to
them, though. When I stood out on the balcony at night, my attention turned
northward, across the barren plains that stood between me and my mate,
and not down at the hub of activity that bustled around Ammontraieth’s
feet. The Cogs—that’s what Lorreth called the circular, interlocking
neighborhoods, each connected by a steep downward staircase until they
reached street level.

Rain hammered on the rooftops of the narrow buildings, sluicing over
slate and pouring from cracked clay gutters onto the cobbled streets. We cut



through the second tier of the Cogs—an area frequented by blood mages,
the lich-born, and outcast paladins looking to trade questionable goods,
according to Lorreth. Shadowy courtyards waited down narrow covered
walkways that branched off the main thoroughfare. Brick-built shops with
crooked roofs and windows fogged with condensation advertised tinctures,
tarot readings, and familiars for sale.

As we walked, Lorreth held true to his promise and told the tale of the
Ajun Gate. I was the only one who remembered the song he’d once sung
about that terrible night on the mountain, but even that hadn’t covered all of
it. Renfis’s poor sister Merelle had burned to death in the most horrific way,
and Ren had been there when it had happened. She lived on in a small way,
part of her spirit bound to Fisher’s sword, but... it was hard to imagine how
her loss had affected the band of warriors.

Hard.

An appropriate thought. Everything about this place was hard, and the
Cogs was no exception.

There were plenty of people out and about their business as we walked
—mostly high bloods, with the exception of a feeder every once in a while,
collared and being used in lieu of a packhorse. I tried not to stare from
underneath the hood of my oilskin cloak. The feeders were gaunt and thin,
little more than rotting skin stretched over bone. Their eyes bore a hunger
that could never be sated. Their masters dragged them along on chains,
taunting them with vials of pungent blood and laughing at their desperation
as they strained for their prize.

Everywhere I looked, some new form of cruelty unfolded before my
eyes. A female, stripped to the waist and lashed to a post, the pale skin of
her back parting like wet paper as she was whipped.

A child wailing, crimson tears rolling down his cheeks, shoved this way
and that, ignored by the other high bloods as they hurried about their
errands. A spindly-legged creature crouched on the top of a low stone wall,
tearing the limbs off a rat before ripping its head off and drinking from its
body like a cup.

But... there was beauty to be found here, too. It felt wrong to
acknowledge that anything in Sanasroth could be beautiful, but I found
myself awed as | followed Lorreth through the winding, narrow pathways
that cut between the buildings.



From window boxes, night-blooming flowers cast fragrant spores up
into the cool air. They crept in vines up the fascias of the buildings,
carpeting the stonework with tiny white flowers that smelled like jasmine.

Some of the shop windows had stained glass that caught and refracted
the glow from evenlight candles that shimmered within. The designs were
stunning, a myriad of colors cleverly soldered together to depict some of the
most intricate, expertly crafted scenes I had ever seen. And then there were
the high bloods themselves. They wore cruel smiles, and their eyes flashed
like knives in the dark, but their features were delicate, their skin flawless,
their shirts exquisitely tailored, their dresses sheer in silk and satin.

Lorreth led the way, eyes pinned straight ahead as he confidently cut
through the crowds. He didn’t see the writhing bodies down each darkened
side street—the painted females, perfect as dolls, with their heads thrown
back in ecstasy as well-dressed, raven-haired princes of the night dipped
fingers between their bare thighs and drank deep from the hollows of their
necks. He didn’t seem to notice the hissing, either.

Wherever Lorreth passed, high bloods recoiled, baring their fangs at
him. Hatred burned bright as fire in their eyes, but not one of them made to
touch him.

“You’re popular,” I mused from beneath my hood. “Must be nice.”

“They have no idea who I am,” Lorreth answered. “They sense the silver
strapped to my back. That’s all that matters to them.”

“Mm. I’'m sure the fact that you’re the only Fae male in Ammontraieth
hasn’t escaped their notice, either.”

Lorreth bared his teeth at one brave high blood female who dared block
his path. She spat curses at him in an unfamiliar, guttural language until he
was within arm’s reach, then she spun around and vaulted away up the side
of a building. “You’d be surprised,” Lorreth said airily, ignoring the angry
female. “There are more Fae here than you’d think.”

“What? No way. No member of the Fae would come here willingly.”

The warrior placed a hand on the door of the dilapidated building in
front of him, raising his eyebrows as he faced me. “No one said anything
about willingly. Most of them are thralls.” He raised his voice so that the
high bloods staring at us in the street could hear him. “After all, who do you
think these fuckers eat?”

He made a good point. Truthfully, I’d spent a good deal of time trying



not to think about how such a large court sustained itself when its sole food
source was blood.

Lorreth gave me a wry smile as he pushed open the door and gestured
me inside. “Welcome to the Fool’s Paradise, Saeris Fane.”

—

L 4

There were Fae everywhere. Males. Females. Children. It made no sense.
The tavern was full of them. They sat in booths, laughing with high bloods.
They picked at meals, listening with intense fascination as they were talked
at by one high blood while another casually fed from their wrist.

A row of booths ran along the back wall with thick brocade curtains
drawn across them for privacy, but a couple of the curtains hadn’t been
drawn, and all I could make out was a tangle of writhing naked flesh.
Mouths on breasts, and wrapped around cocks, and—okay, yeah, that was
enough of that. I looked away, my cheeks coloring hotly.

“What do you call a fully dressed Sanasrothian?” Lorreth asked, his tone
droll as he made a beeline for the bar.

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“Me, either. I’ve never fucking seen one.”

“I remember you, Faeling.” The sneering voice came from behind the
bar. It belonged to a tall high blood with pinched, narrow features; quick,
dark eyes; and a deep-set scowl. “You were in here a while ago.”

Even with my hood down now, the male behind the bar didn’t remember
me. The denizens of the Cogs had no clue what their new queen looked like.
Therefore none of them knelt, which was perfectly fine by me.

“If, by a while ago you mean six hundred years and some change, then
yes, you're probably right,” Lorreth said, dumping a leather pouch full of
coins on the bar and sitting down heavily on a stool. “What of it?”

“You got into a fight and broke one of my tables. You also left without
paying your tab.”

“Gods and martyrs. Six hundred years go by, and you’re still bent out of
shape over a rickety table and a glass of wine?”

The high blood—presumably the owner of the Fool’s Paradise—
narrowed his eyes to slits. “All debts are paid.” He pointed an index finger



with a disturbingly long fingernail up at a sign above the bar that, indeed,
said, ALL DEBTS ARE PAID. “You’ll have to settle your tab if you expect
service from me.”

“I don’t want any kind of service from you. My sister and I came for a
glass or two. Let’s not make this any more uncomfortable than it already
1s.”

The high blood turned to me for the first time, the icy cold weight of his
attention pressing down on me. I was too taken aback by what Lorreth had
called me to care much about the male’s distasteful sneer, though.

Sister.

He had called me his sister.

“I don’t even waive the rules for my own kind,” the male seethed.
“What makes you think I'd waive them for the likes of you?”

“My handsome face?”

The high blood gave Lorreth a look that could have stripped the flocked
wallpaper from the walls.

“No? All right then. What about this?” The warrior reached back over
his shoulder and drew Avisiéth, setting the engraved sword down onto the
bar with a clunk.

The high blood’s eyes shuttered momentarily, but I had to give it to him.
He had balls. He didn’t balk for long at the sight of all that sharpened silver.
“We accept coin or blood.” He paused, assessing Lorreth, and then said,
“Blood is preferred.”

“Go fuck yourself, tick. The only way you’re getting at my blood is if
you drain it from me yourself.”

The high blood perked up. “That could be arranged.”

“You’ll have to kill me first,” Lorreth added, baring his teeth.

The high blood folded his arms across his chest, pursing his lips. “It’s
high treason to draw silver in Sanasroth, you realize. What is your name,
Faeling? Who is your master?”

A harsh bark of laughter burst out of Lorreth. “My name is Lorreth of
the Broken Spires. And I have no master.”

At last, the high blood’s imperious scowl faded away. There was
something oddly satisfying about watching him slowly begin to panic.
“Only thralls are permitted here. Ungoverned Fae aren’t welcome.” He took
a step back from the bar top.



“Don’t worry. We’ll leave once we’ve enjoyed a carafe of your finest
Lissian red.”

Two more high bloods had risen from the nearest table and had come to
stand behind us. They were both male and significantly bigger than the
vampire behind the bar. One laid a hand on Lorreth’s shoulder. “You seem
to have forgotten where your kind stand on the food chain around here,
warm blood,” the one on the right said. A thick, silvered scar ran down his
right cheek. “Errigan told you to leave. Get up, right now, and we might
give you a head start before —”

I knew it was coming.

Watching it happen was still shocking, though.

Lorreth left Avisiéth where she sat on the bar. Didn’t even touch her. He
became a black blur as he spun and launched out of his seat. One moment,
the scarred high blood had been trying to pull the warrior back, off the
stool, and the next, his hand was no longer attached to his wrist. Lorreth had
it in his hand. Ichor spurted and sprayed from the high blood’s wrist (now a
meaty stump). The high blood looked down, opened his mouth to scream,
and Lorreth jammed the male’s hand down his own throat, fingers first.

I staggered back into a stool, nearly losing my footing. “Holy fuck!
Lorreth!”

“What in all five hells is going on here?”

The music that had been playing when we’d entered stopped. Leaden
silence blanketed the tavern as everyone turned to look at the newcomer.
Taladaius stood by the tavern’s entrance. A dark figure in a cloak stood
beside him, angled toward the exit, their hood drawn up to conceal their
features.

Lorreth stiffened, a dark look forming on his face. He took a step toward
Taladaius, but the Lord of Midnight held up a hand, closing his eyes in
frustration. “Wait there, Lore. You’re covered in blood and not fit for polite
company.” Taladaius spoke quickly to the stranger in the cloak. Even with
my vastly improved hearing, I couldn’t make out a word. If I wasn’t
mistaken, a soundproof shield had temporarily gone up around the two of
them.

The cloaked stranger nodded and left without a backward glance,
leaving Taladaius standing in the tavern doorway. As always, his clothes
were immaculate, his silver hair was swept back, not a strand out of place,



but his eyes were wild, his nostrils flared, and his usual composure was
compromised. “When I heard you’d left the palace, I knew trouble would
find the two of you. But I didn’t think you’d be reckless enough to go
looking for it.”

“Lord.” Errigan—the other high blood had called the vampire behind the
bar by that name—lowered his head, averting his eyes from Taladaius. “I
didn’t expect you yet. We haven’t tallied the night’s tithing. Apologies. If
you give me a moment—"

“I don’t care about the tithe, Errigan. I care about the pool of rapidly
growing blood on my tavern floor, and the fact that one of my regulars is
currently choking on his own hand. Care to explain what’s going on here?”

My tavern floor? This place belonged to Taladaius?

My sire looked fit to burst a blood vessel as he stepped over the pool of
blood and planted his hands against the bar top. “Well?”

“The male was causing trouble,” Errigan muttered.

Taladaius squinted sidelong at Lorreth. “Is that true?”

“Yes.”

“God—" He let out a frustrated huff. “Can’t you even pretend to lie, for
pity’s sake?”

“That’s not how being Oath Bound works, Tal. You must have
forgotten.”

For a split second, the echo of sorrow coming from Taladaius faltered, a
spike of something that felt a lot like hurt assuming its place. It was gone
just as quickly as it had come.

“We only came to get a drink,” Lorreth continued. “But this one
wouldn’t let up about a six-hundred-year-old debt.”

“What?” Tal looked like he was at his wit’s end.

“I know. Ridiculous,” said Lorreth, completely missing the fact that
Taladaius was frustrated with him.

“All right. Errigan, bring me the ledger. And once you’ve done that,
bring them the wine they wanted. Sinners have mercy.”

“But, Lord—"

“Do it, Errigan.”

The high blood grew even paler. With his eyes glued to the floor, he
disappeared through a doorway into the back of the tavern. Taladaius turned
to the two high bloods who had attempted to intervene on Errigan’s behalf,



sighing as the one with the scar held up the dismembered hand that he had
managed to dislodge from his mouth.

“This demands reparation, Lord. Like for like. A hand for a hand!” He
spat flecks of his own black blood when he spoke.

“Come now, Anterrin. A hand for a hand is hardly like for like. Yours
will grow back,” Taladaius argued.

“In a month or more! How am I supposed to do anything like this?” He
waved his dismembered hand in the air.

Against all good judgment that I knew he possessed, Lorreth laughed.
“When it grows back all tiny like, at least it’ll be in better proportion when
you wrap it around your cock.”

“Enough!” Taladaius hadn’t shouted before. Not even when Ereth
attacked me on the dais and Fisher had cut him down. His hands were
clenched into fists when Errigan returned with a large, dusty ledger,
slamming it down onto the bar. “How much coin will you lose while the
hand regrows?” Taladaius asked.

The high blood, Anterrin, considered. “A hundred crona a day.”

The Lord let out an exasperated sound. “You’re a gatekeeper, Anterrin.
At best, you make ten crona a day. I’ll give you that, though I should halve
it for the lie. Come back for the money tomorrow. Errigan will have it ready
for you. Khol, get your brother out of here now before he says something
stupid and winds up losing his other hand as well.”

The two high bloods left, casting venomous glances back over their
shoulders as they exited the tavern. As soon as they were gone, Taladaius
turned and cracked open the dusty ledger. “Show me the record of this
debt,” he ordered.

Errigan leafed through the pages from the other side of the bar, craning
his neck around until he found it. “There, Lord.” He tapped the middle of
the page with that creepily long fingernail.

Taladaius looked down at the ledger entry, then looked back up at the
high blood. “Eight thousand crona, Errigan? For a bottle of wine and a
repair to a table?”

“Compounding interest, Lord! The Faeling left the debt unpaid for
centuries!”

Wearily, Taladaius picked up the quill Errigan had brought along with
the ledger and drew an impressively straight line through the entry.



“Lord!” Errigan looked set to faint. “I owned this place for eight
hundred years and I never once forgave a debt!”

My sire snapped the ledger closed and shoved it across the bar toward
the other vampire. “And you sold the place to me fifty years ago, along with
all its debt, and now I have forgiven one of them. That’s the end of it. Get
him the wine,” he commanded. “On the house. And you?” he said, taking
me by the arm. “You’re coming with me. I need to talk with you.”
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“WHO WAS YOUR friend?”

Taladaius slammed the door to his office closed behind us, growling
with frustration. “None of your business.”

I hadn’t expected him to tell me, but I’d still figured it was worth asking.
“I didn’t have you pegged as a tavern owner, Taladaius. There’s an awful lot
of fucking and feeding going on out there, y’know.”

I went to pick up the obsidian crow’s head paperweight from the
vampire’s extraordinarily tidy desk, but he slapped my hand away from it,
growling irritably. “Oh really? I hadn’t noticed. Where is your mate?”

I did a three-sixty, taking in the artwork on the walls and his shelves and
shelves of books. He had quite the collection. It smelled good in here —like
dry paper and earth, warm vanilla and chocolate. Comforting. “Oh, I don’t
know,” I said in a singsong voice. “Nowhere in this realm that I could really
pinpoint right now.”

Taladaius stared at me blankly.

“Do you not need to blink? I need to, but maybe that’s my half-Fae
side.”

Very slowly, he closed his eyes and left them that way. “7ell me he
hasn’t gone through the quicksilver again.”



I sat down in the chair on the other side of his desk, studying him quietly
for a moment. Again, I went to pick up the crow’s head, but when I reached
for it, a rope of fire lashed up my arm. I was wearing my gloves—the God
Bindings were still best hidden from prying eyes for the time being—but
light spilled out of the bottom of the leather cuff, washing up my arm.

Ow.

My hand shook violently. I shoved it into my armpit, pinning it against
my side, screwing my eyes shut as [ waited for the pain to pass.

“Saeris? What’s wrong?”

I dropped my hand into my lap. The light seeping out of my glove was
no longer visible, but the pain was still breathtaking. “Nothing. I'm fine.”
Wow, I needed to find a Sanasrothian actors’ troupe and start auditioning for
parts; I really sounded like I was telling the truth.

Despite my plausible performance, I could tell that Taladaius wasn’t
convinced. Not that he contradicted me. “If Kingfisher isn’t in Yvelia right
now, I need to know.”

I slumped back into the chair. “You do?”

“Yes! The entire Blood Court knows what Fisher is capable of. He
reminded them when he scythed Ereth down like he was a stalk of brittle
wheat in the Hall of Tears. Which, by the way, is causing all kinds of
headaches for me. There can’t be four Lords of Midnight, Saeris. There
have to be five, which means that a vote now has to be organized...” He
stopped himself, huffing. “Never mind that. Look, people are too scared to
act against you while Fisher’s around. They’ll be willing to try their luck if
they think you’re weak or unprotected. We need to post extra guards at your
rooms.”

“Do not post extra guards.” Pain shot up my arm like liquid lightning,
pooling in my shoulder. I tried not to flinch. “If you don’t want me to look
weak, you should remove the guard detail that’s already assigned to my
rooms. My edict prevents them from stepping out of line, anyway.”

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

I wanted to scream.

My runes were burning through my skin again, all the way down to the
bone.



“Mm,” Taladaius said, drumming his fingers along the edge of his desk.
“Maybe you’re right. Let’s think about it a moment. In the meantime, why
are you hiding your hand down there?”

“I’m not hiding my hand.” But I was. I had it tucked between my knees
under his desk, and I was pressing it between my thighs in the vain hope
that that might make the pain go away.

“Saeris. I'm going to let you off because you’re new to all of this, but a
vampire can’t lie to its maker. A blue aura comes off you when you try. The
stronger the aura, the bigger the lie, and right now, you’re lighting up my
office like a torch. But even if you weren’t, I can feel that you’re in pain. A
lot of pain. Tell me what’s going on.”

Every now and then, I had gotten sick in the Third. After my mother was
killed, there had been no one to tend to me while I was ill. Hayden was too
young and irresponsible to rely on, and anyway, it was my job to look after
him, not the other way around. It hadn’t felt right, asking Elroy for help. He
had already given me work and offered what protection he could from
Madra’s guardians, so asking for anything else had felt like too much. So |
had been alone. I had shivered my way through fevers without an arm
around my shoulder or any words to comfort me. I had told myself I didn’t
need the help, because I couldn’t have it, and what was the point of craving
something that would never come? I had convinced myself so thoroughly of
this—that I was strong, that I was all I needed, that I didn’t want anyone
else’s concern—that now it made me feel like crawling out of my own skin
when anyone showed the slightest bit of care for me.

But apparently it was impossible to lie to Taladaius, so I didn’t have
much choice but to tell him the truth.

“My marks,” I said. “They keep flaring.” It was the only way to describe
it. “I can feel this pressure building inside of me. All the time. And
sometimes, it... it swells. It feels like it wants to burst out of my skin. And
then it just... goes away.”

My maker looked down at my hands. “Take off the gloves. Show me.”

Absolutely no part of me wanted to do that. But I did it. I was too tired.
Tired of putting up the front. Tired of telling myself I had to deal with
everything by myself, when, for the first time since my mother died, I had
people again. I wasn’t alone anymore.

I showed him my hands. Taladaius didn’t react when he saw the



blackened skin around my runes. Nor did he comment about the fact that
they were still glowing, or that they had nearly corroded their way through
my skin and hit bone. He twisted his ring of office around his index finger,
spinning it so that the warm citrine-colored stone at its center caught the
light while he inspected my runes, and his calm confidence and lack of
panic eased my own.

I told him about the visit with Everlayne that had unexpectedly turned
into a visit with Edina. I described what had happened with my runes then
and told him what Edina had said about my Alchemist’s runes being
unsealed. I even told him about Edina’s warning that I needed to find her
book in the libraries at Cahlish. After all, she’d told me not to breathe a
word of it to Fisher, but she hadn’t said anything about enlisting the help of
a vampire lord. When I was done, Taladaius mulled the information I had
given him over, his storm-gray eyes distant. Eventually, he said, “And she
spoke to you? Edina? She had an actual conversation with you?”

I nodded. “I mean, it was stilted. She seemed like she was struggling to
speak, but yes.”

“She wasn’t repeating phrases? It didn’t seem like she was talking to
someone who wasn’t there?”

“No. It wasn’t like that. She was definitely talking to me. She called me
by name.”

Taladaius rocked back, balancing his chair on two legs. He whistled.
“Well, that’s troubling.”

“The whole thing was troubling, Taladaius.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. But I mean... there are plenty of shades in this
realm. They’re echoes. Trapped memories a person leaves behind when
they die. It often signifies a horrific death, but at least the person’s soul
moves on. Shades aren’t capable of thought, though. They can’t have
conversations with people.”

“Okay?”

“So that means that the entity that puppeted Everlayne’s body wasn’t an
echo of Fisher’s mother. It was Fisher’s mother.”

“No, that can’t be the case. That would mean that her soul has been here
ever since she died. Trapped.”

“Right. But not trapped. As far as I know, Edina never gave away a
piece of her soul like Fisher did when he saved that idiot out there,” he said,



jerking his chin back toward the bar. “She wouldn’t have been tethered to
anyone on this side of the veil, which means that she stayed by sheer force
of will alone. And that...” He slowly shook his head. “I don’t know what
that would have done to a person’s soul, but it wouldn’t have been good. It
would have been torture.”

Fisher had been very careful not to let his emotions show when I’d told
him that I’d spoken to Edina. His face had remained blank, but he’d known
all of this. He’d chosen not to say anything about it, and I knew why. I’d
been so worried about my unsealed runes...

Which, once again, were completely fine now. The pain had started to
diminish while I was explaining everything to Taladaius. My hands didn’t
hurt at all, and my skin wasn’t peeling or burnt anymore, either. My maker
noted as much when he looked down and saw them. “That’s a neat trick,
Alchemist.”

“You think so? I'm a little less impressed by it than you are, I think.”

“Perhaps you’re just looking at it the wrong way.”

“Enlighten me. How should 1 be looking at burning runes and
excruciating pain?” From where I was sitting, I had yet to find a silver
lining to the situation.

“Well. The way your runes smoldered would indicate that you have
access to elemental fire magic. Once harnessed, that will be incredibly
useful, no? And the fact that your hands are healed now, after the damage I
just witnessed, implies that you also have regenerative magic. Physical
magic. Power over the body. At some point, you might be able to heal
others with your abilities. Yet another thread that connects you to your
Alchemist heritage. These things that are happening to your body can all be
seen as signs of positive things to come.”

“Signs won’t do me much good if I can’t access the magic, Taladaius.
They won’t do much good if these powers keep pouring into me and I
explode and kill everybody in a forty-mile radius.”

My maker snorted. “If that did happen, the blast zone would be more
than forty miles. You’d probably destroy half of Yvelia. In fact, that much
magic being unmade by itself would probably trigger a chain reaction that
would unmake all magic. Everywhere. The whole realm would probably be
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“You’re. Not. Helping.”



He had the decency to look contrite. “You’re right. ’'m sorry. I do want
to help. I think I might be able to as well. But first, there was something I
wanted to talk to you about, Saeris. Something important.”

I let my head thump against the back of my chair. “Let’s hear it.”

He didn’t seem overly pleased by my lack of enthusiasm. “I’m not sure
if you’re aware of this, but you’re only the second person I’ve sired.” He
waited, watching me. Expecting me to react somehow?

“Okay.”

“I saved the life of another, a very long time ago. I'm glad I saved him,
and I’m glad I saved you, too. But...”

“But you never wanted children,” I offered. “Is that even an appropriate
term for what I am to you?” The term felt weird.

Taladaius smiled. “Hmm. Yes and no. The relationship between maker
and made could be compared to that of parent and offspring, I suppose. So,
yes,” he said, observing me with steady eyes. “To use your analogy, I’ve
never wanted children. It isn’t my path. So, while I am happy to have
prevented your true death, I find myself conflicted. I made you. Most high
bloods don’t care about the ramifications of that act, but to me, it is a grave
responsibility...” He trailed off, smiling softly. “Pardon the pun. You are in
this position, in part, because of me. It’s my duty to make sure that you
understand what it is to be a member of this court. It’s incumbent on me to
make sure you’re equipped to survive this place, too.

“For most people, the adjustment from their old existence to the new is
more than they can handle. Without guidance, it’s easy to make poor
choices here. There are many roads to take in Ammontraieth, and nearly all
of them lead to hell. But things are different for you, Saeris. You aren’t a
full-blooded vampire. Your thirst doesn’t rage the way it does with the
newly turned. You don’t need blood. And while you might not know the
rules and restrictions of our court, you find yourself in the unique position
of not being bound by any of them.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Perks of
being queen. With all that said, I wanted to speak with you about... well,
about Fisher. Your bond with him is unique. My own relationship with him
1s...”

“Complicated?”

He nodded. “I’ve found myself in a position where I’ve held power over
him of late. In Gillethrye...” His eyes took on a distant, glazed look. “Let’s



just say, Gillethrye was no fun for me, either. I would never have stepped
foot into that maze if I’d had my way, but... I suppose it was better that
Malcolm did send me there in some ways.” Taladaius stared down at his
hands for a moment, still lost in his thoughts. “Anyway. You’re God-Bound
with Fisher. And right now, you’re bound to me, too. I don’t want to hurt
Fisher by having any sort of power over his mate. And I definitely don’t
want your rule over this court undermined by continual accusations from
the other Lords of Midnight, claiming that you’re my puppet. So, my
question to you, Saeris, is this: Would it offend you very badly”—he
winced—“if I publicly disavowed you and severed our bond?”

I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Gods alive, Taladaius!”

His eyes went wide. “What?”

“I thought you were trying to break some horrific news to me. I thought
someone was dead.”

“So, you don’t mind, then? About being disavowed?”

“No, of course I don’t mind. I agree with you on all fronts. And I’ve got
to be honest, being able to sense you sometimes is pretty confusing. It
doesn’t seem right that I have a front row seat to your emotions. But!” I cut
him off before he could speak. “If you want this thing of me, I’'m afraid I’'m
going to have to ask for something in return.”

A wary tightness formed at the corners of his storm-gray eyes. “Which
1s?”

“Presiding over this place is beyond me. I have no experience of ruling
over a court and no desire to learn, either. I need someone to cover for me
and act on my behalf when I’m in Cahlish. In general, really. I need that to
be you.”

Taladaius was already shaking his head. “The optics—"

“I don’t give a fuck about optics. You were Malcolm’s second in
command. He trusted you with the position, so the court can hardly criticize
me for doing the same.”

He couldn’t really argue with that. No one could, which was specifically
why I’d made the decision. Taladaius groped for something to say but then
gave up, shaking his head. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

“Yes.”

“All right, then. So be it. I’ll go ahead and make the arrangements on
both counts, then. As far as the disavowment goes, it’s a simple rite, but we



should make a spectacle out of it. I'm sorry,” he said. “I know you’re not
one for grand scenes. Believe me, I’'m not, either. But we have to sell it to
make the high bloods believe it, and that will unfortunately require some...
theatrics.”

Great. Just what I needed. Even so, I said, “If you think it’s important,
then I trust you.” And I realized that I did. There were long years of history
between the vampire sitting opposite me and the members of the Lupo
Proelia. The air was thick with tension whenever anyone even mentioned
his name back at Cahlish. There was so much I didn’t know when it came to
their relationship with Taladaius, but at the end of the day, I could only go
by my own experiences with him.

I knew that he had saved my life.

I knew that he was sad.

I knew that I believed him when he said this disavowment was for the
best, and honestly, I had hated the idea of sharing such an intimate
connection with anyone other than my mate since the second I had woken
up. What Taladaius was offering me was a kindness.

I stood up and held out my hand to him. “All right, then. Disavowed it
1s. No more maker and made bullshit for us.”

The tide of Taladaius’s sadness broke for a moment, and I felt his relief
rushing in. He accepted my hand and shook it. “No more maker and made
bullshit,” he agreed. “But how about... friends?”

I grinned, because the vampire who had saved me, who was at least
fifteen hundred years older than me and had half of Ammontraieth pissing
in their pants whenever he walked lest he turn their blood to smoke,
actually seemed nervous. “I think I'd like that.”

At that, he returned my grin. “In that case, you’d better call me Tal.”
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SILVER CITY

KINGFISHER

1 WAS READY for the bloodshed.

Carrion Swift was not.

Scores of iron-tipped arrows tinged off the heavy shield I held in front of
us as we emerged from the quicksilver. The sliver of metal that still clung to
the rim of my iris cackled with delight as Swift let out a panicked yelp and
grabbed hold of my leather backplate, almost unbalancing both of us and
sending us back into the pool.

The Smart Mouth is not so smart now, it purred. The Smart Mouth
sounds stupid.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit! We are definitely going to die.”

“You’re choking me, Carrion. Let go so I can move!”

The smuggler relinquished his hold on my armor. He staggered to the
left, taking up position where I’d told him I would need him to stand earlier.
We hadn’t had much time to make plans, so I’d made it very simple: “Stand
right there, behind me, on my left. Follow me no matter what.”

This had been much, much easier the last time. Madra’s guardians
hadn’t expected anyone to come bursting out of the quicksilver then. There
had been only eight or so archers, and while that had been annoying, I'd
overcome them quickly. Now, there was a whole unit of archers firing on us.



And just to round things out so very nicely, I was also babysitting a jackass
who was struggling not to trip over his own fucking feet.

The heat in the air hit me like a physical blow.

I ground my teeth together, throwing my shoulder into the shield, and I
pushed forward. The second we’d made it out of the pool and the soles of
my boots had hit the sandstone floor, I threw the world into darkness.

“My eyes!”

“I can’t see!”

“Where are they? Keep firing!”

Cries went up throughout the Hall of Mirrors. My shadows filled the
huge hall from floor to ceiling; the air hummed with my magic, blotting out
the light, and suddenly, it didn’t matter that Madra had assigned an entire
unit to guard the quicksilver pool. Her men were human, and humans
couldn’t see in the dark. One of their many flaws.

In fairness, the Fae couldn’t see when my shadows flooded their vision,
either. I'd warned Carrion of this before we’d entered the pool and had told
him what to expect.

There would be shouting. There would be large-scale panic. There
would be a lot of scrambling... and then the dying would start.

To my eyes, the room was in monochrome, the chaos unfolding before
me in different tones of gray. Guardians fumbled around in their
cumbersome armor, crashing into one another. Those who fell to the ground
were taken out by their inability to find their own feet again. Archers shot at
each other in the dark. Arrows cut through the air, aimed high, aimed at
pillars, aimed at anywhere but us. I made sure of that.

It didn’t take much. A gentle nudge here. A little tap there. Bowstrings
snapped. Guardians went down screaming, shot by their own friends. I led
the way through the melee, deflecting any stray arrows that chanced to sail
in our direction, and all the while, Carrion yammered away in my ear.

“What’s happening? What can you see?”

“Be quiet.”

“What’s that smell?”

“How the fuck should 7 know?”

“Ow! Oh, oh shit, I’'m standing on something soft.”

“Pick up your fucking feet!”

“Fisher? Fisher. Are we nearly at the door? Ow, what the hell was that?



Something hit my arm really hard.”

“It was my fist. Now shut. The fuck. Up.”

We reached the door in one piece, which I was less than thrilled about. If
Carrion had taken an iron-tipped arrow to the ass cheek, that would have
definitely shut him up. Trouble was, it would have shut him up for good,
and Saeris would not have been happy about that.

For whatever reason, my mate didn’t seem to want the smuggler dead,
and I had no choice but to let him live as a result. Worse, I had to protect
him now, and holy gods, wasn’t that just a kicker? I shoved him ahead of
me as soon as we were through the door that led out of the Hall of Mirrors
and into Madra’s palace. We didn’t need those gold-clad idiots busting
down the door as soon as they realized we weren’t inside the hall with them
anymore, so I urged a wisp of shadows into the lock and ordered them to
stay. The keyhole would no longer accept its key. For a time, at least. The
door itself was already triple reinforced, from what I remembered of it from
my first visit, and there was no way they’d be able to kick it down. Not until
we were long gone.

It was the middle of the night, but the long hallway ahead was washed in
brilliant sunlight. Sunslight, I thought, correcting myself. I would never get
over the fact that Zilvaren had two su—

What in all the gods’ names...

The smuggler was standing frozen in the middle of the hall with his
hands outstretched, knees bent, ass sticking out like he’d shit himself.

“Why the fuck are your eyes closed?” I demanded.

Carrion cracked one eye open, looking up at me. As soon as he realized
we were on the other side of the door, he exhaled, standing up straight,
brushing himself off. “I don’t know! It was weird, not being able to see
anything. Closing them helped.”

He was the strangest male. “Okay. Sure. That makes perfect sense,” I
said.

“All right. No need for that tone. I’d probably have felt a little braver if
I’d had Simon with me.”

Lorreth had called his god sword Avisiéth. A fine, strong name for a
sword. Carrion had called his Simon. Maybe that name meant something
impressive in Zilvaren, but as far as I had been able to glean thus far, it did
not. “For the last time, we could not bring two fucking god swords back



into this realm. If Madra got a hold of one of them —"

“I know, I know.” He waved me off, pulling a face. “She could have
used one of them to still the quicksilver again.”

“I don’t like being here without my sword any more than you do. Trust
me. But I am not getting trapped in this hellhole. Now come on. We need to
move.” I didn’t give him the opportunity to say anything else. I set off
running down the hall, and to his credit, the smuggler kept up.

We passed door after door. Sweat trickled between my shoulder blades
as [ pumped my arms, pushing harder.

Ten.

Nine.

“Wait,” Carrion panted.

Eight.

“The plan. Why didn’t you tell me what came after the hall?”

Seven.

“Because I knew... you wouldn’t like it,” I grunted.

Six.

Five.

“Fisher?”

Four.

“Fisher, why are we sprinting straight for that window?”

Three.

He started to slow, but I grabbed him by the back of the armor Renfis
had lent him, and I held on tight.

Two.

“Pick up your fucking feet, Your Highness,” I snarled.

One.

I threw him out of the window.

Howling, dry wind ripped at my clothes as I launched out of the damned
thing after him.

“Fuck you, Fisher!” Even hurtling toward the ground at a rate of knots,
the smuggler still didn’t shut up.

I reached for Carrion and a rope made of smoke and flashing black sand
erupted from my hand, zipping through the air and lashing around the
male’s ankles.

Below, the tops of faded red tents rushed up to greet us. Grains of sand



stung my eyes, but I kept them open so I could judge when to act.

The fall was easy.

Quick.

Sixty feet from the ground, I reached for my secondary magic and
prayed that it answered. It was fickle and often off wandering when I called.
Luck was on my side today, though. I pictured a vast net stretching across
the wide street below, and the crosshatched rope began to lash and twine
across the gap.

It anchored to the roof of the building on the left. One corner of it
anchored to the building on the right—

Shit.

Carrion hit the net. The rope sagged in the middle, cushioning his
weight. By the time I landed after him, the anchor point on the roof of the
right building was hanging on by a thread.

It snapped.

I fell straight through the netting, through the canopy of the bleached red
tent beneath it, and landed with a hard “Ooof!” on something very
uncomfortable.

The sound of rotten, creaking wood reached my ears, and a second later
I was deposited unceremoniously onto blistering hot sand. Stale bread rolls
thumped down on top of me.

Swift appeared in my field of view, his auburn hair backlit and glowing
like a sunset on fire. “That was not okay,” he said in a flat tone.

I blinked sand out of my eyes. “Ahh, quiet. I broke your fall, didn’t 1?7”

“My cart! Bastards! You’ve destroyed my—" The shout cut off when the
old woman took in the two miscreants who had destroyed her property.
Carrion had lived in Zilvaren for lifetimes, but he had done so as one of
them. Glamored. He’d been tall and broad for a human, but now he was
hovering near seven feet and possessed the pointed ears of the Fae. As for
me? I was a sight taller than Swift. Significantly better-looking, too, but that
was beside the point. I flashed my canines at the sunburnt woman, giving
her a broad smile.

“Apologies, madam. We had a little argument with gravity. Looks like
gravity won.”

I acted fast. It would have been smarter to glamor us as soon as we’d left
the Hall of Mirrors, but there hadn’t been time. I dove deep into my magic



and cast it over myself and the smuggler, the change taking effect in the
blink of an eye. I didn’t feel any different, per se, but the layer of illusion
clung close to my body like a second skin—an itchy one that I immediately
wanted to shed. When I looked at Carrion, he was shorter again. Rounded
ears. Shoulders narrower. Stubby, ineffective teeth. He looked human. I
tried not to think about what I looked like, masquerading as one of them...

The stall owner righted her lopsided hat, rubbing her forehead. Was she
about to pass out? She had just seen us morph from Fae to human, which
accounted for the confusion on her face.

“Hah. Looks like gravity won. That was almost funny,” Carrion groused.
He thrust out his hand, offering to help me up. Loath as I was, I accepted;
my ribs were on fire, and I was so caught up in the debris I'd made of the
woman’s bread cart that I kind of needed the help. The smuggler looked far
too pleased with himself as he hauled me to my feet. “Where to now?” he
asked.

“You tell me. The whole point of you coming back to Zilvaren was
because you know this city. Better than anyone, you said.”

“And that’s true,” Carrion snapped back. “But I need to know what you
want to take care of first. The silver, the infected feeders, or the brother?”

“There! Down in the square!”

Through the gigantic hole we’d ripped in the tent’s canopy, we could see
three guardians leaning out of the window high above, peering down onto
the street. They’d already spotted us. It wouldn’t be long before they were
on top of us.

“The silver,” I answered. “We’ll take care of the silver first. Now let’s
move.”

-~

L 4

“You’re too pale,” Carrion hissed. He charged headfirst through a network
of winding side streets, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the tops of his
boots. I followed, hand resting on the hilt of the dagger at my hip.

“What do you mean, foo pale?”

“I mean, even the dead in Zilvaren have more color in their cheeks than
you do. The suns are pretty intense here. Everyone’s burned or tanned, or



both. You look like you’ve lived underground all your life. It’s making
people stare.”

I glanced around and saw that he was right. People were staring. “And?”

“And it would be better if we went unnoticed right now. We don’t fit in
here as it is.”

“I’ve already glamored us. I can’t do any more than that. My magic
needs time to replenish.”

Carrion’s pace slowed a fraction. “Replenish? What does that mean?”

“It means to refill, refuel, re—""

“Saints and martyrs, do you have to be so literal? I know what the word
means. [ want to know why your magic needs to replenish.”

I bit back a sigh, eyeing the crowd from deep inside my drawn-up hood.
“I’m not Zilvaren-born, Carrion. My magic isn’t of this place. I can’t draw
from it as freely as I would back in Yvelia. We’re lucky I can draw from it
at all. There are realms and worlds amid the void of this universe that are
entirely barren of magic. If a seed of magic didn’t still cling for purchase
somewhere within the bowels of this miserable place, I’d be completely cut
off from my gifts. I just exhausted a good portion of the magic available to
me back in the hall. It’ll be a while before I have full access to my magic
again. Glamoring us might not demand much of my resources, but that
doesn’t mean I’'m going to sacrifice precious energy by giving myself a
fucking tan.”

Carrion didn’t say anything for a beat. But then a thought occurred to
him. “If you exhaust all of your magic, you’ll be as powerless as me, then?”

I scoffed at that. “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. I'll still know how
to hold a fucking sword.”

“All right. There’s no need to be rude about it. Can you—Ilook, can you
just stop scowling at people? This is the Hub. Zilvaren’s elite live here.
Everybody knows everybody, and we do not look like we belong to the
city’s rich and well-to-do. If you keep glowering like that, they’re definitely
going to notice us.”

“This 1s the nice part of the city?”

“Believe it or not, yes. Quickly, we’re going this way.” Carrion squinted
up and down the street before darting down a side alley. I grumbled,
following, not liking any of this one bit.

We had three days until Saeris awoke the quicksilver again, though.



There was a lot to be accomplished in that time, and Carrion’s knowledge
of Zilvaren was already paying off. He seemed to know where he was
going. Or... wait a minute. “We’re heading away from the palace, Swift. Do
you know of some secret way into the treasury?”

Rats skittered out of narrow gaps between the buildings, screeching as
they bolted away from us. There was nothing back here but a few ancient-
looking sandstone houses that looked like they would crumble with the
smallest shove.

“We’re not going to the treasury,” Carrion said, forging ahead toward the
end of the alley.

He was joking. Had to be. “Say that again?”

“Madra stripped this whole city of all metal, precious and otherwise, a
long time ago. She’s paranoid as hell about people having access to it. So
what do you think her treasury is going to be like, Kingfisher? Is she likely
to store all of her metals in the kind of place that would be easy to break
into? Or is she going to put them someplace not even the gods themselves
would be able to access?”

We had reached the end of the alleyway. “Your point?”

“No one has ever broken into Madra’s treasury. No one even knows
where it is. And believe me, I spent a good part of the last thousand years
trying to figure that out myself. We don’t have time to solve that mystery
right now, so I’'m taking you to the next best source of silver I can think of.”
He cut me a roguish grin. “The Brigand’s Bank.”

“Why am I not surprised that you have an account at a place called the
Brigand’s Bank?”

“Oh, I don’t have an account, Lord Cahlish.” He winked at me. “I own
it.”

He arced his boot over the ground between us, sweeping back waves of
sand to reveal a worn wooden hatch with no handle beneath. The bastard
was unbearably smug as he squatted down and pressed his palm against the
splintered wood. I heard the inner workings of a lock being opened from the
other side, and then the small hatch popped up just enough for Carrion to
wedge his fingers into the gap and lift it open.

An act of small magic.

I shouldn’t have been surprised that he was capable of such things. Even
uneducated and untrained in his powers, Carrion must have noticed he



could do things that other people couldn’t. The Daianthus line possessed
more magic than many of the other houses in Yvelia.

“That smells like a sewer,” I observed, peering into the dark hole.

Swift laughed. “It does. But you’ll be relieved to know that this is
actually how the Hub’s supply of clean water is delivered. Delightful,
right?”

-~

L 4

Zilvaren was an ancient city. It had existed long before Madra ascended to
the throne. A feat of engineering, it had once been the seat of a council of
magic users. Laws had been passed here. There had been hanging gardens,
and beautiful water fountains large enough for the city’s children to play in.
The history of this place was well documented in Yvelia. It had always been
circular, shaped like a wheel, yes, but it was Madra who had segregated it
into wards. The huge walls that divided Zilvaren—and its people—sank
deep underground. When you wanted to build high on an unstable
foundation, you had no choice but to dig deep for purchase. The dank
tunnels Carrion guided us through were tall enough for a man to stand at his
full height, but not a Fae male. I habitually ducked my head along most of
the route, forgetting I was shorter than normal. Whenever we hit one of the
walls’ buttresses —Carrion using magic I hadn’t known he possessed to
open heavy wooden doors in the meter-thick stonework—we did have to
double over to make it through the gap.

Carrion had found a torch that he’d apparently left at the tunnel entrance
for this exact purpose. Its orange glow threw a halo of light up the walls and
gave off just enough light for us to see by as we sloshed through the ankle-
deep water.

The smell had gone from unpleasant to downright foul as we’d passed
beneath one ward, then another, then another. I had smelled fields of corpses
after a battle that were less offensive than these tunnels. I started breathing
through my mouth after the fourth door we passed through... and then
quickly reverted back to inhaling through my nose. Breathing through my
mouth meant I could zaste it.

“I admit, this was a whole lot less disgusting when I was glamored



before,” Carrion groaned. “You might have changed the way I looked, but I
think I retained my Fae sense of smell this time around.”

I kept my mouth shut and glowered at the back of his head.

Eventually, he announced that we had come far enough and gestured to
yet another wooden hatch overhead. “I can’t reach it. There’s nothing for
me to stand on,” he said. “You’re gonna have to let me boost up on your
shoulder.”

“No.”

“All right, then, you boost yourself up on my shoulder. Either way, one
of us has to get up there, and unless you can grow your arms or
something...”

“For fuck’s sake.” I made a cradle for his boot out of my hands. “Just get
it over with already.”

The next few minutes were very annoying. I had Swift’s ass in my face
for at least thirty seconds, which were thirty seconds I would have to
remember to blot from my memory once all of this was done. Then I had to
help push him out of the fucking hole. And then I had to jump up and grab
the sides of the hatch and pull myself up anyway because he couldn’t find
anything long enough to lower down and pull me up.

Useless.

The light from the twin suns had somehow gotten stronger while we’d
been navigating the tunnels. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the
brightness as I stretched my back and brushed off my leathers.

Carrion sat on top of a low, crumbling wall, watching me with that
telltale glimmer in his eyes that meant he was about to say something that
would make my blood boil. And sure enough...

“Y’know, I’ve just realized something.”

“What?”

“You are completely at my disposal right now, aren’t you. This next step
in our plan relies entirely on me taking us somewhere and securing us an
inordinate amount of silver. Which I think is probably worth something,
no?”

“No.”

“And that got me to thinking that I could probably leverage the deep
gratitude you must be feeling toward me right now by suggesting that we go
and visit an old haunt of mine along the way.”



“We don’t have time, Carrion.”

“I beg to differ. It should take us no more than a couple of hours to load
up with the silver. Once we’ve done that, we’ll have to wait until tomorrow
to go and fetch Hayden, anyway.”

“You could just point me in the direction of Saeris’s brother and go
about your business, Swift.”

Carrion looked off down the side street we had stepped into, the corners
of his mouth tugging down as he thought about this. The sight of his face
like that, in profile, stirred a long-dead memory from the archives of my
mind. A memory that was faded and moth-eaten at its corners.

The courtyard in front of the apartment back in Ballard.

My mother had been speaking with someone, and I had been tugging on
her skirts, pestering her for Bettell biscuits. In that gentle way of hers, she
had urged me to go and buy the biscuits for myself since I wasn’t a Faeling
anymore and had pressed a coin made of brass into my hands. A whole
crona. An old one, worth twice as much as the new ones among the right
circles. The piece of brass had been the most money I had ever held in my
hands back then. I had marveled at it, stroking its surface reverently as I'd
walked barefoot down the pathways of Ballard, on my way to Wendy’s to
spend my fortune.

The face stamped into the coin had been regal and proud.

The face of Rurik Daianthus.

It took me by surprise, in that moment, that Carrion Swift bore a striking
resemblance to his father.

He turned away from the street and looked back at me, his eyes clear
and sharp. “I know I’'m not very useful to anyone in Yvelia, Fisher. But I
want to be. And I can be useful in this. I told Saeris I'd help. I told her I"d
come back. So, no. I can’t just leave you.”

A pang of something spasmed in my chest, but I pushed it away, for
once annoyed with myself for letting the past work its way under my skin.
There was no denying it: Yes, Saeris had slept with the smuggler. But she
wasn’t sleeping with him now. And she was entitled to her past, as I was
entitled to mine. There was no sense regretting events that had helped form
us as beings. And she was my mate now. My mate. She was beautiful,
fierce, clever, independent, and strong. It made sense that even Carrion
Swift—a seasoned thief and well versed in the art of duplicity, by all



accounts—wanted to keep his word when he gave it to her. He was her
friend, much as it irked me. And I would accept that.

“All right.” I set my jaw, huffing unhappily. “Fine. Where is this old
haunt of yours?”

Swift leaped up from the wall, kicking up a cloud of powder-fine sand
when he landed on the ground. He clapped, crowing. “You are going to love
this place. They have this ale that, well, yes, it is distilled from rat urine, but

29

“Carrion!”

“I’m joking, I'm joking!” He held up his hands. Still grinning, he turned
and started walking up the alley. “Seriously. Can’t you tell when someone’s
joking, Fisher?”

'?,

—

L 4

The beer tasted so bad that I feared Carrion had not been joking. He was
putting it back so enthusiastically that I figured it wouldn’t kill me, though.
I sipped on the contents of my tankard, watching the humans as they came
in and out of the tavern. The woman behind the bar had recognized Carrion
immediately. She obviously knew him well, too, given that she warned him
to behave himself or else she would toss him out on his ass.

A line of questionable-looking individuals stopped by our table. They all
greeted the smuggler and asked him where he’d been, and Carrion came up
with a new—and even more unbelievable —excuse for his absence every
time. I hid my face in my beer, ignoring the stares from Swift’s compatriots.
Their curiosity had them loitering at the table for longer than felt polite as
they waited for Carrion to introduce his new friend, but Carrion was only
loosely acquainted with the universal rules of etiquette and tolerated the
awkward silence while he waited for them to leave without breaking a
sweat.

I, on the other hand, was sweating. My shirt was plastered to my back.
My hair was damp. It was hotter than the fifth level of hell in the tavern,
and the temperature showed no signs of abating anytime soon.

“I fucking hate it here,” I murmured into my cup.

Carrion huffed out a breath of laughter. “Ahh, the Third grows on you



after a while.”

I shot him an incredulous look. “Which part? The children starving in
the streets? Or is it the hot beer?”

“Isn’t beer supposed to be hot?”

“No. No, it is not.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that.” He shrugged, downing another huge
mouthful of his drink.

The magnanimous mood that had struck me earlier had fled a while
back, and now I was getting restless. I threw back what was left in my
tankard, wincing as I swallowed, and then slammed it down onto the table.
“We’re done here, Carrion. Time to go.”

“No, we’re not. We’re nowhere near done!” He looked like a Faeling
who’d been told he had to go home early from winter fair.

“I get that you’re popular. I'm sure it must be nice to see your very
interesting friends, Carrion, but we have things to take care of. I want to
leave this godscursed place and get back to my mate, and there is literally
nothing you can say that will change my mind on this. So let’s go.”

“Fisher, Fisher, whoa, whoa, whoa.” He grabbed my arm and yanked me
back down into my seat. “Okay, all right. So I might not have been one
hundred percent honest earlier back in the alley. I didn’t just feel like
stopping by here for a drink. I kind of had to come by Kala’s.”

Gods alive, this male. He was something else. “Explain.”

“Well, as I said before, I am the owner of the Brigand’s Bank. But I'm
the joint owner. I have a business partner. We have a vault where we store
our items—"’

“Contraband.”

“All right, yes. Our contraband.” He pulled a sour face at me. “The door
to that vault requires two keys to open it. I have one. Eric has the other. But
since I disappeared some time ago and he probably spent a long time
scouring the city for me and came up blank, I'm betting Eric employed the
services of a vault breaker and has subsequently gone to ground with our
goods.”

This was precisely the kind of nonsense I'd been expecting. I shoved the
table back so I could stand up.

“Wait, where are you going?”

I hoped my expression communicated my feelings effectively, because I



didn’t have the words. “I’'m going back to the palace. I’'m going to find
Madra’s treasury, even if I have to tear the palace down brick by brick. And
then I am going to find somewhere hopefully a little less hot to wait until
Saeris reopens the quicksilver. And then I am going home.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Carrion whispered loudly. “We just need to
wait for the vault breaker. Once he gets here, we’ll have him tell us where
Eric has taken our stuff and we’ll be in the clear. We’ll go and pick out what
we need, nice and quietlike. I keep the silver. Eric can keep the gold and all
the jewels. I get to help Yvelia. We find Hayden. We go home, and
everyone’s happy.”

I was going to have no teeth left by the end of this excursion; I would
have ground them all to dust. “So your plan is entirely contingent on this
vault breaker showing up here?”

“Yes. But he is going to show.”

“And how the hell can you know that?”

“Because he always comes here once his dealings are done for the
night.”

“How can you even tell what time it is?”

“There are clocks everywhere, Fisher. Look.” He pointed at a metal
prong jutting out of the wall over by the door. It was bathed in light and
casting a thin finger of shadow perpendicularly across the stonework.

“That isn’t a clock—"

Carrion jumped to his feet, nearly upending his beer in the process.
“Vorath! Vorath Shah!”

A man stood in the tavern doorway, half in, half out. His black hair was
wild, tinged with gray at his temples, sticking up in all directions. His dark
brown eyes rounded with surprise when he looked in our direction.

“Where d’you—no,” Carrion sputtered. “Don’t you do it. Don’t you
run!”

The man ran.

Carrion hurdled over the table, knocking both our beers over.

“Carrion fucking Swift! If that’s another of my tables broken because of
you!” hollered the woman behind the bar, but Carrion didn’t waste any time
checking the furniture. He was sprinting after the man in the sun-stained
shirt and dusty pants who had just fled the tavern without a backward
glance.



I had no business chasing vault breakers through the streets of Zilvaren.
And clearly that was who this Vorath Shah was. But I followed Carrion all
the same, because the vault breaker Vorath Shah hadn’t been looking at
Carrion when he’d bolted.

The stranger had been looking right at me.
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BLOOD IN THE MILK

SAERIS

Total known dead: 1,373
Total known infected: 1,665
Estimated infected landmass: 2,039 hectares

TAL DIDN'T BLINK as he led the way through the chaotic halls of
Ammontraieth.

The high bloods knelt for me, but it was him they shied away from,
averting their eyes—only natural, really, considering the male could boil the
blood in their veins with only a flick of his wrist. I'd watched it happen
during my coronation, when Ereth’s followers had tried to climb the steps to
the dais, and the horrific sight lingered with me even now. It made sense
that the members of the Blood Court feared the male.

The pale ghost of his reflection kept pace beside him in the obsidian
walls, the image of him so near perfect in the glassy black stonework that I
almost had trouble telling them apart. My doppelginger strode beside me,
too, gait confident, head held high. When my hands moved to the silver-
tipped daggers at my hips, her hands moved, too. When I turned to stare at
her, she stared coolly back at me, her face a mask of indifference, but I
recognized the weariness in her. There were shadows beneath her blue eyes.



We’d had news this evening. The kind of troubling news that caused
panic. Lorreth had procured a swift-winged hawk from somewhere and was
using it to trade messages with the temporary camp on the other side of the
mountain range. Every evening, they would update us with our losses and
an estimation of total land lost to the rot... and so far, the numbers were not
good.

Over thirteen hundred dead.

More infected.

Huge swaths of land blackened and dead.

Teams of warriors were riding out each morning, Danya among them.
They were cornering and dismembering as many of the infected feeders as
they could, but it wasn’t enough.

A tide of destruction was creeping across the land, and I was stuck here
at the Black Palace, shackled by a crown I didn’t want and a court of high
bloods who didn’t want me. It was a sacrifice that had to be made, though.
If I refused to lead the Blood Court, then another high blood would assume
the role, and that would be far, far worse...

The sound of our heels striking the polished floor echoed loudly as we
made our way deeper into the bowels of the palace. Lorreth was with
Carrion in the training hall, attempting to whip him into shape, and without
the warrior at my side to remind them of their manners, it seemed as though
the members of the Blood Court had taken to staring. Groups of high bloods
halted their hushed conversations, their eyes carving chunks out of me
before resentfully dropping to their knees as we passed.

“Ignore them,” Taladaius said, as we rounded a corner and found
ourselves alone. We stood at the foot of a long, steep flight of stairs that rose
into darkness. “The Blood Court is an archaic place. Its members are like
insects trapped in amber. Nothing changes here. We are predictable in our
cruelty. Predictable in our violence. It’s change that is feared most in a place
like this. They aren’t worried about you, per se. More... what you
represent.”

I hummed thoughtfully, glancing back in the direction of the well-
dressed vipers who had been sizing me up so openly. “I know I’ve given
you discretionary rule here, Tal. But I still have ultimate power over this
entire court. Have you thought that maybe they should be worried about
me?”



My maker—my new friend—hovered in place, foot placed on the first
step of the staircase, something dark and intrigued glittering in his pale gray
eyes. “I have found myself wondering that question, actually,” he mused.

“And?” A lot hinged on this moment. There was so much unspoken
between us. He had saved me and brought me here. He had placed the
crown on my head and given me this power... and he had never once asked
me what I intended to do with it. I was mated to an enemy of Sanasroth. I
had already decommissioned their army, as it were. At any moment, it was
within my purview to defang the entire court and bring the black spires of
Ammontraieth crashing down on all their heads.

Tal was more aware of this than anyone.

And yet he shrugged.

“I know you hope to save the high bloods who live here, Saeris. To
instill in them some kind of belated moral compass. I know you hope to
eradicate the horde and put them in the ground eventually, after you’ve
given the court some time to get used to the idea. Apart from that... I try not
to bother myself with the politics of regents, Your Highness.” His voice
held no emotion, but the slight bow he offered me gave the impression that
he was being very sarcastic. “I’m but a lowly Lord of Midnight. It would be
impertinent of me to second-guess the motives of our esteemed queen.”

I was puffing and clutching a stitch in my side by the time we reached
the top of the stairs. Five hundred and seventy-three steps. That’s how far
I’d gotten before I'd given up counting and focused on my breathing;
apparently, even half-vampires didn’t possess a bottomless well of energy.

“Why the hell... do you guys always insist on... making your libraries
so fucking... hard to get to?”

Tal wasn’t nearly as out of breath as me, but it was satisfying to see he
wasn’t totally unaffected by the climb. “It’s a Fae tradition, actually.
Malcolm rejected most of the old conventions when he realized what he had
become, but this was one he held to. Our elders considered knowledge a
sublime resource. They decided that the closer to the heavens a court’s
gathered knowledge could be housed, the better. There was also some
consideration for the idea that the harder you had to work for the knowledge
you were seeking, the more you had earned the right to benefit from it.
Hence...” He gestured to the fifteen-foot-tall lacquered doors in front of us.
They were black with panels brushed in gold leaf; twin hissing snakes cast



in gleaming gold made for door handles, fangs bared, tongues forking from
their open mouths.

Tal wrapped a hand around the snake closest to him, using it to pull the
door open. “This was once one of Malcolm’s favorite places in the palace.
He began to hate it after a while, though. He stopped coming, which made it
one of my favorite places.”

“Close that damned door! Do not let the cat out!” The croaky command
came from far away. Female? I wasn’t sure. The voice was too rough to tell.
Tal winced, ushering me into the library; he scanned the floor, presumably
watching for a cat that may or may not be trying to escape.

Once we were inside and the door was closed, the vampire visibly
relaxed.

The Ammontraieth library was beautiful. It wasn’t as large as the one at
the Winter Palace, and there was no glass dome overhead to display the
night sky, but that didn’t matter. All libraries contained magic. Even
libraries that didn’t specialize in such things. Because what was a book, if
not a portal into another realm, another time, another life even. But magic
hung thick in the air in this library. It was no one thing I could pinpoint. Not
the way the evenlight bathed the spines of the books that sat in the stacks.
Not the way the strange pale green fire that burned in the grate by the
windows seemed to flicker backward, or down, or... in on itself. And
certainly not the little birds that flitted and swooped through the air, buzzing
the top of Tal’s head as he approached the long table that ran the length of
the room.

“Oh. Oh, wow. Is that bird made of...” I squinted, trying to make sure I
wasn’t seeing things.

Tal snatched the tiny bird that was dive-bombing his head from out of
the air. He held it out for me to see. “Paper,” he said. “Folded to represent
one of Yvelia’s rare breeds. They’re called stargazers.”

The paper bird’s wings rustled as it tried to escape Tal’s grasp. It opened
and closed its beak, pecking at the vampire’s hand, clearly annoyed at
having been caught.

“It looks so real,” I whispered.

“It 1s real. It lives here, in the library, among the books. It lays its eggs.
It rears its young. It will die here one day.” The bird seemed to object to that
statement; it pecked the back of Tal’s hand even harder. The vampire tutted,



smiling softly as he raised the little stargazer up and opened his hand,
releasing it. It was gone in a flash of white, pinwheeling off into the stacks.

“There are hundreds and hundreds of them up there, nesting in the
rafters. They’ve been here for as long as anyone can remember. Over a
thousand years, probably. Someone folded mating pairs a long time ago and
gave them a spark of magic. They kept hold of that magic, and passed it on,
and passed it on again.”

“But... how?” It didn’t seem possible. “They’re just paper.”

Tal was solemn, letting his head hang as he pulled out a chair at the end
of the long reading table and slowly sat down. He stacked his hands on his
stomach, storm-gray gaze finding me at last. “Aren’t we just the same?
Made from the same material as the sea and the dirt and the sky? Folded
from the scraps of the gods and entrusted with a spark of magic that makes
us real?”

The statement rocked me a little. It undid me at the same time. “You
believe that we were made by the gods? Put here by them, as part of some
grand design?”

Taladaius snorted. “No, I don’t. I think that one day a magician folded
some paper and created these birds.” He let his head drop back, a small
smile twitching at the corners of his mouth as he watched the silent birds
swooping and wheeling high above our heads. “I think it took a curious
mind to combine the ingredients it took to make us, too. But that’s all.
Where any kind of life exists, magic proliferates, Saeris. We create all the
wonders of this realm just by being present to witness them, and it’s always
magic that lights the way. That is what I believe.”

“He speaks like he knows what he’s talking about,” a dry voice observed
from the shadows. It was the same voice that had demanded we close the
door.

Tal’s smile became rueful as he turned to face the female who hobbled
out of the stacks. She was stooped double, her back hunched, shoulders
hiked up around her ears. Deep wrinkles lined her face. The puff of hair
floating around her head was as white as the fresh snow that capped
Omnamerrin. I had only seen her once before, at my coronation.

Algat’s eyes were shrunken into her head, black and glassy as the
obsidian walls of the palace. They skipped over Taladaius as if she found
nothing of import where he was sitting and homed in on me with startling



intensity. Hobbling, she descended the stairs and crossed the library, then
gripped the back of a chair as, slowly and grumbling openly, she sank to her
knees in front of me. “What an honor this is, my queen,” she rasped. “A
visit from our new regent. And so finely dressed, too.”

She didn’t hide her sarcasm; it was an artless jab. My fighting leathers
were in poor taste, apparently. My boots were mud-spattered and worn. But
this was the Lord of Midnight who had made me feed from Fisher in front
of the entire court. She was also the one my mate had told me to be most
wary of. I didn’t give a flying fuck what she thought about my clothes or the
state of my boots. She was lucky I didn’t make her clean them while she
was down there.

She grinned up at me, displaying yellowed, blunt canines. “I knew you’d
find your way up here eventually. I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Is that so?” Ice hardened my words. I liked very little about the old
female. I especially didn’t like the way she eyed me as she scratched the
back of her hand.

“Indeed, indeed. Might I get up now, child? These old bones of mine
don’t like the draft down here.”

It would have been petty to say no. Reluctantly, I gave her a stiff nod.
“You may rise.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. You have my deepest gratitude.” The crone
didn’t even flinch as she popped up from the floor and sprang away,
suddenly as nimble as a newborn lamb. “As I was saying, I have been
waiting for your arrival. After all, you are hungry.”

The accusation made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. “No, I'm
not.”

“Oh, yes. Yes, you are. I feel your hunger beating like a pulse all the
time.”

“I don’t need to feed,” I told her in a clipped tone, but she shook her
head, her jowls wobbling.

“Not for blood, King Killer. For information. For home. For release.”
She cackled as she spoke that last word, like it was something lewd, to be
ashamed of. “I feel you hungering at all hours,” she continued. “Insatiable,
you are. Always wanting.”

I rounded on Tal. “This is what you brought me here for? This is how
you thought you were going to help me?”



The vampire splayed his hands wide, sighing. “Sometimes the medicine
tastes bad, Saeris.”

“How is she the medicine?”

“I am the Keeper of Records, child,” Algat sniffed. “I know them all
better than they know themselves. There are books within this room that
you would like to meet. It’s within my power to facilitate an introduction.”

My spine stiffened. “This library doesn’t have any books on Alchemy,” I
said.

Algat’s eyebrows had ceased to exist a long time ago, it seemed, but the
patch of skin where they had once been rose high up her forehead. “Is that
s0?”

“Yes. Belikon wiped the whole realm clean of any information
pertaining to the Alchemists and their power.”

The ancient female aimed a very serious expression at me, nodding her
head sagely, but she couldn’t keep it up; she burst out laughing before I was
finished speaking. “Oh, child. You are wet behind the ears. Did you finish
suckling at your mother’s teat yesterday?”

“Algat,” Tal said in a warning tone. “Remember who you’re speaking
to.”

The female scowled at the silver-haired Lord. “My memory is as sharp
as yours and then some, wraith. I know exactly to whom I speak. King
Killer. Day’s End. The Last Tide. Namebreaker—"

“Enough!” Tal brought his fist crashing down onto the table. The ancient
female cut off her tirade, a rope of spittle dangling from her top lip. She
stared at Tal for a second, her face expressionless, but the air was suddenly
still, thick with a prickling tension.

Tal kept her locked in his sights. He did not look away.

“All right, then!” Algat clapped her hands together, suddenly standing
on the other side of the table. Where the hell had she come from? I hadn’t
seen her move. As she swung around, her body moved in a jerky, unnatural
way that made my skin crawl. “Belikon De Barra! Belikon De Barra!” she
chanted in a childish, high-pitched voice that was nothing like her earlier
croak. “The king of the Yvelian Fae has never stepped foot across the
threshold of your domain, my queen,” she said mockingly. “My father
forbade it. That poisonous old toad has never sought an audience with my
books. They are intact.”



I didn’t want her to know what kind of an effect this news was having
on me, but I wasn’t quick enough. The stooped female heard my pulse
quicken, and a rotten smile slowly crept across her face.

“My father was a patron of the Alchemists. He supported their crafts.
Nurtured them. Where others saw only danger, Malcolm of Sanasroth saw
power.”

“What do you mean, danger?”

“Oh, yes. An Alchemist is a dangerous thing. Has no one ever told you
what you are? No one’s told you why Belikon and your precious Queen
Madra both hunted down and murdered all your kind?”

“Algat.” Tal didn’t raise his voice this time, but he didn’t need to. The
single word resonated around the library with the force of a thunderclap.
Algat jumped, the wild light in her eyes sputtering out as she cowed,
lowering her head away from the vampire. I felt it, too: a crushing force
against the back of my neck that wanted me to bow, kneel, crawl for the
male sitting at the end of the table. It was by sheer force of will alone that I
didn’t drop to my knees. “Enough of the games,” Tal said. “She wants to
understand who she is and what she’s capable of. She doesn’t need to be
scared out of her mind along the way. You will help her find facts and
nothing more—"

A wisp of shadow coalesced in the air before me, taking shape. The blur
darkened, falling, and by the time it hit the surface of the reading table, it
had become a cat. A black cat, to be precise, with glowing red eyes.

It fixed me with a leonine stare that reminded me of other, far larger cats
I had encountered out in the dunes back home, and a thrill of panic chased
up my spine.

“Where the fuck did that come from?” I breathed.

“That is Guru,” Algat said, disgruntled. The hold that Tal had exerted
over her was broken now; she shot the other vampire a filthy glance as she
shuffled down to the other end of the table and started aggressively petting
the cat with a gnarled hand.

The cat was there. She was stroking it.

“He keeps the rats and other pests at bay,” she said meaningfully, again
serving up another baleful glare for Taladaius. “I hear you have a white fox
living in your chambers, King Killer. I wouldn’t let it out roaming, if I were
you. Guru doesn’t like canines of any persuasion.”



I had made the decision to keep Onyx in my rooms for this very reason.
I had no idea what kind of trouble he might find himself in at the Black
Palace, and I didn’t intend on finding out, either. Guru seemed pleasant
enough, but still. The cat threw back his head and squinted, enjoying the
attention as Algat petted him, his tail flicking left and right.

Taladaius shuddered. “I have some other matters to attend to, Saeris,” he
said, rising stiffly. “Algat will behave and make herself available to you for
as long as you want to stay here and conduct your research. Right, Algat?”

The female just sniffed.

My maker—he was still my maker, at least for now—made his exit,
leaving me with the old female and the cat.

Algat had produced a saucer from her ratty skirts and was pouring a thin
stream of milk from a ewer into it when I faced her again. “Do not think,”
she said, “that just because that wraith commanded me to assist you, there
will not be a cost associated with the labor, Your Highness.”

I huffed. “Wouldn’t dream of it. I am your queen, though. Doesn’t that
count for anything?” There was something unsettling about the way the
female moved, like a spider that scuttled too quickly. I didn’t like it.

Tucking a mat of unruly hair behind a flopping ear, the female tutted
under her breath. “Even a queen must pay her debts, Your Highness.
Especially a queen.”

Guru ducked his head and delicately sniffed the saucer of milk. He
yowled, sounding displeased, turning away from it and raising his hackles.

“And what will your help cost me tonight?” My tone was sharp, but I
was tired of the old female. There wasn’t time for her to be purposefully
difficult.

She grinned, as if she was plucking the thoughts right out of my head
and didn’t care a jot about my impatience. “Come now. You haven’t ruled
over this court for very long, it’s true. But you should know by now that the
cost for most things is always blood.”

I
—

&>

The crimson marbled the white, blood swirling amid the milk.
Just five drops.



That’s all it had been. I’d watched each ruby teardrop tremble and fall
from the pad of my index finger only half as intently as Guru, who had
seemed poised to pounce and start lapping my blood straight from the
puncture wound on my finger at any moment.

Now his pink tongue rasped at the contents of the saucer with fervor, a
rattling, low-pitched purr working out of his throat while he drank.

“He likes the taste of you,” Algat observed, hands on her hips.

“That’s really disturbing.” We had cats back in Zilvaren. People kept
them for the same reason Algat kept Guru in the library: They made
excellent rat catchers. But cats did not make good pets, as far as I was
concerned. They couldn’t be trusted. At least a dog was loyal enough to die
in solidarity if its owner dropped down dead in their own home. I'd heard
too many tales of cats eating their owners’ faces under those circumstances.

“Guru’s very discerning,” Algat observed, watching proudly as the feline
cleared the saucer. “He won’t drink from just anyone.”

“I’'m honored,” I said dryly.

Algat harrumphed. “You should be. Now. Books. I'm feeling very
generous tonight. Five drops of blood equate to one whole book.”

“Wow. You’re right. So generous.”

“Consider yourself lucky. Normally, I’d only relinquish a few pages.
And they would have been in Alchimeran. I’'m assuming you don’t read,
write, or speak the language of your people?”

Gods, I wanted to punch her. “No.”

“Hm.” She flared her nostrils, looking unimpressed. “Like I said.
Lucky.”

Algat disappeared into the stacks, and I stayed put, declining to follow
her into the shadows. Guru remained, perched on the edge of the table like
some red-eyed gargoyle, staring at me like he was trying to will more blood
out of me. Gods only knew why I did it, but I squeezed my fingertip over
his empty saucer, pressing two more droplets out onto the plate for him. The
cat fell upon the gifted blood like he was starving, making a weird gurgling
sound as it licked the saucer clean for a second time.

“Here we a—” Algat looked at me. “Tell me you didn’t give him
undiluted blood?”

“I did.”

“Great.” She slapped her hands against her sides, and a puff of dust



exploded from her skirts. “He’ll be up chasing the birds and howling for
hours now.”

Good. I hope he keeps it up all fucking day, 1 thought.

Algat huffed. “Well, aren’t you the rudest thing?”

Fuck. She’d heard me? How the hell had she heard me?

“Because hearing things is my special skill, child. And you might as
well be screaming your thoughts at the top of your lungs, the way you
project them.”

Wonderful. So it wasn’t just Fisher I had to be careful around now. I had
to watch out for this old witch, too. “Is there a way I can prevent you from
digging through my mind?” I laced the question with as much authority as I
could muster.

I had no idea if the female responded because she had to or because she
felt like it. “You can command me not to,” she said. “But I would strongly
advise against it. You never know when you might need me to hear your
thoughts.”

Yeah. I was never going to need her to hear my thoughts. “I command
you to never listen to my thoughts or invade the privacy of my mind again,
Lord of Midnight. I command you to never read or invade the minds of my
friends or my mate ever again, either, too.”

The vampire hissed, baring her fangs, and the air suddenly felt very
cold. Guru arched his back, his fur standing on end. He mirrored his master,
hissing, and then launched off the end of the table, turning into a puddle of
shadow that fell across the floor and merged with the large shadow cast by a
grand writing desk.

“You come with your hand out, asking for help from Algat, and then you
bind &er hands behind her back?”

“I’ll bind more than just your hands if you prove to be a problem for
me.” It wasn’t a threat. Threats weren’t going to make this female bend to
my will. It was a fact and nothing more. “I’d like to see that book now. I
don’t have all night to waste on this.”

“Seems to me that this should be the only thing you’re focusing on right
now,” the female observed. Her eyes had roved down my body and were
fixed on my gloves—and the glowing runes that were burning right through
the leather.

Quickly, I hid my hands behind my back, alarm prickling across my



shoulder blades. “The book, Algat. Please.” Was it unqueenly to say please?
It was probably un-Sanasrothian in general, but I was surprised when the
female’s hard glower softened a touch.

“Give me a moment,” she said stiffly. “If Guru comes back, sniffing
around for more blood while I’'m gone, don’t give him any. He’s had more
than enough, thank you.”

She had nothing to worry about on that front. I wasn’t opening my finger
for the cat again. Algat disappeared in the stacks, and I spent the next little
while inspecting the library’s ceiling.

The stars were a myth in Zilvaren. We were told of strange lights in the
sky, brilliant as diamonds in their millions, but without any frame of
reference I had never been able to conjure an image of what they would
look like. What I had cobbled together in my mind’s eye had fallen
woefully short of the truth. Zilvaren’s sky was a void, punctuated by two
burning hot, unrelenting balls of light. But the night sky in Yvelia was
spectacular. The glittering expanse was both far away and right there at the
same time, as if I could reach out my fingers and touch the whole universe.
What had always seemed empty bristled with light and promise. And there
were worlds out there. An incomprehensible number of realms.

Whoever had painted the night sky on the roof of Ammontraieth’s
library was a master of their craft. It was remarkable, what they’d
accomplished with some paint and some gold leaf. It was so real. If T just
reached up—

I didn’t make a sound as I hurtled sideways.

I didn’t have time.

The projectile hit me in the ribs, impacting with breathtaking force.

I slamme