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Glossary

AGE & TIME EXPLAINED

AS/AFTER STONE

The tracking of time/phases—after the Aether Stone was gifted to the Neváns.

BS/BEFORE STONE

The tracking of time/phases—before the Aether Stone was gifted to the Neváns.

AURORA RIBBONS

A band of silver, luminous ribbons that are tethered to both poles of the world (north and south) and orbit the world on this axis. The aurora ribbons are what folk use to track their sleep/awake time.

AURORA CYCLE

A complete aurora cycle is the amount of time it takes for the aurora ribbons to orbit the entire world once. An aurora cycle is equivalent to our twenty-four-hour day.

AURORA RISE/RISING

The time of the aurora cycle when the aurora is dawning on the eastern horizon.

AURORA FALL/FALLING

The time of the aurora cycle when the aurora is setting on the western horizon.

DAE

The time of the aurora cycle when the aurora is tracking through the sky overhead. This is the time when the folk of this world are often awake.

SLUMBER

The time of the aurora cycle when no aurora ribbons paint the sky. This is the time when the folk of this world sleep.

PHASE

One thousand aurora cycles (akin to a year). The aurora ribbons grow marginally thicker over the course of the phase, then thin out on the thousandth cycle. This ebbing rhythm tracks the phase from start to finish.

EON

One hundred phases/100,000 aurora cycles.

AGE EXPLAINED

One phase of life = 1,000 aurora cycles.

Twenty-four phases of life = 24,000 aurora cycles.

TERMS

AETHER STONE

The small black stone (the size of an adult thumb pad) that is set within a silver diadem. This diadem fuses with a host’s head and is guarded by the Neván family line. Caelis (God of Aether) is within the stone.

ARITHIA

Capital of The Shade.

BELUHN

The Burn’s southernmost village/outpost. Given it’s so close to The Fade, this village is where a lot of folk from The Burn raise their Moltenmaw hatchlings if they’re brave enough to risk obtaining an egg.

BHOGGITH

The Moltenmaw nesting grounds. This is in The Fade and is a vast stretch of boggy wasteland. There are stable mounds that the Moltenmaws form their nests atop of, building great circular globes from trees and branches and laying their eggs within. Once their eggs begin to rock, the paternal Moltenmaw blows flame upon the structure—a vital part of the hatching process.

BLOODLACE

Someone who is gifted with a unique power over blood. They can source familial origin, use someone’s blood to make them hurt or feel pleasure, etc.

BOOK OF VOYD

Written by the God of Aether. Every official rune has been derived from this book. It is held in the High Treasury in the Citadel, kept by the Tri-Council.

BOTHAIM

Neutral city. Residence of the Tri-Council.

BOTHAIMIAN ORE

Mined in the tunnels well below Bothaim, it contains a high percentage of iron and is almost impossible for Bulder to shift.

BOUND

The equivalent to a spouse. To say we are “bound” is also to say we are “married.”

CLIP

A circular notch cut into the peak of a fae’s ear, almost as if a tiny creature took a bite from the shell. If someone has a clip, it signifies that they are a null, and that they can’t hear any of the elemental songs. This is not something that is prevalent everywhere—just in specific kingdoms.

DAGA-MÓRRK

One so bonded with their dragon that they can harness its strength and fire. This connection is more myth than reality.

DAM

Mother dragon.

DHOMM

Capital of The Burn.

THE DITCH

The main thoroughfare in the city of Gore.

DRAGON BLOODSTONE

Mined from the ground in areas where dragon blood has spilled. It’s the main form of currency in The Fade and The Shade. If ground up and consumed, it’s packed full of medicinal properties.

DRAGONSIGHT

The ability to see the trace of old runes—something that can only otherwise be seen via the light of a dragon’s flame.

DRELGAD

A segment of the wall that is dedicated to The Fade’s army, housing its fresh conscripts.

ELDING BLADE

An assassin for the Fíur du Ath.

ELDING SQUIRE

Delivers orders from the Elding to other members of the Fíur du Ath.

ELEMENTAL BEAD

These are worn to show if an individual can hear any of the elemental songs. There are different fashions for different kingdoms. In The Fade, they are worn as earrings. In The Burn or The Shade, they adorn the wearer’s hair, beard, or garb.

RED: Ignos (fire)

BLUE: Rayne (water)

CLEAR: Clode (air)

BROWN: Bulder (ground)

FÍUR DU ATH

The rebellious group working to counteract the tyranny leeching across the kingdoms (predominantly The Fade). Their reach stretches all over the world.

FLESHTHREAD

Someone who is trained in the art of using runes to mend flesh, muscle, and organs.

THE FLOURISH

The underground safe haven ruled by the Elding, nesting in an undisclosed location somewhere in the south.

FOREST OF HARTHOR

The ancient forest surrounding the Moltenmaw spawning grounds.

GHOST LARKS

Larks that are unable to reach their destination, usually because the receiver has passed on. These larks flit around aimlessly for the rest of their existence.

GONDRAGH

The Sabersythe nesting grounds. This is directly beneath the sun, where it is very hot and uninhabitable for most folk. Very rocky, with lots of volcanoes and rivers of lava. The Sabersythes nest within the nooks and hollows in these volcanoes. Once their eggs begin to rock, they either scoop lava from the volcanoes and spit it into the nests or douse the nests in dragonflame—a vital part of the hatching process.

GORE

Capital of The Fade.

GRANDMAH

“Grandma”

GRANDPAH

“Grandpa”

HATCHING HUT

A hut that’s generally on the outskirts of the different dragon nesting grounds. This is usually where someone who has stolen an egg will make camp so they can successfully hatch the baby dragons in their natural habitats, ensuring a safe and healthy hatchling.

HIGH TREASURY

Located in the Citadel of Bothaim, the High Treasury houses special and unique items held by the Tri-Council, including the Book of Voyd.

JOHKULL CLAN

One of the many warrior clans that reside in the Boltanic Plains. These clans are renowned for producing strong and gifted warriors.

Kaan grew up with the Johkull Clan.

THE LOFF

The vast body of water that halos the Sabersythe nesting grounds like a turquoise iris. It is renowned for being home to ancient beasts and unpredictable weather patterns.

MAH

“Mother”

MAHMI

“Mommy”

MÁLMR

A hand-carved pendant that those in the warrior clans of the Boltanic Plains offer someone they are courting. They are often made from things like dragonscale, bone, copper, or stone.

MIEL ET MUÍEM

The Moving Mists. These mists shift about the globe but rarely travel too far north.

MINDWEFT

Someone who has the unique ability to dig into another’s mind. They are extremely rare.

NETHERYN

The Moonplume nesting grounds. This is situated in The Shade, at the southernmost pole of the world. Here, the bitterly cold environment is inhospitable to most folk. The Moonplumes nest on giant hexagon pillars of ice. Once their eggs begin to rock, the paternal Moonplume will either blow its icy flames upon the eggs or pack ice and snow atop them—a vital part of the hatching process.

NULL

Someone who doesn’t hear any of the elemental songs. In certain kingdoms, their ears are clipped to show this.

PAH

“Father”

PAHPI

“Daddy”

PARCHMENT LARK

Runed squares of parchment that have activation lines. Once folded (into the shape of a lark) these notes will flutter to the one the message is intended for. A reliable form of communication in this world.

RÉIDI

The dotted tattoo on the back of a warrior from the Boltanic Plains. Each dot represents a victory, and a heavily tattooed back is a show of great strength and honor.

RUNI

Someone who has learned how to wield the symbols found in the ancient tomb that some believe Caelis (God of Aether) wrote in his desperation to be heard. They wear a white bead and/or white robes boasting buttons down their center seam that pinch the garment into place. These buttons are stamped with different symbols that announce the Runi’s talents. For different levels of skill, the buttons are made from different materials—wood being the elementary level, diamond being the most advanced.

SIRE

Father dragon.

SKRIPI

A luck/strategy game played throughout the world. The shards used are similar to playing cards, but boast pictures of different creatures.

SUN STARVE

A sickness that overtakes fae who go without being in the sun for too long. It mainly affects fae from The Burn and The Fade.

THE BURN

The northern third of the world. It’s always sunny here, so it’s very hot, and it storms often in certain parts. There are rainforests and sandy plains, as well as vast bodies of water.

THE FADE

This is the middle third of the world—the girthy band of the globe. Here, the clouds are always colorful, as it’s forever cast in the light of a “golden hour.” It’s cold here, often snowy, never rainy, though it sometimes sleets.

There is a massive stone wall that circles this girthy part of the world like a belt. Most of The Fade’s civilization have built homes within it. In heavily populated areas, a trench is dug down into the wall, effectively splitting it in two—creating a sheltered ditch with skybridges stretching from side to side.

THE SHADE

This is the southern third of the world. No sunshine reaches this area, so it’s forever cast in darkness—the only light being the aurora ribbons and the light emanating from Moonplume moons. It’s very cold here, covered in snow, the coldest part being the southernmost pole known as Netheryn.

THORNS

Soldiers of Arithia.

TRI-COUNCIL

This is a council of ancient tri-beaded elementals and very knowledgeable Runis. They hold a certain amount of sway over the kingdoms because of their great power and sometimes intervene in political matters. They reside in Bothaim—neutral territory that does not fall under the rule of any king or queen.

TRUTHTUNE

Someone who has the unique ability to tell when another is lying. They aren’t as strong as a Mindweft, but they are more common and prized by the Crown for their ability to tell if someone can hear the elemental songs—mainly younglings who have just begun to hear the songs and are trying to escape conscription.

UHLOO

The Johkull way of answering the honor of wearing a gifted málmr. A thin braid of hair, freely given, secured into the receiver’s hair. The tightness of the braid declares much about intentions.

UNDERCITY

The big, jagged cleft in the ground beneath the wall of The Fade (directly below Gore—The Fade’s capital).

It’s riddled with abandoned dragon bloodstone mine shafts and is a hotspot for homeless folk. Some of these mine shafts collapse, and creatures from either side of the wall sneak in to find shelter, making it a very perilous place to live.

VIHN PEAKS

A segment of Gondragh. The Great Silver Sabersythe nests within the Vihn Peaks.

WARDENS

Dual bead “disciples” to the Tri-Council.

WEALD

A small handheld device that’s runed to be able to contain different elements in their purest forms. Fire, air, water, ground, and even dragonflame—though these wealds are rare, as they require the blood of a Daga-Mórrk to construct.

CREATURES/BEINGS

ANTHE

A water creature that gorges on flesh and swallows souls, nulling them into oblivion. There is one that nests beneath Bothaim.

CROWL

Pack creatures that hunt the snowy plains on the south side of the wall in The Fade. They are meat eaters.

DOOMQUILL

Prickly predators that rattle and howl and raid dens dug into the snow. Their main prey is the fresh young of more vulnerable creatures.

ELDING BIRD

A mythical birdlike creature born from ashes and flames.

FAE

The more common folk in this world. They aren’t immortal, but they have exceptionally long lifespans.

 The fae have pointed ears and sharp canines and are primal by nature.

FATE HERDER

A large silver feline-like creature that is more legend than reality. Those who have seen it are often considered crazy or delusional, boasting stories about the beast nudging them to make a different decision than the one they’d intended.

FAUNYCAW

Winged, leathery beasts with stumpy necks and big, gloomy eyes. They are less than half the size of an average Moltenmaw and can blend with the rust-toned stone in The Burn. They can cling to cliffs and ceilings and have batlike wings. They can be ridden.

MISKUNN

A knee-high creature with white hair and complexion, buttony features, and sharp teeth. They have willowy bodies that fold up like a marsupial and long, tufted tails. They can see into the future, though these visions are sporadic and subject to change.

These creatures are verbal.

MOLTENMAWS

The dragons that live in The Fade. They are covered in feathers, their faces sharp and beaked. Their plumage is a vibrant mix of colors—no two Moltenmaws bear the same color palette. They can travel anywhere in the world comfortably and are the easiest dragons to charm/steal an egg from.

MOONPLUMES

The dragons that live in The Shade. They have leathery, luminous skin that comes in shades of gray, pearl, iridescence, and white. Their eyes are big, black, and glittery, their faces rounded, necks long, bodies elegant. Their tails are long, like brushes of silken strands. They are cold-loving creatures, and they cannot handle the sun or their skin burns, nor do their eyes adapt to such brightness. They are very cunning and are therefore the hardest dragons to charm or steal an egg from.

RAZAH

Molten-born creatures said to be the rabid spirits of perished fae, minds mutilated by their bloodlust.

SABERSYTHES

The dragons that live in The Burn. They are large boxy creatures with scales, spikes, and heavily tusked faces. They come in many different colors, such as rust, bronze, red, brown, black, and gold. They are heat-loving creatures and cannot survive for long in the fierce cold of The Shade. They can be very boisterous and aggressive and are almost as hard to charm or steal an egg from as the Moonplumes are.

VELVET TROGG

Large, lanky creatures that like to hoard and feast on trash. They have four arms, long black hair, and blue velvet skin. They consume memories from the bits of trash they eat and purge them as luminous, sticky tendrils they pull from gaping holes in their hands, using these tendrils to decorate their lairs.

These creatures are verbal.

WAIF

Rare, lanky, foglike creatures that haunt drapes of mist where they nibble souls in exchange for messages from the dead.

These creatures are verbal.

CHARACTERS

AHDRIK NEVÁN

Former King of The Shade. Partner to Eudora Neván, and father of Elluin and Haedeon Neván.

AHRA

The Great Silver Sabersythe.

AHVI

The child protégé whom Tyroth traded to the Tri-Council in exchange for their favor.

ALLUME

Haedeon Neván’s Moonplume.

ARKYN VAEGOR

Also known as the Scavenger King. Son of Ostern Vaegor.

BHARON

Tyroth Vaegor’s Sabersythe.

BORG

Kaan’s pet waif.

BULDER

One of the five Creators—the God of Ground.

CADOK VAEGOR

Current King of The Fade. Partner of Dothea Vaegor, father of Turun Vaegor, son of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor, full-blood sibling of Kaan and Veya, and twin of Tyroth Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

CAELIS

One of the five Creators—the God of Aether.

CLODE

One of the five Creators—the Goddess of Air.

DOTHEA VAEGOR

Current Queen of The Fade. Partner to Cadok Vaegor and mother of Turun Vaegor.

THE ELDING

Head of Fíur du Ath.

ELLUIN NEVÁN

Former Princess of The Shade. Daughter of Ahdrik and Eudora Neván, and the sibling of Haedeon Neván. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

ESSI

Raeve’s young friend whom Raeve rescued from the Undercity. Essi lives with Raeve in Gore and is very smart.

EUDORA NEVÁN

Former Queen of The Shade. Partner to Ahdrik Neván, and mother of Haedeon and Elluin Neván. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

FALLON

Raeve’s friend whom she lost a long while ago.

GRIHM

King Kaan’s second-in-command.

GRUFFIN

Ahvi’s Moltenmaw hatchling.

HAEDEON NEVÁN

Former prince of The Shade. Son of Ahdrik and Eudora Neván, and the sibling of Elluin Neván. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

IGNOS

One of the five Creators—the God of Fire.

KAAN VAEGOR

Current King of The Burn. Eldest son of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Full-blood sibling of Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

KORIE FARJÓR

Daughter of Siharna Farjór. First cousin to Kaan, Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor.

KYZARI VAEGOR

Princess of The Shade. Daughter of Kaan Vaegor and Raeve/Elluin Neván. Grandchild of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

MAELL

Pyrok’s Moltenmaw.

MIOR

A decorated Mindweft from The Burn. Vhrun’s daughter.

NOEVE

A cart driver who frequents the Path of Daes.

OSTERN VAEGOR

The former King of The Burn. Partner of Kovina Vaegor, and father of Arkyn, Kaan, Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor.

PYROK

A not-very-helpful member of King Kaan’s Imperial Court. Sibling of Roan.

RAYNE

One of the five Creators—the Goddess of Water.

REKK ZHAROS

A renowned bounty hunter.

ROAN

A member of King Kaan’s Imperial Court. Sibling of Pyrok.

RUSE

The owner of the Curly Quill in Gore.

RYGUN

Kaan’s Sabersythe.

SEREME

A high-ranking member of the Fíur du Ath.

SIHARNA FARJÓR

Chieftess of Beluhn. Sister to Kovina Vaegor, mother to Korie Farjór, and auntie to Kaan, Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor.

SLÁTRA

Elluin Neván’s Moonplume.

TYROTH VAEGOR

Current King of The Shade. Son of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Full-blood sibling of Kaan and Veya, and twin of Cadok Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

UNO

Ruse’s pet miskunn.

UTRIS

A warrior of The Burn.

VEYA VAEGOR

Princess of The Burn. Daughter and youngest child of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Full-blood sibling of Kaan, Cadok, and Tyroth Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

VRUHN

Owner of the Curly Quill in Dhomm.
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Pronunciation Guide

AHVI

Ahh-vi

ALLUME

Uh-loo-m

ANTHE

An-th

BELUHN

Bell-uhn

BHARON

Bar-ron

CADOK VAEGOR

Kah-dock Vay-gore

ELLUIN NEVÁN

Ell-ew-in Neh-v-ah-n

ESSI

Ess-ee

FÍUR DU ATH

Fee-er doo Ah-th

HAEDEON NEVÁN

Hay-dee-on Neh-v-ah-n

KAAN VAEGOR

K-ahn Vay-gore

KYZARI VAEGOR

K-eye-zar-ee Vay-gore

MIEL ET MUÍEM

Meal Et Moo-eem

MIOR

Mee-or

OSTERN VAEGOR

Ohs-tern Vay-gore

RAEVE

Ray-vv

RÉIDI

R-eh-di

RYGUN

Rye-gun

SEREME

Ser-eam

SIHARNA

Sih-harr-nah

SLÁTRA

Slah-trah

TYROTH VAEGOR

Tie-roth Vay-gore

UHLOO

Ew-loo

UTRIS

Ew-tris

VEYA VAEGOR

Vay-ah Vay-gore
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Prologue

It was unnaturally quiet that dae, the Loff a sheet of tempered glass that offered only the sharpest reflection. Not a breath of wind ruffled the grass or squealed past honed corners, the volcanoes that blistered Gondragh quelling their grumbled ruckus for the first time in many phases. Not a single rock rolled out of place unless ordered to, the action swift and without strain. Even the clouds refused to weep, like a crumbled face holding breath before the anguished sob.

It was as though Ignos, Bulder, Clode, and Rayne had pooled their consciousnesses . . . elsewhere. As though they’d been watching.

Listening.

Folk mulled over the strange occurrence, and those who could hear the Creators’ songs would later speak of it as a bad omen, given what was to unfold that dae. That the large silver Moonplume moon perched in the sky above The Shade was about to wobble from its lofty perch.

First came a scream from the mouth of someone buckled with too much pain and loneliness. Like bursting a seam that had been sewn too tight. Then came the words—tilled from a thirsty heart, without much thought beyond hope of easing the ache in the female’s chest.

What happened next had the Creators screaming with equal might, their voices hitched with foreboding.

Then . . .

Slátra pitched from the sky like a luminous egg, plummeting with such velocity that fire plumed in her bouldered wake. Those who witnessed the event and lived to tell the tale would later say the ground around them seemed to heave a sigh of acceptance, right before the moon struck with such force the entire world rattled for a beat, like a shudder. Fitting, given the event would later bring about a reckoning that was well overdue.

The Creators watched as a female hatched from that moon, stumbled free of the beautiful, luminous wreckage with eyes a crush of glitter and ink, blood leaking from a bone-deep gash in her head. As she tore toward Arithia with vicious intent . . . before she was captured. Subdued. Tossed in a cell beneath a mountain that housed a male who frothed with bloodlust.

Watched as she was tortured. Hardened.

Sharpened.

They knew the end began here, amidst this echo of something that took place so many phases ago. That the male this moon-fallen fae once loved roamed the plains with a heart full of ache and a mouth full of words that could crumble the world to dust. That he could end things faster and with more ferocity than any moonfall.

That fate was working against them to make things right, herding them into a corner too small and suffocating.

They didn’t fight, for they knew they were in the wrong. Knew that if they did, they would lose. For the dae they laid their little trap and tore Caelis to shreds, packing him into a cage that crushed him into a screaming mulch, there was but one thing they hadn’t counted on. Something bearing a potent strength that would forever go unmatched.

Love.
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Chapter 1 Kaan 

I feel around the cold, calcified ridges of a jagged hole in Slátra’s side, a particularly sharp edge nicking the tip of my finger. Pain barely registers, the sensation akin to the song of a lost friend. Treasured almost; many of the scars on my hands attributed to this beautiful silver moon.

To her.

With slow steps, I move farther around the bundled Moonplume to another hole, this one so deep I can fit my entire arm in and only just feel the back. Something I check for the thousandth time, making sure the shape is clear before I move on to the next. Imagining I have the missing pieces in my hands, setting them back in place.

Not a want.

Not a simple desire to finish the job, like completing a complex puzzle.

But a soul-deep urge that’s propelled me since she pitched from the sky, pervading my dreams and every waking breath even after I found Raeve—beaten and bloody in that cell.

I press my palm flat between Slátra’s closed eyes. “You will be whole again,” I rasp, throat so tight I have to clear it. I put my head against hers despite the bitter cold that bites my skin. “I swear on my existence, I will not rest until I’ve found every last piece and brought them back to you.”

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t open her eyes and reveal her secrets. Certainly doesn’t fill this jagged hole in my own chest, like something’s out of place. A feeling I’ve grown too familiar with over the many phases since Elluin left.

I look down into the smooth hollow that cradled her before she hatched as Raeve, and a different sort of hurt flares in my too-soft heart . . . impossible to ignore.

My thoughts drift to her whereabouts. To how Líri howled and howled once she seemed to realize Raeve was gone. That Raeve had left her here in The Burn, had chosen to chase revenge on her own.

To step away from love.

 I felt every high-pitched bay through the fibers of my being. Still do whenever I step foot in that cavern or let Rygun’s thoughts filter through me from where he’s nesting at the mouth of it . . . Though the small Moonplume seems to be howling less now. Like she’s giving up.

Somehow, that’s worse.

I press a kiss between Slátra’s eyes and make for the stairs, brushing the frost from my beard as I step from the frigid ebb of her silver light, up toward reality. Pushing past leafy vines, I exit into the balmy air grown heavy from the storm now rumbling in the distance, past sodden blooms dripping into puddles.

As I reach the door to my suite, the sound of flapping parchment wings draws my attention skyward.

I offer my hand for the approaching lark to settle on, my heart lurching with the realization that it could be from Raeve. Perhaps a note telling me she cares for me, but that she won’t be coming back. Something she couldn’t bring herself to tell me to my face.

Not a breath moves through me until I flatten the lark and read the message from start to end, written in the native tongue of the clans.

Not from Raeve.

Relief floods me like a guzzle of icy water.

I reread the message from Terros, valuing the update on his journey to Bothaim with Rekk saddled behind him, being flown toward his imminent demise.

Happy to hear of their progress, I refold the lark and pocket it. Weather permitting, they should land in Bothaim in two or three cycles.

Raeve will be waiting, no doubt. Ready to skin Rekk alive. Hopefully make him beg for death before the end.

Hopefully shed the bloodlusting itch from her veins.

Shoving the thought down, I lurch the door wide and push past the curtains. Make sure they’re pinched shut before I move deeper into the suite, brushing my fingers over my lute. Frowning, I pause to lift it from the rack, settle it against my hip, and drag my thumb across the frayed strings . . .

The tenor that strums free boots me in the chest, strained and with a strident overtone. An echo of the hurt that’s been strung through me since Elluin left so many phases ago.

The tune of my heartache. Of my love and sorrow.

I should’ve replaced the strings long ago, but that would change the sound. Something that didn’t feel right. Especially since she’s the only one I’ve played for since Slátra carried her into the sky. A private tune to her spirit in the hopes it would hail her heart back to me.

Perhaps I should’ve played harder.

Clearing my throat, I set the instrument on its rack and unstopper my chalice of burnt brandy, pouring a drink. I sip, the liquor blazing a path into my gut as I open the small table drawer and retrieve the glass vial I stuffed within over thirty cycles ago.

 A pang of guilt strikes me at the sight of the whirling mists inside, like it’s caging a small tornado.

Oops.

I sink into the leather armchair and take another swig, put the glass aside, then set the vial on the table and pop the cork.

Borg pours out in a gush of grumbling mist, churning and spreading as he gathers size. He folds over himself, then stretches larger than a pallet-sized throw—almost completely transparent—before constricting into a dense, wafting mass again, just bigger than me, black eyes gleaming with—

Rage? No. Disappointment.

That’s worse.

“The absent king returns,” the disgruntled waif mutters, floating before me like a pale storm cloud tethered to his vial.

“Borg. I’ve missed you, too.”

“Your actions contradict.” He extends his mouth longways; a messy hollow torn through. “Next time you think to stuff me in a drawer, don’t.”

I dip my chin, hand fisted against my chest. “You’re right, my friend. That was thoughtless. Please accept my humble apologies.”

“Depends.” Another stretch of his mouth—sideways this time. “Did you find me a prettier jar?”

Shit.

“Still working on it—”

“Lies.” He gusts forward so fast the hairs on my arms lift. “Over a hundred phases and I’m still in the same ugly thing, plugged in place with a cork.”

I arch a brow. “It has a large window . . .”

“Pointless when I’m tossed in a drawer like an afterthought.”

A small smile pulls at my lips. “Fair point.”

Borg sniffs long and deep, getting right up close to my mouth, like he’s about to thread in there and invade my organs. Never fails to make a shiver climb my spine. “I smell the drink on your breath.”

“Indeed.”

“You’ve come to feed me?”

I reach for my glass and bring it to my lips, forcing him to retreat enough for me to take another blazing sip. “Depends,” I hiss past clenched teeth, playing the usual game.

He offers me a gaping grin, then wafts back, pretending to pick mist from beneath his foggy fingernails. “I still haven’t heard from your Elluin, nor have the others. Though a well-fed brother in Gore recently came across a fae who had spirits clamoring to speak with her. Curiously, some were members of the fallen Neván family.”

My heart almost lurches free of my fucking rib cage.

“For a hefty nibble,” Borg continues while my blood boils, gaze still cast on his nails, “I could ask my brother to inquire about the messages they were hoping to pass—”

“You will tell your brothers to stop searching for Elluin’s spirit immediately,” I growl with such might the room trembles, hands fisting so tight a fissure pings through my glass. “Or anyone in correlation with her.”

Borg wafts his hand flat against what I imagine is his chest cavity, like I just wounded him. “But you swore to feed me for an eon if I managed to connect with Elluin’s spiri—”

“Or I’ll tip you back into the Mists.”

Shriveling to the size of a woetoe, he peers up at me, eyes huge within his trembling body.

He doesn’t want to go back there.

He’s much better fed with me.

“And once we locate the rest of your precious moonshards?” he snipes, puffing back to his regular size and posturing over me. “What of me then? Will you tip me back into the Mists? Or perhaps leave me in a drawer until you grow so old and senile you forget I even exist?”

His words pinch, softening my regard. I know how it feels to be capped with a cork and tucked in a drawer, hidden away.

“I still have use of you, Borg. And plenty of painful memories to keep you as overfed as you’ve been these past hundred phases. Though if I were wise,” I mutter, tossing back another swig, “I’d trade you for a brother with a sweeter appetite.”

This time both his misty hands flatten against his chest. “You wouldn’t dare. I’ve been a humble servant.”

A hungry, sadistic servant. But morbid as it is, this waif knows me almost as well as Rygun does.

He’s tasted most of my agony, my loss. Every time he brings something painful to the surface, I’m reminded to live each moment with intention. To honor and love with my whole heart and thus stave off the fester of regret.

Mostly.

“I wouldn’t dare,” I confirm, meaning every word. “You’re a loyal ally and a much-treasured friend.”

Borg deflates—everything bar his puffed chest—and returns to picking mist from beneath his wispy nails. “Treasured as I am, I have bad news for us both, given my current state of near starvation.”

I lift a brow. Decide against reminding him it’s impossible for him to actually starve.

“Unfortunately, I have no news to report on the whereabouts of any more of your beloved shards, though the Moving Mists are migrating farther north than they have in over a hundred phases.” He splays his fingers to inspect his handiwork. “I’m hoping one of my brothers within will spot something soon.”

I nod, pushing down the pang of disappointment. “Good to know.”

He gets to work on his other hand, coy as he says, “Perhaps there’s something else you want to know?”

Hard to ignore the greedy hitch roughening his voice.

“There is, actually. I’m looking for information on the whereabouts of three folk.”

He surges forward so fast I suck a breath, almost cross-eyed with the effort to maintain his gloomy eye contact. “Go on . . .”

I take another gulp to forge myself some personal space, my next words hissed. “Veya, my sister. Kyzari, my niece. And Roan, my alchemist. I’ve sent them all larks,” I say, swirling the liquid in my glass. “I’m impatient to hear back.”

An understatement.

The chasm left by Raeve’s absence is packed with restless anxiety that feels like lightning bolts, forking into all my tender muscle and sinew. I’d let Grihm beat me into a pulp just to draw the focus elsewhere, but he’s not around.

Nobody’s around.

“Ahh. Let me consult.” Borg gusts to a respectable distance, withering into a sheet of mist that drifts across the ground.

“Take your time,” I murmur, then fill my mouth with another gulp. Doing my best to numb myself.

I’ve almost emptied the glass when Borg recongeals into his regular shape. “I have information on your alchemist,” he announces, voice pitched with hungry glee. Like a loyal beast that just caught a rodent and dumped it on my pillow.

“Nothing on the others?”

“Not at this stage. But my brothers are listening.”

I nod and pour myself another drink that I drain in three deep gulps, burning my throat raw. “What are you craving this dae?”

“Young Kaan,” he blurts, vibrating with excitement—his fingers clawing at the air like spindly tick legs. “Something truly mouthwatering, given you stuffed me in a drawer for so long.”

“Fair,” I mutter, thumping my empty glass on the table. Truth be told, it could’ve been worse.

Given the current state of things, reliving any memory from after Elluin left for Arithia might’ve kicked me over the edge.

I tip my head against the headrest and close my eyes, feeling Borg encroach like a sticky cloud wafting against me, hands padding at my shoulders, neck, then jaw, fingers splaying around my cheeks.

He finally finds balance.

There’s the distant, cyclonic sound of his mouth opening, heaving with intensity until it overshadows the thumping pound of my heart. Then the plunging sensation, like a cold tongue is slithering down my throat, shoving past my physical layers.

Through the fibers of my soul.

Still, it pushes . . . finally slitting up into the shape of a hook fierce enough to flay me from within.

I fist a particularly painful memory nesting in the embers of my volcanic insides, lift it up, and wrestle it onto the hook. Borg hums with glee, dragging it up in steady increments—
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“He’s just a youngling!” Mahmi’s voice is so loud and sad it makes my heart hurt. “Please, Ostern! Please, have mercy—”

“Get her back to the Fortress!” Pahpi growls over his shoulder, his big hand squeezing my arm so tight I think my bone is going to snap as he charges across the courtyard, dragging me behind him. Four of my fast, scrambling steps for every two of his.

Guards rush to grab Mahmi despite her big, swollen belly, hauling her back the way we came.

She screams my name so loud her voice cracks, cut off as the doors slam shut between us.

Pahpi’s dragon circles overhead, close enough to stir the air, blasting sand into my eyes.

I screw up my face, blink really fast, trying to force my tears back down. If I can just stop crying, maybe I’ll be allowed to run back to Mahmi and make sure she’s okay.

But the tears won’t stop. No matter how hard I try, more keep coming out.

We pass from the courtyard, under wiggly trees, down some jagged stairs while I scramble to keep up.

My legs finally give way.

The burning ground grates skin from my knees and hip, leaving a trail of blood. Like one of my clay markers smudging across the parchment.

I’m chafed raw, stinging all over by the time Pahpi lets go of my arm and stands over me like a tower. As I scramble back, my hand falls down the edge of something, making my heart jump.

I peek over my shoulder at the hole behind me, like a dark throat waiting to swallow . . .

A warm wetness spreads through my pants.

“Look at me, Kaan.”

I wipe the tears from my eyes so I can see Pahpi clearer, the sun blazing at his back making him look like an angry shadow.

His dark hair is tucked beneath his bronze crown, sitting just above the deep lines crushed between his hard eyes. My gaze drifts to the three beads dangling from his ear . . .

Red.

Brown.

Clear.

My chin wobbles as I look at the orange mug in his fist, shaped with my own hands. And with no help from Bulder.

Pahpi is always telling me to shape this, shape that, shape, shape, shape! But the things I give him are never good enough because my words come out in bits. But I’m good with my hands. I thought maybe if I made him something perfect, he’d be happy.

All I wanted was a smile . . .

“Why are you crying?”

Because my heart hurts.

Because I worked for daes and daes on that mug for Pahpi, only for him to look at it like he’s looking at me now. Like he’s disappointed.

I wipe more tears from my eyes. “I d-d-don’t know . . .”

“Is it because I’ve hurt your feelings?”

I glance at the mug in his hand, cutting back to Pahpi’s big brown boots. Easier to look at than his angry face.

“Your heart is too soft, Kaan. Just like your mah’s. Just like this mug.”

He squeezes his fist.

CRACK.

Shards of pottery crumble across the ground like the shattered bits of my heart.

I swallow my sob, but it burns going down. Like I just swallowed the sun.

“I know you think I’m hard on you—your grandpah was hard on me, too—but you forget you’re the son of a king, born with shortfalls that could tarnish the Vaegor legacy.”

The words come out like a dragon’s growl, big and hurting.

Pahpi crouches, his red riding leathers tight across his wide shoulders as he points at the shards. “The time you spent shaping that gift should’ve been spent on your stutter. Spent shaping yourself into someone worthy of the crown that’s been worn by a Vaegor ever since the phase our ancestor first mounted a Sabersythe.”

I study the crown on his head. All those sharp points poking toward the sky.

How do I tell him I don’t want to be worthy of it? That I just want to be worthy of a hug, or a smile.

Of him.

His face softens. But then he looks at the two beads Mahmi’s been braiding through my hair since I first heard Ignos and Bulder . . . though not Clode or Rayne like Pahpi hoped.

His upper lip peels back. “Show me something I can be proud of, or you’re better off as a servant.”

He shoves me.

 Though I’m expecting it, it doesn’t stop my belly from dropping so fast I almost spew, falling backward into the dark.

I hit the ground so hard my breath stops. My ears ring and my head goes light. I drag in a breath, feeling another hurt in my chest—like something broke inside me, now digging into important things.

I look up at the light above, round and pale like a Moonplume moon—

Pahpi leans over the edge. His neck muscles strain as he says a phrase I’ve never been able to get right, no matter how many times he’s tossed me in this hole.

Bulder shudders around me, then chomps shut—caging me in a darkness so hot and thick it clogs my throat. But I manage to speak, stuttering a command that only makes Bulder break into bits that slam into my head and almost crush me. I try again, so much dirt and broken stone packing around me that I can barely move.

The scared feeling in my chest takes over.

I scream, cry, claw at the jagged darkness. Beg Bulder to listen to my broken words. Not that any of it helps. Not that it ever does.

Because my words don’t work properly.

Because I’m not a tri-bead like Pahpi.

Because I’m weak, soft-hearted, useless—

Borg stops drinking, loosening his hold on me. Like hooking a fish through the guts, then releasing it into the Loff despite the fact that its innards are hanging out.

I gasp, eyes wide open as the memory slithers down and coils back amongst my insides, frantically checking my surroundings. Reassuring myself that I’m not trapped beneath the ground, trying to stutter free. That I’m in my suite where I’m safe and alone, excluding my gluttonous waif.

Borg gusts back with a groan. “Poor sweet boy,” he drudges out, seeping down into a misty cushion of satiated glee. “That was deeeeeeelicious.”

With trembling hands, I pour myself another half glass I toss back, then slam it on the table. “Glad it sufficed,” I grit out, leaning forward to knead my eyes. “Roan?”

“My brothers who dwell in Bothaim’s dungeon have spoken with him.”

My spine snaps straight. “What do you mean the fucking dungeon?”

“Don’t murder the messenger,” he drones, far slower than I wish he’d speak. “Roan regrets to inform you that he—and this is a direct quote—‘messed up and will go on trial before the Tri-Council for allegedly stealing the Book of Voyd.’”

My heart plummets so fast it makes my head spin. “When?”

“Three daes,” Borg drawls, yawning as he shrinks to a small thread of fog, feeding himself into his vial without another word. Leaving me alone with the silence.

I stare, mind spinning, unable to waft away the reek of impending war.

“Dammit,” I mutter, then cork the vial and stand, pocketing Borg. I stalk to my door and yank it open, coming face-to-face with Pyrok at the threshold—red hair askew, hand raised in a fist like he was just about to knock. Looking like he rolled off his pallet, then stumbled straight here.

I meet his gaze, preparing to break the news that his younger brother is awaiting trial in Bothaim, when I notice his pale complexion. That, and the uncharacteristic panic in his wide green eyes.

My gut drops.

“What is it?”

A furry miskunn hand comes up to rest on his shoulder, gripping gently.

I frown. “Lumo?”

She peeps into view, her pale-pink eyes so big within her small face. “I’s here.” She clambers higher, pulling up until she’s crouched on Pyrok’s shoulder, her colorful smock gathered around her small trembling body as she reaches out her hands.

Frowning, I take her in my arms, quick to tuck her against my chest.

She bundles her long limbs and nuzzles in.

I stroke the pale fur on her face, glancing back at Pyrok. “Has she seen something?”

“Yuuup.” He reaches back and scratches his head. “There’s, ahh—There’s a moonfall coming.”

All the breath escapes my lungs.

“A bads one,” Lumo murmurs from where her face is hidden amongst the folds of my shirt, her voice barely audible over my thundering pulse. “Lumo scared.”

My heart squeezes, arms tightening with protective urge.

Not for the first time, I wish her visions had started when she was a bit older, not fresh from the cold pouch of her slain mah. Seeing such things is hard on anyone, let alone such a young pup.

“Do you know where it’ll land, Lumo?”

“Not one moon.” She snuggles deeper into my chest, like she’s seeking comfort. “Many moonses.”

Creators . . .

I spare a glance at Pyrok still scratching the back of his head, his complexion almost green, making it look as though he’s about to fold forward and vomit—a quiet conversation passing between us.

“How many, Lumo?” I cup her cheek and rub behind her ear, hoping to bring her comfort. “Did you see how many will fall?”

She peeps up.

Eyes brimming with tears, she curls her tufted tail around her head, trapping my hand against her cheek. “Too many.”






[image: Chapter heading: Chapter 2 - Kyzari]
Chapter 2 Kyzari 

Curled atop my straw-stuffed pallet, I stare out across the filthy ground of my small, compressing cell, through bars barely visible in the dull lantern light. Watch a puddle of gathered mildew get attacked by the slow drip . . . drip . . . drip loosening off a stalactite, churning over my interaction with the Scavenger King.

What have I done?

I should’ve told him to eat shit and die, rather than race to hide a call to arms amongst the whorls of my signature. If the lark is going where I think it’s going, I’ve implicated someone I love. And for what?

Me?

I wallow in my mistake, suffocated by the immense weight of the mountain above, realizing what I am.

Bait.

Plump prey that found refuge in a trap. There can be no other answer.

Perhaps the lark won’t make it to Kaan? Perhaps it’s going to Pah instead and my uncle won’t be dragged into this?

The thought brings little relief. Certainly not enough to lift me off the ground and reinvigorate my hunger to escape this horrible place.

I tap my foot against the cold stone, jingling my chain, trying to stimulate my mind. Dredge up a single drop of hope or energy to do something. To work this problem over and find a way out.

To fight.

But the silence has never been so loud.

The walls so close.

My shackle so tight.

Maybe Pah’s miskunn has worked out where I am. Maybe an army is coming for me, ready to break me free and drag me back to Arithia.

A bigger, prettier cell to suffocate within.

I groan, then glare at the rusty pan of slop by the bars; the last meal I was dished up. Offal and stale bread garnished with gorging grubs.

Perhaps I’ll get sick and die before anyone gets here at all?

I squeeze my eyes shut, spiraling with the scenario. Picture myself dead in this cell, the diadem cracking free like a tick thirsty for another host strong enough to contain the Aether Stone.

Except there isn’t one.

 Without a host to feed the ravenous runes, Caelis will be released. Will be whole again, yes, but upon seeing me dead in this cell, he will rage. In my heart, I know he’ll rip every m—

The faint sound of fluttering wings before something lands in my palm.

I open my eyes.
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I frown so deep the skin around my diadem pinches, studying the three scripted letters on the little lark’s abdomen—impeccably joined. The handwriting smooth and delicate.

Perfect.

As it should be, given I took a cane to the knuckles every time my quill slipped even slightly out of line. A royal title stands for naught when your pah condones you to be treated like a coin that’s never polished enough.

Looking at those letters, it’s hard to ignore the heavy lump in my chest. Something that feels a lot like she’s learning she’s dead all over again. That she bled out giving birth to me. That I’ll never know what she smelled like. The tone of her voice.

How it would’ve dipped and peaked when she told me she loved me.

Perhaps I’ve dropped into a state of morbid insanity and I’m simply imagining the lark’s presence?

I latch on to the notion like a bloodthirsty parasite, gorging myself, squeezing my eyes shut so hard they ache. Determined the lark I whispered to Mah phases ago is not currently belly-up in my hand.

I open my eyes—
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Damn.

Perhaps I’m dreaming? Perhaps I dreamt the signature, too?

I close my eyes again, murmuring to Caelis. A hollow song that ices my lips until I fall into a half sleep, drifting somewhere cold and high amongst the stars. Somewhere we can hear each other. Sing to each other safely.

Love each other.

Somewhere Caelis is whole and not mulched within the stone embedded on my brow.

Surí’s there, rather than caged in the royal Moonplume burrows hidden beneath Arithia. Something that’s always hindered us from exploring the skies as one and forging a sturdy bond.

For the first time ever, I feel her presence in my chest. Feel her vivid joy for the way her wings cut through the atmosphere, her pearly hide cold as the air kissing my cheeks. No pesky escorts caging her in like they do whenever we fly together.

 We roam the endless horizon beneath a glittering carpet of stars, as we were always meant to be.

Free.

Mah’s there too . . . I think.

Maybe I just wish she was. That she could wrap me in her arms and tell me everything’s going to be okay—

Something nuzzles my neck, nudging me back to my dire, damp, foul-smelling reality. A sour reek that never loses its putrid edge.

My heart knots as I recall the lark.

I open my eyes, seeing my palm is empty—

A dream.

My entire body loosens with my shuddered sigh of relief.

Though I think it’s lovely that some folk like to go around gathering ghost larks and pinching their return folds—a quiet way of informing the sender that their message wasn’t delivered—that’s not what I want to believe.

That my message wasn’t received.

Instead, I want to believe that little lark made it to Mah. That she got my note, but hasn’t yet been able to respond.

That she heard me.

My entire body aches with the thought, and I bind my arms around myself, holding tight as I whisper to Caelis. “Hov ahka nuieljuak. Hov-at haquil.”

I love you. I’m here.

No response.

My next words crack. “Nuieljuakui taf maruli . . .”

You’re not alone . . .

But I am.

If I had something sharp, I’d cut off my foot and slide the iron shackle free just to hear his voice again. Something I didn’t consider until this very moment.

Guess I’m breaking my promise to myself. Withering into a mindless mess.

I groan, toss my arms across the floor, and bang my shackle against the ground—over and over. A clanging drum that echoes off my tight confines.

BANG.

BANG.

BANG.

How disappointed Pah would be at my sudden lack of composure. Oh, how he’d scowl. One of those looks that used to make me soil myself before I grew wise enough to keep my mouth shut and behave.

Mostly.

BANG.

BANG.

BANG.

My stomach grumbles.

 Again, I glare at my uneaten meal, trying to mine the will to crawl over there and eat the wretched thing.

I’m not stupid. If I’m to find a way to escape this place, I’ll need strength, no matter where it comes from. But in the wake of my scribbled signature and the hidden message within, it’s hard to look at that rusty pan and the wriggling meal without wanting to projectile vomit across the stones.

I look past the bars instead, into the dark tunnel beyond, wondering how many daes have passed since I walked too willingly into this trap.

Too many.

BANG.

BANG.

BANG.

I roll onto my side and knot into myself like a calcifying dragon, arms bound around my back like a sweep of wings. Imagine the embrace is not my own, but that of another—tight enough to squeeze the breath from me.

“Nuieljuakui taf maruli . . .”

Something flutters against my neck again. I sigh.

Guess another creature made its way in here seeking something warm to nuzzle against. If I have to kill another vuillo moth so it doesn’t lay eggs in my hair, I’ll scream.

I reach up and cup the fluttery thing, pulling it away—
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My heart jolts. A pitching ache I try to ignore.

. . . Not a dream.

The lark wiggles its tail, and I flick it off my hand, scrambling into a sitting position.

They don’t usually do that.

I stare down at the thing lying sideways on the stone . . . stained, bloody, a little bent out of shape. Last seen when I blew a name upon its wings with all the foolish hope of someone clinging to the belief that true magic exists.

The sort that grants miracles.

That I could simply will Mah back into existence, into my arms, if I only tried hard enough. Now here it is, return fold spent, looking just as beat-up and hopeless as I feel. Like a mirror I don’t want to look at, disappointed in the reflection staring back.

I sigh, set the lark aside, and cover it with a small mountain of straw.

There.

A frosty breeze threads into the cell, sending a chill scuttling over my skin. Like Clode’s taunting me with a breath from the outside world.

Repressing the urge to swear at her, I gather my torn and filthy gown around my legs and grip my diadem, pulling. A familiar nausea churns in my gut as my head splits into a screaming ache, like I’m trying to rip thick roots from my skull.

Swallowing the saliva gathered beneath my tongue, I try wedging my nails around the diadem’s sides, certain there must be a seal I can break . . . despite not having found one the countless times I’ve tried in the past. And with tools much fiercer than my jagged fingernails.

Warm blood leaks down the side of my nose, dripping into the folds of my dress as I pick, scratch, and gouge, my gaze bouncing from one scribbled letter on the dark-gray wall to another. Letters that appear to have been drawn by a youngling learning to write.

In this place.

I veer from the thought, looking at the ceiling covered in moons all etched in coal. Moons that remind me of—

I squeeze my eyes shut and hug my gurgling gut.

There’s the sound of fluttering wings, and I frown at the little lark taking itself skyward, shedding stalks of the straw pile it somehow escaped.

It’s tenacious, I’ll give it that.

It bounces between the sooty moons until it’s directly overhead, tilts forward, and plummets, hitting me right between the eyes before tumbling into my lap.

“Ouch,” I mutter, rubbing my head as I stare at the lark—unmoving, its beak crumpled. Something that bothers me too much.

Taking its little face between my fingers, I press it back into shape, noticing a small rip in its wing. Like it put up a fight to get here.

I wish it hadn’t. That it was still out there, fluttering around aimlessly. Free, not down here in this hopeless, lonely hole with me.

I set it on my knee and lean my head against the wall, watching. Sigh when it flips onto its back and bares its belly again.
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My gaze drifts to its tail, the return fold pinched in place so hard there’s the faintest remnant of a bloody fingerprint. I turn the lark around so it’s facing the other way, breath catching when I notice a scribble of black that disappears beneath the pleats. Like someone responded before returning it.

I stare, swallowing.

What could a stranger possibly have to say that wasn’t implied by the pinch itself? Something like, “Hey, sorry. This lark has been flying around aimlessly for a while. I’m guessing the receiver has passed. Apologies for your loss.”

Do I want to read that?

Definitely not.

I place the lark on the ground and close my eyes, try to sleep. Catch a beak to the face three times, perfectly between my eyes. After the fourth, I bundle into a ball on my side, teeth gritted as I listen to the lark flutter skyward, wondering if I should just whip my arm around and bat it so hard it stops moving forever.

Why is it taunting me? I wish it would stop.

“STOP!”

There’s the soft thud of it hitting the ground at my back.

Glancing over my shoulder, I see it on its side, motionless, its beak so crunched into its face it looks as though it has no beak at all.

A swarm of guilt stings me from all angles.

It just wants to be read, Kyzari. Just read the damn thing and it’ll be content.

“Creators-dammit.”

Slowly, I unravel . . . roll . . . push into a sitting position and tuck my bedraggled hair behind my ears. I pluck the little lark up and pinch its crinkled beak until it’s pressed into place again, then unfold it one slow segment at a time until it’s lying flat in my hand.

[image: A note that reads “I need you” and “no you don’t”]
Wow.

I refold the lark until I’m looking right at its beaked face. “Is this your idea of a pep talk?”

It wiggles, flipping onto its back like it wants to be read again.

I smile for the first time in . . . a while, shaking my head. “How did you get so much personality, huh?”

Another jiggle.

“Fine,” I murmur, unbinding the lark, reading its message—

Familiarity strikes like a slap to the face.

My gaze travels past the parchment, up the rough cell wall—like looking down on dark, sandy dunes from the sky. In the smooth dips between veined ridges of stone, I hunt the messy letters scratched deep, bouncing between the lark and the wall, finding undeniable similarities in the y . . . the d . . . the t—

 My blood chills.

Did a child write this response? The same child who was kept in this cell?

Did they get free?

The backs of my eyes burn, as does the flame of hope reigniting behind my ribs as I read the message again.

[image: A message that reads “no you don’t”]
This time, it settles in my chest differently. Less like a thorn, more like a gulp of crisp, clean air.

They’re right. I don’t need anyone.

I’ve lived in a cage my entire life. Whenever I hit rock bottom, I always find a way to break free and catch a breath. Desperation forges keys from the most unassuming things.

Yes, I messed up by signing that piece of parchment that’s probably already fluttering toward Uncle Kaan, but nothing bad will come of it should I get free and take charge of my mistakes.

And according to this . . . it’s possible.

I refold the lark, cup it in both hands, and bring it close to my face. “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” I whisper, then tuck it in the crook of my neck. I rock, side-eyeing my wriggling meal as a surge of determination sets my heart on fire. “I’ll find a way to get us out of here. I promise.”

Even if it means I have to start stomaching that crap.
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Chapter 3 Veya

I sprint down the curl of stairs, my steps thumping in unison with the panicked thrash of my heart—thoughts still pinched between the pages of Elluin’s diary flush against my ribs. Bound in place beneath my thieved bodice with a length of cloth I ripped from the underlayer of my equally thieved skirt.


A Bloodlace has arrived on dragonback this rise. If she’s here to test my youngling’s blood once I give birth, the paternal line won’t draw in Tyroth’s direction.

It’ll draw north—to Kaan.



I stifle a groan, ignoring my strong desire to fold over the ornate obsidian handrail and loosen my guts seven stories down to the gleaming floor below.

Never have I felt the weight of such crushing responsibility, knowing my next actions could bring about a war that might crumble the world. But I can’t keep this diary to myself. No.

Kaan deserves to know the truth. So does Ellu—Raeve.

Kyzari deserves it most.

Determination stiffens my jaw.

Get to the cupboard. Get changed. Get free of the palace, through the hidden door in the wall, around the Forest of Weeping Wisps, up the mountain path, and into the abandoned burrow where my carter is hiding with Furn—her escort Moltenmaw. Get home, back to Kaan.

Break his fucking heart.

“Creators,” I mutter, taming my pulse.

I push my shoulders back, slowing my steps as I move down the flight of stairs that cuts through the atrium, the many windows showcasing the blustery might of a storm now heaving over the city. Full-skirted gardeners crouch over beds of luminous flowers, cutting stems or planting new bulbs while Clode swats bouts of snow at the panes.

My hands fist in my effort not to rush past—not to make a scene or draw attention to myself—pulling steady breaths of air spiced with the zesty scent of Shade-born blooms. A lovely smell that fails to make this place feel like anything other than a pretty, ethereal dungeon I hope I don’t die within.

I move down a tight stairwell, bursting free in the servants’ wing well below ground level. My charge through the endless Warren of cold obsidian halls is constantly interrupted by Thorns and stoic palace workers, forcing me to keep my steps slow. Primped and polished females who swish across the floor like regal sweeps of a broom, each bearing a clipped ear, marking them as a null. A custom Tyroth introduced when he dug his claws into The Shade, like a male dragon pissing on his territory.

Making it stink.

Finally coming to a closed cupboard door bracketed by burning sconces, I check both ways, then pull a small vial from my pocket. I uncork the lid, punched by the musky scent of whatever goes into this potent concoction Roan brews. Some sort of excrement, based on its pungent aroma. I try not to think about that as I tip it into my palm, then smear the brown puddle across the bulging door handle.

The fusing rune I drew earlier sizzles, releasing an angry hiss before it smokes into oblivion.

The handle clunks, then turns—unlocking.

Pocketing the vial, I dart through and pull the door shut behind me. I fold back against it and release a shuddered sigh.

“Fuck,” I mutter, ripping off my bangle, tempted to toss it at the wall. Instead, I tug a vial of moonlight from my pocket, illuminating the tight storespace as my glamour begins to itch, then peels like flaking paper, disintegrating before it hits the ground.

I stare past my blanched fingers to the bangle caught in my trembling fist . . .

Should’ve let the trogg eat it.

I pocket the stupid thing.

My gaze drifts, landing on Ayda, still unconscious on the ground with my bundled white cloak tucked beneath her head, her features lax, mouth gagged.

I take in her modest gray underwools that look far more comfortable than the suffocating abomination I’m about to redress her in. Especially given her . . . condition Tyroth made me aware of.

Sighing, I study the gentle swell of her abdomen, barely there. Even so, I’m mad at myself for not noticing, shaking my head as I crouch at her side.

I know my brother well. What he’s capable of. This is not the place where Ayda and her youngling have a flourishing future.

This is the place where serpents choke happiness while it sleeps. Where young princesses are ripped from their pallets in the middle of slumbertime, forced on the back of foreign beasts, and flown to a distant city. Treated like a lump of bloodstone.

Like currency.

This is the place where new mahs die on their bloody birthing sheets. Where secrets fester until they’re rotten enough to poison the world.

Teeth gritted, I lean forward and set the vial of moonlight on a shelf between stacks of polishing cloths, then get to work loosening my bodice, yanking it free with a heaving breath. Filling my lungs properly for the first time since I fastened the Creators-damned thing in place.

I pull my leathers on before gently unbinding, ungagging, and redressing Ayda, just easing my cloak from beneath her head when the hairs on my arms lift.

My gaze snaps to her face, straight into bold-blue eyes staring at me.

My heart drops so fast I almost forget to breathe, half expecting her to open her mouth and scream. To bring my fucking world down with a simple sound.

Except she doesn’t.

There is no fear in her wide eyes. No panic or anger. No confusion. Just two probing orbs behind a sheen of tears, leading me to wonder if we shared more than just resemblance while I wore her skin.

If part of her soul traveled with me on that heartbreaking journey, too.

Her gaze drops to where Elluin’s diary is bound against my ribs, turning my blood to ice.

Guess that answers that.

She closes her eyes, a tear slipping free as she lifts a hand, resting it on her abdomen like a shield. “You don’t have to kill me,” she whispers, lashes lifting. “I won’t say anything.”

I know she won’t.

Nobody in their right mind could absorb the words in this diary and not choose the moral side of the coin. Tyroth may be the pah of her unborn child, but Elluin was The Shade’s blood-born queen. History notes a postpartum bleed was the reason she never got to see Kyzari grow, but I don’t believe that.

I doubt Ayda does either.

The entire fucked-up situation has a taint that sticks to the male who currently holds the obsidian throne.

“I could never.” I reach into the pocket of my cloak, retrieving a hefty pouch of bloodstone. Enough to purchase a small tavern in this part of the world. “But I must insist you leave,” I implore, taking her cool hand to curl her fingers around the pouch. “Get out of Arithia. Find somewhere safe, far away from Tyroth Vae—”

“I can’t.” She untangles her hand from mine. From the pouch. I frown. “Can’t . . . or won’t?”

A long silence passes as more tears slip free. “You should go,” she finally whispers, causing a shiver up my spine.

Right.

I stand, dash my cloak around my shoulders, and flick up the hood, pinching the buttons shut to ensure my leathers are well-concealed. “Then you will likely end up dead, just like Elluin,” I mutter, tossing the pouch of bloodstone.

It lands on the floor with a hefty thud that makes Ayda flinch. Or perhaps it’s my words sinking in.

Good.

“This world is not kind to females, bastards, or those who wear no beads,” I continue, passing a pointed glance at the clip in her ear. I grab my vial of moonlight off the shelf and stuff it into my pocket, casting us in darkness. “Remember that.”

I open the door and leave.
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Chapter 4 Raeve

I swing my arm back, then thrust it up, smashing my fist against the ice that just

won’t

budge.

Another punch. Another. Pain shoots through the fine bones and tendons in my hand, up into my elbow, feeding the bloodlusting fury simmering in my chest.

I’ve tried everything. Sharpened my consciousness into a blade that’s only bent against the ice. Blunted it into a hammer I used to try to bludgeon my way through, searching the frosty expanse for an area that might be weaker. Thinner.

Nothing works.

I even pretended to drown, hoping my Other’s protective instincts would lure her back beneath the ice and hopefully crack open a hole for me to climb through.

Wrong.

She either doesn’t care or is perfectly aware my consciousness doesn’t require oxygen to exist in this watery tomb of doom.

Another strike shreds my knuckles and the remnants of my composure.

“FUUUUUUCK!”

My plan was meticulous—indulge my ravenous hunger for vengeance on a banquet of carefully plotted torture before I’d finally plug Rekk’s mouth with his intestines, pinch his nose, and watch him choke to death while reminding him exactly why he’s being so brutally ended.

For murdering my beautiful, miraculous Essi.

For torturing Líri to near death.

Until my Other stuffed me down here like one of my stones; like she expects me to bundle up and sink to the bottom while she does who knows what to the spangle-shit stain I coaxed into my trap—

Wait.

Is that the answer? Sinking?

I whip around and peer down into the gloom. Dark, aside from the speckled light far below, like a squashed star that’s splattered its effulgent guts everywhere.

My eyes narrow, gaze bouncing from luminous speck to luminous speck.

 Maybe there’s something down there I can use to break myself free? An option I wouldn’t usually consider, but she’s not down there. She’s up there, slaughtering. Probably feasting on Rekk Zharos’s flesh.

I frown, thinking of all the shit I’ve tossed beneath the ice. Things I don’t particularly want to see again. Ever. But so long as I don’t dive too deep, I should be fine. Theoretically.

Fuck it.

Kicking off the ice, I dive through the crisp water one determined stroke at a time until something long and luminous tangles with my fingers, making me pause. I pull my hand close and turn it over, eyes narrowed on the silver hair that’s longer than I am tall.

A chill skitters across my skin.

I’ve seen this exact shade in the tomb beneath Kaan’s sleepsuite. Seen it in the sky south of the wall, nesting amongst the aurora ribbons that sometimes blend with that wonky moon I love so much. I’ve seen it in my dreams, and in aching flashes of memory—the luminous tone coupled with milky eyes framed in pale lashes—

No.

I dump the thought, swish the tendril away, and shove deeper into the unknown.

Find an object to bash against the ice. Break free. Take back control of my body. Make Rekk’s final moments a living slumber-terror, the fuck.

The distant splatter of light swells, taking on a clustered shape of hexagonal ice pillars poking up from the gloom. Like I’m coasting through the dark above Netheryn, the Moonplume nesting grounds. Something else I refuse to mull over.

Refuse to consider too deeply.

I propel closer, drawn to a wide pillar at the center of it all—shorter than the others, fenced in by taller ones crouching close.

I focus on the concave dip typical of a well-used nesting perch. And within that dip, a large pile of treasures. Mainly silver, egg-shaped stones that make my breath hitch. Make me want to turn around, propel toward the surface, and wait patiently to be released, then never come back down here again.

Perhaps I would do just that, were my fingertips not itching to gouge Rekk’s eyes from their sockets, then puncture his fucking heart.

Snarling, I shoot toward one of the taller columns and shift to the edge. Look into the dark chasms woven between the pillars, hoping to find something helpful, squinting to make out the distant shape of—

Stones.

Thousands of stones jammed between the crevices like long-forgotten junk. My stones, each mossy mound belonging to a memory or moment I’ve tossed away with the intention of never seeing them again.

I spot a particularly sharp one I lobbed down while Essi was bundled in my arms—unmoving.

Lifeless.

 I flinch, ripping my gaze away.

Fuck no. Not going down there.

Which only leaves one option.

Hands fisted, I study the large pile of silver egg-shaped stones covered in luminous moss that sways with the water’s churn, frowning when I notice a long pearly tooth wedged amongst them. From what I can see, it’s longer than my foot and likely strong enough to split ice, though it’s odd I don’t recall tossing it down here . . .

I ignore the part of me that knows I didn’t. The part that’s piecing together the shards of this strange, shattered puzzle, shaping it into something too big and round and heavy to bear.

I kick over the chasm and land on the buffered slope of ice, sliding deep into the massive nest. So large, Rygun could coil up in it, though he’d mostly be hanging off the edges.

The angle mellows, and I shift closer, pausing before the mound of treasures almost taller than myself to assess the situation. Unlike my stones—tossed away like trash—these look lovingly shaped. Cradled.

Nurtured.

A thought I squash like a bug.

I need to move at least one before I can free the tooth. Unfortunate, since tampering with someone’s treasure is a sure way to piss them off.

Shifting around the pile, I hunt for the best angle. Realize my options are dimmer than the chances I’ll be able to deliver my well-planned monologue to an even partially conscious Rekk.

Do I move the velvet-looking stone that reminds me of a lump of coal or the blue, teardrop-shaped crystal that appears a little easier to reach?

Fuck it, no time to dally.

I swish away strands of silver moss, shove my hand down the cleft, grip the teardrop, and tug. It comes away, leaking a dulcet sob of song that weeps through the water—words sung from a voice I recognize, laced with mourning so deep it drenches my skin. Floods my bloodstream.

Sloshes against my heart.

Shrieking, I toss the crystal with such gusto it arcs through the water, plunging into the crevice while I heave big bouts of icy water into my laden lungs. The slow, sorrowful tune infesting my essence, lodging in my mind like a seed of sadness I certainly didn’t ask for.

There’s a reason I don’t listen to Rayne. I don’t want to make space for understanding her language. Now some of it’s wedged in there like a sordid splinter that’ll probably fester.

I fucking hate this place.

I force down the unwanted thickness in my throat, crack my neck from side to side, and eye the pile before me.

Definitely best not to touch the others. Who knows what they’ll dislodge.

More careful this time, I thread my arm down the gap and grip the smooth ivory saber, giving it a tug.

 It doesn’t budge.

I tug again, gritting my teeth as I strain, putting all my rage and frothing thirst for vengeance into the heaving motion—

The tooth comes away so suddenly I’m tossed back, a few of the egg-shaped stones shifting with the disruption. One of them brushes against my retreating arm, those mossy tendrils caressing me like the stroke of a Moonplume tail, tossing me into a swallow of . . .

elsewhere.

Somewhere I’m not myself but something larger.

More powerful.

Something furious, packed with flexing strength that fans from between my shoulder blades, my chest puffed with a roil of frosty fire threatening to burn a trail up my throat—
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The Other Past

The Other dives into a cloud of fog, releasing a guttural screech that tapers into a squeal sharp enough to slit skin. Announcing her rabid intentions to slay the young fae who snuck upon her nesting pillar and took her most precious egg.

She may have been sitting on it for too long—since well after her mate was felled and bled into the ground—but she could finally sense life within. Since bestowing it a silver thread of the mystical fiber within herself, life had finally begun to flutter.

And now it’s gone.

She blasts free of the mist as rage erupts up her throat, pouring past her open maw. Azure flame explodes against a tall nesting perch made by another long-passed Moonplume, crumbling it to pieces and shattering the silence.

There will be no rest until The Other has the thief clamped between her teeth and she’s shaken his heartbeat still. Then she’ll feast on his flesh—tear it from his bones strip by strip. Garbed in his blood, she’ll wait for his remains to turn solid from the cold, then crunch him into shards.

If she can just find him.

There’s a distant shout. Rattling. A series of animalistic squeals that lifts The Other’s hackles, sending a shudder down her spine.

She banks, hunting the sound, plunging through another sheet of mist hiding much of the spawning grounds.

“Go away, you horrid beasts!” The Other’s heart hitches at the shrill voice echoing through the din. “Leave us alone!”

 The mist dissipates long enough for her to catch sight of an icy overhang, glimpsing a little fae much too young for this part of the world.

She should be in a stone nest with the ones who gave her life, wrapped in the furs fae have taken to wearing to protect their fragile skin. Not here, guarding a small snow nest, surrounded by doomquills. Prickly predators that are painful to chew on, that rattle and howl and raid dens dug into the snow—their main prey the fresh litters of more vulnerable creatures.

The very reason The Other often ends up with their spikes embedded in her gums.

She observes the youngling’s stance: little feet perched wide for battle, her angry yet fearful eyes so blue they could be forged from the flame that brews in The Other’s chest.

“Go away!” she screams, voice trembling. She thrusts a dagger forward, as though trying to make up for her lack of sharp teeth or claws. “Or I’ll use it!”

The Other notices the way her hand shakes, like she’s scared despite her bared teeth and loud threatening words.

Tucking her wings, The Other swoops closer, moving as one with the air currents so they don’t shriek against her hide. She cuts through more mist, emerging to see the largest of the spiky predators leaping forward with a howl just as the fae punches her weapon into the creature’s smooth underbelly.

Dark blood sprays the youngling’s face.

The creature tips its head and yowls, and something shatters in the young fae’s eyes. She sobs as her prey falls to the ground.

Dead.

The rest paw at the snow, wailing, long tongues lashing. Their intent obvious.

Approach as one. Disable. Kill.

The Other’s instincts rage, urging her forward. Roaring for her to protect.

PROTECT.

She folds her wings, tucks them flat against her body, and plunges. Throwing them wide, she swings forward and drops to the ground, the motion kicking up an explosion of snow that buffets her silver hide, disorienting the now-screeching, scattering creatures that momentarily forgot they’re not at the top of the food chain.

The Other is.

The youngling doesn’t scream, doesn’t flinch or try to run. She falls to her knees and barricades the opening, her sad eyes still on the beast she felled and the swelling puddle beneath it.

The Other arches her neck and spins, letting all her rage and sorrow surge from her chest in a blow of blue fury that slaughters everything it swallows.

A fitting end for such dishonorable opponents.

While mutilating spiked bodies with her flame and violent sweeps of her claws, it occurs to The Other that perhaps the small fae doesn’t like killing things. That would explain the look in her eyes and the sad sound she made as her weapon slipped from the creature’s chest.

Seems strange since many fae don’t feel the same when they take life, happily grounding dragons to drain their blood into the ground. Preventing them from finding peace amidst the big black, like The Other’s beloved mate.

But that look in the youngling’s eyes . . . it echoes in The Other’s mind as she continues to blow her flames long after the final beast has fallen, reminded of times past. When dragons yearned to form a bond with one courageous and moral enough to earn it.

Not feared such connections.

Shaking off the thought, The Other bites down on her fire and spins, snarling as she takes in the surrounding mess. Bodies so affected by flame they’ve exploded into frozen shards now strewn across the snow.

Pleased with herself, The Other turns back to the snow nest, but the small fae is no longer shielding the entrance.

The Other stills.

A silver light radiates from the opening, spilling beyond, melding with her own. A soft screech wells from the cracking remains of an egg The Other coiled around for too many rises and falls. Then comes the gurgle of her hatchling taking breath and working its tiny lungs.

Another piece of shell breaks away and falls into the snow, revealing her beautiful silver young still covered in clear residue, bundled up as though it’s nesting in the sky. Beginning how it will end . . . as is the way.

It wriggles. Lifts its head a little. Tries to stretch its wings, causing more shell to push away as a whip of breeze carries its sweet leathery scent to The Other’s flared nostrils.

Female.

A daughter.

Her heavy body drops to the ground, wings splaying.

A foreign sensation swells in The Other’s chest—big and warm. As she studies her hatchling’s slender neck and the way her head wobbles around—too heavy for the developing muscles—The Other nests with the feeling. A form of love she’s never experienced.

Never considered possible.

Lazily, the hatchling lifts her lids, and The Other’s heart squeezes hard at the first glimpse of her eyes—dark and speckled with the many lights of their ancestors.

Beautiful.

They lock gazes from across the snow, and her young honks.

That sensation in The Other’s chest surges to such a mighty size she worries her ribs might break. A keening sound crawls up her throat.

I love you, too, Sweet One . . .

Her gaze shifts to the male fae tucked on his side within the snow nest, pale hair askew. The same male who raided her nest, though she no longer harbors the desire to swallow him. Not at the sight of his protective posturing—his arm bound around the remnants of her hatchling’s egg as he works to remove bits of shell so she can further free herself. Loosening her small, misshapen wing from the sticky membrane that must’ve gotten too warm and shrunk, cutting off some of the blood supply.

“I’m sorry,” he sobs past pale lips, his words heavy with so much sadness.

The Other tilts her head to the side.

If she could shape his words with her much bigger, more fearsome mouth, she would tell him she doesn’t understand. Her young blood hatched. There is no room for sadness, only celebration of life.

She’s about to creep forward and nuzzle into the nest so she can scent her hatchling properly, when she realizes—

Where is the Little One? The small fae who took life to protect this flimsy nest and the ones tucked within?

Hopefully not crushed . . .

Pushing up, The Other swings her head beneath her belly, throwing a glance about her claws and down the line of her tail swishing through the surrounding carnage. Until she feels a strange tug on the long tendrils that spawn from her spine.

The Other goes still.

Is that—

Something prods against her leg, farther up. Another tug, followed by more clamoring against her hide.

Curious, The Other swoops her head around to peer at the small fae perched between her shoulder blades—breathing hard, still covered in the blood of her kill. Her pale hands no longer tremble, but are fisted into The Other’s tendrils, holding on so tight the rapid pulse in her palms patters through the sensitive strands.

She looks in the youngling’s eyes, lit with so much determination they’re luminous.

“Shuile!”

Fly.

The Other huffs.

This small, breakable being with fingers too weak to withstand the force of flight wants to ride her into the frigid, unforgiving sky?

The Other doesn’t fly with a mount. Ever. She yields to nobody—especially not one so fragile.

Growling, The Other shakes, trying to dislodge the young back into the soft snow. Confused when she finds her still clinging to the same tuft of tendrils, cheeks flushed from the fast pump of her little heart.

A new fierceness screws up the youngling’s features as she bares her teeth and screams, “Shuile!”

For one so little, the word is big, making the silence shudder. Like the Air Goddess is listening.

“Shuile! Shuile! Shuile—”

Perhaps it’s the only way to get her off and make her stop screaming?

 The Other looks at her hatchling—well protected within the arms of the wide-eyed male—and releases a low grating sound.

She lifts her wings and thumps them down, propelling into the sky with such force it would rival that of a falling dragon, expecting the Little One to slip free and plop upon the snow. Flustered when she doesn’t, looking back every few beats to check she’s still clinging on.

Fascination mounting.

The Mists swallow them, buffeting The Other’s wings as she scoops the icy air, soaring higher . . . thrashing with all her flexing might.

The Other doesn’t want the small fae to plummet to her death. She’ll catch her if she comes loose. Return her to the ground where she belongs in acknowledgment of the blood she spilled to protect The Other’s precious egg.

But it doesn’t matter how hard she beats her wings or how fast she dips or turns, the Little One doesn’t budge.

Not when the ribbons rise, then fall again.

Not when a storm sweeps in and batters them from all angles, coating the youngling’s dark hair with frost and clumps of snow.

Not when The Other soars so close to the moons she feels the world’s ever-present tug loosening its hold on her, the light of her ancestors drenching her wings. Hailing her to curl up and rest with them.

Again, the ribbons rise, arching so near that The Other wonders if they’re going to splash against her like they did so long ago, casting her hide silver.

But they don’t.

They dance just out of reach as the Little One begins to sing; a soft song that ebbs and flows with the ribbons’ movements. Like she’s translating their dance into something of such beauty that for a moment, The Other coasts.

Not thrashing.

Just listening.

The song calls to her soul. Tugs like her yearning to curl around her egg long after it was due to hatch. To eventually offer it some of the silver essence that filled her with the cosmic song she’s finally starting to understand; one final surge of hope.

It tugs like her yearning to find an eternal nest amongst the stars . . . one dae.

But not this dae.

Not with her new meaning perched between her wings, clinging with clenched fists, singing even as her lips crack from the cold.

It’s there, so close to those who’ve lifted into their final resting place, that The Other yields for the first time in her very long existence—and to a youngling smaller than her claw. Leans into her welling desire to protect the little fae with the savage fierceness of one who suddenly has everything to lose.

The Other tames her thrashing heartbeat until it squeezes in rhythm with her Little One’s, hearing her gasp when their bond hatches with the ferocity of a bursting star.

 She doesn’t offer her flame, knowing her Little One is not ready. That it would break her from the inside out.

But she does offer almost everything else.

Through the building threads connecting them, The Other feels the cold rush of her Little One’s shock. Her warm, blooming wonder. Feels the fierce strength of her spirit and the wild love she has for the ones who share her blood.

She feels the shape of her moral heart, so big and viciously bold. Feels the heavy sadness for her young’s crooked hatch, the knowledge of her small, afflicted wing not crippling The Other in the same way it has her Little One.

Fate works in magical ways, and even now those tendrils are plotting, tying knots that may not be understood or loosened until many rises come and go. But The Other does know one thing.

Her and her Precious Little One . . . they were always meant to be.
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Chapter 6 Raeve

The memory rips away. Like something just plunged its fist into my soul, grabbed a handful of whatever it could wedge its claws into, and tugged.

My heart pounds, mind busting against the jagged bits of everything I consumed.

That was—

I was—

Fingers clenched around the saber, I kick off the pillar of ice, powering toward the surface through a mess of silver threads that tangle around my fingers and arms, throat tight, suddenly desperate for air. Racing for the surface yet drowning beneath that pile of egg-shaped stones.

Reaching the barrier, I slam the saber up with such gusto the tip lodges deep into the ice. Hairline cracks web out from the divot as I stab, stab, stab—trying to scrub the stain of everything I just absorbed with each savage strike.

Something large and luminous shifts above, the vision of it smudged by the fissured ice.

I still, heart in my throat, time stretching. Every hair on my arms and legs lifts.

The shape swells, appearing to draw—

Closer.

Fuck.

The ice implodes with such force I’m caught in a churn of shards, silver threads, and sloshing water, my pulse a bellowing roar.

I scramble for the surface, primitively aware of the water’s rhythmic displacement. A steady thud-ump, thud-ump. Like my Other’s moving through the lake beneath me to the familiar pulse of beating wi—

I kick harder. Swim faster. Don’t dare look down as I bash past sharp bits of ice and charge for the bouldered shore, stumbling over jagged stones. Climbing so fast I get a head spin.

I don’t celebrate my freedom, part of me still caught in that cold, silent elsewhere. Still soaring through the endless black with my pulse tied to another:

A little girl with a big heart stuffed full of warmth.

A realization clambers up my ribs and perches between my shoulder blades, claws puncturing my skin and spine . . .

 That silver Moonplume chose the blue-eyed, black-haired child because she sensed the goodness within her. Because she fiercely protected the ones she loved, rather than running.

Hiding.

A child with such strength, courage, and bravery . . . who would be so disappointed if she knew what a coward she became.
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Chapter 7 Veya 

Heart pounding in rhythm with my chattering teeth, I hurry along the steep streets of Arithia, buffeted by bitter wind and pelting snow—wondering if Clode and Rayne are at war with each other.

Cursing them for it.

I would barely be able to see past my own hand were it not for the bright orbs bobbing overhead like tiny moons, likely suspended by advanced runes I’ve never seen before.

Distantly, I recall hearing a rumor that Tyroth traded a young protégé to the Tri-Council in exchange for their eternal favor, prized for his ability to lace runes like nobody else.

Guess it’s true.

Checking over my shoulder to make sure I’m not being followed, I cut around a corner, struck by an icy blow that nips so deep it feels like my face is peeling off. “C-creators,” I chitter, easing deeper into my hood. Yet to see a single folk walking the streets, braving the storm. Yet to see a single sign of life beyond the odd lit window flickering like starved flames.

A full-body shiver runs all the way to my bones.

This place is beautiful. Skillfully sung. But it feels like a grave.

I move faster, jogging down a stairway pinched between tall, pointed buildings sung from obsidian, cursing each burst of blustery air heaved into my parched lungs. Cursing the size of this fucking place—an ornamental labyrinth that feels like it’s about to fold over itself and chew me up, all its honed structures becoming the tapered teeth of an angry beast.

I don’t want to be here, caught in wrestling gusts of snow. I want to be home in the hot, humid north, beyond the impending conversations I need to have, chugging hard liquor until I’m blind drunk in some crooked gambling den, pretending the world isn’t more fucked up than I’d previously thought.

Rounding a corner, I finally come upon the towering black wall that circles Arithia. Almost collapse with a mixture of cold exhaustion and relief.

The sound of ruffling feathers almost makes me shit myself, the feeling not helped when I look up and see a massive Moltenmaw roosting on the wall, front claws tucked.

 I still.

It shakes off a crust of gathered snow, revealing a chest bound in saddle straps that offers me a pinch of relief.

Not wild.

Though its head is dug down in the resting position, its red eyes boldly stare, assessing me with uncomfortable curiosity.

I look at the wall beneath its roosting spot to where a dead weeping wisp is rooted to the stone, its spindly remains a pale sentinel to the only unguarded exit . . . given said exit is a secret only revealed by activating hungry runes with a penchant for warm blood.

Eyeing the beast above, I dig into my pocket and feel around for the vial of colk blood I stashed there. Slits of sting permeate my numb fingertips. “Dammit,” I murmur, picking out bloody shards of glass I drop in the snow. Remnants of the smashed vial.

Unfortunate.

I ease my blade free and drag it against my palm. Warmth pools as I clench my fingers around the hurt.

Keeping my gaze firmly trained on the curious dragon, I edge closer to the wall, trying to ignore the deep rumble coming from the Moltenmaw’s broad chest. A fierce reminder that approaching a bonded dragon without their rider nearby is often seen as a threat.

Way I see it, I’m bleeding. Bleeding things are less threatening than non-bleeding things. At least that’s what I tell myself as I smear my wet hand across the stone.

My blood coagulates into the shape of the previously invisible runes before they begin to hiss and steam.

I grit my teeth and brace against the wall, hoping the etchings aren’t thirsty enough to put me on my ass and make me look too much like an eager meal.

The bloody marks dissolve in unison with my fading equilibrium . . .

Three.

Two.

One—

Part of the wall slurps into oblivion, leaving an arched exit from this beautiful, soulless tomb. A perfect frame that looks out across the wide chasm to the Forest of Weeping Wisps on the other side, sown into the steep mountainside. The spindly trees being tossed about by the storm like water weeds caught in a blustery current.

I stumble through the opening.

The stone claps back into place so fast I’m shoved forward, like it tried to push me down the sheer, rocky ridge Arithia spawned from.

“Hugth aht, Bulder!”

I toss my arm back. Clasp the rigid hand of stone that punches from the wall and jerks me to a halt—though my heart feels like it busts through my ribs, plummets through the blinding vortex of wind and snow, and impales on a rock somewhere far below.

 The smooth hand calcifies around my clenched fingers while I heave breath, trying to reel my heart back into my fucking chest.

That was close.

Still half hanging over the edge, I look up at the Moltenmaw, unsurprised to see it studying me over its snow-dusted wing. Still rumbling. Probably hoping Bulder will drop me into the chasm to be snatched like falling prey.

I may not be his most devout apostle, but the God of Ground likes me enough not to purposely turn me into a dragon snack.

“Gurn huk atúin, Bulder . . .”

Slowly, he pulls me back until I’m flopped against the wall, still feeling like the world is rocking beneath my feet.

Pesky, parasitical runes.

I hack a strip of material from my cloak and use it to bind my hand, difficult with double vision and no feeling left in the frozen tips of my fingers. “T-take me back t-to the scorching plains of home,” I bite out, then stash my blade and turn toward the obscure stairway that zigzags up the ridge, cuts left across the mountain’s sheer face, then fringes the forest. The path a relic of times past, further smudged behind a battle of snow and wind.

The world splits, converges, splits . . .

I sigh.

If I don’t fall and break my neck, it’ll be a miracle.

With careful steps, I begin the treacherous traverse, moving across the cliff’s face when the Moltenmaw screeches so loud it rivals the howling wind.

I spin, squinting.

Through the eddy of snow, I see the beast stretching its massive feathered wings. With a few violent heaves, it lifts off the wall and propels toward the huge, spiky silhouette that crowns the mountain city, windows a glittering contrast to the murky dim.

The palace.

My heart skips a beat.

I wobble as the ground jolts, like something flicked at me from beneath. Quick. Isolated. The sort of jolt I only get when Bulder’s trying to tell me something.

Frowning, I open myself—

His song busts into my eardrums. A baritone lullaby, the melancholy tune almost reminding me of—

The tune he sang to Slátra when she was in the burrow at Dhomm.

Burnt.

Broken.

I spin, looking through the churning storm to where a cluster of ancient, abandoned burrows are tucked amongst the mountain’s ridges. One of which my lovely carter is hidden within, waiting with her Moltenmaw.

Waiting to carry me back to The Fade.

An uncomfortable feeling lodges in my chest, like I just got struck with an arrow.

 Cold, hungry dread.

I lurch to my feet and run.

* * *

My aching legs give way.

I stumble. Catch myself against a jagged rock and collapse into its meager shelter.

Working to steady my breath, I ball my frozen hands against my mouth so they absorb my hot exhales.

Finally sure I’m not about to pass out, I look toward the huge cave ahead—barely visible, were it not for the odd blade of moonlight now slitting through the clouds.

I cup my mouth and make the whirring sound of a bundle-bush bird. The sound amplifies off sharp edges before it’s eventually swallowed up.

And I count.

One . . . Two . . . Three . . . Four . . . Five—

The world continues to split and sway as I pick apart the darkness, waiting. My insides twist into tighter knots with each passing moment.

We agreed on sixty counts. That if there’s no response, something’s wrong.

Fifty-four . . . Fifty-five . . .

Come on. Come on. Come on—

who whooooot

I almost cry out with relief.

Blowing a quiet prayer to the Creators, I flip the lid on Kaan’s copper weald, using the small flame to light my way down the trembling burrow, barely dodging bits of falling rock.

We need to get out of here. Fast.

I round a corner that opens into the large nesting chamber. “Rasha?” I whisper, stepping over pale branches and chunks of obsidian, the cave rumbling again.

Shaking. Almost like it’s angry.

There’s a sharp crack. The only warning I get before a wedge of stone plummets before me, so close it almost crushes my toes.

I stumble backward over a log and land on my tailbone, a jolt of pain lashing up my spine as Kaan’s weald skitters across the floor—though the flame continues to burn.

What’s Bulder’s problem?

I open myself—

His song thumps into me with such vengeance I hiss a breath, his tone dense and guttural. A grinding mix of anger and sadness so unlike the sturdy god.

 The melody splinters through my skull, many of his words unfamiliar—abrupt and jagged.

I press my hands against my head—an attempt to stop my skull from cracking like an egg—then pause at the smell of blood. At the wetness smeared all over my left palm.

Snatching Kaan’s weald, I wave it over the glossy red puddle on the ground, pushing up to get a better view of its large scope.

Too large.

“Rasha?”

My voice cracks.

I step through the blood and move deeper into the den. Gasp as a huge shape comes into horrific, devastating view.

Furn—Rasha’s yellow-and-orange Moltenmaw—suspended midair, pinned in place by shards of obsidian piercing her from all angles. Like she tried to take flight at the first sniff of danger but was immediately impaled through her chest.

Wings.

Abdomen.

Neck.

My heart unspools, veins, arteries, flesh stripping loose until it feels like there’s nothing left.

I sway, looking at her head—hung at an unnatural angle, eyes wide, red pupils gone dim. Her beak is open, blood dripping from the forked tip of her tongue and splat, splat, splatting on the ground.

The sight splits, converges again. I wonder if I’m seeing things—if the drain has taken me a nip too far—until someone speaks a series of seething words that raise the hackles on my soul.

“Jisthh et aagh. Et zist fiyah ke!”

The flame from Kaan’s weald erupts, burning my palm.

I drop it, jolting back from the inferno as it surges skyward, gushing against the ceiling like a plume of dragonflame. Igniting the chamber with such fiery ferocity that I’m forced to squint, using my hand as a meager shield to protect my face from the radiant heat.

The hot, hungry light illuminates everything.

Numerous Thorns line the walls, long swords pointed toward the ground between their feet, their faces guarded by silver headgear—eyes gleaming like gems tossed in the firelight. Single beads dangle from their lobes, glinting like silent threats.

Another command hisses through the cavern, spoken by a broad male more decorated than the others.

I’m flayed by his cutthroat gaze as fire siphons down upon the beautiful, broken Furn. She ignites with such ferocity the chamber becomes a kiln, the air souring with the pungent fume of charred feathers and dragon flesh.

Unable to watch, I look away, seeing Rasha bound and gagged, held in place between two hefty warriors more than twice her size—her big green eyes so wide with pain and fear that a coarse sound claws up my throat.

“Traitorous whore,” a Thorn seethes, jostling her.

 She barely manages a muffled scream before a blade punches through her throat from behind.

“RASHA—”

She chokes, blood staining her gag.

My face twists, lips pulling back, neck muscles tightening as I pour all my rage into a single grinding command. “Gurn ed akin, ah—”

Something strikes my left ankle.

Bulder abides by my command and collapses part of the ceiling, crushing three Thorns. At the same time, I crumble, his song vanishing. Washed away by the iron arrow that barely missed my Achilles. A pain that pales in comparison to the deep ache in my chest at the sight of Rasha being tossed to the ground like a doll. Limp.

Dead.

My surroundings become a burning smear.

The Thorns converge as one. A silver noose tightening on the fate of the precious diary bound against my abdomen. A relic that has the power to change . . . everything.

I grip the hilt of my dagger, looking between the armored soldiers, wondering which of them will grab me first. Who will end up with my blade in their eye.

I’d rather die than end up face-to-face with Tyroth. Would rather burn beside Furn and Rasha so my soul can pass messages to Kaan via his pet waif.

My breath hitches as I glimpse a tight cleft in the wall that cuts off to the right and certainly wasn’t there before. That likely leads deeper into the mountain, but—

Better than death.

Quietly thanking Bulder, I lift my leg and plant my good foot, digging through the pocket of my cloak. I scour my approaching persecutors. Take a final look at poor Rasha on the ground at their backs—eyes wide and so heartbreakingly flat. Take a final look at Furn’s skeletal remains, Ignos feeding on what’s left of her feathers and flesh.

“You’re all monsters,” I snarl past the thickness in my throat.

Pompous laughter erupts from all but the stolid commander, a sneering voice threatening to bend me over a rock for thinking I could sneak into my brother’s kingdom undetected.

My fingers close around the jar of moonlight while I hold the commander’s cutting blue stare. “I can’t wait for the dae you’re forced to bow before the rightful queen and face your heinous crimes.”

A line digs between his pale brows.

I toss the jar. It shatters, frosty light exploding as I snatch Kaan’s weald, then shove up.

And stagger blindly through the clamor.
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Chapter 8 Raeve

I stalk through puddles of red littered with bits of flesh and bone, breathing metallic air tainted with the reek of excrement, one of Kaan’s dragonscale blades twirling between my bloody fingers. With a spin, I toss the dagger. Watch it thunk into the tattered remnants of Rekk Zharos’s flayed chest.

He hangs there, stretched arms tethered to the palletposts, head flopped forward—unmoving. Dead.

Very dead.

Hard not to be when your heart’s no longer in your chest. Not that I’ve been able to locate said heart, something I’ve decided never to think about again. Unless my Other threw it on the fire or perhaps tossed it out the window that overlooks the labyrinth of filthy streets below—doubtful—then I don’t want to know.

I also don’t want to think about . . . her.

My Other.

Not with the memory of everything I just saw stuffed beneath the ice where it belongs, never to be touched again.

I sigh, tip my head to the side. Scour the mess my Other made of Rekk, leaving him utterly unrecognizable. Again, I hunt the visible parts of his skin, trying to find a segment that’s not been burnt.

Failing.

What I wouldn’t do to have watched her fold him up and stuff him in the fireplace. At least that’s what I imagine she did to cause such damage, forcing him to experience the feel of his flesh melting. To live through the same sizzling torture Líri endured when he flew her too close to the sun.

My gaze bounces from deep gory gash to deep gory gash, each wound likely made from Rekk’s own bloody boots tossed in the corner, the spokes covered in carrion. A creative flourish that went beyond even my own sadistic plans.

Credit where credit’s due.

Never have I seen such brutal slaughtering. She avenged Líri and Essi so thoroughly, there’s nothing left to work with. Only my flare of rage for the scars Líri will always carry and the continued ache of Essi’s absence.

Because of him.

I clear my throat and stride forward. Tuck the itchy tip of my finger beneath Rekk’s chin, push back his head, and look into the empty hollows of his mutilated eye sockets.

No idea where his eyes went, either. Something else I don’t want to think about.

“At least she made you suffer,” I say past the annoying thickness in my throat, dropping my hand.

His head flops forward.

I sigh and yank out the blade, spin on my heel, then stalk back to my spot by the door and toss it.

Thunk—right between his nonexistent eyes.

I crack my neck, advancing again when someone pounds on the door. “Password,” I mutter, trying to wiggle the blade free.

A long pause, a throat clear, followed by a whisper-hiss. “Rekk Zharos can eat a jar of spangle shit.”

I smile, finally free the blade, and tuck it into the laden sheath strapped around my thigh, about to open the door when I realize I’ve been so caught up exercising my frustrations on Rekk’s corpse that I’m still . . . covered in him. And not much else.

“Just a moment.”

Moving to the washroom, I kick off my heels and shed my lacy scraps of clothing, using a damp cloth to wipe off most of Rekk’s blood. I redress in leather pants and a soft black tunic that laces tight around my waist, then pull on my boots, stash them with blades, and rebuckle my sheaths.

After donning my cloak, I dash a cloth over my shoulder and scoop the door handle from the sink, frowning when I notice a silver shimmer bound around my wrist. Almost . . . incorporeal.

Odd.

I’m still studying it as I move toward the exit, slide the handle into place, and open the door. “Welcome,” I mumble, then yank a blade free and toss it backward, hearing another fleshy thunk.

There’s a definitive pause before my carter clears his throat again. “I can come back if you like?”

I rip my gaze from the oddity, looking at Utris, arms crossed over his barrel chest.

He scrubs at his thick black beard, a perfect match to his dark leathers and the tone of his skin, contrasting his bright-blue eyes and ruddy Moltenmaw feathers tethered to the end of his many beaded braids. Red and brown. Ignos and Bulder.

My heart squeezes.

Same as Kaan.

I blink. “Huh?”

“The male,” he says in his thick northern accent, brow lifting. “You finished with him, or . . .”

I snatch another blade from where my Other must’ve plunged it into the wall, flinging it through the air. It thumps into Rekk’s hollowed chest cavity, right where his heart should be. “Unfortunately.”

 All I wanted was to spend an entire cycle flaying Rekk, chipping away at his ribs, then unraveling his intestines until he screamed for me to end it. Bit much to ask, apparently.

“Right.” Utris dips his head, stepping farther into the suite.

I boot the door shut, a parchment lark fluttering through the gap just in time to avoid being crushed. It waggles around, trying to regain its bearings before it darts in my direction.

I pluck it from the air and tuck it in the pocket of my cloak, next to Kaan’s málmr. “Need I remind you that if you breathe a word of this to anyone, you’ll find yourself without the extra bag of gold I stashed in Dhomm.”

Hidden, its location on a prefolded lark in my back pocket, ready to be released to him the moment we part ways. Not that he knows that.

“I’ll probably slaughter you, too.” I shrug. “Loose ends and all that.”

“Your secret’s safe with me.” Utris casts an approving glance around the suite, then draws a dagger. He moves closer to the pallet and angles the blade against one of the tethers keeping Rekk suspended, slicing the coil of fibers. “I witnessed this fuck spurring that poor Moonplume across the plains,” he seethes, severing the bind. The right side of Rekk’s body flops down, now hanging by his left wrist. “Had I known how much you were going to make him pay, I would’ve offered my services for free.”

Well.

Utris slashes through the final tether, releasing Rekk. His mutilated body thumps to the ground.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

One by one, Utris yanks my blades from Rekk’s body and slides them across the floor. I snatch them up, blindly wipe and stuff them in my sheaths, my attention again fixed on the obscure tendril of shimmer coiled around my wrist and tangled through my fingers. I try to wipe it away, but all that does is smear more blood up my arm.

“You still want to feed him to the anthe?”

I look up to see Utris has already wrapped Rekk in a black sheet, now binding him with a length of rope. “No,” I say, letting some of my bubbling bloodlust poison my tone. “Truthfully, I want to leave him trussed in the street for everyone to see, then parade the city with his heart in my fist.”

Utris opens his mouth.

“But,” I interject, snatching the cloth from where it’s draped over my shoulder, using it to clean the blood off my hands, “his heart is nowhere to be seen”—hopefully mulched on the ground and not in a masticated heap in my guts—“and unfortunately, I have too much self-preservation to attempt something so stupid. So let’s get this over with. Did you manage to track down a shroud?”

“I did.” Utris wipes his bloody hands on the sheet. He flips open his satchel, reaches in, and pulls out what looks like nothing. At least until he shakes it out, offering a glimpse of the shroud’s silver underside.

He swaddles Rekk in the heavily runed material, casting him invisible, tucking it in place so it doesn’t come loose.

“Wonderful. How much do I owe you?”

“The merchant wasn’t interested in bloodstone.” He glances up, a wistful warmth in his eyes. “Or gold. In fact, it’s quite possible I’ve met the love of my life this dae. Either that or she just wanted a quick fuck against the bookshelf.”

Oh.

“Good for you,” I intone, not wanting to think about loves of life. Of Kaan’s lips brushing against my temple back in the burrow at Dhomm, nor the final words he passed me.

“Come back to me, Raeve. To us.”

I screw up the cloth and toss it at the wall, watching it slump into a puddle of blood.

Such a beautiful, miraculous male. Such questionable taste in romantic life partners. If he could see me now, I’m certain he’d agree.

The lark in my pocket wiggles free, dashing up to bop my nose—its wings and body covered in blood from my previous lark-handling.

I wince, catching it.

“Sorry.” I pry the poor thing open, my heart stumbling over itself when I see the tiny script. Familiar.

Beautiful.

Kaan’s.

Moonbeam.

I swallow, squeeze my eyes shut. Open them again, my breath catching at the faintest hint of his creamy, robust scent still clinging to the parchment.

I keep reading, eyes widening a little more with each barbed word.

A moonfall is coming.

Our miskunn’s foreseen a catastrophic event. Many will fall, and all at once.

Though she’s unsure when exactly it’ll happen, she believes it’s still a number of cycles away. Perhaps seventeen to twenty, based on the glimpse she caught of the aurora ribbons.

I’ve opened the doors of the Imperial Fortress so my folk can take refuge deep within the mountain burrows, and have sent word to my village leaders to make preparations.

I’m having Líri escorted to our southernmost outpost (west of Bothaim) by a trio of our most competent blue beads. Should you want to meet her there, you won’t find the village on the map, but Utris knows its location.

Raeve, your safest bet is to be underground when the moons fall—at least until things settle, which could take a while. Mah’s mountain retreat has a deep bunker beneath and is packed with provisions. The entrance can be found under the big rug in the living space.

Don’t be stubborn. Please use it.

Others will soon foresee the moonfalls. Once word gets out, folk will panic. Things will get messy. Tell nobody, and please be careful.

I’m here in B

Pinch the return fold if you need me.

Yours.

For a moment, all I can do is stare, breath caught, blood ice cold as I reread the same line over and over . . .

Many will fall, and all at once.

Creators.

“Everything okay?”

My gaze snaps up, hand clamping shut like a shellfish, hiding the lark’s jarring message.

Tell nobody.

I pull a long, slow breath to tame my rampant heartbeat, stuffing all concerns of the message away until they’re merely a wisp of fog floating atop my icy lake.

I lift my chin. Straighten my shoulders.

“Perfectly fine,” I lie, refolding the bloodstained parchment lark bar the final fold that gives it flight, not wanting it to flutter free of my pocket again. “It’s just my reckoning for renting every room in the Snog. More than I thought.” I flick up my hood and make for the door, jerking it wide. “Shall we?”

Utris grunts with the heft of Rekk’s weight, shifting him into position on his shoulders until I can hardly tell he’s carrying an invisible corpse. “After you.”

I swipe the heels of my boots on the doormat partway down the empty stone hall when I hear the click of a weald opening.

My steps speed to match the rhythm of my now-thrashing heart.

Utris speaks a series of too-familiar words that sizzle my soul and make me want to vomit, turning his small flame into a raging inferno intended to gobble every drop of evidence within the suite. Just as we’d discussed prior to the messy slaughtering I wish I could take credit for.

Despite the warmth that radiates down the hall, a shiver crawls up my spine.

I hasten my steps, moving around the corner.

Away.

Though it’s tempting to let Ignos feast on Rekk so we can finish this in a quick and timely manner, a regular fire doesn’t consume . . . everything. It gorges on flesh, then spits out the bones and a screaming, thrashing soul, leaving the remains unpalatable to pretty much anything other than a desperate velvet trogg.

What I love about Bothaim is that it sits atop many secrets, including a series of underground tunnels munched into existence by something long ago, now home to a fully grown anthe. A creature that gorges on flesh, yes, but also swallows souls, nulling them into oblivion.

Rekk Zharos deserves nothing more.

Once he’s suitably swallowed . . . well, then I’ll turn my concerns to the bloody lark in my pocket.
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Chapter 9 Veya 

I think I might’ve fucked up.

Battling for breath, I look over my shoulder, down the jagged cleft I squeezed through to get . . . here, wondering—

The distant sound of boots pounding stone confirms going back is not an option.

I should’ve peeled off earlier, down one of the other cracks in the wall.

Swiping the sweat and tendrils of hair clinging to my brow, I take in the cavern stretched before me, scanning angry pools of magma that burp billows of smog. My gaze climbs the massive stone columns that support the broad ceiling—like Bulder himself is using his arms as pillars.

It’s a death trap. My gear isn’t equipped to withstand such heat. And what if I get down there and the only way out is death by lava pool?

A blow of air whips the powdery, sulfuric fumes into a violent dance. Like Clode just gusted into the cavern, parting them like gauzy curtains.

My gaze narrows on a slice of aurora light shafting through mottled clouds beyond. An exit.

I deflate, muscles easing.

Thank the Creators . . .

I study the labyrinth of frail paths that weave through the caustic carnage. Unfortunately, they appear as sturdy as my withering balance.

Guess it’s time to remove this iron bolt.

Looking down at the poke of metal protruding from my foot, I wince, look back up again. “Dammit,” I mutter, sinking onto my ass with one leg dangling over the steep ridge.

Dammit.

Dammit.

Dammit.

I fill my lungs, hold my breath, then rip out the bolt, plugging my mouth with my fist so I don’t scream. I toss the fucker, blood oozing from the gory puncture as Bulder’s song hammers me like a drudging lament. As it always does when there’s lava around.

He doesn’t enjoy being melted.

 We have that in common.

I tear a strip from the hem of my cloak and bind my foot, about to beg Bulder to build me a bridge of salvation across the landscape of doom when something catches my eye, tucked amongst chips of obsidian. Something black, shiny, but suspiciously round and perfectly shaped.

My heart stills.

It looks like one of Bharon’s scales—Tyroth’s massive, majestic, and very boisterous Sabersythe.

Surely not. Surely he’s hutched in one of the outposts closer to The Fade, where there’s at least a bit of warmth in the air. Nobody in their right mind would hutch a Sabersythe here.

In fucking Arithia.

I look closer at the cavern, at the mounds of obsidian clustered in places, some scuffed into shards. Like something’s been using them to tend its overgrown claws. A behavior I’ve only seen in dragons kept in confined spaces for too long.

Small, silver runes are etched in the many crevices about the walls . . . around pools of lava . . . on islands of stone . . .

“Creators . . .”

This place is no accident, forged into existence by some volcanic anomaly. It’s a brimstone cage.

Again, I glance toward the distant exit. At the frail ridges woven between the volcanic pools.

I can’t call on Bulder to build me a bridge and risk rousing Bharon, but potentially having my flesh melted off to get free of this place is a risk I’m willing to take.

Sketching out the best, hopefully sturdiest path, I rip another strip from the hem of my cloak and bind the bottom half of my face so I don’t choke on the fumes. I turn, edging down the craggy cliff when a low rumble echoes from deep within the burrow . . .

Fuck.

I don’t stop. Don’t even slow.

It’s been a long while since I last saw Bharon, but I recall his broad stature and fierce territorial nature. Can’t forget his heavily spiked tail he used to bludgeon anyone who stepped into his personal space, or the way he went through handlers like roast colk haunches back when he was hutched in Dhomm.

If he emerges from wherever he’s coiled up, I’m dead.

Leaping the final few feet, I land in a crouch that sends a shaft of pain up my leg, unleashing a wild scream that echoes in the cavernous space.

Panic pitches me into a hobbled run, the undersides of my boots threatening to stick to the hot stone as I weave down frail paths that crumble in my wake, dodging spits of lava bursting from brimstone pools. Thick exhaust clouds my vision, but I power forward, Clode a gusty beacon I hunt.

You can do it.

You can do it.

 You can do it.

I scramble up a pile of loose obsidian fragments, drop to my ass, and slide down the other side, slicing my hands and arms on all the sharp edges. Pushing upright, I keep moving, coughing despite the bind, eyes stinging from the steam and sulfur-laden stench.

Just down this hill, a quick dash to the burrow’s mouth, then out. I can hide in the steep forest. Wild waifs are known for nesting amongst clusters of weeping wisps, but the risk of having my soul slurped is better than the alternative.

Death.

Losing custody of the diary.

I leap onto more sturdy ground, sprinting toward the exit when another gust of wind shoves into the burrow and sweeps the smog aside—

Revealing Tyroth barring the way like a pewter-armored statue.

There’s a cruel glint in his mismatched eyes, his hair loose, arms crossed and shrouded in the pelt of some white beast with its lifeless head hanging over his left arm.

My heart drops.

His mouth moves.

The ground shakes.

A spear of obsidian strikes up diagonally from the ground. So fast I don’t fully register it until it pierces my shoulder. Shreds skin, muscle, and sinew.

Shatters bone.

I feel it burst through my back as I jolt to a stop and scream—a loud, bloodcurdling howl. Pain thrashes in pulsing heaves, like something just tore my arm clean off.

I drop my chin, lungs aching for breath I can only sip for risk of breaking myself further, watching blood ooze down the black shard and puddle at its base.

My brother’s heavy footsteps thump closer, one thought belting through my mind . . .

I can’t fail.

Can’t fail.

Can’t fail.

I still my trembling lips, forcing my lungs to fill with breath I drudge into words. Beg for Bulder to spear up and do to Tyroth what he just did to me. “Gurdeth aath ahn—”

“Gurdeth aath uh nah!” Tyroth bellows before I finish, wrestling my command into submission. Something that almost rips my tongue from my throat, crumbling the shaft of stone that had begun to spear toward his chest.

I gag and splutter, tasting blood, lungs burning.

He steps through the remnants of my failed attempt to murder him, over a shattered chain of silver containment runes—suggesting Tyroth’s been keeping Bharon trapped against his will.

“Leaving without saying hello?” he drones, long hair billowing in the hot, humid wind.

 My very essence crunches in.

Just like with Pah, I always feel small in Tyroth’s presence. The runt of the litter who didn’t have the decency to die with Mah when I took her from the world.

“Why wou . . . would I—w-waste . . . my br—breath?” I ask instead of telling him how much just looking at him hurts. His face that rarely smiles, condemning eyes that blame me after every blink.

That’s what mirrors are for.

He clicks his tongue. “Funny how you always see yourself as the victim, Veya, when you’re the one who took everything from us.” Stepping close enough that I can see the flecks of green in his left eye, he rips off the bind and frowns down his nose at me, studying my face like he’s picking apart a painting. “I hate how much you look like her.”

I wish I had the breath to tell him to get fucked. At least he knew her. Saw her. Smelled her. I didn’t have her at all, and Pah burned all her portraits.

Instead, I edge my hand into the folds of my cloak, gripping the blade strapped to my left thigh.

“I think he did, too.” His frown deepens. “Probably the reason he didn’t put you out of your misery when you begged for it.”

I ignore his riddled words and whip back my good arm, about to slash my blade through his throat when my hand freezes midair.

It takes a moment for me to register what Tyroth grunted out, and the thin spear of obsidian now impaling my raised hand.

The blade clatters to the ground before the violent flare of pain strikes, warm blood glugging down my arm and drip, drip, dripping from the point of my elbow.

Tyroth clicks his tongue again. “Tell me, sister. What are you doing in my kingdom?”

“Sight—ssseeing.”

With a sigh, he stuffs his hand in the pocket of my cloak. “I forgot what a sarcastic cunt you are.” He retrieves my bangle and waves it in my face. “Have you recalled the last time you used this yet?”

I don’t answer. Can barely focus on anything beyond the ragged workings of my lungs.

“I take your silence as a no.” He pockets the bangle, then pulls out a bronze dragonscale blade.

My heart slams against my ribs at the sight of it, the shade familiar. The same tone as a Sabersythe I watched heave into the sky and bind into a ball when I was only five phases old.

Tyroth grips a handful of my hair and yanks, jerking me against the spear of stone. I cry out, the blade glinting as he brings it close to my scalp and slices.

I feel the strands sever, see the clump of curls fall away in his hand.

“Something to send as proof when I inform Kaan of your death.”

I grow so cold one tap would shatter me.

 Tyroth whistles, long and deep. The sound ricochets off the cavern’s walls, followed by a gravelly rumble—like Bulder’s gut just gurgled. Or at least that’s what I tell myself, that Tyroth’s dragon didn’t just rouse from a heavy slumber.

I tremble anyway, certain I’d rather die by my own blade than be eaten or burned alive.

“You can keep your head,” Tyroth drawls, looking down at the small black pouch he’s stuffing my hair into, tugging the drawstring tight. When he looks at me again, there’s cold hate in his eyes. “Spend your eternal existence hunting me from beyond, little sister. Watch me slaughter your favorite brother, then decimate The Burn until it’s nothing but rubble and bones. Payment for helping himself to what was mine.”

The last word is hissed with such vehemence I realize one terrible, frightening thing . . .

He knows.

He found out about Kaan and Elluin.

Does he know about Kyzari? That she’s not his?

The ground trembles in thumping increments.

“But first, a parting gift.” He pockets the satchel and leans close, brows pinched as he studies me. “I’ll help to fill in your blanks with this trick I’ve been working to hone . . .”

He claps his hands over my ears.

I jostle despite being skewered, trying to rip my head aside to avoid eye contact.

“Hold still,” he growls, jerking me straight, using his fingers to pry back my lids. “I’m not the best at this. One wrong move and I might strike something important, and that would spoil the whole reveal.”

I scream. Not from the pain of being stuck through, but from the agonizing way he plows into my mind like a blunt spear.

His pupils swell, my body loosens. All the color seems to dissipate from the world, leaving only two bold disks of black I plummet amongst, distantly aware of my mental walls crumbling—the ones eternally standing guard around the most important parts of me.

My guts threaten to turn inside out as he spears past my thoughts of the diary. Of Kaan. Kyzari.

Elluin.

Instead, he narrows on a darkened corner I hadn’t noticed was even there until he stabs it. Brutally. As if he’s trying to slay something he can’t quite see the shape of.

There’s a painful pop, like he just pierced some sort of membrane.

I gasp, jolting as a torrent of raging burden gushes out and burns through me like a caustic flood of poison, stuffing nooks and crannies I’ve been ignoring for over a hundred phases.

Casting me . . . back.

“Do you remember now?” Tyroth asks, his voice a grating echo as I—

 I’m kneeling on the ground in Pah’s office. His young miskunn crouches on his desk, a shackle around her frail neck. Remorse glints in the creature’s big silver eyes as Pah slams my bangle down, making Hulo flinch. But it’s me he’s looking at. Me he’s speaking to.

“Tyroth’s pairing was refused, so this is the only way. It’s going to happen one way or another, but the miskunn foretold the world’s end if the Neváns die by any hand other than your own.”

It takes me a moment to realize he’s telling the truth. For his words to sink in. For the tremble to start.

“No,” I say, soft beneath Pah’s oppressive aura. My tongue hardens in synchrony with my stiffening spine. “No, you fucking monster. I’d rather die!”

I shove up and turn to stalk from the room, grabbed and held down by a brother I loathe; one who hates me as much as I hate him.

I bash, kick, scream. See a Runi ushered in, heart thrashing as I recognize Mior’s short white hair, wide eyes, kind face. Kind just like her pah’s. But—

Pained.

Which can mean only one thing.

I whimper. Shake my head. Try to shuffle back, only for Tyroth’s grip to tighten so much I feel the budding promise of bruises around my upper arms and shoulders.

My childhood friend kneels before me. Her brown skin is such a contrast to the white robe bunched around her petite form, a golden Mindweft button pride of place at the base of her throat.

Despite the empathy in Mior’s eyes, I’m too aware of the strain on her face. Of the way she’s trembling as much as me.

I jerk against Tyroth’s firm grip. Catch a boot to the ribs I barely feel, my next words ground past a choked whimper. “Please—don’t do this, Mior. Please—”

“I have no choice.” A tear slips down her cheek, mirroring my own. “I’ll be gentle, I promise.” A soft smile, then, “I would never hurt you.” My face crumbles, all the fight leaving my body as Mior settles her hands on my cheeks. Her chin wobbles, and in her beautiful eyes, I see her heart break. “Forgive me, Veya . . .”

I tip into those pools of blue ringed with gold, bits of me shedding free, like feathers torn out by the wind.

Compassion flutters past—gone. Empathy goes next . . . Sadness . . . Morality. I tumble until I’m a skeleton of stoic compliance, only a thread of thought to stitch me through.

Mior leaves, tears on her cheeks I can’t comprehend. Pah kneels in her place and grips my face, looking at me through stern eyes that used to hurt. “Now, daughter. What must you do?”

My response is immediate. “I must go to Arithia and poison the Neván family.”

“Except?” Tyroth growls, staring at me with burning intensity.

I blink. Think.

“Elluin Raeve Neván. Elluin is to live.”

I hear myself whimper as I . . .

I—

—journey across the plains, into the dark. Through a secret entrance in the wall that surrounds Arithia.

Garbed in the skin of another, I move through the dark palace like a waif, smearing the blood of a zatha beetle on the toothscrubs of Ahdrik Neván. Of Eudora Neván. Haedeon Neván.

“No—”

There’s the sound of cracking stone.

I fall to my knees. Feel no pain despite the heaviness still wedged in my hand and chest.

I’m almost back in Dhomm when my emotions sprout like bladed feathers, slitting me from the inside out.

There’s nothing but pain and chronic grief, my gut knotting as I think of—I scream for the carter to stop.

He doesn’t.

I jump—Fall. Wake in Pah’s office and beg him to cut my throat.

He just stands there, arms crossed, watching me break apart on the ground.

I reach for his blade—

He kicks me in the belly so hard I vomit, ordering two guards to retrieve Mior.

I see a pair of blue eyes ringed with gold. Tumble again . . . much faster this time.

Further.

Around me, things smudge so much that when I finally come to a stop, nothing looks right. There are pieces missing, I’m sure of it. “Am I okay, Mior?”

Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes, a tear slipping down her cheek that almost reminds me of . . . something. “You are now, my friend.” She takes my hand, holding it more gently than it’s ever been held before.

“I’ve hidden it somewhere safe and quiet. It’ll never hurt you again.” There’s the glint of something slashing through the air. The only warning I get before blood sprays my face. Before Mior’s head falls off her shoulders and tumbles across the ground—

The world comes into focus, and I find myself shuddering on the ground, coiled amongst a scatter of bloody shards—bits of stone still stuck in me that I hardly feel.

 It was me.

All this time, I thought it was Pah . . .

But it was ME.

Tyroth steps away, the pebbling skin at the back of my neck telling me his dragon’s nearly upon me. But it’s hard to feel any fear as the newly recovered memories flay me from the inside, one precise slit at a time.

I murdered them.

Took Elluin’s family from her.

Caused her to be torn from The Shade.

Caused Slátra to chase her to The Burn and allowed Tyroth to infiltrate her kingdom.

I turned her into an orphan . . .

A groan dredges from my throat, like someone just grabbed a handful of my guts and ripped them free. Another.

Another.

I groan until nothing’s left—just a hollow ache that feels terminal.

Tyroth spits beside me, mutters a barbed command. “Zugthen, Bharon.”

Feast.

I hear his retreating steps, forcing myself to look back over my shoulder. Up into the eyes of the death I deserve.

All the air escapes my lungs.

The once-majestic creature limps toward me, frayed wings loose at his sides, dragging through the magma with each hobbled step. He doesn’t gleam in the molten light as he did, his scales gone matte, talons so long they almost curl in on themselves, making his movements slow.

Pained.

Again meeting Bharon’s dark eyes, I struggle to find a single ember.

What’s left of my heart breaks into tiny pieces . . .

He destroyed you, too.

I drop my head, heaving breath while I wait for everything to stop. For the soul-splintering hurt to end.

Please end—

A cold breeze curls past the broken runes, planting an icy kiss on my cheek that I certainly don’t deserve.

All my breath knocks free as a warm claw closes around me, talons scraping stone as they pluck me from the ground, jolting me with a blaze of pain that has nothing on the flare eroding what’s left of my heart.

I wait to be brought toward Bharon’s mouth and tossed in. Chewed on. Wait to be dished the brutal punishment I’ve earned.

Instead, he pulls deep whiffs of air.

A moment of stillness, then everything lurches forward in galloping increments before we launch.

Plummet.

Then we’re no longer in the hot sulfuric air but buffeted by clumps of snow and wind so cold I’m half convinced I’m being scored across the sky like a bit of sketching coal. And perhaps I’d believe just that, were it not for the sound of beating wings.

It takes me too long to realize we’re flying north, toward the sun.

Even longer to accept that Bharon’s not going to give me the death I crave.
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Chapter 10 Kaan 

“Grand Chancellor, I swear on my accolades,” Roan pleads from the white stage beneath us all, the buffed surface gleaming like a Moonplume moon. He splays his shackled hands toward the many golden buttons securing his filthy, bloodstained Runi robe. “The book evaporated.”

I frown, gaze lifting from the proceedings to scan the murmuring crowd of witnesses. Perhaps a hundred male Runis packed within the uppermost mezzanine, leering down, come to watch the persecution of one of their own.

“Evaporated?” the Grand Chancellor echoes, tapping his sharp nails against the curved armrest of his white-stone throne that looks like a dragon claw. “Surely I misheard.” He gestures about the chamber to the other fourteen councilmembers stationed around the ruling stage, perched on similar thrones of their own, all but one empty. “Speak clearer so my tri-beaded Brothers can hear.”

Many of the members lean further forward, all shrouded in hooded robes of white. Most so aged only their daely dose of bloodstone keeps their skin from looking like wrinkled parchment.

But you can see it in their eyes, gone milky with age. In the way they move—slow, like they’re built from heavier stuff than the rest of us.

Roan clears his throat, raises his voice. “You did not mishear, Grand Chancellor. And I swear to you, this is no folly.” He folds into a wobbly bow that shows the ladder of ribs protruding from his back—skeletal compared to when I saw him last. When he knocked on the door to my suite, asking if I had time to speak.

After feasting, I’d said. But then I’d received a moonshard lead. My first in over a phase. I was gone before the aurora set without a word of goodbye to anyone.

Now this.

Roan’s being trialed by my late pah’s most powerful allies. Tri-beaded males also gifted in the Runi arts.

 My blood simmers as I consider how much this group of folk could positively influence the political sway of things, if they only put their minds to it. Instead, they believe the world is theirs by divine right to mold at their will. That the rest of us are livestock—quality marked.

Bleat too loud and you get butchered.

I’ve worked hard to keep The Burn quiet and avoid political tangles since I took Pah’s crown. Wanted to give my folk a chance to heal, grow, and thrive after everything they went through under Ostern’s regimented rule and the bloody usurping that followed. Seems peace is about to bleed dry, because there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for Roan.

I made a promise to his sister and, on my honor, I will not break it.

“All it left behind was a cloud of silver particles that seemed to . . . well”—Roan winces, looking abashed—“prowl right out the door.”

“You expect us to believe the Book of Voyd—the ancient artifact we firmly believe was written by Caelis himself—prowled free of the chamber?” the Grand Chancellor presses, his blunt voice a hammer echoing off the amphitheater’s walls. “A chamber which,” he adds pointedly, “is so heavily runed against intruders that all have perished the moment they stepped foot over the threshold. Until now.”

Roan’s cheeks redden, while Pyrok groans loud enough that one of the other Runis gives him a side-eye.

I elbow him so hard he grunts.

“I know how it sounds.” Roan straightens his copper-framed spectacles—the perfect match to his floppy locks matted and caked in grime. “I wouldn’t believe it myself had I not seen it with my own eyes. But there I was, standing at the plinth, about to flip the cover after loosening the book’s bind, and”—he flicks his hands, making the chains jingle—“poof. Gone.”

The councilmembers turn their heads and convene while the observers erupt with a swell of furious mutterings.

Roan shifts, and I glimpse his bare feet. Shackles bind his ankles, blood weeping from where they’ve bitten deep.

I clench my fists.

“The idiot’s not kissing enough ass,” Pyrok murmurs, digging into the pocket of his faux Runi robe. He fishes out a copper flask and tosses back a glug. “He should be on his knees, begging for his life.”

The smell of burnt spirits wafts between us.

“They have no proof he stole the book, and the Tri-Council values knowledge and power above anything else. Roan achieved something remarkable. They want to know how.” I glance at the Mindweft sitting at a desk beside the scribe, his unblinking gaze fixed on Roan—pupils dilated, perspiration beading off his brow. “They’re using this trial as a scare tactic.”

I hope.

I notice the beads of sweat also dripping from Roan’s bruised brow, curls of red hair plastered to his temples. A sign he’s exhausted, struggling to maintain his mental void.

“So long as Roan doesn’t challenge them,” I say beneath my breath, “we should be okay.”

I can break him from a cell. What I can’t do is bring him back from the dead.

There’s not a force or power on our world that can revive a soul from the type of death the Tri-Council dishes out to those who ruffle their pristine robes.

Pyrok grunts, taking another swig as a large shadow passes over the amphitheater.

My gaze spears through the crystal ceiling, half expecting to see a moon plummeting toward us. Instead, a mature Moltenmaw cuts through the patchy clouds, almost skimming close enough to slash one of the heavily runed, white-stone arches straddling the Citadel from all angles. Silencing the Creators for everyone beneath except members of the Tri-Council, their brows adorned with diadems eerily similar to the one Kyzari wears.

The one Elluin used to wear . . . before childbirth cruelly tore her away, ridding Kyzari of the chance to know her. Love her.

The thought kneads my heart so hard it aches.

“Silence.” The Grand Chancellor’s booming voice hushes the crowd.

Roan straightens, brows pinched as he looks up at the councilmembers with a hopeful gleam in his bright-green eyes.

“Alchemist. Given your solid mental walls render our Truthtunes useless at picking apart fact from fable, you put us in a difficult position. You want us to believe your absurd story, yet the fact remains that you were found in the chamber after breaking past the chain of runes that have been etched in place for eons, fashioned to protect the Book of Voyd.” The Grand Chancellor gestures to the other councilmembers, the wide cuffs of his sleeves dangling. “We unanimously believe you may have used one of your rogue Runi techniques to hide the book, and that it’s still currently in your possession.”

“That’s a fucking stretch,” Pyrok mutters beneath his breath.

Roan’s head kicks back as he frowns, and a sense of dread stomps me. He may be unmatched at mental voiding, but his face shows every emotion that passes through him. And I’ve seen this look before.

When he’s genuinely perplexed by the might of someone’s stupidity.

“With my greatest respect . . .” He pushes his hands forward to boast his shackles—iron etched in a band of runes. “Given the many beatings I’ve endured since being tossed in the Citadel’s dungeon, I would’ve used the book to find a way to free myself of these.”

I sigh. Everyone else gasps before the room erupts with bellows and gnashing chagrin.

“Broken free?”

“—go against the Council?”

“Did he expect to be coddled after he was caught stealing our most sacred artifact?”

The Grand Chancellor hushes the crowd with a sweep of his hand. “For the record, what was the reason you broke into the chamber?”

 Roan frowns. “I’m certain the reason is quite obvious, given my many written requests to sight the Book of Voyd’s unrendered pages.”

“Ahh, yes.” The Grand Chancellor lifts a flattened lark from the plinth beside him. “We received your firmly worded requests. But our lack of response was because, simply put, any unrendered pages were damaged from a time before the book was discovered and safely stowed away. And therefore, undecipherable.”

Roan screws up his mouth and shifts on his feet. Enough that I can tell he’s trying to distract himself from embarking on one of his conspiratorial outbursts—his gaze bouncing from Chancellor to Chancellor.

Don’t do it.

Don’t do it.

Don’t—

“In that case, surely there was no problem with me sighting them as requested,” he responds, and I almost sigh with relief—“Unless, of course, the Tri-Council has been cloistering knowledge?”

Fuck.

“Blasphemy!” The Grand Chancellor’s hands bunch into fists. “We would never.”

“Then what about those?” Roan looks skyward, brow raised—a very pointed stare at the arches of stone that bridle the Citadel. He shrugs. “I try not to make a habit of believing everything that spills from a waif’s maw, but apparently there are new invisible runes on those arches that protect this place from moonfalls.”

More gasps while I frown.

That’s a new one . . .

The Grand Chancellor pales, and my brows shoot up as the crowd blares with a torrent of whispers.

Fuck . . . It’s true.

Pyrok leans close. “This is not good.”

No. It’s not.

Many in this room will have family beyond the gates. Will pass this rumor on. And once word gets out about the impending falls, folk are going to swarm the Citadel in hopes of finding refuge behind its thick, iron-laced walls. There will be riots. Deaths. Roan will be blamed for it all.

He’ll be hunted for the rest of his existence . . . if he survives the trial. Something that’s growing more unlikely with every word that blurts from his unsocially adjusted mouth.

Another wave of the Chancellor’s hand silences the crowd, his upper lip trembling as he looks toward the red-faced Mindweft now weeping bloody tears. “Are you any closer to cracking his mental void?”

The Mindweft mutters a garbled “no,” then collapses sideways, falling off his chair into a heap on the ground.

The Grand Chancellor sighs. “Then we must initiate an inquiry with King Kaan Vaegor to ascertain whether he had a part to play in this malicious act,” he states, the words a heavy punch to my chest.

 Pyrok swears, while I work to ensure the wall I constructed within mine and Rygun’s shared heartspace is solid, keeping him well the fuck out. The last thing I need is for him to sense danger and come blasting into Bothaim.

“The summons will be sent immediately. Failure to comply will be indicative of a guilty plea. Trade licenses will be revoked and the Tri-Council’s favor will dissolve.”

Roan loses any remaining color from his already-pale complexion. He opens his mouth to speak, but with a few whispered words from the Grand Chancellor, wind whips through the room.

Roan falls to his knees, clawing at his neck, tendons straining.

Pyrok snarls, lunging. I tether him in place with a hand around his arm.

“Don’t,” I growl beneath my breath. “We’re no help if we expose ourselves.”

The Grand Chancellor stands, sneering down at Roan. “On the charge of treason, given your intention to cast bias upon the Council and usurp us from our thrones, we the Tri-Council find you—”

All members raise a hand. “Guilty!”

“On the charge of breaking and entering the chamber with intent to steal the Book of Voyd, we the Tri-Council find you—”

“Guilty!”

“On the charge of perverting the course of justice by burying essential information in your mind, we the Tri-Council find you—”

“Guilty!”

Creators.

“Roan Du Alac’ of The Burn,” the Grand Chancellor bellows, reciting the false name he’s been wearing most of his life, “you will now be stripped of your accolades. Wardens!”

As a group, ten dual-beaded Wardens glide forward from the wall, white eyes fixed on a near-suffocating Roan. They cluster around him and snatch his buttons, ripping them free.

“Two of your three rulings are punishable by death,” the Grand Chancellor continues, landing a blade of ice straight through my heart. “The other will be atoned with fire-lashing.”

Pyrok sways. Only my firm grip on his arm keeps him somewhat steady.

The Grand Chancellor flicks the lid of his weald, ordering a ribbon of flame to tangle through his fingers.

Roan’s robe is torn wide, the sound of splitting fabric loud in the sudden silence.

“Don’t watch,” I growl as Roan’s bony back is bared. As the Grand Chancellor snaps that ribbon of flame toward his pale skin. Not that Pyrok listens, trembling in my fierce grip.

Fire meets flesh—again.

Again.

Roan’s body buckles further beneath each seething snap.

The smell of burnt skin fills my nose, my throat growing tight with memories of Pah dishing me the same scorching treatment, screaming for me to stop crying and take control of the fucking flames while he made a mess of me.

I force myself to watch, even though the little boy inside me wants to fold down and scream. Even though every other part of me wants to leap off this mezzanine and crush the Grand Chancellor’s skull with my fist. Something that will only cause more harm than good, given I’m outnumbered.

Nulled.

By the time the final lash dissolves, Roan’s entire back is red, black, and blistered, his body trembling as he seeks cold comfort from the floor.

“What a disappointment you turned out to be,” the Grand Chancellor seethes, pinching his sleeves back into place with the smoking tips of his fingers. “The Wardens will have you cleansed, then feed you to the anthe. May the Creators have mercy on your soul.”

I battle to keep Pyrok standing while the Tri-Council members siphon out the exit, most other folk staying to watch the Wardens unhook Roan’s chains from where they’re tethered to the stage. They kick him flat, then drag him away as he battles for breath, his spectacles left behind. Alone amidst a smear of blood.

“Do I have time to make it to the den’s outer city entrance?” Pyrok rasps, his voice laced with a chronic amount of fear and potent rage.

“I’m not sure how long this cleansing ritual takes.” The crowd begins to thin, weaving out through the many arched exits while we stare at the now-empty stage. “Our only choice is to stay within the Citadel and follow them down.”

Pyrok’s head whips around. “But he politically fucked you. And The Burn. Probably set a war in motion, too.”

“That was not his objective.”

He came here with the best intentions—to protect my folk from future moonfalls. Now he’s been sentenced to death. Had I given him the attention he deserved that dae, it’s quite possible he would not be burned and beaten, being dragged to his death. The fault is mine.

Pyrok stares at me, unblinking, jaw stiff.

I let some of Rygun’s flame rise within me. Feel its heat prickle the underside of my skin, warm the air. Sense the embers igniting in my eyes.

Pyrok sucks air between his teeth, yanks from my grip, and drains his flask in three deep gulps—hand trembling with barely contained rage. “Fine,” he hisses past clenched teeth, stoppering the cork. “Guess we’re all dying this dae.”
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Chapter 11 Raeve

Sleet batters my hood as we journey through Bothaim’s outer city, following a somewhat private path I made myself familiar with in the daes before Rekk arrived.

This city isn’t like anything I’ve visited before. Not linear, but a scribbled labyrinth bored into the tan-colored stone. Like Bulder grabbed a handful of different-sized tree trunks and dragged them through the ground before it set in place.

Some paths are wide, like the Ditch back in Gore, others are more like this one; windowless alleys that cut from one main thoroughfare to another, so tight Utris is forced to shuffle sideways so his shoulders don’t get stuck.

I pause to peer back down the thin cleft, flipping my hood so I can feel the sleet on my skin. “Everything okay?”

“You know,” Utris grits out, edging forward, “he didn’t look that big, but I’ve grown thankful so much of him was left on the floor back at the Velvet Snog.”

I would bow, but I can hardly take the credit.

A lark darts past me so unnaturally fast I trace its path, another closely following.

Another.

Another.

I frown at the distant roar of a Moltenmaw, the cold heaviness within me shifting, perching high. “Stay close,” I mutter, flipping my hood forward again.

Utris grunts as I sidle around a bend close to the alley’s exit, pausing to peer onto a main street beyond—tall walls littered with window holes, rusty chains threaded from side to side, heavy with fruit and vegetable vines.

The street streams with flitting parchment larks and a hurried flood of nulls all moving in the same direction. Toward the Citadel.

Some clutch unfolded parchment larks, others hold their younglings close—on hips or backs or pressed chest to chest. Most carry bags stuffed with belongings. Though it’s a quiet rush with many cutting glances around the rushing crowd as they jostle to keep their loved ones gathered, fear bleeds from wide eyes and slack faces.

“It’s gotten worse,” Utris murmurs from behind me.

“What do you mean?”

“On my way back to the Velvet Snog, I noticed a few folk hurrying around. Lots more larks than usual. Whatever the news is, it’s spreading fast.”

Cold dread digs its claws in.

I snatch a lark from the air, the poor thing wrestling, slitting me with paper cuts right up until the moment I flatten it on my palm. “Sorry, little guy,” I murmur, skimming over the script. “Desperate times . . .”

Sister, horrible news.

Multiple moonfalls have been foreseen, including some directly above Bothaim. Parts of the city may be left in ruins. Rhikoth’s brother (who was scribing for a trial this dae) believes there are new runes on the arches that somehow protect the Citadel from moonfalls. Should this rumor be true, I’m certain the Tri-Council will open the gates to a number of city folk. We’ll want to be some of the first in line. Given Grandpah was a blue bead, I’m hoping they’ll let us and the girls through since they’re not yet clipped or beaded. Same for your unborn. I was told to keep this information quiet, but I can’t bear the thought of losing you all. Please come.

G. x

My heart plummets, gaze shooting skyward to the many moons above. Mostly Moltenmaws, but also a few Moonplumes and Sabersythes. Ode to a great battle that took place here many phases ago.

I sigh, pinching the lark back into shape, seeing no reason to keep the secret since nobody else seems to be. “There’s a moonfall coming. Several, actually.”

“What?”

“The king informed me earlier. It’s over fifteen cycles away, but not everyone’s privy to that information.”

Clearly.

“Creators . . .”

I release the lark, setting it back on its path. “Apparently there are new runes on the arches that protect against them.”

Hard to believe. If the Tri-Council had derived that sort of knowledge from the Book of Voyd, surely it would’ve been passed on. Unless they’re more bent than a weeping wisp branch.

I lean forward, looking down the street toward said arches. They bulge from the lofty white wall that surrounds the city’s center, caging hundreds of huge towers that look like clustered dragon’s teeth pointing skyward. A thunder of vibrant Moltenmaws churn above, white-armored guards perched between their wings, their attention pinned to the streets surrounding the Citadel. “Probably why so many folk are headed in that direction.”

“But there’s not enough space beneath them to fit the city’s population. Not even close.”

“No. And it won’t just be Bothaim’s residents rushing for the gates should this news flutter beyond the city.”

Which it will.

The idea of being stuck in the grasp of that giant pale shackle of a wall until the atmosphere settles again makes my skin crawl, given only Tri-Council members are bestowed the gift of being able to hear the Creators beyond the gates. Precautions since the war that put so many moons in the sky above.

Fear and all that.

“Let’s keep moving. The sooner we discard the meat on your back, the sooner you’re free to find somewhere safe to bunker down.”

“And you? What will you do?”

My lips thin, the breath of an almost-kiss still making my temple tingle. All the while, my Other’s memory pokes at me. Like it sloshed back to the surface and settled on the shore of my icy lake, ready to slice the soles of my feet every time I dip down there to discard something.

“I’m still working that out,” I mumble, then cut across the street, dodging frantic folk and larks zipping through the air. Knowing what I’m not doing.

Hiding in a cute, wholesome, wonky little home while Kaan Vaegor worries about everyone else in this Creators-damn world but himself.

He told me to pinch the return fold if I need him. Good, because I need him not to die.
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Chapter 12 Raeve

I follow Utris past a thorny kutak bush and through the freshly torn hole in the wall, into the rough-hewn stairway beyond. Inhale the thick, rotten-smelling air, so hauntingly still it feels almost solid.

“Gurdeth aahgth . . . du ien dah,” Utris murmurs, and the ground trembles. The stone smushes back together like it’s made of clay, casting us in total darkness.

I pull out a small jar of captured moonlight I acquired from a traveling merchant for the odd cost of a strand of hair, using it to inspect his handiwork. Smooth, as though the hole was never there. “Impressive.” I flip back my hood, deciding this working-with-an-accomplice thing is pretty handy. If only it could last. “I’m guessing you hear Bulder fairly well?”

“Not really,” he grunts out, readjusting his hold on Rekk. “But I listen hard and practice plenty.”

Good for him. I practice zero, then spit a few basic words and hope for the best when I have no choice but to call on him. I’ve gotten used to getting ignored. Sometimes he offers something as misshapen as my words, which often stomps harder than his long, judgmental silences.

“I’ll lead the way.” He begins moving down the twisty staircase. “In case I accidentally drop the fucker.”

We haven’t gone far when the air pressure tightens in a familiar way, making my hackles rise. Evidence we’ve passed beneath the arches that cage the Citadel and silence the Creators.

My eardrums squeeze so much they’re on the verge of popping, stirring visions of flaming battles and sprays of boiling blood—

I stuff the memories back beneath my icy lake and crack my neck from side to side, wondering if the runes work the same as the ones that null those battling in the Pits of Khindard . . .

Curiosity has me using my cloak as a glove to wedge my iron ring off my finger, immediately harassed by squeals and bellows and gushing wails and—

“Creators flay me,” I hiss, stuffing the ring back on so fast I almost unsheathe the bone, whipping my hand up to wipe the blood now leaking from my ears.

Shit.

“Everything okay?”

No, I’m pretty sure Clode just slit my eardrums.

Utris pauses, squinting back, beads of sweat dripping from his forehead into raised brows. Though his expression swiftly morphs into a frown. “You look like you’re gonna spray your last meal all over me. You alright?”

How do I say I appear to be immune to the powerful stone arches intended to null everyone beneath but the Tri-Council members without sounding . . . crazy?

Impossible.

“I don’t like the change of air pressure.” I smile despite the fresh dribble of blood leaking from my right ear, courtesy of Clode’s high-pitched squeals. Never heard her scream so loud before. “You look worn-out. Wanna slice him in two and share the load?”

Utris passes me a rather condemning frown, mutters something beneath his breath, and continues down the stairway, perhaps thinking I wasn’t serious.

His loss.

I’m left to mull over my odd ability in ear-splitting peace . . .

The Tri-Council doesn’t fuck up like this. There’s a reason they hold more political sway than any monarch despite governing only a small pocket of land. They don’t want more space because more space equals more folk to care for. They know perfectly well that if you spread a lump of lard over a large piece of loaf, it’s not going far.

No.

They’re resource-rich and picky with who they accept into their small circle, each member gifted and powerful beyond measure. And they know how to wield that power. Faultlessly.

Meaning I’m the problem.

Something best to keep to myself, lest somebody decide to put another bounty on my head.

* * *

The air becomes so still and quiet that every breath feels like a roar, taking on a thicker, more potent stench as we emerge on the edge of an underground lake, the lofty cavern large enough to house Rygun—impressive wingspan and all. I step out on the small cobblestone bay, scanning the body of inky water that certainly appears dark enough to swallow a soul, even without the anthe’s help.

“This it?”

“Sure is,” Utris grumbles, picking a careful path across the stones.

I move ahead of him, eyes on the ceiling; a mural of stalactites speckled with glowing bugs that reflect on the water’s smooth surface, making it resemble the sky in The Shade. Something that jostles me in ways I can’t quite put my finger on.

Looking right, I notice the cavern tapers into a tight tunnel that disappears into the darkness, numerous bell-lined ropes hanging from the ceiling, plunging beneath the water’s surface as far as the eye can see. No doubt to notify when there’s movement in the water—a jingled warning to get the fuck out.

I look to the left, past a ridge of jagged stone, a chill running up my spine at the ornate entrance that spits out a white-stone pier, carved to look like a pale dragon’s maw with its tongue flopped across the lake. And tethered to the pier . . . boats. Numerous long white boats tipped at both ends, some with chinks in their sides. Like they’ve been scythed by something big scrambling to munch the meal within.

Guess that’s how the Tri-Council dishes out execution rulings. Not sure what’s worse: being fed to the dragons, or this.

“You ever fed an anthe before?” Utris asks, lumping Rekk on the shore. The sound of his head going crack against the stones makes morbid satisfaction crawl across my skin.

I pocket my moonlight and crouch, helping to remove the shroud and unbind the body. “Never had the pleasure.”

“There’s a few things you’ll need to know.” Utris yanks off the last of the ropes and rips back a blood-soaked layer of cloth, his eyes like bright-blue gemstones in the dull light. “They don’t have ears, but water movement ruffles their membranes and cues them on an awaiting feast. The moment we drop the body in, the anthe will be lured up from her den,” he says, jerking his chin toward the tunnel to the right. “They’re magnetized to the water, but the stronger ones can sometimes pull themselves partway out, and this one . . . well. She’s big. Soon as those bells jingle, we’ll need to go. Fast.”

I tug the last of the material free and slop it to the side. “Anything else?”

“Yes. Should you happen to come face-to-face with her, do not, under any circumstance, make eye contact.”
 
“Why not?”

“It’s a territorial challenge. You’ll either earn her respect or lose every one of your senses. Then beg her to feast on you.”

“Oh . . .”

Interesting.

“Any last words before we wave him off?”

“Yes, actually.” I slide a dragonscale blade from my sheath. If I don’t decapitate the fucker, he might find some way to haunt me despite being suckled into oblivion.

I tilt Rekk’s head, exposing his throat, and drag the blade across his neck one swift slice at a time, severing flesh, muscle, and tendons. Blade meets bone, and rather than waste time sawing through, I set the weapon down, take his head in my hands, and jolt it to the side.

There’s a satisfying crack.

Utris clears his throat, watching me hack through the remaining flesh, sheathe my blade, then raise Rekk’s head like a trophy. “Much better.”

“Guessing you, ahh . . . spent time with one of the clans?”

Spent time with a king who seems to have rubbed off on me, more like it.

“Could say that.”

“Well, always best to be safe.” Utris grabs Rekk by the ankles and drags him closer to the water, speaking through his teeth as he says, “Though we’ll all probably be dead soon anyway. Since the sky’s about to shit itself.”

Bit morbid. I certainly don’t plan on being dead anytime soon.

We work together, easing what’s left of Rekk’s body into the water, creating very few ripples. “For Essi and Líri,” I murmur past gritted teeth, then gently slip his head past the surface, enjoying the way it tumbles down the sloped shore and sinks into oblivion . . . waiting for the itch at the tips of my fingers to quell.

It doesn’t.

Movement catches my eye.

I look at the pier, now heavy with numerous white-robed folk—

“Shit,” Utris hisses, yanking me back behind the rocky outcrop. Not before I catch a glimpse of the fae they appear to be escorting—bloody and bound in ropes, gagged, being half dragged toward the boats.

But it’s his blaze of hair that has my heart pitching.

That almost looks like Pyrok . . . though thinner. Paler. And really messed up.

A muffled yell echoes across the water, followed by splashing sounds as daunting ripples disturb the surface.

“He’s being fed to the anthe,” Utris grinds out, tugging my arm. He edges toward the tunnel. “We have to go. Now.”

Bit hasty, given I’m not one hundred percent certain that’s not somehow the blasé, foul-mouthed male I swore off caring for.

I steal another glance over the outcrop to see the poor fuck getting shoved into a boat that’s promptly kicked into the open.

Toward us.

“Raeve. Hurry.”

“I just need a moment,” I whisper, squinting for a glimpse of the prisoner’s face while the robed individuals file back through the ornate exit—gone. In a hurry not to get eaten, no doubt.

The prisoner wrangles into a sitting position, moving in a jagged way. Like his mind is scribbling all over the place. Not the languid way Pyrok moves, but it does little to rectify my concerns.

Finally, he looks back over his shoulder toward the tunnel, offering a perfect view of his profile.

I hunt his too-fine features for any of Pyrok’s signature piercings, finding none, his skin black and blue in places. Obviously beaten. Lastly, I note his hair—shorn short at the back and sides, the rest a flop of semi-tame curls.

Not Pyrok.

The realization should make me feel better.

It doesn’t.

Knowing the way of the world, he probably did nothing to deserve this horrific fate, unlike the male I just dropped into the water.

The prisoner wrestles his binds, and our gazes clash. He squints, screwing his whole face into the motion, like he’s trying to make me out.

His eyes go so wide I’m sure they’re about to pop loose, and he releases a muffled scream. Something that sounds a lot like GO!

Utris grabs my arm. Drags me toward the tunnel while my mind continues to churn. We’re halfway up the stairs before the distant sound of a bell rattles me to the core.

I groan.

Firsthand rescues haven’t worked well for me in the past. I’m much more comfortable with the solitary role of a professional blood-shedder. But—

Fuck it.

I kick the back of Utris’s leg, right behind his kneecap. He plummets backward, bellowing, though I’m swift to buffer his weight, banding my arm around his neck and squeezing.

Hard.

He wrestles, but I’m already braced against the walls, restricting the flow of blood to his brain. “Sorry about this, but I know you’re probably under strict instructions from the king not to let me die.”

He bucks with newfound ferocity, heaving from side to side in stiff, jerky motions. All but confirming my suspicions.

I sigh.

Meddling male.

“When you wake, you’ll find a lark in your pocket with the location of your gold,” I say against his ear, arms and legs straining with the might to keep him locked in place.

His movements grow weaker. Less frenzied.

“Find that love of your life and take her to Dhomm. Live, Utris.”
 
His eyes roll back, body going limp.

I loosen my grip, tuck the half-folded lark in his pocket, then power down the stairs, exploding onto the cove just as another, less distant bell chimes. “Fuck,” I mutter, the male in the boat now screaming louder than he was before, his eyes so flooded with panic it’s almost catching.

“GO—GO—GO—GO!”

“Not if you want to survive!” I whisper-hiss, about to rip off my ring when I see a second boat slicing through the water one determined row at a time—heavy with two folk.

A messy blaze of red hair lures my attention to the familiar male sitting in the vessel’s nose, brows pinched with determination, green eyes firmly set on the prisoner.

Realization flays me.

They’re related.

“Creators . . .”

My gaze shifts to the white-robed individual with his back to me, breath catching as I take in broad shoulders and the confident way they move, working the oars in fierce, powerful pulls.

My entire body becomes cold and still. Like a Moonplume that just soared into the big dark and curled up to die.

No.

Please no—

Kaan swings his head around, as though he felt my gaze brush across the back of his neck.

Our eyes lock.

Time slams to a still.

And deep within my frosty lake, something snarls.
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Chapter 13 Raeve 

A myriad of emotions burn in Kaan’s eyes like a forest set to flame, but one overrides the rest. Mimics the way I’m feeling in gut-wrenching synchrony.

Horror.

“Ohhhh fuck,” Pyrok says, perhaps noticing me. Though I can’t bring myself to rip my gaze from the beautiful male rowing that Creators-damn boat toward his oblivion.

Fear grips my heart and squeezes so hard I choke through my next breath. And decimating rage for the situation he’s somehow landed himself in.

We open our mouths at the same time—

More bells tinkle their airy wake-up call. Close.

Too close.

The glowing bugs on the stalactites begin to blink out as the atmosphere turns parched and hollow. Like it just withered up and died with the remnants of my composure.

I snarl, stalking toward the rippling water that’s losing more of its speckled luster, Kaan’s eyes widening with a surge of wild emotion.

Distracting emotion.

I look away.

“Raeve—”

His gravelly voice becomes background noise as I grab my iron ring and rip it off, pocketing it. Clode’s chaotic squeals slit my eardrums with brutal precision.

She really doesn’t like being ignored.

“Deil de lu, no veirie lui sois teil nahh de larughe,” I whisper-sing—a lullaby that speaks of her gusty allure, glorifying her strength and majesty.

Charming her.

Clode’s violent melody lolls a little, and she leans into my song, preening for it.

“Hailen es ta vuilo de.”

She’s coaxed into a giddy dance that does nothing to mimic my own catatonic emotions, swirling around me, lifting my cloak.

“Glei, ei asha tui!” I tack on, and she cuts across the water, leaving a trail of spray. She powers toward Kaan, who’s roaring something I can’t hear, his face a savage twist of rage that only spurs the emotion fizzing through my veins.

Pyrok wobbles to a stand, blade drawn. He leaps, lands on the second boat, and begins hacking at the prisoner’s binds.

Clode appears to slap her airy hands against the whitewashed vessels, shoving both toward the pier. They plane across the surface with such gusto their peaked noses rear up, tossing all three passengers back into the hulls.

They overshoot the pier’s end and power toward the lake’s near-vertical shore, left of the exit. As if Clode decided this is a fantastic moment to prove just how fucking brilliant she is, taking my instruction, then doubling the effort required.

I barely have the chance to pull a breath before they smash against the stone, hulls cracking open like split skulls. I wince as Kaan, Pyrok, and the prisoner are unceremoniously dumped backward into the water.

Creators, I hope they can swim . . .

The lake illuminates, like it just swallowed a Moonplume moon.

Meaning—

I whip around and look down the cave. Take in the pale, lustrous creature gusting through the water in incremental bursts.

The anthe.

My heart stills at the sight of her. Hauntingly beautiful, with multiple limbs that remind me of the white branches of a weeping wisp—long and delicate. Lacy scraps of membrane are pinched in the junction between limbs and her tendriled torso, ballooning and deflating with each burst of motion toward the others floundering for the shore.

Beautiful, yes . . . but frightening. Like a star shot through the sky, hunting something to obliterate.

Helpless fear paralyzes me, time stretching as I study the distance between her and the others trying to push past the upturned boats . . .

She’s going to make it to them before they have a chance to climb through the exit. She’s going to suckle Kaan into oblivion. Take his soul like it’s nothing. Like he’s nothing.

I’m about to watch somebody else I love die—

No.

A savage compulsion pops into place like a relocating bone, something fierce and primal rising within. A shiver shakes my spine until it’s straight and solid, the knowledge of what I must do impaling me. And I dive—headfirst into myself.

Straight toward my icy lake.

Vaguely aware of the bellowing world beyond, I land on the frosty expanse with a fist full of fury, powering it at the ice with white-knuckled blows. Bolts of pain shudder through my soul as I smash, smash, smash at it, busting a hole I’m about to dive through, when something on the shore catches my eye.

 A tear-shaped crystal glinting in the dim. Like my Other carried it up from the depths and set it there, ready for me. Knowing I’d return for it.

That I’d need it.

Curiously convenient . . .

I snatch the thing, releasing an anguished howl as Rayne’s melody infests my system like a morbid disease, making me so achingly heavy. Like someone just tore my heart open, packed it full of rocks, then stitched it back together with a rusty needle.

More drips of Rayne’s mournful melody puddle within my soul while I clamber toward the surface of my conscious state, only halfway up before I convulse against its depressive might, dropping the teardrop with a frustrated scream.

It smashes through the ice and sinks so fast I’d waste precious time swimming all the way down to fetch the wretched thing again—

Fuck it.

Teeth gritted, I keep climbing, emerging with a gasp. See the world has shifted; the anthe closer, two of the three males now scaling the steep shore, but not fast enough.

I ease forward another step, toes kissing the water’s edge. Kaan screams my name so loud I hear it over Clode’s violent shrieks.

Answering would require me to split my concentration. I could do that were I about to speak with my favored Air Goddess.

But I’m not.

Gathering all the grieving segments of Rayne’s broken language, I crack my neck, toiling over how to shape the sounds into a sequence that might work. I adjust my mental sound snare, almost the right size to isolate Rayne, then draw breath. Grit my teeth.

Brace myself.

Release—

Rayne’s song splashes against me with such heartbreaking might that my knees threaten to buckle, my throat thickening with a surge of unwanted emotion.

Tears burn my eyes. Tears I ignore, just as I ignore Kaan’s raging screams as I step into the water, drop my shoulders, and pull my lungs full of breath.

And I sing.

It’s not a pretty song, like a puzzle missing too many pieces, my mouth and tongue not adept to shaping such a rolling, gut-dredging melody. But as I step farther into the water, singing the unfamiliar yet strangely familiar tune, something incredible happens.

Rayne stops singing her puddled song of sorrow, despair, and hollow love . . .

She stops singing, and she listens.
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Water rushes away with a blubbering heave, exposing the bony graveyard hidden beneath the lake—Rayne more than willing to retract from the carpet of remains.

I charge down the widening pathway, bones crumbling beneath my boots like starched twigs. Something that might disturb me were I not crushed beneath Rayne’s melody, trapped in a cave with hungry emotions desperate to munch my heart.

Tear my guts free.

Rip me limb from limb.

I wrestle them all with cold fists of rage. Simple when Kaan’s so terrifyingly close to being snuffed from this world. But it doesn’t stop the tears. Doesn’t ease the raw ache cleaving my chest wide open as the water continues to part. Like a piece of parchment tearing down the middle.

The larger side scrunches into a frothing ball that gathers at the tunnel’s mouth. A plug, capturing the anthe in its bulbous churn, preventing her from reaching him.

The anthe screams, her serrated pitch making the water bubble and spit. Making poor Rayne howl, a sound that impales me like a sword thrust between my ribs.

Creators, I can’t take this for long.

I risk a glance over my shoulder. See the others clinging to the steep shore that’s a lot taller now the water level has dropped ten feet.

Pyrok’s half on the pier. Kaan’s beneath, clinging to the frail prisoner by the scruff of his robe.

The prisoner slips, and Kaan’s entire body tenses with the effort to maintain his grip, heaving the male up toward the pier with an unmatched show of strength. Pyrok hauls him over the edge, relieving Kaan, who looks back over his shoulder.

Our stares clash.

A churn of ruddy fire swells to the surface of his panic-stricken eyes, reminding me of Rygun’s flame.

He starts descending.

I convey to him exactly what I think of that. A wide-eyed what the fuck are you doing?

His only response is stubborn determination. Like a dragon set on busting through mountains to save his kin.

I groan.

“Móalarugh, lurin-ah dé arahná vah—ourlah!” I force out, each word a painful lump dislodged from my too-tight throat.

The water behind me pulses, like a hiccup, then gathers into a wave. It floods back toward the pier, heaving into a massive whitewash wall that cages Kaan against the exit and leaves him only one way to go.

Out.

Pretty sure I hear him roar, but I ignore that, turning in time for the anthe to lash a limb forward, slitting it free in much the same way I like to gut folk. Rayne whimpers as water spews like innards, splashing around my legs.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

I attempt to patch her up with my equally patchy dialect. “Laúgh eit ooin duh lóun . . . moorithin—” I pause, muddling over her term for hold. Or something with a similar meaning.

The water cage loses some of its shape, bulging, threatening to gush back into place and drown me.

My heart plummets.

I backstep, wishing I’d held on to that stone for just a little longer . . . then I wouldn’t be quite so incompetent.

I awkwardly adjust my tune—something that feels a lot like further splitting my frayed heartstrings—requesting that Rayne take some of the water at my back and feed it into the sphere around the anthe. And hopefully create a path for me to backstep toward the pier.

“Lúi-ahn url . . . nariliá la náh mi?”

Though the words come out choked, torn from somewhere deep and raw, Rayne immediately responds, rushing for the other side like she’s leaping into the open arms of a much-anticipated hug. Making the anthe’s cage bigger, giving the moon-sized creature more space to fill.

And bringing her uncomfortably close.

Sharp limbs scythe through the air just inches from my face as I scramble back through the graveyard of bones, each crunching step a fragile win. Certain I’m one popping skull away from losing concentration, becoming just another skeleton left without a soul to scream.

I could handle that, so long as Kaan makes it out that damn exit.

The beast thrusts her limbs back, membranes ballooning, propelling her forward. That fierce, pale beak pierces free of the water’s ruffled surface, opening to reveal a cavernous maw that looks like a doorway to . . . nothing.

She releases a terrible screech that makes me want to fold forward and clap my hands over my ears—somehow worse than a pissed-off Clode or heartbroken Rayne.

Truly.

Fucking.

Horrible.

Warmth leaks down the sides of my neck as I hasten my steps, singing louder, harder. Each word torn from a bleeding heart and lashed past trembling lips.

I always thought I’d die laughing. A maniacal screw you to the world that had so much potential, blown on power-hungry assholes. To think my last breath might be a morbid sob is a cruel twist of fate.

And something I desperately want to avoid.

Glancing back, I see I’ve managed to tear a hole in the wall of water large enough that the pier’s punching through, and not far behind me. Which would be great, except Kaan’s charging toward the end like an angry god, looking like he’s about to drop a knee and punch a hole in the world.

Not sure how helpful that would be right now, honestly. Though I’m also not sure how I’m going to climb onto the thing from all the way down here. I could call on Bulder, but chances are I’d crush us all by accident—

“RAEVE, WATCH OUT!”

I jerk back on instinct, but not fast enough.

A sharp limb whips forward and slits my cheekbone.

I glare at the assaulting anthe, feral determination uncoiling from somewhere beneath my diaphragm.

The bitch cut me.

Although she wounded me, all I can picture is that same honed tip gutting the warmhearted king who won’t take his gallant rescuing with a smile and a wave. He has a territory to consider. Folk who love him. I have a few blades, a bad attitude, and a bloodlusting itch that won’t piss off.

I snarl, lift my chin. The creature pushes her angular head further free of the water, reminding me of a Moltenmaw skull, but with a shorter beak. More hooked.

Kaan roars my name with renewed ferocity as the anthe dips her head, exposing me to the slow horizon of her wide-open eyes.

I should look away. That’s the wise and clever thing to do, given Utris’s warning about losing senses and whatnot.

But I’m not going to do that.

The bitch can have my ability to taste, smell, and hear. She can have my fucking eyes and obliterate every nerve ending until I’m numb to the core. I don’t need any of it . . . so long as Kaan’s safe.

“YOU—CAN’T—HAVE—HIM!”

My back hits the pier’s column, and our gazes collide. Like two worlds smashing together.

Splintering.

In those dark eyes, I see the end of everything, part of me tumbling like a star tossed through the vast black sky in The Shade. The rest of me stands strong, tethered to something bigger.

Stronger than me.

Swelling within like an avalanche pouring down a mountainside, time stretching into something almost tangible.

The anthe’s head ticks to the side. She stabs her sabered limbs into the columns around me, using their grip to tug farther from the water, and sniffs so close to my face the strings of my soul pull taut enough to fray.

You can’t have that, either.

I push my head closer and scream. Like a crossing of swords, reverberations shudder down my spine and into the soles of my feet. But the sound coming from me . . . it’s not warm. It’s blizzard cold and guttural, as though it just tore from the chest of some ancient, icy beast.

I’m distantly aware of something breaking behind me, like the world just crumbled at my back. Distantly aware of the hairs on my nape lifting; of Kaan’s robust scent engulfing me—a firm hug on a gloomy dae.

Strong hands slide down and wrap around my armpits. Take my weight.

Heave me up.

I don’t blink. Don’t quell my screaming attack, determined to masticate the anthe’s own soul if she tries to claim what’s mine.

I’m dragged over jagged chunks of stone, back against a broad chest that’s a roaring flame to the ice packed within my lungs and veins.

Kaan’s arms band around me with such might it’s like he believes I’m about to fall apart at the seams, dragging me over broken bits of the pier that was whole a few moments ago.

The anthe impales her limbs in the stone, using them as leverage to yank farther from Rayne’s grip, clambering up like a billowy huttlecrab migrating against the tide’s pull.

Some small, primal part of me wants to do the same. To battle the male holding me back and shove close to the beast again. Challenge her until she withers and retreats down the tunnel she came from.

Perhaps I do thrash a little, because Kaan presses his mouth to my ear, his grip crushing.

“That thing so much as touches you again, Moonbeam, and I will not rest until I sever every limb from her body,” he rasps, cutting me to the quick. “So either you come gently, or I push you aside and challenge her myself. Thoughts?”

My blood thaws, body loosening.

I give in to his retreating tug, dragged backward as I hold the anthe’s narrowed stare. Emitting a quiet promise to hack her into little bits and stuff her in a thousand boiling pots of water should she so much as look in Kaan’s direction.

She clambers over the broken pier with jerky motions, chasing our slow yet steady retreat, her tendriled body tethered to the water like a stretched umbilical cord—eyes watching.

Until we’re swallowed by the dragon-mouth exit.
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Chapter 15 Kaan 

Water explodes up the tunnel, sloshes around our feet, then seeps back down the stairs as Raeve slips my hold and pins me against the wall with a dragonscale blade notched against my throat. My dragonscale blade.

One I remember shaping phases ago from one of Rygun’s scales.

She pushes close, gets in my face, and snarls—pupils blown, canines bared, trembling despite her savage stance. Blood streaks from her eyes, nose, and ears. From the deep gash across her cheek.

Too fast.

Had she not whipped her head back in time—

I fist my hands and stretch my shredded knuckles, fighting the urge to stuff my fingers in the ground and rip the world in two. Using every bit of my self-control not to thread my arms around her waist. To flatten my palm against her back and eliminate the remaining space between us, press my nose into her nape, and breathe her—eyes squeezed shut while I let her heartbeat dull the residual ache in my chest from seeing her tread so close to death.

Pyrok clears his throat.

I risk a glance at him, then down at Roan slouched against the wall on the stairs at his feet, both gaping.

Pale.

They’re worried. I’m not. The blade at my throat is more a compliment than anything.

Raeve dug deep to speak with Rayne. She’s hurting, and she’s turned that hurt into rage I’ll gladly consume.

“Pyrok, escort your brother up the stairs.” Slowly, I reach into my pocket and pull out the bloody key I severed somebody’s hand for, holding Raeve’s stare as I pass it over with Roan’s damaged spectacles I collected from the trial. “I’m sure he’ll appreciate a rundown while you release him from his shackles.”

“Indeed,” Roan drudges past a wince, then tenderly pushes to his feet and begins hobbling up the stairs.

Pyrok offers a steadying hand but doesn’t move from the step he’s on.

“Now. And keep an eye out for more guards. If we’re to make it out of the Citadel without further implications, our presence must remain a secret.”

“Not sure you’re aware, but it appears as though you’re about to have your throat sli—”

“She’s not going to hurt me,” I murmur. Softer than Raeve’s snarls sawing against my skin.

Aside from the slightest twitch of her lips, she maintains her stance as Pyrok clicks his tongue, passes me another worried glance, then helps his brother up the twisting stairway—their footsteps echoing off the tunnel’s smooth walls.

All the while, I study her. The arched slope of her brows, eyes like fossilized Moonplume flame. Her lips . . . plump and red as the blood weeping down her cheeks.

Her skin is so pale in the dull light, hair piled high, wet bits hanging about her face, making my fingers itch to brush away the strands. To touch her.

It’s a slow, gentle perusal. Each sweep of my gaze a quiet reminder that she survived.

“You could blind me right now and I’d die happy . . .”

I barely realize I’ve spoken until she swallows. Something that makes my hand twitch with the urge to reach up and brush the column of her throat. Her jaw. To trace around the nape of her neck and thread my fingers through her hair—

“You asked me to come back to you,” she bites, like a toss of icy water—reminding me of the anger sizzling through my own veins. So easy to forget when I’m looking at her.

Standing so close to her.

Pulling her butterberry scent into my lungs.

“Ever hopeful. Until my final breath.”

“The statement insinuated there would be a you to come back to.”

I tilt my head, trusting her to shift the blade lest she cut my throat clean open. “Decided to care, Moonbeam?”

Another snarl as she shoves back, cleaving too much space between us. I glimpse something silver tangled around her hand and wrist . . . sort of. Barely visible, but there.

Parting her cloak, she kicks her leg forward. Stuffs the blade back in her sheath packed full of many more dragonscale blades. All fashioned from Rygun’s scales.

All mine.

I lift a brow, leaning into the punch of pride that strikes my chest. “Nice armory.”

She dashes the cloak back over her leg, swipes the tears and most of the blood off her cheeks and neck, then crosses her arms.

“Take it they came in handy?”

“Rekk’s dead, if that’s what you’re asking. His remains are somewhere at the bottom of that Creators-cursed lake.”

I catch her hand movements despite them being tucked away.

Still itching. Still bloodlusting.

Which means killing Rekk didn’t shake it from her system. It’s tethered to somebody else.

My heart sinks so fast my knees almost give way.

“Good,” I rasp, then clear my throat.

Gather myself.

She jerks her chin at my hands. “Why are you bleeding?”

I stretch my fingers and glance down, getting a good look at the gory damage. “Breaking the pier was the only way to get you up and out the exit.”

Something I hope doesn’t swing around and bite us, given I had to pull from Rygun’s strength. Had to momentarily open myself to him to do so, voiding my emotions in hopes of avoiding a flaming rampage from my overprotective beast.

Her brow almost arches off her face. “You broke the pier with your fists?”

“With Rygun’s help.” I fold my arms, hiding my bloody hands. “How is it that you can hear the Creators down here?”

“No idea.”

“You spoke with Rayne—”

“Never again.”

I suck air through my teeth. “There are those sky-high walls I so love to bash myself against. Utris?”

“Accounted for.”

“Did you get my lark?”

“Yes.”

“Verdict?”

She lifts her chin. “I’ll see out the moonfalls at your mah’s retreat, but I have a condition.”

Relief like I’ve never felt floods my chest. “I’m listening.”
 
“You’re there, too.”

For a moment, all I can do is stare—unbreathing.

Unmoving.

You’re there, too . . .

I wish I could reach forward and kiss her, slow and without urgency. Feast on that small, powerful sentence for eternity.

Except—

“I have a kingdom to serve, Moonbeam . . .”

“A kingdom you’ll continue to serve after the falls because you’ll be alive. Because I’ll keep you alive.”

My smile is just as soft as my rapidly beating heart. “Light of my life, you did decide to care.”

“Screw you,” she snaps, and my smile grows.

“Please. You won’t hear a word of complaint from me.”

 Her breath hitches, lips parting as her eyes blaze, cheeks reddening in a way that makes my blood turn molten. She swallows, clears her throat, then says, “Tempting as it is, fucking you makes me stupid. I need my wits about me if I’m to keep your heart beating.”

She thinks I need protection? Pretty rich from someone who’s already died once. Not to mention her numerous near-death experiences since.

My laugh is a mirthless roll, hands threading through my hair to distract them from reaching forward, grabbing her by the shoulders, and either shaking her or kissing her. “If only you weren’t blind to the irony.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I just watched you offer yourself as bait,” I grind out, feeling Rygun’s flame lick at the underside of my skin again. Like that small part of him that never leaves me—the gift that bound us as one—wants to show her exactly how well we can look after ourselves. “Though I may seem relaxed, in truth I’m straddling a fine line between maintaining my composure and losing my ever-loving mind.”

Her gaze hardens. “How do you think I felt watching you row straight for a fucking anthe—”

“If you two are done bickering, we have a rapidly evolving problem up here,” Pyrok calls down from farther up the stairway, his voice oddly strained.

I sigh.

Way I see it, we have many rapidly evolving problems. Like all the moons about to shake from the sky. That, and I haven’t heard from my sister in cycles, Raeve’s still bloodlusting, and above all, she doesn’t know she has a daughter. Or a kingdom. Or that her entire family was poisoned to death by my deceased pah.

“We can finish this later,” I murmur, gesturing for Raeve to move up the stairway first.

She frowns, mimicking me. Standing her ground.

I grind my back molars.

Creators, give me strength not to toss her over my shoulder and carry her there myself.

“I’m not moving up those stairs before you, Raeve. Not after everything I just witnessed. I will watch you walk away from this alive. So please,” I growl, gesturing again, “be my guest.”

She opens her mouth, snaps it shut. Something flickers in her eyes before she clears her throat and stalks up the stairs.

I don’t celebrate the win despite knowing it’ll probably be the last I have for a very long while.

Pretty sure that’s exactly why she gave it to me.
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Chapter 16 Raeve

I stuff my iron ring back on my finger, moving up the twisting staircase toward the thickening light, three words echoing in my head to the beat of Kaan’s following footsteps.

Keep him alive.

Keep him alive.

Keep him alive.

Suddenly, everything else feels insignificant, the notion so blaring I know in my heart it’s been there for longer than I want to admit.

Since . . . before.

Now that I’ve noticed it, I can’t believe I ever saw another path forward. That I ever believed distancing myself from Kaan was the right choice.

No. I must guard him; do everything in my power to protect him from falling into the same fate that took my Fallon.

My Essi.

Savage determination simmers in my chest like an icy ember, and deep inside, something rumbles—awake and watching.

Keep him alive.

Keep him alive.

Keep him alive.

I step through an arched opening that meets with a giant hole in the ground, as if Bulder staked a spear in the world, then ripped it right out again, the opening capped with a rusty grate that does nothing to catch the sprinkling sleet.

Peering over the edge of the ice-crusted stairway coiled around the circumference, I’m buffeted by a wind that smells like sulfur, failing to see the bottom . . .

Wonder how many folk have lost their footing and fallen to their doom, left to tumble for eternity.

I look at Pyrok, arms crossed while he chews the inside of his cheek, his hair resembling a frayed mop—every one of his piercings gone, leaving only the holes. Probably in the hopes of being discreet.

He dips his head.

I frown, decide he’s being facetious, and return the gesture with extra flourish.

He clears his throat, then jerks his chin at the slight male bunched on the stairs, his discarded shackles on the step beneath. “My brother, Roan.” He digs into the breast pocket of his robe, pulls out a flask, and gives it a shake. “Hard to believe, given the current state of things, but he got all the brains. And this is fucking empty,” he sighs, nipping a glance at the sky above while tucking the flask away.

Roan gives an awkward wave, watching me as though he’s looking at a ghost—spectacles askew, cheek pressed against the wall beside a crimson spray. The sort of blood spillage that happens when an artery is abruptly severed. Too much blood to have come from him, despite the wounds on his wrists and ankles and the many abrasions on his face.

“I see things got messy up here. How many folk got tossed down the hole?”

“Eight or so.” Pyrok shrugs. “None were on high alert, though I’m guessing that’ll change once the Tri-Council realizes they’re missing Wardens.”

He’s not wrong.

A shrill screech pierces down from above.

I look up past falling sleet, through the distant grate as a pink-and-blue-feathered Moltenmaw cuts across the sky, just above the arches. Another follows, banking sideways, garnering us a perfect view of the armored soldier clinging to its saddle.

It wouldn’t be so alarming, were it not for the momentary glimpse of five other Moltenmaws pounding through the clouds much farther above, in the shape of a perfect V.

Battle formation.

“I assume that’s the rapidly evolving problem?” Kaan murmurs from right behind me, his voice a tumble of warm boulders. So close my skin pebbles, every one of my muscles aching to lean into his atmosphere. To touch him. Hold him. Reassure myself that he’s okay.

But he’s not. None of us are.

We’re holed up in the fucking Citadel.

“I mean, it sure fuckin’ looks like one to me.” Pyrok pulls out a second flask he’s quick to unstopper, tossing back a glug. “The Tri-Council’s entire battalion is up there, swarming like they’re about to fight off an army.”

“Not an army. The city’s folk.” My words are chased by an eerie silence only battered by the distant sound of beating wings. “News of the impending moonfalls has descended on Bothaim, and it seems everyone believes the arches are runed to protect against them.”

Roan winces while Pyrok straightens, slamming the heel of his hand against the cork and jamming it back in place. “How’d you know that?”

Plucked a parchment lark from the sky and battled it until it bared its scrawled secrets.

“Not important.”

Roan straightens his glasses, squinting at me through the cracks. “She probably read someone else’s lark . . .”

I frown, cheeks burning. Unsure if I should be annoyed or impressed. “Uncomfortably accurate.”

“You’ll get used to him,” Pyrok mutters, looking up at the circling dragons. A Moltenmaw roars so loud I swear the stone shudders. “Plan, anyone?”

Kaan dumps a pile of scavenged white robes on the ground at our feet, probably wrestled off the folk they tossed down the hole prior to said tossing. “We get to the surface, then work it out from there.”

* * *

We reach a pair of large ornate doors bracketed by twin urns I suspect are stuffed with dead guards, based on the waft of excrement and the small blood smear on the ground.

“Guess a path’s already been paved,” I say, scowling over the rim of one as my suspicions are confirmed.

Could’ve left some for me.

Kaan presses his ear to the door. “On our way through, yes.”

“You’ll struggle to find an empty urn,” Pyrok tacks on.

I stuff my blade away with a little extra gusto, sharpening my scowl on him. “No need to rub it in.”

He frowns. “That’s not what I—”

“We’ll still have to be quiet,” Kaan interjects, then jerks his chin and shoves through the door.

We follow into a circular chamber so vast and white it’s like we’re caught in a cloud, every step across the polished floor a hollow thud, lost to the hungry atmosphere.

Shivers scuttle over my skin as I take it all in through wide eyes, breath caught.

The swooping wall boasts hundreds of duplicate doors, each bracketed with glass drips of captured moonlight hanging from coiled hooks of Bothaimian ore.

“Is this the—”

“High Treasury,” Pyrok murmurs, then takes a swig from his flask—the words a punch to my chest.

It’s hard to breathe in the wake of them.

Essi often spoke about this place, wishing she could explore it. Being here without her is another painful reminder that I failed to keep her safe.

I push down the thought and force my lungs full, casting my mind to our conversations . . .

Essi said many of the world’s most precious and powerful relics are hidden here, locked safely away. But what she was most taken with was the story of a male fae who’s been around for eons. The first to tame a dragon, his skin now etched in so many runes he’s become something . . . other, kept behind one of these doors.

Apparently.

Pyrok corks his flask, then smacks his palm against Roan’s chest, making him grunt. “This is the place that got this idiot tossed to the anthe.”

Kaan presses his finger to his lips again, turning just as Roan’s staggered steps slow, gaze cast on a pair of doors bearing the only thread of color in the room—an etch of silver ribbons that shine like the aurora, moving gently. As though someone sliced them from the sky and stitched them across the wood.

Pyrok rolls his eyes, takes Roan by the arm, and steers him toward the open-arched exit on the other side. I follow, pausing when something glints in my peripheral.

My skin prickles as a silver shimmer gathers midair before the doors Roan was so taken with. A too familiar silver shimmer.

If that Fate-fucker is herding me again, I will rage.

It coalesces into a metallic smear that sluices through the thin gap between the doors, disappearing.

My eyes narrow. What if there’s something in there that could help me protect Kaan? Something powerful? Creators, I owe it to Essi to at least look . . .

I move forward and grab a handle. Pull the left door open a smidge, eyes widening at the small domed chamber on the other side—all polished obsidian dented with specks of luminescence that make it appear as the sky in The Shade. Like I could step over the threshold and just . . . fall.

That silver sheen coils around a black plinth in the center of the room, as if the Fate Herder just tucked around itself and readied for slumber. Except it doesn’t appear. Instead, a small silver book no bigger than my hand manifests into existence—thicker than the height of my thumb, the uneven stack of pages so white they gleam like captured moonlight.

My breath catches, something within urging me to move closer and inspect. As though a ribbon just knotted around my spine and tugged. Even the muscles under my tongue tingle, innately aware that I just stumbled across something plump.

Something powerful.

“Hold up,” I call to the others. “I’m going to take a look at this book real quick.”

There’s a pause. Just enough time for me to step through the doorway and into the chilly tomb before Kaan roars my name so loud it’s as though he just stuck me with a serrated shiv.

I turn to see him dominating the doorway, his eyes all-consuming, packed with a churn of dragonflame. “I thought we were being quiet?” I whisper-hiss, throwing both hands out in a silent what in the Creators-damn fuck?

He continues to stare, unbreathing, all the color gone from his painfully beautiful face. Pyrok and Roan push up behind him, equally ashen.

“H—Wh—How did you do that?” Roan sputters, looking at my legs. Like he’s surprised they’re still connected to my body.

“Do what?”

“Walk straight past those.” He dashes his hand toward a shimmer of runes etched along the threshold—tricky to see, but obvious now that he’s pointed them out.

My gaze follows the line.

It circles the entire room, then branches up in places, mimicking the bars of a cage—all meeting in the middle, directly above the plinth.

“Is it supposed to be hard?”

“It’s supposed to be lethal,” Kaan growls, his graveled voice a sawtooth blade dragging through the air.

Lethal . . .

Meaning the Fate Herder was trying to kill me again, the conniving asshole.

I glare at the air around the plinth, hoping the creature feels my seething wrath. “Oh.”

The book shimmers.

He obviously thought it was valuable enough to lure me to my doom. Joke’s on him because now I’m going to steal it to spite the fucker.

I step forward so I can get a closer look.

The book is bound by a belt of black, hooked in place by an argent saber longer than my finger, blunted at the tip. A saber my eyes narrow on.

I’m sure I’ve seen teeth like that before . . .

My gaze is drawn to the cover, made from something that reminds me of the stretched membrane of a dragon’s wing. Such a distinct shade of silver it threatens to shake me up from the inside out.

I’m quick to shift my attention to the black belt wrapped around the book’s middle. Constructed from a material similar to what was used to make the cover, but beyond the leathery texture, I see . . .

Stars.

Thousands of them. Distant.

Winking.

Something gloomy soars through the eerie expanse, and I frown, squinting to make out its shape. When I blink, it’s gone, making me wonder if I’m going mad.

“What is this thing?”

“The Book of Voyd,” Roan blurts. “See, I told those rusty old Tri-Council crones I didn’t steal it! They didn’t believe me.”

“Wait . . . the Book of Voyd? The one believed to be written by the God of Aether? The book—” I swallow my next words quicker than a shot of hard spirits.

The book Essi often spoke of. Wished she could set her eyes on and never did.

“The book every documented rune was derived from? Yes. I was caught in there trying to read it. It disappeared before one of the Wardens came across me and almost imploded my lungs.”

“Then what?” I look at him. “Sentenced you to death?”

His cheeks redden. “Correct.” He tries to straighten his wonky spectacles again—unsuccessfully. “The Tri-Council didn’t take well to me announcing to the entire sentencing assembly that I believe the arches protect against moonfalls, etched in runes that haven’t been shown to the rest of the world.” He pauses, gaze shifting to the book, back again. “Runes I believe are somewhere in those very pages.”

“Ah.”

Suddenly, everything makes a lot more sense.

I turn to the book again . . .

Way I see it, the Tri-Council has abused their privileges. Something that wholly justifies me removing this very special, very powerful artifact from their premises. For good.

I reach for it—

“What are you doing?” Kaan growls, his voice a rockslide stuffing the chamber so full I freeze.

My gaze flicks in his direction. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

“Stealing the Book of Voyd from this ancient protective chamber, making an instant enemy of the Tri-Council.”

“Correct, yes. The Tri-Council can eat spangle shit for all I care.”

His silence tells me he appreciates neither my snark nor my thieving antics.

I sigh, dashing a hand at Roan. “He’s already been ‘assassinated’ for this very crime. Technically, the book’s free game, and it could help protect your folk against the impending moonfalls. Let’s not waste time mourning my withered moral aptitude.”

The look I receive is dryer than the Boltanic Plains, time stretching before Kaan fills his chest and blows out a sigh. “You’re right.”

I gape at him. “I’m what?”

“Right.”

“Louder this time. And with more gusto.”

His responding glower almost makes me laugh despite our shitty predicament.

“Be quick about it,” he grits out, jutting his chin forward. “Before somebody catches us.”

I throw him an exaggerated bow, spinning to grab—

“WAIT!” Roan yells, barely refraining from leaping over the threshold into the room with me. “You might faint if you touch it with your bare hands. Or . . . worse.”

Kaan and Pyrok both glare daggers at him, the former growling a taut “Explain.”

“It’s not a normal book,” Roan continues, pushing his glasses up his nose. “It’s said to grapple with anyone who picks it up.”

Sounds fun, just maybe not right now.

“Sometimes to the death,” he tacks on, and my brows bump up. “There are stories of past Tri-Council members disappearing from this very chamber, leaving nothing behind but splats of blood. Once, a Mindweft endured the book for a long while, but eventually became so troubled she had to be cut loose. I hear they’ve only recently found someone who appears to be able to come and go without going mad or getting slaughtered. So far.”

Wow. The Fate Herder was absolutely trying to get me killed again.
 
Prick.

Wish I had it in me to skin the asshole next time he prowls into my personal space. Turn him into a pretty silver rug or an end-of-pallet throw.

“Alright, well. Worst-case scenario, I get mauled to death by the book. Good to know.”

Silence hungers as I pull a blade to strip the hem off my black cloak, using it to protect my hands and lift the book off the plinth—ice cold despite the thick buffer of material. Like I just plucked it from a nest amongst the stars.

My heart labors, a tightness in my chest almost pulling me in on myself.

I tip the book, checking it’s still in one piece before I gently bundle it within the material. “Now what?”

“You get the fuck out of there.” Kaan’s volcanic eyes burn, his entire body trembling, hands fisted at his sides. “Now.”
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Chapter 17 Grihm 

I slash a metal hook through the leathery skin of the slow-moving magma river, carving a bright-orange wound. Smoke and lava spew free, releasing a heat so brutal the air distorts, squirming around it.

Tossing the tool aside, I scoop my bucket full of loose molten stone. Move away from the scorching heat, up the steep bank, into the dark tunnel beyond. Not that it grows much cooler, the air in these underground warrens a thick sulfuric haze I doubt I’ll ever get used to choking back.

The bucket’s glowing contents light my short journey through the tight passageway—barely taller than me and just as wide—until I come to a small, domed cavern I spoke into the orange stone. I set down the bucket and jostle a jar of firelice, encouraging them to rouse and better illuminate my humble lodgings. Basic. Large enough for my nest, some flat stone to slumber on, and space to stash my few belongings.

I pull off a glove and tug my dense shroud down around my neck, thankful for the air-purifying runes Roan was kind enough to teach me as I fill my lungs with slightly less-toxic air. The only comfort I have in this caustic place, but a welcome one.

Crouching beside the makeshift nest I’ve spent cycles perfecting, I slop some magma into the bowl, quick to smooth it around. Reshape it.

Again.

Probably not the last time either, given the smog that’s bearing down on the Sabersythe hatching grounds, making it impossible to venture farther than the huts on the outskirts. Leaving nothing for any of us to do other than sit around, obsessing over nests that will largely go unused.

For most, shaping a nest in Gondragh is our final act. Something I accepted long ago.

Mostly.

I slop more magma on, molding it with a piece of curved metal. Once I’m happy, I splash it with water from my skein.

The fresh layer sizzles and spits, releasing more sulfuric smog that has me lifting my wrap over my mouth and nose, tucking it in my hood while I wait for the runes to clear the air.

Leaning back, I visualize the egg sitting within—

Too deep.

Fuck.

I scoop another glob in, smooth it, splash it with water. Lean back to reassess. Inkah’s nest was made of snow and ice, so this is new to me.

Don’t wanna mess it up.

Another scoop, and I tip the skein, emptying my final dregs before realizing how dry my mouth is.

Better get more water.

I pull off my other glove, gather my things, and tuck them under a large shroud, pocketing the silver scale I’ve been shaping into a blade. I toss my other shroud over the nest and move deeper down the tunnel I also spoke into existence the dae I got here.

Nobody trusts each other in these parts, given it’s almost impossible to obtain a coveted Sabersythe egg. Bonding with such a fierce, powerful creature is one of the world’s greatest honors, but not everyone is honorable.
 
Thieves lurk in dark corners, meaning most folk stick to themselves. Burrow down until they find an underground magma river to build a nest beside.

It’s a good thing I like the quiet.

Reaching my tunnel’s end, I pause before the camouflage sheet I hung at the opening and listen for footsteps. Hearing only the distant grumble and groan of the nearby volcanoes, I push past and move up the jagged stone stairway, pausing every now and then to shake the dangling firelice jars nailed against the walls.

I’m almost at the surface when the hammer of heavy boots on stone has me stilling, dagger poised.

My breaths turn slow and steady as I wait.

It doesn’t take long until a fae comes into view—large and broad, descending the stairs two at a time. Brown material covers half his face, leaving only a peek of ebony skin, thick brows, and bright-blue eyes that are wide and bloodshot.

Upon noticing me, his shoulders fold forward.

“Thank the Creators,” he blasts, and I notice the cloak bundled in his arms. He sweeps the material back from a large golden egg with perfect symmetrical scales.

My heart flips. Again when the egg jolts, like it’s trying to jump from his arms.

The male rips aside his face covering, revealing the blue beads knotted throughout his long beard. Though he glances at the blade in my hand, he doesn’t posture. Nor does he pull his own weapon.

I tuck mine away.

“The southwestern hut was destroyed. I barely escaped.” His egg jolts again. “It started rocking just as I breached the entrance.”

And he doesn’t have a nest prepared . . .

I wave for him to follow me deeper down the stairs, past the camouflage sheet and through my tunnel. When I rip the shroud away to reveal my nest, the stranger falls to his knees.

“Thank you,” he weeps, over and over, easing his egg into the bowl. Almost a perfect fit, I think. From what I’ve seen of diagrams anyway.

I ignore the uncomfortable shaft of jealousy, wishing it were my own egg sitting in there. Focusing instead on the fact that my nest is saving a life that would’ve otherwise been forfeit.

I gather more runny magma that he pours over the precious treasure; a process we repeat until the pile is bulging, the egg smothered. And we wait—standing either side of the nest, arms crossed as we watch for any changes.

Moments pass, the air growing heavy with tension and a silence I should fill but don’t. Ever since Inkah passed, I lost the desire to fill space with anything but my bare minimum.

Grief is greedy. Sometimes a wound is too deep to patch up. But if words did come easy, I doubt voicing my concerns would be very helpful.

Was the egg away from the heat too long?

Was the magma hot enough?

The nest too shallow? Too deep?

I see in the stranger’s eyes, narrowed on the steaming mound, that he’s thinking the same. So perhaps silence is best. After all, we’ll know the answers soon enough—once a dark crust forms atop the cooling heap. If a hatchling doesn’t claw free, that’s that. And so many mourn themselves into an early grave after a failed hatch, making it a double death sentence.

“Name’s Kilíth,” he murmurs, dropping onto the large stone I use to sharpen my blades. His gaze briefly meets mine. “Just in case.”

In case he needs someone to carve it on the wall upstairs in the common space.

A heaviness settles between us, like death just sat beside him, waiting. Watching the nest, too.

I nod, sitting on the ridge I’ve been using as a pallet, elbows on my spread knees. The silver blade in my pocket is being shaped with similar thoughts in mind.

I came here to get an egg. I leave with a hatchling or not at all.

Kilíth unbinds the rest of his face covering. Reveals a gnarly burn up the side of his neck and across his right shoulder, his runed leathers melted into his skin.

It’s hard not to look, knowing how that feels.

Burns are common in Gondragh, unlike skilled Fleshthreads who so rarely venture past the Loff into this hostile part of the world. With nobody around to patch folk up before their wounds set, he’ll probably live with that for the rest of his life.

He unlatches a skein from his belt and offers it to me. I accept, swallow an icy mouthful, and pass it back.

“Guessing you’re waiting for the smog to clear?” he asks, eyes on the mound as he tips water on his wound, making my insides knot.

I nod, looking away.

He corks the valve, knee bouncing. Either to disperse his nerves or distract himself from the pain. “You’re not planning on scaling the Vihn Peaks by any chance?”

Another nod.

He grunts, raising both brows. “So you’re aware, you’ll likely end up dead. There’s a rabid dragon set on making a mess of anything she can get her claws on. She did this,” he says, pointing his thumb at the burn. “Tore apart the hut I was at and blew fire through the tunnels. I barely escaped.”

He’s either telling me this to deter me or as a warning to get my affairs in order. Send larks. There’s only one message that comes to mind, but things have always gone unsaid between us. Probably best to leave it that way.

I pull the silver scale from my pocket—purchased off a merchant in exchange for most of my gathered riches—rustling through my pack for clamps and a file.

“You’re after her eggs?”

I look up.

He jerks his chin at the scale. “The Great Silver Sabersythe. You’re not mad enough to attempt to raid her burrow?”

I let my silence answer.

“Creators be damned. Well, good fuckin’ luck.” He chuffs and points at his burn. “I’ve got her to thank for this.”

I frown, looking at the scale, then past it to the mound that’s no longer steaming. Beginning to darken off.

Creators, it’s time.

Kilíth pulls a steadying breath. “Fuck,” he mutters, bouncing his knee with renewed ferocity. “It’s not going to—”

Part of the hardening crust bulges, then splits away from the hotter, brighter magma beneath. Cracked bits of golden shell spear up, slowly pushed to the surface.

The first signs of a successful hatch.

The molten blob jolts and stretches, like a womb, splitting as a thorny head pushes free—the size of my fist, bearing a hint of gold scales visible through the magma slurry.

The hatchling draws breath then releases a scratchy lament. A good, strong sound.

I nod to myself and stand, pocketing my scale. Wave my skein at Kilíth, then turn down the tunnel, leaving them to bond without me watching, chased by heavy words of gratitude drowned by my churning thoughts.

There’s nothing more important than those primitive moments. Perhaps I’m greedy for seeking this great honor a second time, but I’ve never been one to battle fate. I have to believe everything happens for a reason, otherwise I’d have found my way back to Inkah’s grave and curled up beside her long ago.
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Chapter 18 Raeve

The air is charged with the persistent chant of city folk.
 
“Let us in! Let us in! Let us in!”

“News flutters fast,” I murmur, scanning the outer wall from one of the third-floor hallways, looking out on the long courtyard that hugs the Citadel’s cluster of peaked buildings like a moat.

Sleet has turned to snow, the sky a dark smudge Bothaim’s elite battalion are tearing through. All Moltenmaws. Such bold strokes of color against the dull sky.

“MOVE BACK!” guards bellow through amplifying sticks, dragons dipping in turns to spew flames. Violent intimidation tactics meant to deter the panicked population converging on the thick wall of Bothaimian ore, desperate to get past the gates.

“Let us in! Let us in! Let us in!”

None of the ground guards move, like white-armored statues—three rows of them atop the wall. So many I can’t possibly count the helmets that all but blend with the snow. Then there are the organized groups down in the courtyard, packed before the Rygun-sized gates. Over three hundred soldiers, if I were to estimate.

Too many for Clode to suffocate in one swoop were we to try to bust a way through. Unfortunately.

“That’s the only way out?”

“It is.” Roan straightens his glasses. “If I’d just kept my mouth shut—”

“This is not your fault,” Kaan growls beneath his breath, jaw set, eyes colder than I’ve seen them before. “The Tri-Council have had this coming for a while, and they know it. It’s the reason they built the wall. You shit on folk long enough, they toss it back.”

A red Moltenmaw turns, soaring in our direction like it’s about to scale the arches, putting the rider directly in our line of sight.

Shit.

We pull away from the twin windows, hiding behind a column, only to see a trio of pale-eyed Wardens moving down the hall.

Toward us.

“Void your mind and keep your head down.” Kaan gestures for us to follow him straight toward the Wardens, walking with the smooth gait of a resident Runi.

I stuff my emotions, thoughts, and anything else beneath my lake. Focus on the itch at the tips of my fingers, following with smooth, unhurried steps, hand in my pocket, poised to push off my ring at the first sign of danger.

We move past the trio, around the corner, into a shallow doorway carved to look like an arched dragon’s tail. Not even a drop of relief seeps through me as I toil over our meager options.

“We can’t stay here.” Pyrok takes a swig from his flask. “It’s only a matter of time before someone notices we’re voiding, recognizes Kaan or Roan, and then we’re all fucked, caught red-handed with the book in our possession.”

They’d have to strip my shirt to see it strapped against me, something they wouldn’t manage without having their intestines knotted into bows. But sure.

“What if we go into the underground tunnels, then smash free?” I ask, peering left and right down the lofty hallway, fingers poised against a sheathed blade. “Kaan can tell me which words to use, and I’ll try not to crush us all.”

Not the most inviting offer, but it’s important to be honest about my meager shaping skills if three other lives are about to depend on them.

“It’s almost impossible for Bulder to shift Bothaimian ore because it contains such a high percent of iron, and it veins well below the tunnels,” Roan says, moving his spectacles up and down his nose. Probably trying to find the best viewpoint through the web of cracks. “We’d starve down there before we found a way through, so it’s not a viable option.”

“Probably for the best,” I say beneath my breath, mainly to myself.

I’m about to suggest we go back out through the anthe den when Roan looks sidelong at Kaan, a single brow quirked. “Remember when I almost blew up my research chamber?”

“Which time?”

I frown. “It happened more than once?”

“It’s a common occurrence,” Kaan mutters from the side of his mouth.

“I mean the time I accidentally etched—then accidentally activated—a new, previously unknown rune that melted my bench,” Roan continues, using his robe to clean his spectacles. As if rubbing them will remove the cracks. “Remember, it hardened into a puddle Pyrok slipped on for an entire phase before he got fed up and dragged a rug down the stairs. It was made of—”

“Bothaimian ore,” Pyrok drones, rubbing the back of his head. “That thing almost caused me a fuckin’ brain bleed. I still have a bump.”

Kaan crosses his arms, stern eyes on Roan. “You want to blow up the wall?”

Roan nods slowly, smiling so wide his entire face lights up. Like just the thought of making something go BOOM shot him full of life force and alleviated ninety percent of his problems. “Just a bit of it, though,” he corrects, holding his thumb and finger close together. “Small chunk.”

Pyrok groans, tosses back another swig, then shakes his head. “Won’t work”—Burp—“we’ve got no supplies.”

“Aside from Kaan’s weald and a parchment lark, all I need is a drop of fresh dragon blood and some melted snow to make it spread farther.” Roan looks at Kaan again. “Or something equivalent.”

Tension thickens, my gaze sliding from Kaan to Roan, back again—both watching each other, having a silent conversation I’m quick to unscramble.

Kaan’s Daga-Mórrk. His blood’s bolstered by his connection with Rygun, making it the next best thing on Roan’s ingredient list.

“Absolutely not.”

All three of them look at me.

Roan’s shoulders slump. “Why not?”

Because something deep beneath my ribs is snarling at the mere suggestion that Kaan host a rune combustive enough to blast a fucking hole in a wall of Bothaimian ore.

“I had a friend who used to etch a lot,” I force past gritted teeth, checking down the hall again to distract myself from the annoying lump of emotion welling at the base of my throat. Something I blame on the drips of Rayne’s language infesting my system, like a terminal sorrow I wish I could ignore. “When she mixed her blood through a tincture, she’d sometimes end up passing out.” I let my gaze slide to Kaan, struggling to maintain his sturdy eye contact while speaking about something so . . . raw. “If you faint, we’re all screwed. You most of all.”

His eyes soften.

He steps closer, the rest of the world smudging as he dominates my space, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

I frown, straightening.

He passes me a sentence with slow, tender poise. Not that it softens the blow.

“If I don’t do it, we’re as good as dead anyway.”

* * *

We gather near a massive white urn, the tree it holds big and weepy enough to shield us from the sight of circling mercenaries—the western side eerily quiet compared to the east, farthest from the gate. Far enough that it’s almost possible to pretend the city isn’t in a panicked uproar—begging to get into the very place we’re trying to escape—were it not for the cacophony of airborne dragons verbalizing their dominance with shrill screeches and gutsy growls.

Kaan reaches out a hand. “Pyrok, I’ll need a flask.”

Pyrok mutters beneath his breath and tugs one from his pocket, drains the remaining contents in three deep gulps, then hands it over.

Kaan pulls a blade from somewhere within his robe and drags it across his palm, slitting flesh. I feel that same wound open on my heart, something inside me growing still.

Silent.

He scoops a wad of snow into his wounded hand and makes a fist, squeezes it over the open nozzle, and drips a steady stream of diluted blood into the flask.

“If this kills him—”

“I will also perish,” Roan murmurs past lips blue from the cold, glancing at me over his crooked glasses.

Does he think I’m a monster?

“Course not.” I crack my neck, doing another perimeter scan. “But you’ll beg for death.”

Feeling Kaan’s gaze blaze across the side of my face, I catch the slightest twitch of his mouth from my peripheral.

Not sure why he finds this amusing. He’s about to get sapped. On enemy grounds.

Roan takes the flask, corking it as Kaan binds his hand with a strip of material torn from the hem of his robe, all four of us peering through the foliage—either scanning the perimeter or watching for the sky to clear. After what feels like a small eternity, Roan hobbles across the courtyard, getting lost amidst the churn of snow. He looks miniature compared to the wall he begins painting with broad strokes of Kaan’s blood. Such a thin layer that it doesn’t drip out of shape.

Hopefully that means the pull won’t be too bad.

He finishes the most elaborate rune I’ve ever seen, then returns, passing the flask to Kaan before drying his bloody hands on his pants. “That should do,” he says, breathing on his bunched fists. “Lark?”

Kaan digs through the pocket of his pants, retrieving a sodden parchment square that must’ve missed the waterproofing runes.

All three males groan.

“What about a used one?” I ask, pulling out the lark Kaan sent me earlier.

Roan shakes his head. “Won’t work. I need a fresh one so I can trick it into fluttering toward Kaan’s blood.”

“He sent me this. Can’t you just pinch the return fold? I’m sure Clode won’t mind nudging it toward the rune for me.”

Roan frowns, taking the lark. “I keep forgetting you can hear the Creators in here . . .” He looks at me like I’m some oddity he’d love to dissect with a magnifying glass and a scalpel. “Why is that?”

Probably the same reason I was able to step past the runes that protected the book.

“Wish I knew. I’d bottle that shit and dish it out to the masses.” My eyes narrow. “How big will this hole be? Making enemies with the entire ready-mounted battalion is not my idea of a good time.”

“Just a little bigger than Kaan,” Roan clarifies, unfolds the lark, checks it, then refolds it again. “And the noise will be easily overshadowed by the dragons near the gate.”

Right . . .

Kaan pulls out his weald.

I stiffen, looking away.

“Are you okay, Moonbeam?”

“Never better.” I jerk my chin at Roan. “Let’s get this over with before he freezes to death and Pyrok grows too sober to think straight.”

“She’s speaking my language,” Pyrok mutters. “Plan?”

“The moment we break through, we need to make for the underground canal,” Kaan says, scanning the heavy gray sky. “Should we get separated, the closest entrance is near the durvil fruit distillery. It’ll be easy to lose any tails down there, and they can’t check every vessel. We’ll secure stowage west across the border.”

“What’s that?” I ask, pointing.

Everyone follows my gaze to our left, where dense mist is billowing over the wall. It cascades down like a waterfall, pouring into the Citadel’s courtyard and puddling across the stark white ground.

“Miel Et Muíem,” Kaan murmurs. “Moving Mists in the common tongue.”

“I didn’t think they migrated this far north?”

“Not in over an eon. Could be handy coverage, but they host a hungry hive of waifs. We’ll have to be on guard if the mist takes us over.”

I shiver all the way to my toes, pretty sure that would be the perfect “fuck you, Raeve” to really top off my dae. Being hackled with messages from everyone I’ve shivved or sliced.

Kaan checks the sky again before he flicks back the lid on his weald. A small bulb of flame erupts.

Roan pinches the return fold on Kaan’s lark, then holds it against the flame. Something I struggle to watch for numerous reasons, picturing the poor lark as my beautiful little Nee.

It takes a while for the anti-flame runes to burn through, and the lark finally catches light.

Lips pinched, I nudge my iron ring into my pocket, braced for Clode’s ear-splitting chaos . . . surprised to find she’s already preening with a pretty song. Perhaps aware I was about to give her some much-needed love in this starched cell of corruption and control.

Roan releases the lark, which flutters around in a confused circle, wings alight. I forge a soft, playful melody so unlike this heavy feeling in my chest as I watch the poor thing burn.

“Sheil ath too . . . aloo ail ah. Preesh, ah, preesh!”

Clode giggles, then gently nudges the flaming lark toward the wall, batting it with airy hands. With each giddy gust, the flames burn with newfound ferocity. Like Ignos is enjoying Clode’s attention, even if she’s dashing him around like a plaything.

Tension thickens between us, my gaze drifting between the back of Kaan’s head and the flaming lark.

“Preesh, ahh Clode. Preesh eehla!”

She gives it one last playful bat, squealing in delight as the lark collides with the scrawl of blood, then turns to ash on the wind.

The rune shimmers, looking almost beautiful before it morphs into something . . . ugly.

It sucks into itself like puckering lips—

BANG!

The rune explodes with such gusto the sound punches my eardrums, making bells ring in my head while liquid ore spews skyward with volcanic force . . . then swiftly plummets. Globs of ore pelt the pavement like white splats of dragon shit.

The entire wall seems to shudder as the last of the melted remnants assault the ground, leaving messy puddles everywhere. Then, stillness.

Time stretches.

I take in the gaping hole in the wall, almost as big and wide as the gates on the other side—not a Kaan-sized hole. And certainly not an easily overshadowed bang.

Liquid ore continues to drip from the molten edges, falling in rhythm with my hammering heart while two words blare in my head:

We’re fucked.

I’m just about to shove everyone forward when Kaan drops like a felled dragon shot from the sky.
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Chapter 19 Raeve

I manage to get my hands beneath Kaan’s head before it strikes the ground.

Time stretches as Pyrok shakes him, hollering at a pale-faced Roan, who looks like he’s void of blood. As I take in Kaan’s hauntingly lax face . . .

That icy rage inside me shifts with such force I jolt.

“We have to go,” I hear myself say, though barely feel my mouth move. Barely feel anything other than ice threading through my veins, slicing me down to the sturdy bones of something much bigger than me.

Something brutal and . . . bloodthirsty.

“PICK HIM UP AND RUN,” I roar at the others. “NOW!”

Pyrok belts orders at Roan before Kaan is lifted, his big arms bound around their necks. His head flops forward in a way that makes me want to shred the sky.

They clamber for the hole in the wall, too slow; Roan’s steps staggered and strained, Kaan’s feet dragging across the ground—

The hairs on the back of my neck lift.

I turn to see a group of white-caped soldiers charging across the courtyard toward us, the front four peeling apart to reveal a Runi; his eyes milky, skin pale and eerily smooth, some sort of diadem latched to his brow.

He flicks back his hood, revealing sleek white hair and a trio of beads dangling from his ear.

A Tri-Councilor.

I shudder from the inside out. Like something within me just released a sawing snarl.

His lips move. Wind churns, gathering snow off the ground. The toiling vortex whirls toward me—

“Glei ooh ah lah nei voilash shunth!” I hiss, and Clode blasts in their direction, obliterating the churn.

My gusty slap assaults them. Tosses them backward like white sheets ripping off a line, caught in a hurl of wind.

But not the Tri-Councilor, standing strong against the might. His robe flails in the violent gale, spittle bursting past his teeth as he sings with blustering force, trying to wrestle Clode into ripping control from my lips.

I feel the tug, I’ll give him that—the words a swallowed rope being lurched free with a fisted pull. Something I’ve never experienced before. I’ve always been the one pulling, and often with a bit too much oomph.

Nothing quite like watching someone’s lung herniate past their lips to make you realize Clode absolutely has favorites, like hand-delivering me a gory bouquet. Lovely when you’re on the receiving end. But now—

The fact that I’m feeling the tug suggests I might’ve met a formidable opponent. Could be a fun training exercise, were the timing not literally the worst.

I put more effort in, asking Clode to prove exactly how strong we are. With a pretty please tacked on the end.

The timbre of her song lilts, like she’s smiling. Ever thankful for my manners; a secret weapon tucked in my back pocket.

She shoves again.

His feet slide back across the stone, pale eyes widening. Innately, I know that he’s seeing me. Seeing that I’m not one of them, but female.

That I wear no diadem.

“Clode. Lui lah moá liriní shooth,” I ask, akin to turning a blade poised at my chest, ripping the weapon free, molding it into a fist that punches past the Tri-Councilor’s teeth and plugs his mouth, making it impossible for him to sing anymore. “Lui lah veirie te ah. Healah!”

His face turns purple as his eyes threaten to pop from his head, the tips of my fingers itching with my rabid desire to call for more. Push further.

End him—

The heavy thump of dragon wings snaps me from my trance, militant commands and shouts brought straight to my ears.

A gusty gift. Clode’s foreboding alarm that I’m running out of time.

That I need to go.

I snarl, begging her to keep plugging the Tri-Councilor’s mouth before I turn and run, leaping over gleaming puddles of ore, through the gaping hole in the wall. Passing into a tight alleyway beyond, I note the others not far ahead, glancing back to make sure nobody’s following.

A scatter of converging Moltenmaws dot the pallid sky with color and flaming wrath, no longer appearing to defend the Citadel’s walls. But looking for something.

Probably us.

I break into a sprint, easily catching Pyrok, Roan, and Kaan as dragons tear through the clouds, pounding the air into wild winds that slap us from all angles, snatching more of my hair from its bind.

Three times, we’re forced to duck out of sight to avoid being spotted, finally dipping down a less conspicuous alleyway—the city surprisingly desolate, aside from the flocked hunt taking place overhead. Not even a fluttering parchment lark to dodge on our awkward clamber through the labyrinth of stone.

We’re in sight of the distillery’s chimneys when Roan’s feet falter, almost leading him to drop Kaan. I jolt forward, about to take his half of the load, but the bluster of beating wings has me stilling.

Turning.

The same red Moltenmaw we saw earlier soars above the alleyway, so close it could stuff its head down between the walls and etch a deeper ditch with its honed beak. Except its beak is open, chest blown, orange flames churning in the back of its cavernous throat.

My heart stops, panic rising like an avalanche—my next breath a cold blast that frosts my teeth.

The rider perched between its spread wings bellows at the beast to cast us in flames. To kill. As if this dae hasn’t already chewed us to the bone.

“Get down!” I scream, spinning to face the dragon head-on.

Pyrok belts out something I don’t hear over my lilting beg for Clode to harden the air. To be bold and strong.

To blow me away with her fucking brilliance.

Above all, I challenge her to keep

Kaan

alive.

She releases a giddy shriek, whipping around like she’s shaping the bars of a cage I beg her to fortify with all her might, flipping up my hood as I remind her of her beauty. Her fierceness. Her strength.

Flame bludgeons past the Moltenmaw’s piercing sabers, erupting toward us—

For a moment, I’m not here . . . but imprisoned beneath a mountain, heart in my throat, muscles tight. Preparing to be painted in flames by a male whose fingers are itched raw.

My hands thrust forward on instinct. Something I always wanted to do but never could—chained to a table while fire forged me into a monster. Something that claps me back to reality.

The dragonflame hits.

I’m quietly aware of the runes all over my hands and forearms illuminating; a patchwork of radiant scars. A visceral ode to the many burns my flesh has swallowed over the phases. But only the cocoon of flames bear witness to my shame.

She’s doing it.

She’s holding back the dragonfire . . .

I stand strong against the eviscerating flood ricocheting off Clode’s sturdy barrier, singing impenetrable notes despite my frozen shock. Heat batters my face, sweat dripping from my skin, the taste of blood tainting every word that gusts off my tongue.

Clode releases a pained cry that slits into my soul—

The flames ease in unison with the dragon’s gusty overtake. Clode’s cage gives way, crushing me with a swell of smoke.

I choke breath, eyes burning. Turn to see Roan and Pyrok still crouched over Kaan’s limp body, coughing, looking at me with expressions akin to horror. Something that was bound to happen sooner or later.

“How did—” Roan swallows, straightening his spectacles. “How did you do that?”

“Told Clode how spectacular she is,” I rasp, then wobble, batting the air. “Never underestimate”—cough-cough—“the power of a good compliment.”

The distant thunder of boots thumping stone is the only warning I get before something pings in the distance. There’s a painful pinch in my right thigh, silencing Clode’s pissed-off, pained melody.

Iron pin.

You asshole.

Snarling, I turn to see a contingent of Bothaimian guards charging through the alleyway toward us, sprinting past peels of mist and smoke.

Weapons drawn.

Teeth bared.

Necks tensed with the promise of songs I won’t be able to combat. Fuck it.

“Get him out!” I roar to the others behind me, stalking forward as I rip twin daggers from my sheaths. Toss them so fast my motions blur.

One impales a guard’s eye. The second thunks through another’s trachea.

They drop like stones.

I pull more daggers free, a savage scream ripping up my throat—

More pings pluck the air.

Something hard and heavy strikes me from the side, catching the pins. At the same time, the alleyway walls ahead of me shift, clapping together with such force blood glugs from the thin cleft now wedged down the middle, oozing the gory remnants of everyone who just got crushed.

I’m shoved to the still-rolling ground, back first. Kaan’s hot weight lands upon me, emptying my lungs.

His elbows pin the ground on either side of my head as he looks at me through bloodred eyes of Sabersythe flame—pupils slit. The surrounding skin cracks open, molten luminescence shining through, as though whatever’s brimming within has nowhere near enough space to fill.

His upper lip pulls back, canines bared, savage fury radiating. The smoke above us gathers and splays like dragon wings, making me immediately aware that I’m not just looking at Kaan.

I’m looking at Rygun, too. Nailed beneath his monstrous might.

Perhaps I should be intimidated. Scared, even. I’m too distracted by the smell of Kaan’s blood. By the fact that he took the pins intended for me.

An ancient rage unfurls beneath my ribs.

He obviously doesn’t realize how important he is. Not only to his kingdom, but to this bloodlusting assassin with no crown and no folk to serve. And he just knocked me out of the way and took the fucking pins.

FOR ME.

There’s an internal shift. A smashing sound I’m certain the entire world can hear before my body goes ice cold.

My exhale mists.

I feel . . . her. Just beneath. Watching through me as my lips peel back, a snarl sawing past my clenched teeth.

Though his eyes widen a little, he growls, his timbre so guttural I feel it in my bones. Feel it running through my muscles and across my pebbling flesh.

I’m about to attempt to flip him—unable to fight the primal urge to put my mouth against his neck, press my teeth against his skin until his body softens beneath me—when the sound of beating wings has us both looking skyward.

A smear of feathered red circles like a predator chasing the smell of blood.

Glimpsing us, the mercenary bellows a single word:

“ATTACK!”

I groan.

Kaan releases a muttered curse that’s far too tame, given we’re both iron-pinned, cornered, and about to be fried to a crisp.

The Moltenmaw dives, beak splitting to reveal a bloom of dragonflame toiling in the back of its throat.

“Shouldn’t we—”

A dense roar shakes the ground, wind whisking, thumping hard and heavy. Like something big is moving through it. The only warning I get before Rygun bludgeons across the sky—maw wide, teeth bared. Close enough it feels as though a mountain was just tossed through the air not thirty feet above us.

He clamps down on the assaulting Moltenmaw’s neck with such primal ferocity my guts turn.

A pained screech and they’re gone, wrestling into the fast-approaching mist and from our line of sight, my pulse pounding in unison with the turbulent thump of their wings.

Kaan swears beneath his breath. Rips me up with far too much strength for someone who just got sapped into slumber, then pierced with iron pins still lodged in his body. “New plan,” he growls, gaze speared in the direction of his dragon. Who—as far as I’m aware—is not supposed to be here. “We need to find a way to mount Rygun before the rest of the battalion flock.”

His volcanic energy makes my skin prickle, like there’s something erupting inside him, his next words chilling me to the bone.

“He doesn’t step away from a fight, even if it’s futile. And I’m not leaving here without him.”
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Chapter 20 Kaan

We sprint through the thickening mist, past disoriented parchment larks turning in tight circles and bumping into walls. I barely feel the pins in my back, as though my flesh is thick and strong as stone.

Strong as dragon scales.

A temporary fix—as is the energy flaming through my veins—but a welcome one.

There’s a roar. A guttural scream. A ground-shuddering thump before . . . silence. No thunderous pound of Rygun’s wings, which could only mean one thing.

He’s on the ground.

Fear squeezes my heart so hard I’m certain it’s going to burst, the mist growing too thick to see more than three feet ahead. Something Rygun hasn’t flown near since I found him in that sinking sand all those phases ago. Something he purposely avoids even if it means daes of extra travel to reach our destination.

But he flew into it this dae. For me.
 
For Raeve.

The panicked thrash of his pulse rallies within me as I cut down a wider alley, chasing my internal intuition. “This way.”

“The Tri-Council are going to have a fuckin’ ball with this mess!” Pyrok belts out from the back of our pack. “Might as well bang the dusty war drum and arm the borders.”

He’s not wrong.

I did much to avoid this. Caught a carter in so nobody would know I’m here. Walled Rygun off to prevent him from thinking I needed help at any stage, only for him to charge forth with a chest full of flames the moment I fell unconscious.

He attacked a member of the Citadel’s battalion, something that will absolutely be seen as an act of war. Given the impending moonfalls, retribution may not be swift, but it will come.

I’d stake my life on it.

“All that matters right now is that we all get across the border, Rygun included,” I growl, hunting my intuition down another thin alleyway.

I can’t lose him. I don’t know how to exist without him.

I won’t.

A streak of yellow tears through the sky above. All four of us jerk toward an arch of stone to shelter beneath, when the Moltenmaw releases a familiar high-pitched shriek. Feminine.

Panicked.

“Fuuuuuck,” Pyrok says, bursting into a sprint, chasing the small dragon coasting through the mist. We explode into a courtyard the moment Maell drops to the ground, fluffing her gold-threaded plumage at Pyrok rushing forward.

“She didn’t want to stay behind on her own,” he tosses over his shoulder as Maell nuzzles his chest and coils her tail around his waist, seeking comfort. Looking like she’s preparing to climb into Pyrok’s arms despite being a lot fucking bigger than she used to be. Twice the size as Líri, minus all the growl and bite.

Rygun snarls from somewhere within the Mists ahead—a graveled chastisement.

“You’re old enough to know better,” Pyrok says, and though his tone is nurturing, I agree with his words.

Maell is too young and sheltered, her nature too sweet and delicate to have flown into such a hostile situation.

“Will she carry Roan, too?” I ask, eyeing the male leaning against a fallen branch, working hard to catch his breath. “It might be easier if we ride in twos.”

“We’ll be fine. Just worry about that,” Pyrok says as a gust of wind parts the mist, revealing Rygun posturing atop a flattened tree. And beneath his fierce claw gouged into the woody remnants . . . the red Moltenmaw pinned in place, splayed across the ground.

The Moltenmaw’s chest rises and falls in fast, panicked beats, eyes bulging. Easy mark when there’s only one, but if the entire battalion turns their beaks in this direction and works out where we are, Rygun won’t hold up so well. Especially if he’s discovered on the ground.

I look at the Moltenmaw’s rider now hanging from Rygun’s maw like a scrap of meat—limp and burnt.

Dead.

I curse beneath my breath.

Rygun growls past his ravaged prize, eyes on me as I draw closer, his breaths ragged, heart quickening every time the Mists sweep close.

“Dath doon ah, Rygun . . .”

We’re okay.

A lie, of course. Neither of us are okay.

The only reason I’m standing is because he saw me on the ground from a distance—saw Raeve get pinned, then charge into battle—and pumped me with so much flame and energy I almost combusted. Still might if I can’t get him to calm down.

Keeping my posture strong and steady, I edge forward another few steps, hoping to ease some of the panic blazing in his chest. “Dath doon ah, vueh to nahh de. Hast ata.”

We’re okay, but we need to go. Fast.

Through our bond, I show him an image of Raeve climbing atop his saddle blanket.

He rumbles low, drops the soldier, and dips his head, smoke billowing from his flared nostrils. Quiet acceptance of my request.

I move forward until my hand meets his blood-soaked nose, the Moltenmaw still squirming beneath his claw. “Raeve, climb his ropes.” I hold Rygun’s eye contact while rubbing the space between his nostrils, buffeted by hot breaths. “Quick. We need to get him into the sky.”

Raeve scans the misty courtyard as she moves past his left flank, grips the ropes, pauses.

Snarls.

Rygun does the same, the sound of scuffing boots coming to me from the south, west, and eastern alleyways.

My stomach drops.

They’ve located us despite the heavy cover of mist. Sneaking up, probably arming the famous ballistae crowning the city.

The moment Rygun beats his wings, the mist will gust away, exposing him. It doesn’t matter how big or strong he is, his wings will be vulnerable. As will his tender underbelly.

Which leaves me one choice. A decision that feels like swallowing a seed that’ll grow into something ugly. I just hope the stores surrounding the courtyard are empty. That any innocents cleared out the moment Rygun brought down the Moltenmaw.

I meet Raeve at the ropes, seeing a blade pinched in her hand. “Keep climbing,” I murmur.

Though she frowns, for once, she doesn’t argue—offering a clipped nod before she tucks away her blade and continues climbing. She settles atop the saddle blanket, binds the strap around her wrist, and grips tight.

I swing my leg around the back of her and settle into place, thread my hands past her waist, and take hold of the reins.

The grinding crank of a lever judders the silence. The only warning we get before a large iron spear shoots through the sky, skimming past Rygun’s left wing.

A growl shreds my throat.

Raeve turns, looking at me, those big eyes exploding with icy wrath. “Let me dow—”

“Varough duht ah, Rygun . . .”

Burn it all.

My dragon inflates his chest, kindling the embers within.

Raeve pales, then turns, tucking deep in her cloak with swift and panicked motions she probably thinks I don’t notice. Little does she know I’m currently brimming with Rygun’s flame, his strength, his senses. All I can hear is the panicking pump of her heart. All I can smell is the sharp taint of her fear.

Her entire body tenses as Rygun stretches his neck, opens his maw, and blasts a torrent of flames—sweeping his head from left to right. The Mists rear back, cowering from the eviscerating might swallowing soldiers, softening the storefronts until they’re bright red, dripping into growing puddles of magma. No longer able to support the dragon-killing ballistae in the immediate vicinity.

If anyone screams, I don’t hear it, deafened by the internal flames billowing through me, pumping my muscles so full it feels as though my skin’s about to shred . . . until nothing is as it was.

I urge Rygun to leap off the Moltenmaw, toward the misty canopy still bearing over us. Maell launches into the vortex churning in his wake with Pyrok and Roan perched between her sunbeam wings.

All that’s left behind is a smoking blister of molten stone.

Rygun stiffens beneath us as we bludgeon into the Moving Mists, Maell gusting above the shielded safety of his left wing, both tearing toward the border—a thunder of dragons blindly chasing.

Raeve is strangely quiet, tense, even once we outrun the battalion and fly free of Bothaim’s skies. Not that I need her words to know what she’s thinking.

So long as we all survive the impending moonfalls, war is coming for The Burn.
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Chapter 21 Veya 

My throbbing wounds pale in comparison to the brisk air slicing through Bharon’s loose grip on me, freezing me from the outside in. My only reprieve is the numbing darkness that keeps taking sips of my consciousness, only to spit me back out in this frozen slumber-terror over and over again.

Nothing less than I deserve.

I watch the aurora dip in the west, out of sight. Rise again over the nearby eastern peaks. Keep expecting Bharon’s claws to tighten. For him to crush me for the fun of it or tuck his head, push me into his mouth, and masticate me as a mid-flight snack. Part of me—the part that’s festering from the horrible things I did—even hopes for it. But every time I wake, we’re still flying toward the bright horizon, Bharon’s wings working in such a steady rhythm that I immediately notice when they begin to falter.

When his energy begins to wane.

He releases a deep groan that tremors through me.

My heart lurches as he misses another beat. As I realize it’s not just the cold air slicing through the gaps in his grip that’s chilling me to the bone.

It’s his claw, too.

It was warm at the start, tribute to the molten blood pumping through his veins. Now the calloused skin on his palm feels dead cold, like I’m bundled in a nest of snow.

I reach out—around—running my hand over the small scales that protect the other side of his claw. Whip my hand away from what feels like plates of ice, a deep sense of dread making the underside of my tongue tingle with the urge to vomit.

Our altitude drops so abruptly I choke on a scream, releasing a sob instead—not for myself . . .

For this poor bedraggled beast so desperately trying to make it home to the warmth. Breaking away from the shackles of a bond I believe he once loved, but perhaps too late to save himself.

It all feels too fucking heavy.

His motions smooth, and again the darkness sips at me. I pour myself into it with all my might, going away.

Somewhere warm and happy, the smell of spices thick in the air, sunshine hot on my face. I’m weightless, running across the Loff’s pebbled shore into wide-open arms. Wrapped in a sweet, creamy scent I think I’ve known all my life.

Her.

Mah.

She squeezes me so tight that it’s hard to breathe, but I welcome the feeling, knowing that I’m safe.

I dig my face into Mah’s soft chest, and I allow myself to break.

Another jolt rips me back to the cold, the pain. The icy claw holding me.

The brutal reality of all the awful shit I’ve done.

I open my eyes, look down through the thin gaps in Bharon’s grip . . .

My heart stills at the sight of jagged mountains to our right, the snow-covered plains almost close enough for Bharon to drag his tail through and carve a trench.

Creators . . .

He’s not going to make it to The Burn.

He’ll be lucky to make it to The Fade.

I squint through the buffeting wind, toward the bright horizon that looks so close, but so far away.

Bharon releases a pained lament that sounds a lot like a desperate cry for the sun’s warmth on his scales, beating against his wings. For the feel of hot stone beneath his claws, and—

Home.

He wobbles again, tilting too much to one side. My stomach squirms as gravity rips us down, snatching Bharon’s lax wings like flags snapping in a storm. His hold on me loosens with a pointed shove that pelts me through the air—

Bulder bellows, then groans in pain when Bharon hits the ground with such force it’s as though I’m in Gondragh again, listening to volcanoes blow their crowns. Split moments later, the soft snow absorbs me like a pillow. Despite it, pain lashes through my shoulder in pulsing heaves, each pump of my heart an agonized surge that makes me wonder if the organ’s giving out. If I’m going to die right here, staring at the moon-riddled sky, trying to force my lungs to fill.

Breath finally comes, slow and wheezed, then faster, easier, until I’m heaving so hard I realize I’m about to vomit. I roll over just in time to retch through the snow, guts clamping, my jaw and tongue one big, swollen ache by the time my muscles finally relax.

Predators howl in the distance, but no fear comes.

All I want is to fall back into the snow again, close my eyes, and let the darkness take me. But then I recall the shove. Realize Bharon tossed me into the softness like he wanted to avoid crushing me.

Like he cared.

Battling breath, I lift my head and push to a kneel in slow, tender motions, not that it stops bolts of pain from shafting through my shoulder, knocking all the hard-earned air from my lungs.

I regather myself, use my good hand to swat the snow from my face. Gasp at the sight of Bharon lumped on the ground not too far away, like a heaving pile of shadow—wings askew, body tilted, his vulnerable underbelly exposed to the sky.

Something Sabersythes never do.

His chest moves too slow, no flame boiling between the scales that cover it. Like it all sputtered out.

Like he’s dying in the cold dark when all he wanted was the sun.

After everything he did for me, I refuse to let him pass without knowing I care. Unlike Tyroth, who traded him in for a stolen kingdom.

I sob, stumble to a shaky stand, hobble toward him through the thick snow . . . three steps closer when my body grows light.

Disconnected.

The darkness rushes in on me so hard and fast my knees give way—

Though I don’t feel myself hit the snow, I wake with my cheek pressed into it, lifting my head just in time to see Bharon staggering up onto all fours—wings limp at his sides, breaths jagged.

He swings his leaden head around and looks at me. A look I’ve seen before, right before Mah’s dragon leapt into the sky and—with everything she had left—took herself to her final resting spot amongst the other moons.

My face crumbles, chest jerking with a quiet sob, the horizon blazing behind him like a beautiful taunt. A pretty dream that’ll only ever be . . . that.

A dream.

Something moves between us. A quiet moment of understanding that feels both murky and crystal clear.

He cranes his neck, looks to the moons above. Releases an anguished groan that tells me he might not have what it takes to make it to the moons.

To put himself to rest beside the others.

He shifts his wobbly wings, his entire body trembling as he stretches the frayed membranes taut—

The wind picks up, bellowing against them. Like filling the sail on a ship. As though Clode just swept in to hail him into the sky. To assist his final flight.

Bharon seems to notice. Strengthens his stance before he pulls a mighty breath, lifts his wings, and leaps.

I sob, turning my head against the bluster of icy wind as he climbs in unsteady increments, the droopy beat of his ascent drumming through the air. A sad song I force myself to listen to, watching him all but disappear amidst the dark above.

I push to my knees, head tipped. Strain to keep track of his distant whereabouts, listening while constant tears ice against my cheeks.

Hear his groan of relief when he breaks free of gravity’s grip, like he pushed his final breath into the sound.

He eases into the luminous aura of a nearby Moonplume moon, soaring almost close enough to bump against its pearly hide, like he’s seeking its quiet comfort.

It’s light.

Something that makes it feel as though the ribs around my heart are snapping.

With one final thump, he tucks into a ball and sweeps a wing over his face, then goes chillingly still—creaking, crackling sounds echoing through the din as his body turns to stone.

The silence that follows is deafening.
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Chapter 22 Raeve

Something’s coiled in me. A serpent waiting to pounce as we soar west through a void of gray and white. Heavy storm clouds above, writhing mist below. And pinched between . . . howls of wind, scatters of snow, and too much time to think. To toil over everything that just happened and calculate the pending repercussions. Which will come.

Hard and heavy.

Kaan shifts deeper into his seat, his body a hot weight at my back.

My gaze drops to his scarred hands fisted around the reins—tendons stretched, knuckles blanched. Then to his strained forearms and bulging veins I want to trace down to his thick wrists, thread my fingers underneath to the spot where his tendons bunch, and feel the beat of his pulse. A rabid compulsion that’s almost impossible to fight. As hard as it is to scrub the vision of him leaping before me.

Absorbing those Creators-forsaken pins.

I stab my stare forward. Pull my hood farther down to stop the snow from pelting my eyeballs, and bite so deep into my tongue I taste blood.

There are things I need to say. Words searing up my throat. Feelings like embers I’m not sure how to handle without sustaining some sort of burn. So they sit within, simmering while silence thickens between us.

We encroach on a steep mountain ridge, its peaks hidden amongst the clouds overhead. The mists claw up the sides like some hungry beast intent on swallowing the world.

Maell cuts closer to Rygun’s wings, as though seeking his protection, breaking my view of Pyrok and Roan. Kaan’s firm body presses forward, and we spear into the storm in great, heaving torrents—climbing up.

Up.

I’m so crushed between Kaan and the saddle blanket that my only view is the inside of my hood until we explode into the open sky. Maell shrieks at the rising aurora and flicks out her wings, tossing the crust of gathered snow from her pretty plumage, bursting with adolescent joy.

Pyrok coaxes her steady with a tenderness that warms something within me.

I ease my hood back to scan our vast surroundings, eyes wide on a stretch of gilded clouds kissed by the sun’s distant rays, jagged mountain tips poking through as far as I can see. And I realize exactly where we are.

Near the border between The Burn and The Fade, the mountains no longer rounded by lashes of wind and rain, but steeper, sharper. Mountains that are, by all accounts, riddled with wild Moltenmaws that hunt and strip the range of their trees like pecking flesh from bones. Trees used to build their nests in Bhoggith, not too far away.

Mountains most folk give a very wide berth . . . unless they have a death wish. Which I certainly do not.

“Have we cut too far south?”

No answer.

Rygun levels his flight, coasting just above the peaks as I twist, look back at Kaan.

And still.

The skin around his eyes . . . it’s just as split as it was when he knocked me to the ground, fire welling between the cracks. A potent reminder that Rygun’s still sharing something with him. Bolstering him in some way. Protecting him, maybe.

Probably both.

Kaan’s gaze flicks down. He blinks, and his slit pupils round out, some of the cracks closing, though the fire in his irises rages on.

He loosens his hand from the reins and settles it on my waist, gripping gently. “You okay?”

No.

There’s something about seeing this strong, independent male so broken down, being quietly held together by his dragon, that makes me feel like I’m bleeding inside. Makes me want to leap off Rygun, charge back to Bothaim, and mulch some lungs. I’m struggling to convince myself it’s not worth the risk.

“Of course,” I murmur, turning forward, the lie hot on my tongue.

Kaan’s grip tightens, then loosens entirely, his hand moving back to the reins as more words sear the back of my throat, like fiery beasts caged behind my teeth.

But now’s not the right time to spit them free.

What Kaan needs is to focus on himself. On keeping together until we’re somewhere safe to patch him up.

With that in mind, I wrangle my lashing emotions around a rock I stuff beneath the surface of my icy lake, knowing they’ll eventually slither free. For the time being, I settle into a calmer state of mind, letting Kaan’s immense body heat flood me with ease rather than concern.

He’s here.

He’s okay.

We made it out alive.

* * *

We soar over peaks that seem to go on and on, the aurora wriggling farther across the sky. Almost inching toward middae when the too-close screech of a Moltenmaw makes my heart hitch. Even harder when I notice the clouds churning to our left, like there’s something moving beneath them.

“There’s—”

A Moltenmaw gusts up in-line with us, gilded like the clouds it skims just above, sunlight kissing the shimmery tips of its sleek plumage. The rider perched between its massive wingspan is garbed in shapely leathers with buffed panels that match her dragon’s tones—her stance strong and poised.

She leans back and looks up at us, holding a startling resemblance to Veya; bearing the same rich skin tone, the same beautiful features and determined cut of her jaw.

The same brown beads woven through her hair.

Almost identical, were it not for her moss-green eyes, bulging belly, and the long umber braid that trails her like a rope.

She signals for us to follow, coaxing her dragon back down through the clouds.

Kaan’s body presses into me, forcing me forward. The only warning I get before Rygun tucks his wings and plummets into the blustery churn like some questionable trust exercise.

We dive with such velocity my skin stretches across my features, flakes of snow stinging my cheeks. The moment we explode free of the cloud, Rygun flicks out his wings. My guts compact as we soar across a wide chasm pinched between two mountain spines, trailing the large Moltenmaw with Maell screeching in our wake.

I’m still battling the urge to tilt left and empty the meager contents of my stomach down the side of Rygun’s saddle blanket—messy up Kaan’s bags—when I notice a waggle of air draped over the chasm below. Something that reminds me of the domes that capped the platforms during the Great Flurrt in Dhomm.

We descend a little farther, and a pressure slips over my skin as we pass through, like we just pierced a bubble.

The vision of the chasm changes. Goes from rocky slopes void of color or life to a vibrant village that’s sprouted from the parallel mountainsides, cut through by an azure river with frosted banks, yoked by an ornate bridge.

Snow dusts the trees that soften the architecture, orbs of white light dangling from gnarly branches, but it’s the buildings that charm me. Hundreds of peaked homes reminiscent of the one Kaan took me to in the mountains north of here . . . but these are colorful—each stained a different hue, their windows like shattered rainbows.

Energetic Moltenmaws scribble above the village, each smaller than Maell and saddled with simple blankets, tossing themselves around. Playing.

Adolescents . . .

But why so many?

Beams of golden light break through the clouds, making the frosted village sparkle like a treasure trove. Highlighting the flattened parts of buildings that look very much like landing patches—most only large enough to support a small dragon.

This place . . . It’s for dragon rearing.

I’m still marveling at the sight as we soar past the river to the western side, to where burrows are dug into the upper mountain, making it look like a honeycomb.

With Pyrok and Roan still perched between her wings, Maell tucks and plunges toward a lower section of the hutch; typical of submissive or younger beasts, leaving the crowning burrows to the dominant, more protective dragons. Leaving me entirely unsurprised when Rygun trails the other Moltenmaw toward the highest landing—the largest—two separate burrows dug into the cliff beyond. Between them, a trio of orange towers jut from the stone, clustered together. A hutchkeeper’s hut, I realize; perhaps three stories high yet dominated by the two burrows gaping at their sides.

Despite the Moltenmaw’s heft, it lands with all the grace and poise of a softly falling feather. Rygun does the opposite—drops like a rock, his head whipping around the moment all four claws are on the ground, eyes on Kaan, nostrils flared, teeth bared in a manner that suggests they’re having a tense internal dispute.

Whatever it is, I probably side with Rygun.

“Where are we?”

“The village of Beluhn,” Kaan murmurs against my ear, seeming to ignore his leering dragon as he loops the reins around one of Rygun’s spikes. “We’re safe here.”

Bit hasty.

“How safe, exactly? On a scale of ‘how many blades do I keep on my body’?”

A pause before he plants a kiss on the top of my head. “None, Moonbeam.”

I frown, further scanning our surroundings, aware of the other rider striding across the snow-dusted grass as Kaan kicks his leg over and grabs the ropes. He stills, teeth gritted, eyes squeezing shut. All the molten cracks around them smooth—

Disappear.

When he opens his eyes again, they look almost normal. Something I think little of until his grip falters.

He slips to the tune of Rygun’s snarl, my heart in my throat until his fists tighten around the ropes again. He shakes his head—seemingly to himself—then moves down at a much slower pace than usual, every shift of his body strained.

I swing my leg over and follow, checking past my shoulder in time to see Kaan embrace the stranger. I leap the final few feet and land in a crouch, pain ricocheting through my wounded thigh as I jog toward them. Slow when Kaan shifts back and turns to me.

“Raeve, this is Siharna Farjór. Chieftess of Beluhn.”

All the warmth slips from Siharna’s face.

She frowns, narrowed eyes sliding back and forth between myself and Kaan, coming to rest on me. “Your name is Raeve?”

“Correct.” I dip my head in greeting.

“I’ve only heard that name used twice before.” She looks at the clip in my ear, back to my eyes again. “What’s your middle name?”

“Don’t have one.”

“Last?”

“She doesn’t remember,” Kaan’s quick to answer, resting his hand on the Chieftess’s shoulder. He shakes his head the slightest amount.

Siharna’s eye twitches, lips pinched like she’s trying to swallow the rest of her interrogation. She clears her throat, dips her head, fist to her chest as she looks at me from beneath long lashes. “Well, Raeve. It’s an honor to host you in my village.”

I’m about to offer my slaughtering services as payment for her warm hospitality when a giggle comes to me on a twirl of wind.

I turn to see a youngling scamper down the stairs of the hutchkeeper’s hut, wearing a smile brighter than the sun. Reaching the flat, she dashes across the snow, yellow smock flicking around her ankles, brown curls bouncing. Seeming oblivious to the massive Sabersythe watching her every step.

A fae scrambles after her, puffing hard, her long gray hair bedraggled. As though the child dug her little fingers through the braid, yanking it in all directions.

Siharna sighs, then looks at Kaan, both hands resting on her pregnant belly. “I’m terribly sorry. I know you’re tired from your travels, but she’s had her nose pressed against the windowpane since you left. We had to drag a pallet beside it just so she’d get some sleep. Four phases old, and she refused to leave the hutchkeeper’s hut like a Creators-damn protest.”

“Don’t apologize.” Kaan drops one knee to the ground and catches the youngling’s hurried approach, squeezing her against his chest—almost the perfect ruse for the fact that his leg actually gave way.

Almost.

“There is no greater gift to return to,” he murmurs, tucking her wild curls back from her face, his smile warm.

Genuine.

Soft words pass between them, and something flares behind my ribs at the sight. An uncomfortable ache that makes it hard to draw breath. Something that feels a lot like . . . like—

Sadness?

Such a strange feeling when all I see are smiles . . .

Siharna’s eyes thin as she studies Kaan, her posture stiffening. “Are you well?”

“Perfectly,” he murmurs, still smiling at the youngling—the lie tumbling from his lips so easily my brows almost jump off my face. “Raeve, this is my cousin Korie.”

That’ll explain the resemblance.

Siharna’s frown deepens.

She moves around Kaan, poking at him with her pointer finger. It only takes three jabs before he flinches, like she just plugged one of his wounds.
 
I slowly drape my cloak over my bleeding thigh as Siharna yanks at Kaan’s collar, looks down past it, then mutters something in a language I don’t understand. She lifts Korie, passing her off to who I suppose is her puffed minder. “Please take her home for her middae nap,” she says, still leering at Kaan. “I’ll be down soon, once I’ve had a word with my nephew.”

Kaan hangs his head.

Dipping into a curtsy, the minder carries Korie past the Moltenmaw, toward a stairway carved in the cliff—all the while hushing the youngling’s boisterous objections. The moment they’re out of earshot, Siharna prods Kaan in the shoulder again. “Lie to me again, Kaan Vaegor, and I’ll throttle you black and blue.”

Well.

Kaan sighs, puts his fist against the ground, and presses his weight forward, using it to help him up. “I didn’t want Korie to know I’m wounded,” he drudges out. “She’s been through enou—”

“If I wrap her in feathers, she’ll never survive this world. It’ll beat her down until she forgets she has a spine and a voice and the power to use it.”

Kaan drops his gaze in silent submission, and I realize there’s a weight here. Something I don’t know the shape of. “My apologies. I shouldn’t have presumed.”

Siharna hisses, dashing her hand. Like she’s physically shoving the topic aside. “I’m guessing your carter was left behind?”

“Unfortunately. I’ll need to—”

“I sent a lark the moment Rygun leapt from the burrow. Not long after you left, to be fair. Couldn’t stop him if we tried. He obviously anticipated something would go wrong, which”—she screws up her face—“based on the filthy, bloody state of you both, I see that it has. What are they? Pins?”

“An inconvenience.” Kaan folds his arms, probably trying to hide the fact that his hands are shaking. Have been since those cracks around his eyes smoothed. He lifts his chin. “Unfortunately, I’m now a liability to this village. I fear the Tri-Council will not rest until my head is on a pike.”

They’ll have to get through me first.

Kaan’s gaze whips to me, hitting with all the might of an erupting volcano—eyes aflame, jaw stiff, his chest and arms seeming to swell like he’s fresh off the battlefield. All the while, Siharna regards me from beneath an arched brow.

Realizing I said the words aloud, I avert my gaze, the tips of my fingers flaring with so much itch I have to do exactly what Kaan’s doing.

Cross my fucking arms.

“Well, there will be no head-piking on my watch.” Siharna juts her chin at me. “Nor hers, it seems. You’re still more than welcome here while you wait for the Moonplume.”

My heart hitches as I realize she’s speaking about Líri . . . making this the village Kaan mentioned in his lark.

“I’ll scatter extra patrols to ensure nobody accidentally stumbles upon the place.”

Kaan dips his head in gratitude. “We’re happy to take some of the spare rooms in the hutchkeeper’s hut so we don’t cause a stir.”

Siharna blanches, looking at Kaan like he just caused her a mortal wound. Or offended her, which in this case, I think might be worse.

“The hutchkeeper’s hut?”

I wince.

She shakes her head and turns, charging toward the path her daughter was just carried down with a boisterous amount of sway. “You’ll stay with us at the family roost or on a path in the snow,” she tosses over her shoulder. “Your pick!”

I decide Kaan’s correct. We are safe here.

Nobody’s getting past the Chieftess, and if they do, I’m confident they’ll regret it.
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Chapter 23 Raeve

I keep two steps behind Kaan as we make our way down the steep stairway that connects the different burrows, hunting every rise and fall of his broad shoulders, every hand clench and boot scuff like some leering beast.

I realize his motivation for wanting to stay in the handler’s hut might’ve had less to do with causing a stir and more to do with its close proximity to the burrow Rygun’s hutched in. Something that does nothing to soothe the restless energy that’s resurged with a vengeance, like a blow of dragonflame churning in my chest. Nor do the bloody holes in the back of his white Runi robe. Holes I count—over and over.

Five.

Five iron pins that were meant for me. That he took.

We’re halfway down when Kaan begins running his hand along the jagged wall, like he’s seeking its stability. Certain he’s one wobble away from plummeting down the cliff, I edge closer, reaching for a strap on his saddlebag—

He tightens his grip so much the leather creaks, then heaves it up and flops it over his shoulder. “I’d have to be dead to allow that,” he rumbles without so much as looking back. “Even then, you’d have difficulty prying it from my cold, stiff grip.”

I bristle, sucking air between my teeth.
 
Stubborn male.

We collect Roan and Pyrok from the lower burrow Maell hutched in, then pass into the village, the stairs growing less steep and twice as wide, framed by gnarled trees dusted in snow and blotted with orbs of light. And just off the paths, vibrant homes that look like miniature stone castles, their colorful windows lit, chimneys chugging spiced smoke that flavors the air like an apothecary.

The pathway opens as Siharna stalls, folds forward, and plants her hand against the lofty wall on our left, pulling slow breaths—in through her nose, out through her mouth.

Kaan radiates an instant surge of heat, straightening. He nudges Pyrok to the side and pushes through, just reaching for Siharna’s shoulder—

“It’s fine,” she grits out, raising a hand. “If you can carry your saddlebags while looking like you’re dead on your feet, I can damn well carry myself.”

It’s almost enough for me to drop a knee.

She clears her throat and charges on, walking with a sway so deep the motion swings her braid. “Due in seven cycles and he’s already making himself known. Creators know he’s going to test me, too.”

Pyrok chuckles, looking sidelong at Kaan. “In case you missed it, that was directed at you.”

Kaan grunts, nipping a glance back at me through firestorm eyes before he continues forward.

We follow the path’s bend until we come to a stone archway carved to look like nuzzling Moltenmaws draped over a crisscross of metal bars. The guards on either side bang thick wooden staves on the ground. Fists to their chests, they bellow, “Hagh, aten dah!”

The bars grind up, opening in slow, juddering increments, like a widening jaw. Something that reminds me of . . . other things.

I crack my neck, unable to mollify that broken part of me that’s half convinced I’m about to step out into a brimstone battle pit. Beat my conscience into a bloody pulp of burnt flesh and sunken skulls.

Siharna passes through and Kaan moves to follow. Wanting to see for my own eyes that this isn’t some sort of trap, I edge past.

Ignoring Kaan’s arched-brow perusal, I move into a snow-covered courtyard overlooked by numerous buildings crouched close, like a colorful puzzle, each wing boasting a unique character of its own.

The bars of the gate clamp shut with a weighty thud, caging us in.

I whip my head around, hand twitching to the hilt of a blade. Only realize I’m snarling when Kaan steps close enough to prickle my skin.

“We’re safe, Moonbeam.” His hot, gravelly words caress my ear. “I meant it when I said there’s no need for weapons. This is a peaceful place.”

Certain that once I open my mouth a flame of excess words will blast up my throat, I don’t answer. But in respect, I do lift my hand from my dagger-laden sheath, watching Siharna sway toward a yellow-toned building, its windows alight with a warm glow.

“This way,” she calls without looking back.

Kaan moves past, brushing against me—fire to my ice. A touch I feel all the way to my marrow, teeth gritted as I scan those bloody holes in his robe again.

“You can stay in the green wing,” Siharna says, gesturing behind us to a small mossy building on the far northern end—delicately shaped and half covered in a tawny vine, its big windows a shatter of powdery hues. “My sister, Creators cradle her soul, wouldn’t have it any other way.”

 . . . Is she talking about Kaan’s mah?

When I look forward again, I notice Kaan’s movements are stiffer than they were before. Like something big just settled on his shoulders and dug its claws deep.

“Blue is also free and suitable for Pyrok and Roan,” she continues, moving up a wide stairway toward an arched entrance, her next words strained. “But neither are stocked with the supplies you’ll need to dig out those pins and close the wounds.”

A guard pulls the door wide, brow buckled as he watches Siharna pass. Doused with the savory aroma of what smells like vegetable soup, we follow her into a lofty room reminiscent of the mountain dwelling Kaan took me to, but with straighter lines and furnished in warmer tones. Though it’s hard to absorb much with the sound of Korie’s cries echoing off the walls. A sound that plucks at me like there’s an instrument strung through my chest, each howl another firm yank.

My feet still, gaze sliding up stairs that feed into a mezzanine half hidden behind a balustrade of gnarled wood and stone. The source of Korie’s cries.

It’s suddenly hard to move or think or breathe, my every instinct on high alert, ears twitching to absorb the sounds of Korie’s carer gently trying to hush her asleep . . . not that it seems to be working.

Siharna makes for a wooden door beneath the stairs and jerks it wide, gesturing to what appears to be a storage cupboard. “Roan, have at it,” she says, gaze speared at the mezzanine, her other hand rested beneath her bulging belly. “There’s some dried meat in there, too. And jars of honeyed fruit. I’ll have other provisions sent over once you’ve had a chance to settle in.”

Roan hobbles toward the cupboard, dipping his head before he moves in and begins rummaging about.

Siharna grabs a gnarly basket off a wall hook and holds it out, eyeing Pyrok beside me. “Give him a hand, would you? Your brother looks almost worse off than my nephew does, while you look—”

“Regrettably sober,” Pyrok drones, winking at me as he ambles forward. He grabs the basket and peeks past the door. “Anything in there to mend me?”

“If you’re creative enough,” Siharna mutters, squeezing her eyes shut when Korie’s cries intensify.

“Is she okay?”

At the sound of Kaan’s deep rolling voice, I realize he hasn’t moved since he set foot in the building . . . still standing at the base of the stairs with his saddlebag strung over his shoulder, staring up at the mezzanine. Looking steadier than he has since he climbed atop Rygun and ordered him to cast flame across the city.

“Unfortunately, this is our new normal,” Siharna says past tight lips, words strained. Like splinters pulled from somewhere deep and sore. “Her pahpi sang her to sleep since the dae she was born. She hasn’t adapted to his absence.”

The last two words punch me so hard that for a moment, I think my heart stops.

Siharna adjusts her stance, rubbing deep lines up and down the side of her belly. “Bertha’s a gentle touch like Zior was. She has the most luck getting Korie down, but she still battles until she’s all but choking, eyes swollen from her tears.”

A heaviness drops on the room, making each breath feel heavy.
 
Stolen.

“Which song?”

“‘Tune of the Lifting Star’ was her favorite. He’d only make it to the second chorus before she’d drift off.” Siharna’s features soften a little as her chin drops, gaze on her belly, her next words quieter. “What I wouldn’t do to have it bottled . . .”

For the first time since I laid eyes on the austere Chieftess, I see a crack of tender vulnerability. Something that’s hard to look at, my gaze lured to the spot her hand is resting—properly observing her fullness for the first time.

For unknown reasons, that’s harder to look at—more uncomfortable—some sunken part of me rattled to the core.

Feeling as though I’m intruding just by being here, by listening, I look at the thick twine rug on the floor, finding a sudden intrigue in its twirled fibers.

Kaan sets his pack on the ground. “May I try?”

My breath snags.

Three small words, yet they shake me. Peel me open, then flip me inside out until my heart is flopped in the open.

Utterly vulnerable.

A moment of silence before Siharna dashes a tear from her cheek. “Of course. Just—Let me grab something.” She moves through an arched doorway, returning with a large instrument similar to the one Kaan has back in Dhomm, but made from a white wood.

Looking at it . . . hurts. Like a hook is lodged around one of my ribs, pulling. Not sure why, nor can I fathom the reason I’m suddenly desperate to watch Kaan’s fingers pick a tune from those dark strings.

“Zior’s lute,” Kaan murmurs, watching Siharna with cautious eyes.

“Yes.” She holds it out. “He used to play for her. I never learned.”

Kaan hesitates, his hands appearing heavy at his sides. “Has anyone played it since—”

Korie releases another scream—shrill enough to stiffen my spine.

Siharna presses the instrument against Kaan’s chest and lets go, his hand coming up to grip its neck as she spins, charging from the room in pained sways.

Kaan stands statue still, looking down at the lute in his blood-crusted hand. He opens his mouth, as if he’s about to speak, then bites down and moves up the stairs, wearing a stoic sort of silence—sturdy despite his pain.

Composed despite the discord. The death.

About to sing a little girl to sleep despite having half the world resting on his wounded shoulders.

And I wonder how I ever believed not falling in love with this male was an option. How I ever believed I was capable of pulling myself from his atmosphere.

He makes it to the mezzanine, disappearing from my line of sight as Korie continues to cry. As Pyrok and Roan continue to root through the cupboard, quietly bickering while I stand by the door, looking at the ground, the walls. Unsure of what to do with my hands, my feet . . . anything.

And then Kaan starts to play. A slow, tender tune that lilts down from above and strums the frayed strings of my heart, rattling me to the core. Makes something inside me creak, groan and—

Shift.

My feet move of their own accord. Up the stairs, across the sparse mezzanine, past Korie’s bedraggled minder, who dips her head as we cross paths.

Coming to a flood of warm light spilling from an open doorway, I place my hand on the frame and peer past into a thoughtfully furnished room swept in yellow tones, small handmade Moltenmaws and bundled moons dangling from the ceiling. And beneath the majesty of a beautifully sculpted headboard, Korie’s tucked amongst a creamy quilt, thumb in her mouth as she hiccups through tight breaths, the skin around her big green eyes mottled red from her tears.

I shift enough to follow her line of sight. See Kaan on the ground with one leg stretched, brows pinched, loose lengths of hair framing his strong features, back to the wall despite the pain he’s surely in. A mighty warrior carved straight off a bloody battlefield and placed in this small room of soft colors and shapes, cradling the precious instrument as though it has a heartbeat of its own.

An odd sense of familiarity fists the contents of my chest cavity, lurching it all into the back of my throat. Like I’m looking at a painting I’ve seen before but can’t remember when or where. I just know I’ve seen it.

He looks up.

Our gazes meet with the force of clashing stars . . . then he opens his mouth and sings. A robust baritone unlike anything I’ve heard before. Bearing the depth and sturdiness of Bulder’s voice, softened with a raining sadness that’s soul deep.

Raw.

Agonizingly beautiful.

My skin prickles, eyes sting. Every muscle in my body aches to buckle down into a ball and fold around my swelling heart like a parchment lark. A feeling that only intensifies as he breaks my gaze and looks at Korie with all the tenderness of a dragon guarding a clutch of eggs.

My gaze drifts to the youngling, her breaths deeper, blinks slowing. Any sadness gone from her face. And for some unknown reason, it all just . . .

Hurts.

The entire vision hurts.

I turn from it, moving down the stairs with quick and silent steps, past a frowning Pyrok now nursing a basket of suspicious-looking bottles. I’m out the front door before I pull my next breath, filling my lungs with a gulp of cold air that does nothing to ease the rising pressure in my chest. A pressure that feels like—

My Other.

Shit.

I charge across the courtyard. Order the guards to let me out as things inside me begin to bang about. As something . . . loosens.

Panic rises in unison with the bulging pressure of whatever is currently bludgeoning toward my surface.

“Creators,” I mutter, tapping my boot against the ground, watching those bars rise slower than the aurora. Half convinced these guards are about to become Other chow.

Perhaps if I don’t look within, she’ll just . . . stay where she belongs?

I grit my teeth and pace back and forth in short, sharp turns until the bars grind up just far enough for me to drop to the ground and roll free. And I sprint, climbing the jagged stairway two steps at a time, just breaking past the cage of snow-covered trees when that pressure explodes with the cracking, sloshing sounds of my shattering icy lake—

But my Other doesn’t come.

Instead, I’m plowed with a moment.

A memory—

I drag my fingers across Kaan’s sheets, his pillow. Gently strum the strings of his beautiful lute, struck by the baritone melody that makes me yearn for his voice, his presence . . .
 
Him.
 
I swallow, tighten my trembling grip on the lark heavy in my hand. Not fluttering for freedom, despite the fact that I pinched every fold in place myself—correctly. Careful and precise, with all the love the message itself does not contain. Perhaps the lark knows I don’t want to set it free.
 
For Kaan to read the words within. It should say “I love you” more times than there are stars in the sky. It should tell him that he’s going to—
 
No.

This is the only way I can protect him. The only way I can keep him alive. The strings are still vibrating with a droll sound as I rip my gaze from the lute, pulling Kaan’s málmr from my pocket. I don’t trust myself to so much as look at the precious carving one last time before setting it atop his pillow. I drop the lark and turn, the sound of fluttering parchment wings stomping my heart. A flare of pain and then . . . nothing. Like the organ just gave up.
 
Perhaps I’ll never feel again.
 
Perhaps I don’t deserve to—

I groan, breaths coming hard and fast, making my head spin.

Or is it the world that’s spinning?

I drop to the ground and slam my back against the stone cliff, clawing my fingers down into the snow, wrestling my lungs into longer, deeper contractions. In through my nose, out through my mouth.

Repeat.

With each inhale, I focus on broadening my rib cage, trying to make enough space to swallow the memory and the surge of unsteady emotion. But every time I shove, it slips away. Like silt draining between my fingers.

I blame that fucking teardrop stone. Blame the bits of Rayne’s morbid language infesting my system, softening parts of me that were perfectly hard before. Perfectly stable.

Perfectly, securely stuffed away.

I blame my lake, now a few feet lower than it was before this latest assault from the past. Like its slowly draining away, revealing more of . . . everything.

I reach into the pocket of my cloak, curl my fingers around Kaan’s málmr, and squeeze. Achingly aware of the many jostled weights still scattered about my Other’s den—this memory a mere pebble.

A single dot in a star-filled sky.

Memories I’d planned to ignore for the rest of my existence, but maybe that was wishful thinking . . .

Maybe Elluin’s greatest mistakes are doomed to haunt me. To rise up and beat me black and blue until I’m strong and worthy enough for the male who’s captured my cold, calloused heart.
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Chapter 24 Kaan 

Pyrok and Roan trail me across the courtyard, following my dimpled track through the crunching snow, exchanging verbal jabs I barely hear over the pattering fall.

I move up the stout stairway of the green wing, into the cool luminosity of a light orb hanging from the ornate eave, drop my bag, and crouch to gather some snow. Use it to clean off the blood and filth that’s all but calloused to my palms, not wanting to sully Mah’s place with the lives I’ve taken.

My hands are long since clean before I shore myself enough to push up and turn the handle . . . nudging the door open to the shrill tune of its creaking hinges. Heart in my throat, I grab my bag and step into the foyer, breathing stale air only faintly sweetened by the distant smell of Mah’s lullberry scent.

Guess the walls are finally forgetting her. Something that hurts more than these fucking pins in my back.

I clear my throat and set my bag on the ground, looking around, the layout akin to the house I asked Bulder to craft Mah closer to the plains. Copied from this, of course, because I wanted it to feel like home whenever she came.

Like her real home.

I smile at the memory of her stepping through that door for the first time, casting her eyes across my wonky counterfeit. At the memory of her growling at me when I begged to straighten the walls once my stuttering finally stopped, like getting threatened by a huggin. Endearing, given all they’re really capable of is cuddling you to death.

She loved that house. Doesn’t change the fact that mine’s a steaming pile of dragon shit compared to this; impeccably sung.

I crouch, Rygun’s flame still roaring through my veins as I brush my hand across the chiseled patterns on the ground—a vista of dragons, flowers, and vines. A perfect ode to Mah’s soft and loving heart, etched by her well before she bound to the monster who sired me.

My smile falls as I trace the shape of a bloom cradling a Sabersythe . . .

Her absence is louder within these walls so scored in her naïvety. The gentle, nurturing soul who thought she could wear down Pah’s sharp edges—irrevocably drawn to him despite their moral differences. But I wonder . . .

Had she known the carnage their offspring would inflict on the world—myself included—would she have taken the same path? Refused his hand? Stayed here amongst these mountains she loved so much?

Lived?

I stuff the thoughts down and straighten, rest my hand against the wall, and begin wedging off my boots just as Pyrok and Roan jostle through the doorway like it’s about to close in on them—elbows out, still bickering beneath their breaths.

Finally making it through, Roan easily lifts his feet from Pyrok’s spare boots and moves past the low seater toward the kitchen counter. He begins unloading supplies from the scoop of his robe, looking more coiled than a spring. “You, ahh . . . think she’s taken off with the book?”

“Probably,” Pyrok mutters, blindly kicking off his boots while rooting through his basket’s contents—enough bottles of spirits to comatose an army. He ambles to the seater and flops down, still jiggling through his options. “She had this look in her eyes as she came down the stairs. Like she was bolting from something.”

Correct.

Even the most experienced blue bead can’t do what Raeve did in the anthe den and not cop some degree of whiplash. The fact that she held it together for so long is a fucking miracle.

One of these daes, she’ll let me see her cracks. Until then, I’ll gorge on the hitched breaths and pinched brows. The slight widening of her eyes before she shuts her features down. The heavy silence that tightens the air whenever her mind turns.

“So yes, I think she’s gone. Along with your precious book,” Pyrok continues, pops the cork on a bottle, and tosses back a swig, his next words hissed. “That’ll teach you for being such a shit thief and getting condemned.”

I stifle a sigh as Roan drudges out a teeth-clenched groan. “For the last time, I wasn’t trying to steal it. Just look at it. Something I doubt you’d appreciate since I’m not even sure you can read.”

“I can read just fine. I just don’t see the point in hinging my existence off the scrawled words of dusty old fucks who spend their downtime crunching through shards of dragon bloodstone in order to extend their gluttonous lives,” Pyrok drawls before he downs another mouthful, swallows. “And I trust you about as much as I trust the contents of this bottle.” He closes one eye and peers down the nozzle. “Tastes like dragon piss.”

Fuck me, it’s going to be a long few daes.

“She’ll be back,” I murmur, hanging my robe on a wall hook. “With the book. She knows how important it is, given the protection it could offer from the coming falls.”

Silence stews while Roan tinkers with his mending station, nicking looks at his brother. Still needing to fire the fine-tipped prongs, prepare tinctures and balms, and sanitize his filthy hands.

All things that take time.

There’s no honor in continuing to accept Rygun’s strength now that I’m safe, but if I shut him out while I wait to be plucked and etched, I’m almost certain I’ll have to trust Pyrok to drag me up the stairs to slumber.

I look at him now playing with a ball of fire, still sipping from the bottle. One wrong word away from turning himself into a torch.

Bruised and beaten enough as it is, I move past the brothers, grab my bag, and make for the stairway, stifling Rygun’s flame and fortitude and everything else he’s been stuffing me with the moment my foot hits the top landing. Then I slam a wall down, using almost every bit of my remaining strength to bolster it.

He roars so loud the windows shudder, filling the gorge with his rage, like a nearby volcano just blew its peak.

‘Dath doon ah,’ I convey internally, despite losing my footing and my grip on the bag, wobbling so much my shoulder barges into the wall. ‘Dath doon ah, Rygun.’

We’re okay.

Darkness pulls at the edge of my vision, fatigue hitting me like a plank of wood to the head. Fatigue that somehow trumps the painful punctures in my flesh and bone, the pins that grind every time I pull breath.

“Fucking blood-rune,” I mutter, moving down the hall and into the main suite, filled with colorful shards of light cutting through the window. The large four-poster pallet pressed against the back wall calls my name, but the moment I hit those thick tawny furs, I’ll probably slip into a coma.

Rygun roars again, his rage blasting my internal wall as I instead stagger toward the large bay window. The stone table and chairs beneath it are so ornamental, I’m nervous to break them, relieved when one of the seats accepts my weight without crumbling.

Time blurs in unison with my fading vision, shadows of a thousand snowflakes hypnotizing me into a mindless trance.

My chin strikes my chest twice before Roan limps into the room with Pyrok’s basket, now filled with mending supplies. Pyrok follows with my bag slung over his shoulder, three bottles in one arm and a mug in the other. “Moving the party in here, are we?”

I grunt, barely able to keep my eyes open as he flops my bag by the pallet, drops into the adjacent chair, and begins cluttering the table with his shit.

“You look like ass.”

Makes sense. I feel like ass.

Pyrok digs a piece of dried meat from his pocket and waves it in my face. I mine the energy to bat it away, nowhere near hungry enough to consume anything that’s been in there.

“Your loss,” he says, ripping into it with his teeth, one-handedly working to jiggle the cork from a bottle.

“Beg to differ.”

Roan spreads out his supplies, then moves to the washroom, filling a bowl with water he sets beside me—far too composed for someone who got fire-lashed this dae.

“Deal with your wounds first, Roan. You’ll need your strength if you’re going to etch me.”

He waves a strip of something brown, flat, withered, and a little furry under my nose that smells like rotten eggs and almost makes me gag, snapping me to full consciousness as effectively as a punch to the nose. “I’ve been voiding my pain since I climbed on the back of Maell,” he says, squinting at me through his cracked spectacles. Like he’s checking to see there’s still recognition in my eyes. “She’s as erratic as a parchment lark. I almost passed out twice.”

“Ungrateful bastard,” Pyrok drones through his mouthful, filling his mug. “Next time, you can catch a ride in her digestive tract.”

Roan flicks his hair from his eyes and looks back over his shoulder, the thing in his hand almost bumping against my mouth. “Honestly, it’d be more enjoyable. Perhaps if you flew sober every once in a while, you’d be able to ease her into a smoother rhythm.”

Pyrok thumps the bottle on the table, corks it, then stamps it down with his fist. “Perhaps you should take your advice, parcel it, then shove it up your shitter.”

I sigh, nudging Roan’s hand away. “If you two are going to kick off again, you can fuck off to the blue wing. I’ll find someone else to cut out the pins.”

Or just . . . sleep. Forget—for a moment—that I just stirred a war with the Tri-Council. Forget the moonfalls threatening the kingdom I’d never considered ruling until I stood in Pah’s office with his head hanging from my hand. Forget the hard truths I have to lump on Raeve and hope they don’t tip her over the bloodlusting edge. Then there’s my sister. Kyzari. Grihm—

“Eat this.” Roan shoves something in my face that looks suspiciously like a rodent dropping.

“No.”

He rolls his eyes. “Jitung berry. Partially dehydrated. It’ll give you an energy spike. Unless you want to pass out while I’m pulling out the pins. In that case, climb on the pallet and I’ll get started.”

I arch a brow.

Not the worst proposition . . .

The sound of squealing hinges stills every cell in my body, a blow of wind bringing Raeve’s scent straight to me like a gift from Clode herself.

I don’t hear the door shut, nor do I hear Raeve’s footsteps, but my skin prickles with her proximity. Instinctually aware of her presence, just as Rygun’s aware of the invisible line he can’t pass when he’s soaring high, lest gravity lose its grip on him.

I take the dehydrated-jitung-berry-that-looks-like-a-shit and toss it in my mouth, biting down. Screw up my face at the offensive tartness that explodes across my tongue, staring at the empty doorway, hunting for movement.

Everything else blurs into oblivion.

I’m distantly aware of Pyrok flipping the lid on his weald, ordering Ignos to gorge on the wood in the ornate hearth, filling the room with a warm glow. Distantly aware of Roan firing the prongs as I’m told to remove my shirt.

Starting from my neck down, I get to work on my buttons, almost at my diaphragm when Raeve moves through the doorway like a blow of icy wind—still dressed in her black cloak and boots, bits of snow dusting her hair now hanging around her like a drape of shadow.

My hands still.

I hunger over her smooth features, failing to catch her stare that seems to scour everything but me . . . coming to rest on the blazing hearth.

Her lips tighten.

She moves to the table, pausing close enough for me to tip forward and rest my head against her ribs if I were only brave enough.

“The book’s beside the door downstairs,” she says, then lifts one of Pyrok’s bottles, her hand still tangled with that strange silver thread that’s there but . . . not. I’m about to ask about it when she pops the cork with her thumb and tips the bottle to her lips. She draws deep before scowling down at it—looking exactly the way Kyzari did after she tried my mead in Gore.

A thought that kneads my heart.

“Hear fucking hear,” Pyrok chortles, draining his mug before clonking it against her bottle, pausing to frown at the wispy silver tendril.

He points. “The fuck is that?”

“Don’t know, don’t care,” she mutters, face knotted as she moves toward the pallet, bottle in hand even though its contents obviously taste like piss.

Pyrok and I share a glance.

“Riiight.” He slams the mug on the table, refilling it. “I thought you’d ditched. Again.”

He makes a throaty sound that suggests Roan just stomped his foot. Saves me from turning around and booting him under the table.

Raeve drops onto the pallet’s end. Elbows on her knees, she leans forward and lets the bottle hang between her legs. “I’m in remission,” she says, flashing him a half smile that fires my fucking heart.

Then she finally meets my gaze.

Being struck with lightning would be gentler. Would feel less monumental than the way she’s looking at me—unfaltering.

I get back to picking my buttons, pull my shirt open once I reach the final one. She nips a glance at my bare chest, then lifts the bottle and draws another swig.

Brow raised, I edge my arms free of my sleeves. Though the motion pulls at my rib that’s got a fucking pin in it, I refuse to show a twitch of pain, shucking the shirt to the ground as Roan continues to prepare his workspace.

I mimic Raeve’s stance, the berry I chewed pumping me full of energy. Or perhaps it’s the fire billowing through my veins.

Not Rygun’s.

The flame that sparked when Raeve tore the anthe’s watery den in two, stood before a frothing backdrop, and looked back over her shoulder at me—tears streaming, the raw emotions in her eyes telling me things I’m half convinced I imagined. Though I hope not.

When Roan begins swiping my back with a cool sterilizing balm, I raise a fist.

He stops. “Everything alri—”

“Her first.”

Raeve pauses with the bottle to her lips, gaze hardening.

Tension tightening.

“She got pinned in her right thigh,” I clarify, maintaining her eye contact. “Her first.”

Still for a beat, Raeve makes a huffing sound, then draws another deep glug and thumps the bottle on the ground. She sways toward me in three smooth strides, plucks the prongs off the table, parts her cloak, and kicks her leg through the gap, planting her foot right between my spread legs—my heart pounding so hard and fast I’m certain it’s about to burst.

Until she digs the prongs into the bloody hole in her thigh.

“Fuck, Raeve.”

She roots through, tightens her hand around the instrument, then rips out the pin without so much as a flinch, dropping it on the table beside the gory prongs. She wipes her bloody hands on her cloak, then leans so far over me I’m afforded a not-so-ideal view of her open wound—now weeping a slow glug of blood.

I avert my gaze.

She grabs a hook-shaped needle, a ball of thread, then tears a length free with her teeth. Dropping the excess, she threads the needle, stalks back to the pallet, and sits, ripping the hole in her pants wide. Then she splashes the wound in spirits. Something I know must hurt, but she remains stoic, drawing another sip before placing the bottle back on the ground between her feet.

I give her a dry look as she pushes the needle through her skin and begins stitching the hole shut, blood squelching free with each fleshy tug, that luminous strand tangled around her hand and wrist glowing in the dull light.

“Right,” Roan says, clearing the croak from his throat. “That saves me a job—”

“And reminds me I need to put my fuckin’ piercings back in,” Pyrok mumbles, leaning back to dig through his pocket.

Roan nudges me. “Lean forward.”

I do as he says, setting my elbows on my knees and forcing myself to watch Raeve fix herself one messy stitch at a time. Pretty certain she’s telling me something, not that she probably realizes it.

I barely notice Roan clean the prongs and refire them. Barely feel him dig into each wound, grip the pins, and yank them free. Too caught up in the way Raeve’s long lashes shadow her glacier eyes into a darker hue.

The pinch of her mouth, the curve of her jaw, the fierce concentration on her face—it’s all a hard outer shell that hides whatever’s brewing beneath.

She pulls the final stitch tight and knots it off, using one of her blades to cut the needle free as the last pin is yanked from my rib.

Ignos’s and Bulder’s songs blast me with welcomed gusto, and I pull breath, dropping a murmured order.

“Get out.”
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Chapter 25 Kaan

Raeve looks up.

Seeming to realize my command was not aimed at her, she reaches between her legs and grips the bottle.

Takes another swig.

“No disrespect, but these are bleeding pretty bad,” Roan says, using a cloth to clean off some of the blood I feel dribbling down my back. “If I don’t etch them shut, or at the very least stitch them, you might—”

“Sishath, Ignos. Heith asha veh shiel zuisten juth-ah.”

Raeve stiffens, then averts her gaze as a fiery hand emerges from the hearth like a budding bloom—Ignos hissing with ravenous glee.

Ready to feast.

“Zist av shún . . .”

Roan leaps to the side in time to avoid the hand now stretching toward me, and five burning fingers press on my wounds.

One for each.

I grit my teeth and endure the cauterizing burn, the smell of frying flesh . . . both things that used to bring me to my knees, haunted by memories of Pah lashing me to shreds while ordering me to take control.

Once I’m well and truly melted shut, I coax Ignos to retreat back to the hearth and ribbon through the chimney, sapping all the warmth from the room as both brothers evacuate, leaving everything behind but the alcohol.

The cooler light honors Raeve. Makes her eyes stand out like gemstones, her fiercely regal features accentuated by the harsh shadows. The sort of beauty that turns heads and leaves a wake of broken hearts, worn like she doesn’t even realize it.

“You’re stunning,” I say.

A faint line forms between her brows. Other than that, she doesn’t move.

“I didn’t tell you enough. Something I regretted every dae for over a hundred phases.”

No response.

The front door snicks shut, and despite Raeve’s frigid silence, something inside me loosens, relaxing into our shared atmosphere. A feeling that makes me want to lean against the pallet with her pressed against my chest, close my eyes, and forget everything that doesn’t exist within this room.

Except she looks more partial to a murder spree than she does to letting me wrap her in my arms.

Sighing, I reach for the clay bowl and move it to the empty stool beside me, plunging a cloth through the water. I begin wiping my chest and arms, leaning forward to redunk the cloth and squeeze out the filth.

It’s only when Raeve drops to her knees between my spread legs, snatching my breath and hand in the same swift motion, that I realize I’m trembling.

I clear my throat as she pries my fingers from the cloth and takes it from me. Still when she swipes it across my collarbone, arching down my sternum—her eyes cuts of ice.

Movements . . . tender.

My skin prickles in the wake of each slow stroke.

“You’ve never bathed me before . . .” Nor have I seen her move so soft and slow; such a contrast to her combustive energy.

Something flickers in her eyes.

She submerges the cloth again before lifting it to my right pectoral. “Do you still want us, Kaan?”

Though her words are just as unyielding as the look on her face, my answer’s warm. Immediate.

“Always.”

Her lashes lift, hand stilling as our gazes clash, my heart hitching with such violence it feels like a blade just pierced it through. “You and me. Not Elluin. Me.”

“Always,” I repeat with every bit of my chest.

She breaks my stare and continues sweeping the cloth across my chest. “Then I need to make something perfectly clear.” She dips again, eyes focused on her task. “Should you die, I will not fall quietly into grief.”

There’s a squeezing sensation in my chest, directly below the cloth now swiping over my left pectoral. “Moonbeam—”

“I will not simply accept your absence as collateral for the privilege of having had you in the first place, nor will I carry myself with the same merciful poise you possess,” she bites out with regal fortitude, dipping the cloth. Strangles the water free with such might her knuckles pale. “I’ll wreck the world to avenge your death, Kaan Vaegor.”

A selfish part of me almost begs her to repeat herself, over and over until the words feel real.

The room loses all its heat, making the hairs on my arms lift despite the cloth swiping them down.

“My name will become a curse folk won’t dare murmur lest it call me upon them like some rabid beast hunting my revenge,” she growls with a savage lilt that makes my hackles rise. “I will feast on the flesh of anyone who ever dared mutter a bad word against you—”

I snag her wrist with one hand, her chin with my other, tilting her head so I can see her eyes. Frown at the sight of her pupils—partially blown and speckled with light. But as I look, they tighten, the pricks of luster swallowed so fast I wonder if I saw them at all. “I told you, Moonbeam. Revenge is the loneliest deity of them all.” My voice softens, dropping. “I thought you would’ve realized that by now.”

“I’m a slow learner,” she bites back, and I raise a brow. “Besides, this is a cautionary tale intended to prevent you from doing anything stupid. Like throwing yourself before a spray of Creator-silencing pins intended to maim me.”

Ah.

I look at my wounded hands, certain that if she knew how many lives I’ve taken with them—how many necks I’ve snapped and severed—she’d be less concerned for my welfare. In truth, there are only two wounds I wouldn’t survive:

Losing my pissed-off dragon currently tossing his weight through the sky.

Or losing her.

Her breath hitches as I take her hand in mine, pull it close, and plant a kiss on the inside of her wrist. “With my greatest respect,” I murmur with the softness of a lullaby, looking at her, “you’d have better luck getting the world to spin than convincing me to put my life before yours.”

Her lips pull back from her teeth, no doubt preparing to blow some flaming words at me. But I don’t want her vitriol. Not now.

I gently pry her fingers from the cloth. Though her brow buckles, she loosens her hold. “What are—”

“You say you’re a slow learner, but I happen to know otherwise.” I dip the cloth, squeeze out the excess, then brush away the blood that’s caked around the fine slit on her cheek—her entire body stiffening.

She swallows, watching me with fierce precision, her next words rasped. “Enlighten me.”

“When you first came to Dhomm, you were poorly versed with Bulder’s language, despite hearing him loud and clear.” I dip the cloth again, squeeze it, then begin swiping the soot and splattered blood from her forehead and nose. “With little reason to prioritize him, you’d spent your time perfecting other songs that were deemed more helpful, given your previous place of residence.” I wipe the skin between her pinched brows, smoothing it, then drag the cloth back over her cheek. “So I gave you lessons.”

Something flickers in her eyes, directed past me to the window beyond. “Lessons . . .”

“Yes. You were suffering a . . . condition”—burdened by the Aether Stone—“so we worked on small-scale commands that wouldn’t tire you.”

I drag the cloth down the delicate line of her neck, cleaning more streaks and splats of blood. And though she’s still looking blankly behind me, she does tilt her head, offering easier access to the grime.

A monumental victory I refuse to draw attention to lest she skitter away.

“Despite your setbacks, what took me phases to learn took you only a matter of daes. Bulder was clay in your hands.”

Just like me.

I dip the cloth again, then begin cleaning her other cheek. “You’re much smarter than you give yourself credit for. Certainly smart enough to know this argument is going nowhere.”

To ease the blow, I lean forward and dare the faintest brush of my lips across her temple. When I pull back, just enough to peek at her eyes, I see her lids fluttering shut.

A slight softening of her hard outer shell.

Failing to stifle the small smile that tugs at my lips, I push her hair back off her shoulder so I can clean around the side of her neck—

“You’re wrong.”

Here we go. “How so, Moonbeam?”

“You call me a fast learner, but if that were the case, I wouldn’t be doing this.” She reaches up, unlatches her cloak, and pushes it from her shoulders, revealing a thin black shirt buttoned to her collarbone.

My heart stops.

The light material molds to her curves, her breasts so blatantly bare of binds or support beneath.

I’d drop to my knees if I weren’t already seated.

She takes my wrist, removes the cloth from my grip, and plants my hand on her waist. A gentle coax I’m not immune to, even in my weakened state. Not even were I rattling through my final breaths.

“And why do you say that?” I rasp, meeting her stare—starling slits of vibrant blue shadowed by heavy lashes.

“Because your touch . . . unravels me. Makes it hard to think straight. Something I’m well aware of.” She shifts my hand up until it’s all but cupping her right breast, her nipples pebbling into such hard peaks they look like they’re trying to cut through the fabric. “And yet . . .”

And yet . . .

I drop my gaze to where my hand is clasped around her, up again.

See the challenge in her eyes.

“I thought you said your white flags were all used up?”

Her upper lip twitches to pull back from her teeth. “Fuck the white flags.”

“Then tell me to stop,” I growl beneath my breath, lifting my hand until my thumb grazes the hardened peak of her nipple—the faintest moan slipping her lips, heating my blood. Like she just poured lava through my veins.

Her spine arches, her body’s silent request for me to venture. Too quiet.

Not enough.

I sweep her hair back off her face as I roll her nipple between my thumb and finger, my next words a whisper against her brow. “If you think I’m that bad for you, tell me to stop.”

She trembles, pushing into me, her breaths beginning to heave. Still too silent.

Still not enough.

I shift, brushing my lips across her left cheekbone. “Tell me to stop, Moonbeam.” I nudge her head to the side, painting my next declaration along the line of her jaw. “You can have your silence back and I’ll return to loving you from a distance, devoting every heartbeat to wishing you’d let me under your skin—”

She grabs my face, threads her fingers through my beard.

And kisses me with the force of an avalanche.
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The sound he makes is pure animal.

His arms move around me, crushing me against him. So close I feel each rise and fall of his chest. Can hear the sturdy thump of his heart, his throaty rumbles making my abdomen grow tight and tingly.

The heaviness within me begins to loosen, replaced by a warmth that flares beneath my ribs, each tender shift of our mouths untangling me from the rage of fear. From the panic of thinking he was going to die this dae. That I was going to fail this beautiful male who gives so much more than he ever takes.

But he’s here. Safe.

Alive.

He moves his hands to the side of my face, prying us apart just enough to look me in the eyes—the famished devotion in his ruining me. Because that look . . . It’s a fierce reminder that his words stand true.

That he values my life above his own and nothing I say or do will convince him otherwise. Not even my threat to wreck the world in his absence.

“Creators, you infuriate me.”

“Because you love me,” he murmurs, the faintest smile pulling at his lips when I don’t agree.

Don’t disagree.

He presses us together again, groans into my mouth as I thread my fingers through his beard and kiss him like he’s breath, becoming achingly aware that I’ve been suffocating since our lips last met. Starving myself of his robust scent; of the feel of his rough hands moving across my skin, kneading my softness. Like he’s checking to see I’m still real.

He grips the back of my thighs with a sturdy confidence that scatters my pulse, spreads my legs, and lifts me. Keeps our bodies fused as he strides toward the pallet and sits, my knees settling on either side of his lap.

And I feel him . . . there. Stone hard against my vulnerable core, igniting a heat that spreads through my ligaments like the warm roots of a tree.

Weaving down.

I roll my hips, grinding our bodies together in deep sways that do nothing to satiate the sensation, instead spurring it into a molten blaze. Not helped when he takes the weight of my breast and grazes his thumb across my pebbled nipple, sending a swarm of pleasure through my nerves.

I groan, head falling back, chest pushing forward.

A silent beg for more.

He drops his head and dapples kisses across my clavicle, over the swell of my breast, his warm breath moving through the thin material covering me.

An agonizing tease.

“This damn shirt,” I groan, ripping it open. Buttons pop as I spill free, urging him forward again.

He makes a deep throaty sound and takes my nipple in his mouth, working it into a tighter peak. Muddying my thoughts into a delirious churn with each luscious swirl of his tongue.

“Watching you row that fucking boat toward those jingling bells almost broke me,” I blurt, the words spilling without buffer—raw and unchecked. “I don’t ever want to feel that way again.”

“I know,” he rumbles against my breast, trailing kisses up the line of my throat, just behind my ear. “I know, Moonbeam.”

Not a promise.

Not a blunt rebuttal.

Just soft understanding to absorb my blow, something that pumps me full of raging need.

My muscles tighten, tendons stretching. I clash against him, kissing him with all the fear and anger exploding beneath my skin, that spot between my legs now throbbing with a destructive ache. Like a flame about to burn the world to bits if it’s not extinguished.

“And that fucking rune,” I snarl, reaching between us to rip at the fastenings on my pants. Catching his hand, I urge him down—edging up just enough to allow him better access to push past my undergarments.

His responding growl is more beast than fae.

“That fucking rune,” he echoes, sliding his fingers over that nub of nerves. Parting.

Spreading.

When he rubs around it again, he’s so wet with me that every slow swirl threatens to tip me over the edge, all the ligaments low in my belly pulled taut enough to fray.

“While we’re on the topic,” I pant, hands in his hair as I tilt my hips, making it easy for him to delve deeper. “You should know, I battled a Tri-Councilor while you were being dragged from the Citadel. And unfortunately ran out of time to pulverize his lungs.”

Just.

He sighs.

Rather than push me full like I so desperately want, he pulses his fingers at my wet and throbbing entrance, teasing me into a desperate frenzy. “They’ll be slapping both our faces on wanted posters—”

“And it’ll be the death of them.”

He snarls, his spare hand tangling with my hair, gently tugging until my gaze is cast on the ceiling, offering him free access to rove kisses across my neck.

It’s a devastating combo—holding me in a pleasurable knot while he wreaks havoc on my pulsing nerves. Until I’m a writhing mess of bottled tension, desperate to explode.

“Even you can’t suffocate them all,” he growls against my flesh.

Fucking watch me.

Overcome with the rabid urge to open my mouth against his throat and show him exactly how feral I can be, I’m about to rip my hair from his hold when he pushes his fingers into me, obliterating my primal rage in one smooth stroke.

I almost buckle with relief, a deep groan moving up my throat as he works me in slow, tender thrusts, finally loosening his hold on my hair. Allowing me the freedom to kiss him.

Adore him.

“Unfortunately for . . . them and anyone . . . else who threatens your existence,” I pant against his lips, rolling my hips to meet his languid beat and chase that hungry throb, “there’s nothing that . . . spurs me more than . . . being underestimated.”

“Is that so?”

Yes.

“They come for . . . you or The Burn . . . I’ll fucking . . . decimate them.”

“Oh, Moonbeam. I do not doubt it.”

He sounds about as thrilled by my admission as I was about catching a ride across the Boltanic Plains in Rygun’s mouth.

Zero percent.

“You’re awfully vocal for being so wet and swollen,” he rumbles, pulling his fingers out to massage me in tender sweeps. My cheeks burn in the wake of his words. “Perhaps I ought to try harder?”

“Don’t . . . overexert yourself—”
 
He’s up, lifting me.

My legs wrap around his waist for only a beat before he flops me onto my back and spreads me across the furs. Punches one hand into the pallet beside my head and perches over me like a mighty Creator given flesh—muscles bulging as he works me into a rolling, moaning, unintelligible mess.

The look of him, the smell of him, the feel of his fingers moving inside me . . . it’s enough to melt me into a wanton puddle. Certain beyond question that this is right. That he and I were built to fit together.

Two parts of a whole.

The thought breaks the banks of a river that was barely holding shape to begin with, my core clamping down as a wild throb rakes me through. As I tip, clawing at him. Falling over a soul-shattering peak that threatens to split me into a million pliant pieces.

All the while, he kisses me with ravenous devotion, absorbing my whimpers as pleasure ratchets through me, rubbing the last of my climax from that plump coil of nerves.

My body turns to melted butter, his smile one of carnal satisfaction.

He pulls back, on his knees between my spread legs. The epitome of rugged beauty, wearing eyes that flush me with a fresh, feverish heat.

“I hope you don’t think you’re done, Sire . . .”

Because I almost watched you die this dae. More than once. And I need you inside me more than I need breath.

I don’t say the words aloud, but gather he sees the gist of them in my eyes based on the gravelly sound he makes.

He leans forward to kiss the tip of my nose . . . my jaw . . . the prickling flesh down the side of my neck. “You’ll know when I’m done, Moonbeam.” His words skitter across my skin, pebbling it. “You’ll feel it all the way to your bones.”

My body tides in the wake of his words, insatiable.

Aching.

He gathers my torn shirt up to my waist. Plants a kiss on my hip bone that sends another zap through my core, nudging my delicates down far enough he’s able to give the same lavish attention to the crease between my hip and thigh. All the while, he fiddles with the buckle on my left sheath, loosening it, the weight landing amongst the furs.

My entire body trembles with anticipation.

I lift a leg and nudge it against him while I wrestle with my other sheath. A quiet request to begin unlacing my boots so I can get these fucking pants down.

His low laugh is a roll of stones. “You have the patience of a broody dragon.”

I toss the second sheath aside. “Not even close,” I grind out as he starts easing the tension on the crisscross of ties, his fingers working so slow I’m tempted to grab a blade and slice them free myself. But they’re good boots.

Comfortable boots.

I run my fingers through my hair, tugging at the roots, my core throbbing against nothing. With a frustrated groan, I thrash my head to the side, watching snow drift past the mosiac windowpane in swirling clumps.

My gaze slides to a blue shard as another tie is eased, the swishing sound loosening something within me. A sense of déjà vu that makes me feel . . . uncomfortable.

Wrong.

Suddenly, I can’t pull my gaze from that shard of blue. From the swirling snow beyond, certain I’m not sprawled beneath the male I trust and respect with my entire mutilated heart. But somewhere cold and dark, with black walls and a pearl-pocked sky just beyond that windowpane.

Somewhere . . . familiar.

Another tug and I’m . . .

I—

I count the snowflakes landing on the balustrade outside, distracting myself from the male unlacing my ceremonial boots. Though not enough to shuck the scrape of his leer from my skin, my teeth sinking deeper into my tongue with each knot loosened. I wish it were his hands loosening my laces.
 
Kaan’s.
 
But this is how it has to be. I have to be small. Quiet.
 
Keep my mind void.
 
My hands fist the furs sprawled across the pallet beneath me. All I can do to prevent myself from scratching the skin from my bones. From punching a hole in my chest so I can crush my aching heart.
 
This is wrong.

Wrong.

WRONG—
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Chapter 27 Kaan 

Her blade’s a cool slit across my throat—sturdy. Poised.

One wrong move and I’ll be dead. Of that, I’m certain.

Sitting on my heels amongst the furs, I keep my hands steady at my sides as I look at Raeve’s blown pupils and fail to see a lick of recognition. The second time in as many daes that she’s launched at me and put a blade to my flesh. Only this time, it’s different.

Her defensive body language . . . the chasm between us . . . the vacant resignation that iced her eyes right before she jerked back her leg, snatched the blade from inside her boot, and launched forward with a snarl on her lips . . .

She thinks I’m somebody else.

“Moonbeam. It’s me.”

Her gaze flickers.

Slowly, I lift a hand, settling it over hers. She flinches, scanning my features like flurried brushstrokes.

“It’s Kaan.”

The hardness melts from her face. She pulls a swift, shuddering gasp, eyes widening on the blade still clenched in her hand.

All the color leaves her cheeks.

She whips back, tossing the weapon like it’s made of fire. It skitters across the floor, all but forgotten about as she stares at me, unblinking. Unbreathing.

I reach forward—

She leaps off and stalks to the washroom, disappearing into the depths of it . . . leaving the door wide open.

Invitation enough for me.

The faucet squeals, the sound of gushing water flooding the room as I edge off the pallet and make for the washroom on deliberately loud steps, not wanting to jolt her into my untimely assassination.

I lean my shoulder against the doorframe and cross my arms, seeing her craned over the stone basin, hands perched on the edges. Her tousled hair curtains her face, making it impossible for me to so much as glimpse her features.

Silence stews. Something I’d be happy to weather until she’s ready to speak, except she’s scratching the already ravaged flesh at the sides of her nails.

“Raeve—”

“When we were in Dhomm, you said Elluin bound to somebody . . . else. Correct?”

My heart stops, like the words swung around and punched me in the chest.

Has she remembered Tyroth? Is this the moment she looks me in the eye and says the same words she once scrawled on a lark? The words I already know in my heart—that I’ll never be good enough for her. Strong enough.

Enough.

“That’s correct.”

She’s quiet for so long it’s like I’m lying on a rack, having my limbs stretched to their limit, my pulse pounding so hard and fast my head starts to spin.

“Moonbeam, talk to me. Please.”

She pushes her hair back over her ears and cups some water, splashing her face. The excess is still beading off her nose as she straightens a little, meeting my gaze in the ornate mirror above the vanity, as though bolstered by it. Something I struggle to appreciate, so gutted by her icy orbs.

There’s a world of torment in those eyes.

“She still loved you, Kaan.” Her voice catches at the end. Like it caught on a hook that also slides through my chest, punctures my heart, and rips it from my rib cage. “You should know,” she grinds out past trembling lips, “with every bit of her heart, she loved you.”

The words are still echoing as I look at the floor and close my eyes, certain that no words have ever torn me so clean open.

Have ever bled me so fucking dry.

I take a moment to calm the rapid beat of my heart and compose myself into something deserving of her admission. Only when I finally feel like the ground isn’t crumbling beneath my feet do I clear my throat, again meeting her reflection. “You . . . remember?”

The faintest line forms between her brows before she looks down at the water swirling in the basin. “Not much. The moment was fleeting. More a feeling than anything.”

The lie spills off her tongue so easily, but it’s the way her body closes that contradicts her statement—shoulders peeling in, chin dipping a little. The way she breaks our eye contact before delivering the words like a spoon of sweet syrup.

I don’t take it to heart. Move forward until I’m standing right behind her, reaching around to turn the faucet off. Then I take her hand in mine.

I tug, but she doesn’t move.

So I do it again.

This time, she comes—walking with me back to the pallet, where she lays on her side, facing away from the window. Something I find strange, given how much she likes the snow.

I take off her boots, settle behind her, then ease her so close to my chest I can track each slow breath she takes, enveloping her with my arms and body. Though she softens against me, tangling her legs with mine, a heavy silence crowds the room.

“Do you want to talk about—”

“It’s already gone,” she says, voice monotone. Like a tree stripped of its bark.

Gone . . .

The statement digs its claws deep.

Again, I close my eyes, taking a moment to recompose myself before kissing the top of her head. Realize that telling her the truth about her past is moot when she appears to be drudging it up herself. Perhaps swallowing one barely digestible truth at a time, just enough so she doesn’t choke.

Instead, I hold her tighter than I ever have, singing “Song of the Silent Sun” as snow batters the windowpanes, the cold shadows in the room appearing darker than they did before. Like they’re closing in on us.

Or perhaps it’s not the shadows at all, but the revelation that she still loved me. Something the lark she left banging around in my suite failed to iterate.

She. Loved. Me. Yet she returned to The Shade.

Bound to my brother.

Consummated.

There’s only one answer to this riddle, evident by the way she broke our eye contact before she lied to me just now, softening whatever she unearthed into something she deemed more palatable.

Elluin’s lark was a lie I too easily believed, intended to protect me from something she obviously considered worse than breaking both our hearts. The lesser of two evils.

So what was it?

The haunting thought knots my insides as exhaustion finally wears through the jitung berry Roan dosed me with and drags me under.
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Chapter 28 Kyzari

My rusty metal pan skids between the bars, food slopping over the sides until it comes to a rattling halt—all but empty—bits of gray meat and moldy bread scattered in its wake.

Tucked in the corner of my cell, I boast a broad smile. Far from genuine.

“Thanks!” I chirp to the masked male charging along the dark tunnel beyond the bars of my confinement.

Manners are important. Especially when charming the guards may be my only hope of getting free.

It doesn’t matter that I’d quite like to curse the fucker until blood boils from his orifices for all the gritty meals I’ve had to consume, if my happy little thank you gets me so much as a pause, a look, a breath in my direction . . . it’s a chance.

I watch him through the bars of my cell, the one next to me, the next, my hope waning as he disappears from view.

Damn.

I begin counting—one to fifty. Now just waiting to make sure he’s gone. Only when I’m certain do I lift the threadbare blanket gathered over my shoulders, revealing the little lark tipped on her side in the alcove created by my bundled limbs.

“I’ll try again next round,” I whisper. “But dammit, you need to dive faster next time you hear him coming. He almost saw you. That was the closest call yet.”

She wiggles her tail, as if to say well . . . he didn’t, sooo . . .

I sigh, scoop her into my palm, and bring her close to my face until her beak is almost kissing my nose. “If there’s ever danger, I need you to fly away as fast as you can. Do you understand?”

She doesn’t move. A silent protest that would impress me in other circumstances. But we’re talking about her well-being.

“I mean it.”

Not so much as a twitch.

“You’re too stubborn for your own good.”

Literally.

I bring her closer, frowning as I study her rip, her stains, the crinkles in her beak. “Is that how you ended up so battered and bloody? Stubbornness?”

She wiggles her wings.

 At least she’s honest with herself.

She repeats the motion, much more flappy this time. I realize she wasn’t being honest with herself at all but simply asking to play.

“Okay, okay. But only because you asked so nicely,” I murmur, holding her high, pausing. “Actually, first you need a proper name.” I bring her close to my face again. “I can’t keep calling you little lark. You’re more than just a little lark. You’re—”

The next word gets clogged in the back of my throat.

I clear the thickness away, smiling at her tilted on her side in my palm.

“Special.”

She doesn’t move for so long I wonder if she’s going to respond. But then with a single bat of her wings, she flicks her body around and boasts the letters on the side of her pleated abdomen:

[image: Handwriting reading: nee]
“Is that who you are?” I spin my hand so she’s forced to face me again. “Would you like me to call you Nee?”

She flaps her wings, just once. Making her bob like a nod.

That thickness in my throat grows so tight it’s hard to swallow past. “Well, alright, then.” I clear my throat and lift her high. “Are you ready, Nee?”

Another jiggle.

I fill my lungs and blow on her with such might she sails off my hand and tumbles through the air. Finally fluttering her wings, she rights herself, churning in giddy circles that make my heart ache.

“You’re such a lovely little thing,” I whisper, watching her dance amongst the moons sketched on the ceiling—most in black coal only slightly darker than the stone itself.

But I can see them. Can make out the constellations of dragons long past.

Nee bumps against the drawing of Slátra, and all the ligaments in my chest pull so tight it feels like I might implode.

Closing my eyes, I bring my hand to my brow and touch the Aether Stone. “Hov ahka nuieljuak. Hov-at haquil. Nuieljuakui taf maruli.”

I love you. I’m here. You’re not alone.

“Fuirten looik-whíle hov.”

I will survive.

I look down at the food scattered across the ground, my stomach clamping painfully.

Guess it’s time, dammit.

“Oh, would you look at that!” I shuffle forward to inspect my gritty offerings blooming with a few extra patches of mold this dae. “A freshly baked banquet! Where do I even start?” I pick up the hard lump of dough that could probably wound someone if I tossed it hard enough. “Luith loaf? With”—I crack it open, revealing more green mold veined through—“bits of nui fruit baked in! What a treat. And some sugar-roast canit roots on the side?” I say, waving a stick of something that actually looks a little like a finger that’s been boiled almost beyond recognition. “My favorite.”

As always, Nee ignores me while I play this game of “trick myself into thinking I’m not about to eat something rancid.” I don’t blame her. Secondhand embarrassment can really weigh you down.

I’ve almost coaxed myself into salivation by the time I reach for a piece of floor meat—

I pause, gaze caught on the shard of bone poking free from the gray flesh.

A laugh bursts past my lips, though I’m swift to clap my hand over my mouth to smother the sound.

I should’ve thanked the fool who tossed my meal at me with much more gusto.

I snatch it off the ground and rip some of the meat free with my teeth, chewing through the gamey taste and forcing it down with a gut-churning swallow. Certain Pah would be mortified if he saw the way I’m consuming this, with all the decorum of a feral animal.

There was a time I would’ve quivered at the thought, but now? It spurs me with a ravenous punch.

If he does exercise his overcontrolling nature and somehow work out where I am—send an army in to rescue me—I take sour satisfaction in the thought that he might see me like this:

Messy. Beastly. Very un-princess-like.

A savage blight to the Vaegor name.

I clear the final scraps from the bone with long scrapes of my teeth while Nee flutters around my head like she’s etching the shape of a crown. “This is going to get us out of here, Nee.” I hold up my scavenged treasure—a touch longer than my thumb, a hole through the middle filled with marrow.

Perfect.

I pinch it between my lips and suck the insides free while sweeping stalks of straw aside, crawling across the ground, hunting for—

There.

I run my finger across the thin tag of stone I cut my foot on a while back, then set the bone atop it—parallel.

Nee dives, swoops onto her back, and floats to the ground with her belly bared as I bring my shackled leg forward. “Promise I’ll read you in just a moment,” I murmur, lifting my foot until the shackle is directly above the bit of bone. Then I bring it down.

Hard.

Nee bursts into a frantic flutter, like she just got the fright of her existence.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper-laugh as she nuzzles my neck, like she’s seeking comfort.

I pause to sweep her closer, listening for any footsteps. For any sign that someone heard and is now coming to inspect.

Nothing.

I release her, draw a steadying breath, and lift the shackle. Blow a sigh of relief at the sight of the bone now split right down the middle.

Two halves. Long.

Perfect.

I pick them up, hold them high . . . smile.

Now I just have to grind them down at the sides and ends until they’re honed enough to maneuver into the door and shackle locks. Then find my way free of this warren of misery.

I lift my pallet, placing one bone shard beneath me before I begin grinding the other against the ground, one gentle grate at a time. All the while, Nee flutters about me playfully.

Excitedly.

“Fuirten looik-whíle ou,” I murmur, over and over . . .

We will survive.
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Chapter 29 Raeve

Despite my bone-deep exhaustion, sleep wrestles me—letting me get almost close enough to slip under before shoving me away. Again and again.

I blame it on the silence, the smells, the new environment. Deep down, I know it’s the sticky residue of the memory I discarded after using it to strangle a rock I never want to see again.

Ever.

Even so, I can’t stop my mind from storming, much like the clouds outside . . .

I’m now certain Elluin was torn from Kaan against her will. That she made a decision based on lack of knowledge or coercion, binding with the male in her memory.

Bribery, perhaps? Though it’s hard to imagine something important enough to do what she did. To go as far as consummate when her heart so utterly belonged to Kaan.

His chest rises and falls beneath my head, his heart pounding a heavy beat that brings me a jarring amount of peace—smooth and comforting.

Alive.

I’ll never get over this sound. A notion that feels fresh, yet . . . ancient. Anchored to some of the stones buried deep in my icy lake.

If I could sift out the good ones, absorb those, I would. But after seeing what I did—after feeling the choking silence that stuffed Elluin’s mouth and made her feel so hopelessly trapped—I’m not sure I’ll ever have the stomach to swallow the truth. That I’ll ever be able to watch without feeling like I want to rip through the fabric of time and scream at her to fight back.

To fight for Kaan like he fights for everything he loves.

I spread my hand farther across his chest. So strong and solid beneath me. Sturdy.

He took my words so gently. Didn’t lash me with frustration or even suggest I dig deeper and explore the rest of the memory, despite absolutely deserving the truth I’m too cowardly to face.

Once again, he gave me everything and left nothing for himself.

I’ll never be good enough for this male, but I’ll try.

Creators, I’ll fucking try.

A distant screech pierces the atmosphere—faint.

Something inside me shifts so abruptly a wave of nausea almost tips my guts, a chill crawling up my spine. I strain to listen, failing to hear anything bar the sturdy thud-ump of Kaan’s heart and his deep, steady breaths.

Perhaps I imagined it?

I close my eyes, try to empty my mind—to sleep—but something keeps tugging me. Like sensing a shift in the weather, but needing to see the change myself; to watch the clouds swell, taste the air sweeten, and feel the first snow eddies buffer my face.

Except it’s already storming, so it can’t be that.

Curiosity gets the better of me.

I kiss Kaan’s eyelids, one at a time, praying to the Creators that he sleeps long and deep. With slow, careful poise, I edge off the pallet and fasten my pants, removing what’s left of my ravaged shirt. I slip into Kaan’s instead, doing my best to ignore the many bloodstains and puncture holes while I tuck it in, buckle one sheath, then don and fasten my cloak and boots.

Whisper-quiet, I move down the stairs, out the front door into the biting cold. Flick up my hood as I step into the courtyard, now covered in a fluffy layer of untouched snow, quickly dented by my booted steps.

I look to the sky. Squint against the snowflakes that immediately begin to gather on my lashes, scanning the dense gray clouds for anything abnormal. Though I struggle to see much beyond the cold, blustery churn of white and gray.

I make for the gate, wait for the stoic guards to crank it open before I slip out, moving down the path that twists between colorful buildings and snow-laden trees.

With the village slumbering, no folk are about. No adolescent Moltenmaws busting through the sky, screeching. Just the distant gush of water and soft patter of snow to attempt to ease the tight spool of tension in my chest.

A peaceful quiet that feels anything but.

Trying to rub away the strange, slightly concerning silver light still tangled around my wrist and fingers, I keep my ears strained. Keep scanning the sky through gaps in the foliage, seeing the odd loose tendril of mist tumbling down the face of the eastern range. Not yet thick enough to house waifs, but certainly bad enough to confuse any parchment larks the Moving Mists happen to swallow.

Terrible timing, given the coming moonfalls, though hopefully it means news of Rygun’s renegade actions will take a while to flutter south.

The path takes me all the way down to the wide azure river that ribbons through the gully, the sleepy waterside buildings appearing to be stores locked for the slumber, signs hanging from their ornate eaves garnished with the word closed.

I move out onto a mossy bridge that arches over the water, kisses a diamond-shaped eyot standing strong against the gushing force, then leaps to the eastern side. Stopping to lean against the handrail, I take full advantage of the open view of the cloud-packed sky, snow pattering my upturned face as I watch.

Listen.

Something inside me listens harder.

The distant sound of beating wings stills my heart, the organ thrashing again at the sight of something moving amongst the clouds like a smudge of light. There’s another screech before a small Moonplume punches through with a slash of its luminous wings, its elegant body a pale strike against the gray—snatching my breath.

Líri.

I smile, dashing my hood back as a trio of saddled Moltenmaws chase her free of the clouds, herding her into the gully to the tune of their riders’ orders.

Líri tilts sideways, allowing me a perfect view of her empty saddle, the holes from Rekk’s spurs still gouged through the leather, yet to be patched up.

She appears to scan the village with keen intent, nostrils flaring. Scenting. Her stare strikes me with such force I feel it in my gut, a cool shudder raking me through.

She cranks her maw and screeches, like numerous metal blades being dragged across the face of a glazed plate.

The Moltenmaw riders scream words too muddied for me to make out before Líri tucks and dives so fast it looks like she’s going to plunge into the water. She flicks her wings wide just in time to slice parallel to the river . . . coming straight for me.

I frown, our gazes colliding through the swirling snow.

Time stills.

All I see are her glitter-kissed eyes, fathomless orbs shaded by fans of pale lashes. All I feel is the strangled thump of my heart and this heaviness in my gut that tells me something’s not right.

Líri’s maw begins to part, revealing her fierce sabers and the glow of a blue flame brewing in her chest . . . surging up her throat . . .

Creators, she’s going to fry me.

Time whirs back into motion—too fucking fast.

I barely dive onto the island in time to tumble behind a rock and shield myself from the eviscerating carnage that explodes from her maw, clapping my hands against my ears when she screeches with such shrill ferocity that even the air seems to shudder.

A deep rumble shakes the ground, morphing into a warning roar that could only belong to one dragon.

I pull my arm back, looking up past billows of stone dust and snow in time to see Rygun launch free of his mountain ledge far above. He extends, catching the air, his wingspan so broad my heart skips a beat—his stretched silhouette dominating the sky like a barbed stain.

He roars again, short blasts that seem to call the Moltenmaws off, scattering them toward the burrows. Like a robust I’ve got this. All very well, except Líri pivots, realigns herself with my proximity, tucks her wings, and—

Charges.

“Fuck,” I mutter, realizing there’s nowhere else to hide and nowhere near enough time to run.

I’m about to call on Clode despite being ninety percent certain she won’t hold against a Moonplume flame, when Rygun tucks and plummets into the gully with the force of a falling moon.

He slams his wings wide in time to pluck Líri from the air, her responding screech more disgruntled than anything. Her wings fold like a captured sowmoth as Rygun pounds his, lifting from the chasm in pulsing heaves that gust the village and blast the trees bare of snow. Only once he nears the peaks does he loosen his grip.

Líri drops for a beat, then flicks out her wings and catches the air, holding. She appears to look back at Rygun, then tucks her body and dives—perfectly streamlined. Like a silky spear tossed at me.

Again.

I groan, throwing out my hands. “Really?”

Rygun huffs a smoky breath, then plummets much faster than her smaller body, scooping out to cut her off. Cutting my vision of her, too—though I hear her honk.

Snarl.

Growl.

She finally moves into view, ascending toward the clouds in thrashing motions that make me picture someone stomping. Rygun herds her in deep, arching maneuvers, coaxing her toward the burrows, each beat of his wings a violent thrum. Akin to seven or eight of her own frantic flutters as she continues to dip and swoop, like she’s hunting for weak spots in his defense.

Or just arguing with him.

He snaps at her heels. She snarls back, throwing a plume of blue flame at his face, though it evaporates before it has a chance to strike.

Just.

He growls with the ferocity of two worlds grinding against each other, a sound that vibrates through the air and shakes the ground beneath me.

Even Clode seems to squirm.

Líri doesn’t so much as flinch, but she does throw him a berating honk that goes on and on before pitching into a burrow—gone.

My heart continues to pound like a drum as Rygun patrols the sky in deep, sweeping arcs, casting his mighty shadow across the village that’s no longer slumbering . . . the paths now packed with folk ankle-deep in snow. Cloaks pulled taut around their shoulders, they stare up at the commotion through sleep-addled eyes, many looking at me, pointing, talking between themselves.

Or perhaps they’re pointing at the busted bridge.

I shove up, dusting the snow and debris from my cloak while I scan said bridge I’d been standing on prior to Líri’s advance, now in jagged chunks strewn through the river, mostly sunken beneath its heaving might. Like she brewed her most destructive flame and threw it with intent.

At me.

An uncomfortable tightness bands around my chest, making me feel jittery.

Restless.

I may have won Líri’s trust in Dhomm—enough for her to welcome my presence when she was at her most vulnerable—but it would appear she’d now quite like to obliterate me. Suggesting I’ve absolutely, one hundred percent, fucked up.
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Chapter 30 Raeve

A constant churn of snow clots the air as I hurry up the steep mountain path, past numerous burrows that look like gaping throats to oblivion—most haunted by the rumbling echo of a roosting Moltenmaw. I feel their eyes on me every time I shoot out onto a ledge, dashing toward the next incline of stairs zigzagging up the cliffside.

Perhaps, given the heady reek of dead things wafting from the burrows, I’d be concerned about being ripped to shreds by one of the young dragons . . . especially since most of them are recently fledged, still learning to find their own food, discovering the hunting thrill. But Moltenmaws don’t typically leave their nests or burrows during slumbertime.

Thankfully.

I step off the stairs onto the deep shelf Rygun herded Líri toward. Immediately backstep, flattening against the mossy cliff as the three broad riders who ushered her across the plains collapse free of the burrow’s entrance, chased by a plume of azure flame licking at their heels.

The shorter male swears—his arm clutched close to his chest, his leather jacket torn to reveal a gory slash near his elbow. Like he got clipped by a claw.

“Fuck it,” the taller of the trio grinds out, dashing loose brown hair back off his angular face as he cuts a glance at his injured companion. “If she wants it off, she can Creators-damn chew it off.”

The others give grunting responses and move to retrieve their saddlepacks from where they’re piled together, dusted in a fresh layer of snow. I notice the matching blue beads threaded through their beards, their gaunt complexions, and the way they roll their jaws. Like they’re aching. Sure signs they’ve been wielding long and hard to get Líri here unscathed.

An honorable feat.

They make for the path, their dark cloaks fluttering in the wind.

I step forward as they begin to file around the corner, intent on shifting quietly past when the tall folk shoves out his arm, widening his stance.

Blocking my way like a fucking tree trunk.

It takes him a moment to register my dragonscale blade nudged against his abdomen, but when he does, he frowns—thick brows shadowing flat brown eyes.

“You going into that Moonplume’s burrow?” he grumbles, standing staunch despite his obvious exhaustion and the fact that he smells like he hasn’t bathed in daes.

I nod.

“Aren’t you the one she came at the moment we got her through the clouds?”

“In the living, breathing flesh,” I mutter, flashing a joyless smile as my stomach releases a hungry, rather embarrassing growl.

Poor timing.

“Well, given she charged you with more ferocity than she charged anything she hunted on our way here . . .”—he pauses, raising both brows—“should you make it into the burrow, you’ll most likely not come out alive.”

As far as pep talks go, this falls flat.

“That dragon’s more wild than tame,” he continues. “We tried to remove her saddle so she’s not stuck with the thing when she no doubt takes off for Netheryn, but she’s having none of it. Rigg almost lost a limb. You’ll lose your life.”

He moves past me without another word, the other two following—Rigg’s arm bleeding all over the snow. They’re not even out of earshot before they start muttering between themselves about some folk being too stupid to live.

Bit harsh, but given the current circumstances, not entirely unfair.

I tuck my blade away, then stuff my mouth full of snow. Zero sustenance, but it stops my gut from rumbling loud enough to wake a sleeping dragon. Or in my case, startle one with pristine hearing and a sudden appetite for blasting me to death.

I creep toward the burrow’s jagged mouth that’s emitting a soft luminosity, stepping over trampled twigs and feathers frosted white. Edging forward, I peer down the tunnel’s long throat, my heart hitching at the sight of Líri tucked against a litter of old uprooted trees.

She’s bound in a defensive knot, teeth bared as she saws through labored breaths, eyes homed on me with scathing intensity.

I see exhaustion in the droop of her trembling wings, barely holding against her body. See it in the tendrils about her jowls and down the line of her neck, limp and lacking their usual luster. Like a fading star.

Oh, Líri . . .

Lifting my hands, I edge forward a step—

She snarls, the rough sound echoing off the walls. So tangible the ligaments in my chest tighten.

Definitely pissed at me.

“Hais te nel, Líri.” I slide another foot forward. “Shuin oot an pleur, leonari-eh. Ze lui, ze lui . . .”

Her hackles rise, wings lift. The only warning I get before she charges forward, so much chagrin in her eyes, I’m momentarily frozen.

I open my mouth to speak—

Someone grabs me from behind. Rips me back.

I’m swathed in Kaan’s scent, crushed against his chest—his arm binding around me as Líri gallops past, releasing an icy screech. She leaps off the ledge and slashes her luminous wings through the dumping snow, nipping glances at me.

At Kaan.

She doesn’t resume her lethal attacks. Likely because of the male behind me, radiating a knee-buckling amount of primal dominance.

“I think she’s angry at me . . .”

Kaan’s hand flattens over my rapidly beating heart. “Yes,” he says, smooth. Matter of fact.

I frown, turning in his arms to look up into his eyes—dark in the low light. Líri’s bright silhouette reflects off them as he watches her.

His gaze flicks down, meeting mine with crushing intensity. “You left her, Raeve.”

My blood turns to ice. “I—”

“In your mind, the reasoning might’ve been sound, but dragons understand things in very simple tones. To her, you were there one dae, caring for her . . . a safe space for her to rest her head. The next, you were gone, and she was back to being just as lonely as she’s ever been.”

Something in my chest gives way, a sudden coldness seeping through. Like I just got stomped.

Another screeched roar as Líri tears through the clouds with impressive gusto for one so tired and worn.

“That dragon was so close to death when Rekk flew her into Dhomm, I was almost certain she was going to die. I believe she only clung to life because of the kindness you showed her. In fact, she released such a deep lament not long after you left that we thought she’d reopened her wounds before the runes had a chance to settle.”

The words land like a volley of kicks, making it hard to breathe.

His hold on me softens, one hand coming up to tuck my hair back off my face. Such a gentle contrast to his firm words. “Though some dragons lust for vengeance in the same way as a bloodlusting fae, others simply yearn to be loved.”

Creators.

Líri tosses her head to the sky and loosens a serrated roar unlike anything I’ve heard before—like a call to the moons. She tucks her wings and dives, swooping into the gorge.

Kaan loosens his hold, and I move forward.

Sensing the presence of something above, I glance up, seeing Rygun’s head arched over the ledge, his ember eyes pinned on the commotion below like a mighty sentinel scouring his lands.

I shiver despite my swelling love for the beast, pausing near the edge. Clode whips my hair about as I look down on the village far below.

Smoke chugs from the pointed, snow-dusted roofs, swirling around Líri while she hovers above the island I took refuge on, looking like a sowmoth fluttering above a boulder from all the way up here. She fills her chest with breath, expelling it with a plume of pale-blue flame that blasts me full of panic—villagers screaming.

Creators, she’s going to destroy the place . . .

The plume mushrooms, smashing into the body of land with such roaring force I expect it to explode like the bridge did. Except I hear no sounds of shattering stone. See no chunks of it tossed into the river through the billow of mist gusting from the impact, clouding the quaint, colorful buildings in waves of white.

The flame loses any remaining color, turning a stark white that coalesces into a . . . a—

“She’s building a nesting perch.”

A hexagonal structure begins to take shape, much like the many I have . . . within.

Deep in my Other’s den.

A thought I’m quick to dash away, watching Líri pause to circle her sprouting pillar, taking big bouts of breath before she hovers directly above and reconvenes her efforts—blowing another burst of white flame.

Adding another layer.

“Surely she’s not broody. She’s barely beyond adolescence.”

“No,” Kaan murmurs from right behind me. “She just wants to be high.”

My heart drops as I hear every word he’s not saying.

She wants to be somewhere I can’t reach her . . .

“She’s likely tired from her flight across the plains and needs to rest before her journey south,” he says, gripping my chin and turning my head so I’m looking right into his earnest eyes. “If you want her, Raeve, it won’t be easy.”

I search his gaze for a long while. Look forward again, watching Líri add layer upon layer to her swiftly growing perch.

If I want her . . .

But what about what she wants?

I drop to a crouch, hands clasped. Mind churning as her perch gathers both height and wide-eyed spectators flooding the village paths, my gaze narrowing on the saddle clamped between her wings. On the messy holes in its flaps, right where Rekk used to dig his heels.

A heavy feeling fills my chest.

She’s one of the mightiest creatures to roam our world, yet she’s spent her daes being told what to do, abiding commands that almost claimed her life.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned since Fallon trembled in my arms in the snow and ordered me to live with what was left of her fading breaths, it’s that life with a shackle—tethered to any length of chain—is not living. It’s existing, missing a fundamental element:

Choice.

And if I put my feelings aside, consider only her best interests, there’s really only one outcome I’d be proud of. One risky, slightly mad, very dangerous outcome.

Fingers crossed it doesn’t turn me into dragon chow or put me in the ground.

“What are you thinking, Raeve?”

That my survival odds are pretty fucking dire. Worse, actually, since Líri seems perfectly comfortable trying to slaughter me, but I wouldn’t dream of so much as wounding her. Puts me on the back foot.

I’m never on the back foot.

I hate the back foot.

“That I need something to eat,” I murmur, then shove to a stand and stalk toward the stairs. If there’s one thing Moonplumes are known for, it’s their keen sense of hearing. And right now, my grumbling gut’s a death sentence. “Then I need to hunt down some soft-soled boots and hope for a Creators-damn miracle.”






[image: Chapter heading: Chapter 31 - Kaan]
Chapter 31 Kaan 

Raeve tips a wooden mug to her lips and guzzles deep, clonking the empty chalice on the low table. She wipes the glistening smear of water from her mouth and edges forward to perch on the seater’s lip, digging back into the basket of soft boots Siharna lent her.

“Anything promising?”

“Not yet.” She pulls out a black one she inspects with narrow-eyed scrutiny, bending and pulping the leather before flopping it back in the basket. “The heels are either too thick or too damn stiff.” She tucks a loose streak of hair behind her ear and continues to rummage, gaze pierced on her task—focused.

Knee bouncing at a quick, agitated pace.

I watch it all from where I’m leaned against the wall, arms crossed to hide my fists—clenching and unclenching. As though the simple motion could ease the rapid thump of my heart.

It doesn’t.

Líri’s pillar is just visible through the window to my left, dominating the village. A taunting reminder of what’s about to transpire. Coupled with Raeve’s restless energy that’s coiling into my chest in slow, agonized increments . . . I’m about to split apart.

Raeve inspects a brown knee-high boot and loosens the laces until both sides are gaping enough that she’s able to push her foot in. As she begins tightening the binds, I can already tell it’s too big by the way the leather crimps with each firm tug.

“Raeve.”

“Hmm.”

“How much free-climbing have you done?”

She shrugs, flicks her hair back over her shoulder, and bends farther over herself. “Enough.”

That coil twists so deep it pierces something soft and fleshy.

I watch her wind the binds back and forth, hooking them on the eyelets. “I . . . know it’s likely you don’t recall bonding with Slátra, so it’s important I remind you of something.”

Her spine stiffens, like she’s preparing to defend against a blade coming straight for her chest. Though she keeps her eyes on her task, tightening the laces, striking the length across her shin over and over.

“There’s an unspoken reason most folk risk raiding a nest rather than trying to tame a fully grown dragon.”

Her posture loosens, like my words just kneaded some of the tension from her muscles. “Oh?” She nips a glance at me while tying a knot, stretching her leg to examine the boot.

“Yes. Bonding with a mature beast can be—”

She leaps up, rolling her foot around and pacing the space, getting a feel for the boot’s fit.

“Challenging,” I continue, even though she’s giving me a very small percentage of her mental focus. “Opening to such ancient, profound beasts . . . It stretches the fae mind. Expected, given we flood with the senses of creatures many believe weren’t originally of this world. A process that sheds light on our deepest, darkest corners. On any mental baggage that might be tucked somewhere, collecting dust.”

Given Raeve’s aversion to uncomfortable conversations about her past, I expect a physical reaction of some sort. A flinch, a shift of her eyes.

Something.

Instead, she snatches a strip of Pyrok’s jerky off the table and rips into it with her teeth, chewing through the mouthful as she jumps from foot to foot, scowling down at the boot. “Mental baggage is a hindrance. Got it.”

“Yes.” I frown. “Raeve, it can take cycles for a bond to harden. When it does, the rider has either tamed the dragon or the dragon has tamed them. Some turn as wild as their beasts and are rarely seen again—as good as lost to their loved ones.”

She sighs and stuffs the remaining jerky in her mouth, flopping onto the seater as she releases the bow and begins snatching the laces loose. “Just too big,” she murmurs, shaking her head. “Disappointing. I thought we had it.”

She’s either not taking this seriously enough or she’s overly confident. Both have the power to swing around and tear a chunk off her.

“Raeve, please.” Her head whips up, gaze clashing with mine. Softening. “This is a serious concern. Especially with the coming falls.”

Her shoulders drop.

She offers me a small smile that fails to warm the shard of icy fear lodged between my ribs. “You have nothing to worry about. I’ll be back before the aurora drops. Maybe earlier.”

Overly confident, it seems. The bane of my existence.

“That is, of course, if I can make it up that pillar without being heard.” She hauls off the boot and flops it in the basket, sighing. “This is hopeless. I might just have to go up barefoot.”

Another tense squeeze of my hands. “There’s a leather craftsman farther down in the village. Used to make all Mah’s boots and jackets. I’m sure he can do a rush job.”

“No, I can’t risk it.” She threads her fingers back through her hair, pulling at the strands. “Líri might leave. I’ll miss my opportunity.”

Frowning, I glance at the stairwell to my left, struck by a thought.

I push off the wall and move across the room, reaching out a hand. “Come upstairs with me,” I murmur, and Raeve arches a brow.

“Upstairs?”

I nod.

Her lips twitch, and her dimples almost pinch in. “Eager as I am to continue where we left off, need I remind you there’s an untamed, slightly savage Moonplume perched above this lovely village?”

Impossible to repress the smile that fills my cheeks as I take her hand in mine and guide her up the stairs. “Nice to know you’re eager, Moonbeam, but I’m not taking you to the pallet.”

“Then where—”

I stop at the closed door to our right, twist the handle, and push, tugging her into the small suite that’s dressed in soft hues of pink, purple, and blue. That boasts a double pallet with a headboard of nuzzling dragons, its windows a glass quilt of powdery shades that cast the room in an adolescent glow . . . though I try not to look around too much. Try not to take it in.

Let it absorb.

Since Mah was old enough to shape her own home, she dreamt of having a daughter. She just never lived long enough to see Veya use this room. Nor to learn that she hates the color pink.

I release Raeve’s hand and make for the wooden chest at the pallet’s end, carved from the white trunk of a weeping wisp. The hinges squeal as I lift the lid, revealing the treasures within; cloaks, finely tailored tops, and leather jackets—all the same mossy green shade she had this building stained—embellished with pale-brown buttons and delicate trims.

“These were Mah’s,” I murmur, wedging open a small box to reveal a collection of cloak broaches and other precious adornments. Sentimental pieces she never had a chance to pass down to Veya.

That Veya is yet to allow herself the grace to accept.

Clearing my throat, I close the lid, set the box back in the chest, and lift a pile of garments, shifting them aside to reveal a pair of pale-brown boots—ankle high, the colk leather soft and pliable in my hands. Well broken in through the phases Mah spent during her youth exploring these ranges.

I smile at the thought of her wearing these, scaling the steep cliffs around this village; hair loose, heart free. The most proficient brown bead I’ve ever met, yet she so rarely called on Bulder, preferring to move across his raw, jagged ridges as he himself intended them to be. Possibly the reason he respected her and so willingly bent to her ill-frequent requests.

I hold up the boots. “I have a feeling these will be just your size . . .”

Raeve stares at them for a long moment, meeting my eyes again. “Kaan, I don’t think I can—”

“She would be honored for you to use them. As am I.”

Raeve swallows. Finally reaches out and takes them, gaze cast on the boots as she runs her fingers up and down the crisscross laces.

Silence strums between us.

“Kaan . . .”

“Yours.”

She meets my gaze, and there’s a weight there. A vulnerability that pulls me back to the conversation we had just after our pins were removed. “I need you to promise me something.”

“Anything.” I tuck some of the tousled locks back from her face and wedge them behind her ear. “Always.”

“That you won’t intervene.” She searches my eyes, back and forth like a pendulum. “No matter what happens, I must do this myself.”

I practice my response in my head three times before I trust myself to say it aloud. “I know, Moonbeam.”

No words have ever tasted so bitter, dragging against the grain of my heart.

My soul.

But I know she’s right. There’s nothing more personal than a dragon bonding. And this moment . . . it’s not mine. Not ours.

It’s theirs.

I have to step aside. Lock down my protective instincts. My rabid fear of losing her . . . again. I have to put my heart on the hook of trust and pour every breath into believing that everything is going to be okay.

“That was too easy.” Her eyes narrow. “Say the words. Precisely.”

I lift my hand, cup her face. Revel in the way she leans into my palm. “So long as you allow me to prepare you a proper meal before you go, I’ll do whatever you ask. Even if that means standing by and watching you climb that fucking pillar into the clouds.”

The hint of a smile pulls at her lips. “Not a fan of Pyrok’s jerky stash?”

Leaning forward, I kiss the tip of her nose. “I can do better.” I plant another between her eyes, lingering before I murmur against her skin, “I’ll leave you up here to get ready.”

I make for the door before I say or do something stupid. Lean into my urges to ply her with advice until we’re both blue in the face.

That’s not what she needs, nor do I sense it’s what she wants, else she would’ve asked.

What she needs is for me to be the strong, supportive rock at her side. For me to snuff my own fears and believe in her . . . otherwise I’m just another shackle she has to contend with.

Another weight.

I move down the stairs, through the kitchen. Step out the back door into the cold, charging a fresh path through the snow until I’m hidden amongst a bunch of laden shrubs, safely out of sight before I fold forward and vomit.
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Chapter 32 The Scavenger King

The razah scurry across the crumbled ground on all fours, dragging limp corpses back into the molten blisters that spawned them. The gnarled, calloused abominations leave little more than splats of entrails and smoggy welts of cooling magma in their hurried descent back toward the world’s volcanic core.

All the while, the crowd roars—screaming for more battles.

More blood.

More death.

Boasting a crown of pin-sharp teeth, swathed in the heavy weight of his frayed cloak, the Scavenger King looks down on it all from his moonshard throne, comfortably set on his wide and lofty booth high above the viewing mezzanines. What makes up the biggest, grandest battle pit in the world, renowned for its savage shows, flowing refreshments, and wild debauchery.

His palace.

His kingdom.

 . . . At least until he sits upon his rightful throne.

Slouched in a much simpler throne, the Tri-Councilor sighs, displeasure rumpling his long face. “It’s been a while since I graced the Pits of Khindard, but I must say, Arkyn, I remember it being much more exciting.”

The Scavenger King frowns, turning his attention to scan the screaming crowds. Tiers of prestigious folk who’ve come to feast on the carnage, emptying their pockets in exchange for a front-row seat to slaughter. Ripe for the picking.

Einar, it seems, is the only one not enjoying himself.

Arkyn’s about to say as much when a null server steps forward, dips into a curtsy, and offers him the requested mug of mead. She hands a second to the esteemed member of the Tri-Council; the youngest of the near-fossilized group, his eyes not yet gone milky with the wisdom of too many phases lived, his mind still somewhat soft.

Somewhat pliable.

Arkyn’s special guest.

Einar scowls into the mug, then slams it back on the tray. “I don’t drink your gritty filth,” he growls, backhanding the server so hard a red mark blooms on her freckled cheek. “You dishonor me. Find me something palatable.”

The server scurries from the booth while Arkyn tracks the motion. “You maimed my server.”

“Null incompetency.” Einar’s scowl deepens. “They bask in our cities, safe behind walls they had no part in shaping. They drink water we cleanse and funnel, breathe air we purify when a moonfall strikes. The least they can do is serve us something that’s fucking drinkable.”

Arkyn drums the itching tips of his fingers against the armrest of his throne, chewing on several . . . less diplomatic responses before he settles on, “Perhaps incompetent isn’t the right word. Where would your beaded brothers be were it not for their dedication to the mines?”

Einar chuckles, waving a finger. “You’ve got me there. On that note, you ought to feed fewer nulls to your pits, more beasts. Once Cadok and Tyroth take control of The Burn, troves of nulls will be funneled into fresh bloodstone mines so we can finally unlock the north’s untapped supplies.”

Arkyn’s hand stills.

Interesting . . .

“While I’m all for the sport,” Einar continues, steepling his hands, “at the rate you’re currently feeding the razah . . . well. It won’t be long until we outnumber them a thousand to one, not the other way around.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Arkyn lies, of the belief that any competent brown bead could excavate their own bloodstone . . . if they only deigned to breathe the dirty mineshaft air.

But no. They’d rather have it handed to them on a platter.

While Arkyn doesn’t enjoy feeding nulls to the pits, it’s the means to an end; the near-constant flow of revenue paving the path to a greater world once his mission is complete.

“For now,” Arkyn continues with a dash of his hand, “enjoy the show.”

The sound of grinding chains echoes through the amphitheater as the many pit gates lift. Numerous folk stumble through the smog, masked and garbed in mismatched bits of scavenged armor. Some immediately wet themselves, while others try to bash through the bars they came from. Only one stands sturdy, with a bravado of false confidence that’ll soon taper.

The crowd cheers—not for the tributes but already celebrating their impending deaths.

A cloaked male pushes past the black velvet curtain and bows to Arkyn and Einar, turning his shoulders toward the Tri-Councilor—ledger, quill, and sack in hand. “Any bets? Perhaps who will be the first to fall? Or the last remai—”

Einar sneers, dismissing the male with a single look. Something Arkyn finds curious, given he’s perfectly aware that Einar enjoys winning bloodstone as much as he does consuming it.

Usually.

But if—like his spies suggest—the Citadel’s stores are depleting . . .

The Scavenger King arches a brow. “You’re not betting, my friend?”

“Not this dae,” Einar murmurs past tight lips, all but confirming Arkyn’s suspicions. “Besides, my attention wanes. These battles were much more exciting before you lost your Fire Lark.”

Arkyn stiffens at her mention, possessive heat slugging through his veins.

“Everything else that steps foot in the arena simply pales in comparison.”

I didn’t lose her.

Arkyn doesn’t say the words burning on the tip of his tongue. Instead, he sips his mead, chews his grit, and continues watching the happenings far below as a creamy parchment lark flutters into Einar’s lap.

He’s swift to unfold it, skeletal fingers flattening the creases with nimble precision. “Creators,” he mutters, skimming the scrawl, his entire body tensing. His skin turns a starker shade of white to match his flowy garb. “Word from the Grand Chancellor. A moonfall approaches—No. Many.”

Arkyn draws another long sip, swallowing. “Yes.”

Einar’s head whips around, blue eyes piercing, severe against his chalky cowl. “You knew?”

“Have for a while now. My miskunn misses very little.” Arkyn watches the offerings ready for their impending battle, some clawing through the crumbled stone and embers to hunt for hidden weapons scattered across the vast arena. “There’s still time. A little over fifteen cycles, based on the aurora’s thickening.”

Einar relaxes into his throne, his demeanor softened. “Well, that’s very good to know. Our miskunn missed that, stupid thing. I’ll pass the information on with my response.” He looks at the script again, brows almost bumping into his slick blond hairline. “Well, well. King Kaan Vaegor’s been outlawed for an attack on Bothaim.”

Old news to Arkyn, but the mere sound of his half brother’s name is enough to make his bones grind, the tips of his fingers itching so much it’s a gritted effort not to rip into the skin with his teeth.

“Oh?”

“Yes, it seems his dragon killed one of the bonded mercenaries and took out three ballistae. Naughty, naughty.” Einar makes a pleased sound and folds the lark into a square he tucks in his pocket. “There are many moons above these mountain ranges. I’m guessing you have a plan to see out the falls?”

“Of course.” Arkyn gestures to the pit beneath; toward a swarm of fluttering larks diving into the hands of patrons cramped in the mezzanines. “My flourishing fortress is”—soon to be—“protected against moonfalls.”

The Tri-Councilor scowls. “How is that possible?”

“My title is not without weight.” Arkyn lifts his chin. “Everyone here is now receiving notice of the impending event and an offer of refuge, should they bow to me as the rightful King of The Burn. The firstborn son of the late Ostern Vaegor.”

Though he delivers the statement like a punch, Einar simply arches a brow, his tone dismissive as he says, “I never heard such a rumor.”

“Perhaps because I’m the bastard son of a null?”

The nonchalance in Arkyn’s tone does nothing to honor the fact that his skin’s melting in the wake of Einar’s words. Confirmation that his pah didn’t care about him enough to so much as whisper his name.

“That’ll be it.” Einar winks. “You’ve done well for yourself despite your shortfalls. Rather than stumble above your station, you should be proud,” he says, gesturing to the arena below. “Spend your ambition more wisely.”

Shortfalls . . .

Stumble above your station . . .

Spend your ambition more wisely . . .

Arkyn taps his ravaged fingers against the armrest of his throne. Silent.

Seething.

It takes him a moment to swallow the flaming words threatening to lash off his tongue. Einar is, after all, an important puzzle piece. A relationship the Scavenger King has weathered for many phases, like an ember quietly blown, kept alive, now ready to be tucked beneath a pile of wood.

Dousing it would be an awful waste.

Arkyn clears his throat and continues, ignoring the last lines of conversation—as though they never existed. “As a token of my gratitude for those who drop the knee, everyone is free to stay right here and enjoy the show. Battles will be waging nonstop until the falls; an attempt to keep minds unburdened until the desolation settles, at which stage my forces will charge north and seize the bronze throne.”

Silence stews, long and cloying.

Arkyn turns his head, meeting Einar’s gaze. “Can I count on Bothaim’s support once I claim the crown?”

Einar begins to laugh, low at first, then harder, louder, folding over himself as his body jerks to the violent beat of his amusement.

Arkyn watches him as servers spill out onto the mezzanines below, offering refreshments to concerned folk. The summoning drums begin to thump. A timely distraction for the jittery crowd.

By the time Einar composes himself, tears wet his cheeks.

Perhaps noticing Arkyn’s stoic expression, any remaining humor falls off his face. “Creators, you’re serious.”

“You believe me incapable?”

Einar bites down on the smile that pulls at the corners of his mouth, but Arkyn sees it.

Loathes it.

“Do forgive me, old friend, but Kaan Vaegor is very much out of your league. You’d be wise to let whatever lust you feel for his blood continue to fester.” He raises his brows, jerks his chin toward the chewed-up tips of Arkyn’s fingers. “Despite whatever forces you’ve somehow amassed.”

Arkyn simmers while five brimstone welts begin to bulge across the arena’s crumbled face, like fleshy sores. Some of them burst, spewing magma and belches of sulfuric smog as the razah bust toward the surface—coaxed by the summoning thump-thump . . . thump-thump . . .

“So the Tri-Council won’t support my claim to the throne?”

“Even if your blood were to sing true to the Vaegor line, your supposed pah didn’t claim you as his own. Didn’t title you prince and certainly didn’t announce you as his heir.”

Each word is another smear of fire across Arkyn’s flesh.

Not that he lets on.

“The Citadel’s favor sits heavily with the twins, given their legitimate royal claim and tri-bead status,” Einar says, flicking a pointed glance at the single ruddy bead dangling from Arkyn’s ear. “As I mentioned, Tyroth and Cadok have plans for the north.”

“So you intend to trial Kaan, condemn him, then gift The Burn to the twins?”

“Of course not,” Einar scoffs. “The great Kaan Vaegor will not simply hand himself in, but this . . . incident is the trigger we’ve been waiting for. Our sources suggest Kaan’s been brewing his militia for phases, and given the tight seal he keeps on his kingdom, he’s the only one who truly knows its might. It’s unanimously believed that taking him down will require the twins’ help—and their respective battalions. They’ll earn their patriarchal rights to reclaim the territory through bloodshed.”

Arkyn hears the words he’s not saying. That the Tri-Council doesn’t want to get their hands dirty unless they have no choice.

“We have treaties in place with the twins,” Einar continues, shrugging. “They pledge that any bloodstone mined from The Burn postwar will be split three ways in exchange for our continued support.”

Hard to miss the way Einar’s voice hitches at the mention of bloodstone. Nobody relies on it quenching their lust for immortality more than the Tri-Council members—drunk on power and control, desperate to cling to it for eternity.

Nobody suffers more without it.

“Forgive me, Arkyn, but anything you can bring to the table would simply fall short.”

Arkyn’s smile is small, his attention dropping to the battle pit. “Of course.”

Though he’s used to others underestimating him, it never fails to burn.

“But you must know that I will always be a supportive patron of this establishment, and of you.” Einar leans forward, his attention homed on the five razah punching free of their molten wombs, wrestling to the surface. All the while, the offerings wait for the battle that’ll likely be their end—gathered behind large chunks of stone or tucked in rocky crevices that’ll make for messy deaths. “Given we have time before the falls, I’ll stick around for the show a little longer.”

“I thought you were growing bored of the entertainment?”

Einar rubs his sharp jaw with his thumb. “Between you and me, most of my beaded brothers do nothing but sit around collecting dust these daes, crunching on shards of bloodstone, and the fun ones have their toys to keep them entertained. Even without your Fire Lark gracing the stage, this trumps their stale company.”

“Well, I’m honored,” Arkyn lies, preferring his own company to the feel of licking Einar’s ass. Something he’ll resent less once the toothy crown he wears is replaced with a melted bronze one.

He looks down at the unfolding carnage he’s grown used to over the phases—the means to an end—fingers tapping as he prepares to wield his secret weapon. Taking a moment to mourn the loss of what could’ve been . . . given he’s imagined himself ripping out Kaan’s throat with his teeth more times than he could count.

He resigns himself to the fact that he’s grown quite fond of the itch that wriggles and writhes beneath his skin, lusting for blood. After all, where would he be without it?

Dead.

“And what if I managed to get the great Kaan Vaegor into this battle pit? Make a scene of his demise for everyone to see—punishment for his slights against the Tri-Council?”

Slowly, Einar turns his head, his narrowed stare grazing the side of Arkyn’s face. “Impossible . . .”

“But if I did?”

Time stretches as Einar studies Arkyn, perhaps seeing him in a new light.

An opportunistic light.

“It would very much depend on your stance on the untapped bloodstone stores in the north.”

“I have no interest in it.”

Einar goes still as stone. The first tug on a cast line.

“No need to split it three ways, then split it again between your beaded brothers,” Arkyn clarifies. “The Tri-Council could have it all.”

Once Arkyn has The Burn, he has no need for the bloodstone the Tri-Council craves. He’s amassed enough in the pits to fund a war and sustain a territory for eons.

No.

All he wants—all he cares about—is watching Kaan’s blood spill and claiming his rightful throne.

Einar’s smile is musing, a ravenous glint in his eyes. “Well, my friend. This has been an interesting conversation.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

A razah rips into the throat of the null that stood so strong and composed when the drums began to beat. Blood sprays as the beast drags his fresh meal toward the molten boil it spawned from—gone.

“Conclusion?” Arkyn presses.

A hungry quiet slips by.

Einar swallows, perhaps trying to hide the fact that he’s salivating. “Should you achieve the impossible, I’m certain you’ll earn the Citadel’s favor. And the Tri-Council’s . . . eternal respect for being more than just an underground handler of monsters.” He raises both brows, studying the melted half of Arkyn’s face. “Worthy of the bronze crown.”
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Chapter 33 Raeve

I scour crumbled bits of bridge strewn through the raging river, wishing the water hadn’t risen above the parts I used as stepping stones earlier, dammit. Now I have to smush Bulder’s words together, attempt to shape some semblance of a path so I’m able to reach the pillar extending from the large eyot like a growth.

With a village-sized audience.

Sighing, I tighten the bind on my braid, drop my knee, and sweep snow into my hands. Crushing it into a ball, I peer over my shoulder at the scatter of folk who’ve tucked beneath snow-laden awnings, gathered in the steep village paths that cut between clustered buildings. All a cautious distance away, either watching me or looking up through the soft snowfall while they murmur between themselves—cloaks hugged tight around their shoulders, dusted in flakes of white. Not wanting to miss the show despite the glacial anomaly shadowing their village, chilling the air so much it stings to breathe.

I get it.

It’s not every dae you get to see someone attempt to mount a semi-wild, murderous Moonplume. That sort of stupidity is rare, as is seeing a perch this far north. In fact, I’d argue it’s the first. A pretty impressive fuck you, Raeve slammed right in the central fold of the village.

Impossible to miss.

I look at said perch surrounded by a nest of frozen, shattered trees that didn’t survive the blast. It’s leaking a wispy fog that’s begun to gather in the gully, the structure a little wider at the base, the tip lost amongst the clouds. A few fledgling Moltenmaws have eased from their burrows, soaring close enough to sniff at it, but none seem brave enough to investigate the top. Probably wise.

Líri might be small, but there’s a reason Rygun herded her into a burrow near the mountain’s peak. Something attributed to the stiff silence bearing down on the village, like even the birds and the insects know we’re in the midst of an apex predator. Beautiful, but lethal.

Without Rygun’s intervention, I’d already be dead. If I survive this . . . well. It’ll only be because she deems it so. But I made a promise to that dragon, and dammit, I’m keeping it. I’d rather risk my life than watch her fly off to Netheryn believing she’s unworthy of the best of me.

I feel Kaan’s approach rather than hear his steps.

Clearing my throat, I drop the snowball from my blissfully numb hands and stand, loosen my cloak, then drape it over my arm. “Sire.”

“Moonbeam.”

His voice travels across the back of my neck, making me shiver.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come down.” I turn my head just enough to see his silhouette in my peripheral. “To what do I owe the honor?”

“My eternal adoration.”

My cheeks heat as the crowd bursts into murmured whispers, and I arch a brow, looking back.

The vision of him is a punch to my chest—his arms crossed, snow caught in his beard and the loose bits of hair hanging about his face.

Eyes darker than I’ve ever seen them.

He hides it well, the fear I could feel thrumming off him while I requested he not intervene, no matter what. While he put together a hearty meal we enjoyed together, passing me warm smiles that embraced me from a distance, plumping me with confident strength and encouragement.

He pulls a deep breath and steps close, reaching out. “Want me to look after that?”

I glance down at my cloak, then to the málmr hanging between my breasts—stark against the brown leather garb laced all the way to my nape.

I’m not good with words, but if I die this dae, I need Kaan to know. To see that in this life, I choose him.

Loudly.

I turn, facing him. Watch his gaze drop.

Watch all the color leave his face and pool into his eyes.

Ignite them.

The ball in his throat rolls, a low growl emanating from his chest that skitters a warm shudder through my bones. He takes the weight of my cloak, then steps forward and grips my waist, pulls me close, and presses his lips against my ear. “One of these daes, Moonbeam, I hope to repay the great honor by wearing your uhloo.”

I frown, about to ask what he means when his next words render me breathless.

“If you die, I’ll rip the fucking world in two.”

He plants a kiss on my temple—swift and warm—then spins, moving back through the bowing crowd. Though he doesn’t look back, I hear him murmur a sculpting sentence with the precision of an artisan.

The ground shakes.

The crowd gasps.

I whip my head around in time to see twin arms of soft, tan-colored clay flexing free of the riverbanks, mashing together like gripping hands. The structure flattens, as though being rolled by some invisible force, the excess pinching up into shapely handrails. An exact replica of the previous bridge, minus the moss.

It settles, hardening to a lighter tone as water wicks from the sturdy structure, dribbling into the river like a million dashed tears.

A seamless path for me to reach the pillar.

My chest aches at the gesture, thankful beyond measure. Half convinced I would’ve brought the entire mountain down had I so much as tried to pull up some wonky stepping stones.

Most of all, I’m thankful he didn’t build me a staircase or something to make scaling this thing easier. There’s nothing honorable about receiving such help.

I scan the crowd, some of them murmuring between each other, eyeing the pendant I boast. Perhaps wondering who the fuck I am.

If they knew the truth—that their perfect king has fallen in love with a rogue assassin—they’d probably riot.

I tuck the treasure safely beneath my garb and move across the bridge, edging around the island’s rocky banks. Leap over shattered trees that look almost glass-like, until I’m standing in the pillar’s shadow, skin prickling.

Anticipating its feel.

Tentative, I reach forward, brushing my hand across the unbuffed surface. So cold it bites my flesh and strikes me with memories of the glacier shard I used to dig a shelter for Fallon and myself after we escaped Arkyn . . . shoveling snow as the shard slashed my palms and painted the snow red—

I grit my teeth and shove the memory down, away. Sketch a path up the tapered structure, the column littered with flat spots where bits of the growth stalled. By no means footholds—more like thin grabbing points that hopefully won’t slate off—but they’ll have to do.

Tightening my mental sound snare, I slide off my iron ring and tuck it in my pocket, shaking out my hands as I push down the fluttery feeling in my chest.

Fucking nerves. Leave me alone.

I set my foot on a low lip, wedge my fingertips against a higher one, repeat with my other hand. Finally putting all my weight on my left foot, I set my right in place, getting a feel for having my full weight on the pillar’s steep face.

Not bad.

Maybe I won’t die after all.

I propel up, replant my foot, then reach for another lip. Repeat. Finding a steady rhythm that becomes smooth and seamless the higher I climb.

Time becomes unfathomable, all my focus homed on the placement of my boots and fingertips, the movement of my limbs. On pulling deep and slow breaths that keep my pulse tempered.

I don’t look down, quietly aware that the snow’s no longer falling. Trying to remember a single gust of wind against my cheek since I began my climb. Smiling, I reach for another lip, finding peace in my belief that Clode and Rayne are encouraging me with their silence. Doing what they can to save me from a deathly plummet.

If only Clode knew what I have in mind for her, she wouldn’t be treating me with such grace.

 But that’s a problem for Later-Raeve. Present-Raeve just wants to make it to the top without a hitch.

Preferably un-masticated.

* * *

My lungs and legs burn with equal might as I finally reach the heavy cloud, stilling to recompose myself and shake out my aching hand. My other one. While I work to stretch the welling cramp from my fingers, I dare a peek at the village below . . . and instantly regret it.

The river is a vibrant streak through the white terrain, the villagers mere specks of sand in the streets.

This was a terrible idea.

I draw a calming breath and reach into the cloud’s fluffy underbelly, hunting for a lip. With my next pull up, I’m blinded, like being caught in a cushion—relying heavily on my sense of feel to find my next purchase, my next, my next, the silence cold and stiff around me.

Too cold.

A sure sign I’m getting close.

Each beat of my heart is a summoning drum as the cloud thins to lacy scraps, allowing me to finally glimpse the top. And Líri’s wispy tail dangling over the pillar’s sharp rim.

My chest grows tight at the sight.

I freeze, listen. Tune in to Líri’s smooth, rumbling breaths.

She’s asleep.

Thank the Creators.

I edge past her silky threads at a slow, careful pace, aware of how sensitive they are. Reaching up, I pause, looking from Líri’s tendrils to that silver apparition tangled around my hand, wondering—

Her tail twitches, almost slapping me in the face. Though it strikes my heartstrings with such oomph I almost lose balance, my pulse pounding at such a speed I can barely hear my own thoughts over the whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of my rushing blood.

Too.

Fucking.

Close.

Teeth gritted, I shift farther to the right in slow, syrupy motions, gaze darting between her tail and my various options for leverage. Once I’m a safe distance away, I continue up, heart in my throat until I’m finally within reach of the pillar’s edge.

I move my left foot, settle it on the next notch—

It slates away, skittering down the side like an extra loud fuck you, Raeve!

My body flattens against the perch, heart drumming so hard I’m certain I’m about to be snatched up, disemboweled, then splattered all over the village.

Breath held, I watch Líri’s tail for any flicker of movement—for any sign she heard—my lungs burning for sustenance by the time I accept my good fortune.

I close my eyes and exhale past pinched lips, inhale through my nose, repeat over and over before I trust myself to aim for another lip. To shift my weight, push up, peep over the edge—

My breath snags at the sight of Líri coiled atop the plinth, glittering in the golden light. Majestic.

Beautiful.

Wispy, translucent clouds sheet over her body, her luminous wing swept over her face like an elegant shield against the sun’s long rays. Sun that highlights the puckered scars mottling her membranes. A permanent echo of Rekk’s horrific torture, there despite the miraculous work Agni did to close the wounds.

There’s a jolt within me that turns my blood icy as I study the scars, one at a time, pushing down memories of her visible discomfort. Cradling those of her nuzzling into my lap, finding quiet solace in my presence. And I steal a moment to mourn—face twisting in unison with this crushed feeling in my chest.

If only my damage hadn’t gotten in the way of everything we could’ve been. I could’ve stayed with her until she was strong and ready, then flown with her to hunt Rekk down.

That’s what she deserved. All of me. Not the scraps of my bloodlusting whim.

I’m so sorry, Líri . . .

I squeeze my eyes shut, stuff the choke of sadness back down where it belongs, and tame my heartbeat. Then I flatten my hand atop the pillar and push my weight forward, lift my leg, set my knee on the steady surface—

Her wing snaps down.

Wide, unfathomable eyes consume me, every glimmer in those inky orbs like a vivid full stop to mark my impending slaughter.

She snarls.

I swear, brutally aware that I have only one chance at this. That if she somehow gets airborne without me, this was all for nothing.

Our movements blur.

Líri uncoils in the same instance as I manage to get both feet on the landing, dipping sideways just in time to avoid being flung off by her stretching wings.

She leaps.

So do I.

For a moment, we’re flying in synchrony—two separate entities plummeting through the clouds, my guts lodging somewhere up my throat.

Until I collide with her back.

All the air smacks from my lungs, and I tumble sideways, snatching anything I can get my hands on. Managing to tangle my fingers around one of the ropes tethered to the saddle, I tighten my grip just in time, dangling like a piece of meat on a string.

Líri roars, lashing her body against the air as I hold on with everything I have, the tendons in my hand cramping against the strain—split moments away from losing grip.

I release a feral, teeth-bared scream, swing my other arm up, blindly snatching. My fingers hook the rope right before Líri tilts, shooting skyward so abruptly my insides almost blast out my ass.

She powers up in pulsing heaves that bash me against her flank, making it almost impossible to clamber on her saddle. But little does she realize, that’s not what I’m trying to do.

Teeth gritted, I scale the rope in slow but steady increments, timing each shift with the thump of her wings. My arm, back, and shoulder muscles scream for relief as I battle for every inch I win against the harsh twist of fibers, until I’m high enough to reach for the girth strap bound across her chest, glimpsing the hole Rekk made with his spur.

Struck with a rabid surge of strength, I swing—one, two, three times before I manage to wedge my fingers beneath the strap. Enough grip that I trust myself to let go of the rope, lash my left arm across her chest and—

Snatch the buckle.

I steal a moment to catch my breath, then pour all my strength into my right arm, keeping somewhat poised while I wiggle my left hand farther along . . . finally able to get my fingers on the straps.

To begin unthreading them from the eyelets.

Only once all three are loose—now just tethered by the pins punched through—do I breathe a little easier. Knowing this is right despite the thick ache of sadness in my throat.

Then I wrench the first strap free.

Though Líri continues to spear skyward, I become aware of her neck bending. Of her eyes on me as I jerk the second strap, releasing it. Gripping hold of the third and final one, I look into her gloomy, glitter-kissed eyes—her face much closer than I’d anticipated. Close enough for me to peer into the fathomless depth of her stare. Something that feels as though I’m already falling . . .

Just not in the way I’d expected.

We break through the clouds, into the weak rays of golden light, a smile spreading across my face. Because I promised Líri I’d look after her. That nobody would ever hurt her again. And Creators hear me, I meant it.

Even if it means saving her from myself.

“Be free, Líri.”

I yank out the final pin and release the strap, feeling the girth belt slither free, Rekk’s saddle coming loose. The final remnants of him falling away.

Taking me with it.

Líri opens her maw as though she’s about to blow a flame. Instead, she releases a pitched lament . . .

As the cloud swallows me whole.
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Chapter 34 Raeve

Gravity rips me down.

Time stretches as a deep familiarity washes over me. Sinking realization that I’ve done this before.

Fallen.

With it comes a choking surge of emotion that turns my tongue thick and heavy. Makes it hard to breathe or even consider shaping Clode’s language when I finally slap to my senses, open my internal sound snare, snatch a lungful of air, and gasp a blustery appeal for her to buffer my fall.

“Lui te—nalí vei—shuil, Clode. Lui te—nalí!”

The words whip from my lips so fast I barely hear them, though I gather Clode comprehends my broken, breathless request by her immediate squeal of protest. Like she’s about done with my shit. Justified, given this is the second time in two daes I’ve put her between my life and death. That’s a lot of responsibility for someone who prefers to flit around, occasionally slapping folk or mulching lungs. Murdering the odd fuckwit.

I’d be pissed, too.

I plunge free of the clouds as a barricade of wind smacks me from beneath. Like Clode just perched below, tipped her head, and blew her most violent breath.

My body flails, tossed skyward for a few gut-churning beats before I drop again, gathering speed. Flipping around, I see Líri carried us far from the village; the mountain range pried wide, the river an azure strike through a broad gully of fluffy-looking snow that would be perfect for catching my fall . . .

Except I’m plummeting toward a cluster of jagged peaks, destined to be skewered.

“Eil ahn—lamathinta! Ahna! Learue—Clode. Learue!”

This time when she blows, the blast punches my gut with such force I gag, buckling like a folded piece of parchment. Again, I plunge—even farther east. Even farther from the inviting stretch of fluffy-looking snow.

Fuck me, this was ill planned. Guess I’ll have to ask Clode to slap me west and hope for the best.

“Lui te—nahh vei—aishah lu!”

My body wobbles as a boisterous blow strikes me from the side, clipping me in the chest so hard my lungs seize. I flip diagonally downward, catching glimpses of snow, sky, deathly mountain peaks . . . snow, sky, deathly mountain peaks . . . all while choking on my inability to draw breath.

Clode shrieks in frustration, like she’s waiting for me to tell her how to fix this. Something I’d love to do if my lungs weren’t slapped flat.

I feel the pressurized squeeze of her trying to grab me, only to fall straight through her intangible hands.

This is not going to end well.

Another shrill scream of wind warns me I’m about to slam into the mountainside, probably skewer onto a shard of stone. Morbidly poetic, given the number of folk I’ve stuck with a blade over the phases.

Karma, it seems, has a real twisted sense of humor.

Not wanting to witness the moment I split against the rocks or feed the flare of panic writhing beneath my ribs, I squeeze my eyes shut—

I’m snatched, breath punched from my lungs as I’m crushed against an icy chest for a few hurried beats, then tossed. I have a split moment to register the ferocious pound of Líri’s wings before I collide with the snow, tumbling over and over.

I finally come to a halt—face down, arms and legs splayed. My body one giant ache, head spinning like the world just got rolled through the sky. Something that would feel less shocking than this strange reality where Líri just saved my life. Or maybe she just likes playing with her food?

Seems more likely.

I groan and push to my knees, clamber to my feet, batting the snow from my face when a throaty rumble rattles me to the core. Too deep and graveled to be Líri.

More like—

I glance left, seeing Líri perched in the snow, knee-deep, hackles up. Her wings are poised to clap the air, teeth bared, tail arched as if about to whip around and snap a spine. Mine, I’d assume . . . except she’s not looking at me.

Slowly, I turn my head toward the origin of the rumbly sound.

My heart stills as I take in the largest Moltenmaw I’ve ever seen—deep blue and shimmering in a spear of golden sunlight. Male, based on his sheer size and broad, stubby beak.

He’s hunched over something fluffy and dead, a large gash in its thick neck that’s gushing blood into the snow. But the Moltenmaw’s not looking at his fresh meal. He’s looking at me like I’ve just rolled in here with the intention to steal it.

“Give me a Creators-damn break,” I mutter, dropping to my knees. Adopting a submissive stance to show I have zero interest in claiming his kill.

Zero.

A deeper rumble boils in the beast’s throat as he puffs his crest feathers, wings high. His beady eyes bounce between myself and Líri at my back before he prowls forward. Two thunderous steps that rattle the ground.

Sensing movement behind me, I turn my head the slightest amount, seeing Líri burst into action. Galloping toward me, snow exploding with each elegant pounce. She’s probably about to snatch me up before the Moltenmaw has a chance to add me to his own banquet, but something . . . within plies me with the urge to stay still and silent.

To trust.

In one smooth motion, Líri curls around me and sweeps her tail across my chest like a protective shield, releasing a low growl that vibrates through my bones.

The Moltenmaw continues to prowl forward—almost half the size of Rygun and absolutely big enough to overpower Líri. He opens his maw, sabers gleaming, red eyes narrowed.

Líri coils tighter, drops her left shoulder, and pushes against me. Like she’s got an itch.

Terrible timing.

My suspicions are somewhat confirmed when she does it again, and again. I’m about to reach up and scratch her hide when the Moltenmaw growls—thick and robust.

A shiver scuttles through him, feathers lifting down his spine, tail, all the way to the poisonous prong now poking free of the tuft.

My breath stills.

A mature Moonplume might survive being stabbed by . . . that. Their hides are thicker. Bodies larger. Líri wouldn’t. She’d be his main food source for the next few daes, and I’d be a crunchy garnish.

I don’t like hurting creatures, but desperate times and all that.

I open my mouth to call on Clode to pull the air from his lungs—just enough to scare him away—when the Moltenmaw punches his head forward and snaps at us.

Too close.

Líri snarls, then whips her head around and growls at me, blasting my face with her icy breath.

I realize I’m missing something. Regard her posture, her left wing pushed back to make way for me to—

Understanding hits like a smack to the heart.

She wants me to mount her back.

No time to hesitate, I turn to grasp a handful of the tendrils dangling from her neck, place my foot on her folded leg, and lunge up, perching between her shoulder blades, my pulse pounding hard and fast.

Líri straightens. Her wings slash forward like luminous fans, as though she’s trying to appear bigger, stronger, posturing into a more dominant stance.

The Moltenmaw stretches toward us, drawing a deep scenting breath that drones through the twin holes crowning his beak. Another.

Another.

He tosses his head and snuffs, retreats a few steps, halts, releasing a low rumble that morphs into an open-mawed screech to the sky. The sound tapers into severed blasts of sound, and the distant whomp-whomp-whomp of beating wings draws my attention up.

Two Moltenmaws cut through the clouds—one, a hundred pastel hues of pink; the other, less than half the size of Líri. Perhaps not long fledged, bearing shades of pink and blue.

The buck’s family . . .

I’d believe it a call to arms, except Líri doesn’t balk. Not as they land in a blast of snow beside the fluffy kill. Not as they, too, sniff the air, red eyes pinned on us as the buck releases another deep warning rumble.

The dam tucks her head and tears a hole in the animal’s bulging belly, exposing the fleshy insides. She rocks back and drops to her haunches, blood dripping from her beak, tail flicking side to side.

Tucked low, the fledgling prowls forward, trills at the dam, then gnashes at the open wound and begins ripping out the soft entrails, eagerly feasting. All while the buck watches Líri, his plumage fluffed, posturing before his family in such a protective stance that my chest aches.

Líri backsteps.

She makes a soft keening sound that resonates through me; a pained lament as she edges farther and farther away. Like she’s more rattled now—in the face of this beautiful family—than she was when the buck was threatening to charge us both and stab her with his prong.

Like she’s hurting.

She whips around with such force my breath catches, beats her wings, and lurches from the snow . . . charging from the scene with such violent gusto I can only assume she’s forgotten one important, rather problematic thing:

I’m still here, perched between her shoulder blades.

Being carried into the sky.
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Chapter 35 Raeve

The ground falls away so fast my stomach drops.

Snow-covered trees and jagged mountain peaks grow smaller with each frantic beat of Líri’s wings, my grip on her tendrils the only thing keeping me from another plummet of doom.

I groan, coming to the stark realization that I should’ve let go the moment she started lifting off the ground. Risked my chances with the Moltenmaws. Now I’m dangling from a saddleless dragon while she powers toward the clouds.

My hands begin to cramp, the pain traveling up my forearms, into my elbows. Surging with such intensity I know it’s only a matter of time before I lose grip.

“Shit . . .”

Teeth gritted, I focus on trying to find a reliable place to settle my feet, glancing beneath my armpit. See the buds of Líri’s wings are close enough to press my toes against.

Hoping she doesn’t swing around and rip off my head, I settle one foot in place . . . the other . . .

Not a flinch.

The footholds allow me to find my center of gravity. To adjust my stance every time Líri thrashes her wings, charging through the clouds in surging blasts.

We punch free, into the powdery rays shafting off the distant sun. A soft moment before Líri tosses her head and blows a blast of blue flame coupled with a mighty roar. The busty sound tapers into an adolescent honk the moment her flame snips, and she tilts, cutting parallel with the burnished cloud cover—wing motions smooth and swift. Flying south with the speed and poise of a tossed blade. Like she’s bolting from the scene . . . or darting straight for Netheryn.

Creators, I hope not.

Wind snags my braid as I lift my head the slightest amount and squint forward, seeing the sharp peak of a mountain directly ahead. Certainly a lesser evil, however hitting it at this speed might just fling me all the way to the wall if I don’t play this right.

I duck, tighten my grip, and clamp my teeth together moments before Líri lashes against the peak. Snow explodes from the force of our violent landing as my heart finds a new home wedged between my ribs.

Líri’s body tightens, her talons gouging into stone, steadying us. She flings her head forward and screeches to the sky—a keening wail that echoes on and on, finally whittling down into something sharp enough to bleed my fucking soul.

Her neck folds, head sinks.

Wings fall limp at her sides.

She heaves blasted breaths as gilded clouds churn beneath us, lapping at the mountain’s peak. Such gentle quiet in the wake of her sorrow that something twists in my chest.

I loosen my hand, reaching up with the intention to stroke her neck when she whips around, spinning so fast I’m forced to grab hold of her tendrils again just to avoid being flung loose.

Líri clambers along the ridge poking above the storm like a crooked spine, stone and snow crunching beneath her with each perilous step. She comes to a flat plateau barely peeking above the haze, and her entire body tilts as she curls up, swoops her tail around herself, and tucks her head beneath her claw. She pulls a deep breath and releases it with a low whine that tapers into a silence too heavy to breathe beneath.

She’s not okay . . .

With slow, cautious motions, I slide off her back and begin edging toward her head—

She shoves up and curls in the other direction, snapping her wing back, then forward again, almost knocking me off the plateau. The clearest nonverbal fuck off I’ve ever received.

Right.

I look around, hunting for somewhere sturdy to settle until I can work out my next move, when Kaan’s words echo in my mind . . .

Though some dragons lust for vengeance in the same way as a bloodlusting fae, others simply yearn to be loved.

Glancing over my shoulder, I see Líri still bound in a luminous knot, like she’s hiding from the world. Reminded of the way Essi curled on the seater with her back to me while she bled to death, trying to hide her pain. The way she faded in my arms while I wished with every bit of my being that I’d done more. Been more.

While I told her I loved her as a means of saying goodbye rather than—

Screw this.

I move closer, realizing I can’t get around Líri without potentially stepping off the plateau’s sharp, crumbly edge and into the clouds, risking another deathly plummet. Something I have no intention of repeating anytime soon, or at least until Clode and I work through the kinks in our companionship.

My only option is to clamber over Líri—quietly begging her not to buck me into oblivion—just about to slide down into the crook of her coil when she groans, shifting again.

Holding position, I cling to her tendrils while staring out across the cloudy expanse, waiting for her to settle facing the other way. Wondering if this is how Kaan feels when I block him out.

Creators-bless that male for his unworldly amount of patience.

Feeling Líri’s breaths move through her body, I study the way her claw is curled over her face like a mask.

Like a shield.

Frowning, I recall the moment I broke down beneath the rainstorm in Dhomm, thinking of Kaan’s sturdy presence at my back. Of the way he wrapped around me while humming a song that pulled me back from the brink. That’s always helped me . . . no matter the circumstances.

No matter how cold and alone I’ve felt.

I stroke Líri’s hide as my calming song rises from the pit of my soul, up my throat, breezing past semi-smiling lips:

Liu ath na, juu ta ne guile no.

Too la too. Too la too . . .

Líri stiffens beneath me, then softens, like each slow word is kneading the knots from her muscles.

Quietly hopeful, I lift one leg and slide down her other side while moving into the next verse.

Liu ath na, juu ta ne guile no—

My boots hit the snow, relief coursing through me when she doesn’t move. Doesn’t roll or flick me through the sky.

Progress.

Eeah to ail. Eeah to ail.

Han dui garl, igath da se se marth . . .

I edge forward until I’m right beside her head. Perfectly placed to get blasted with flame if she suddenly decides she’s done with my presence. Without a doubt the second stupidest thing I’ve done this dae.

Eeah to ail. Eeah to ail.

Han dui garl, igath dain to ne . . .

Líri’s cold breaths huff against my knees as I plant them in the snow, my heart thrashing for release.

I’m good.

We’re good.

Tentatively, I raise both hands, exposing my palms to the frosty air emitting from her hide. Despite the low rumble brewing in the back of her throat, I wrap both hands around the large claw struck across her eyes and pull—hoping to shift it.

Urge her to look at me.

Growling like she’s contemplating the benefits of swatting me from her sight, she abides, but scrunches up her face, eyes so squeezed shut there’s only one message I can possibly derive:

She doesn’t trust me.

Justified. But I don’t need her trust, nor do I need her respect to sympathize with her pain.

I brush my thumbs along her pale lashes—slow. Gentle. “You miss your family, don’t you?”

It’s a quiet certainty that thrums between us. Familiar; like my soul recognizes the ache. Something that feels too heavy to inspect right now.

Líri stops rumbling.

Again, she lifts her claw. Again, I urge it down.

I drag my hand between her eyes, then rub slow circles over her snout. “I know I’ve let you down, and for that there’s no excuse,” I whisper, unsure if she comprehends my words. To counter it, I pour intention into every one, like I’m etching them into stone. “But you’re not alone, Líri . . .”

Her lids lift, just enough that I’m able to see dark scores beneath them. Like cracking open a door.

A thickness forms in my throat that’s hard to swallow past.

I splay my hands across her cheeks, her gaze seeming to trace the strange thread of silver light tangled around my wrist. “And you are so loved.”

Even Clode stills, like she’s arched close and listening, breath held, waiting for some sort of response.

Quiet prevails, buffered only by Líri’s huffed breaths and the distant rumble of a brewing storm.

Best not to push it.

Leaning forward, I press a kiss against the span between her slit nostrils, feeling her energy stiffen.

I clear my throat and push up, slide on my ring as I edge around Líri and move toward a small ledge of stone. Something for me to settle under and give Líri the peace she probably needs, given she seemed to take flight without realizing I was still atop her. Like a tick.

Poor thing just wanted some alone time in the snow, resting beneath the moons. Above everything, that is something I understand.

I’m two steps forward when Líri’s tail coils around me. A tender embrace that’s firm and strong enough to take my weight.

To pull me back.

Tugging me close to her body, she begins to shift around me, forming the shape of a frosty nest. Still swaddled by the soft length of her tail tendrils, I watch her churn, stiff as a board as she fusses, getting comfortable in the space surrounding me. Like I’m some precious egg.

She settles, releasing a deep, contended exhale . . .

I don’t breathe. Can hardly think, looking up at the silver aurora tangling with the moons like the silken strands of a different tail.

Something jostles . . . internally. Loosens the sense that I’ve shared moments like this before.

With another.

There’s a shifting sensation within me, like an organ lurched sideways. My body temperature drops, ice sludging through my veins as my Other rises. As though she’s about to rip me back and take control.

She doesn’t.

Instead, she settles just beneath my surface, still and silent. A quiet presence that feels so much more monumental than I allow myself to understand.

Líri coils tighter. The sort of hug you can’t wrestle from, even when you’re desperate to slash the world apart so you can break down in peace. Leaving me with the only option of softening into her hold, blinking away pesky tears she dabs with a gentle press of her snout. Cold kisses that linger as I sing—deciding we both need my calming song, dammit.

Time becomes unfathomable while we lay together, watching the aurora dance to a silent beat, kissing every moon on its journey across the sky. And I become quietly aware of Líri’s heart thumping like a drum. A sound that calls to me, louder with each passing thud. With each tear that slips down my cheek, kissed by a Moonplume who seems just as lost and lonely as I’ve been for the past twenty-three phases.

It’s not until the aurora’s directly overhead that I realize her heartbeat’s chasing mine. A near-instant echo.

I stop singing, tip my head to the side. Líri lowers hers, allowing me a perfect view of her big, gloomy eyes.

A quiet understanding passes between us as her cold embrace seeps through my skin, past my ribs, and binds my heart. A gentle pressure that crumbles my face. Because deep down, I know . . .

I’ve felt this before.

My Other recedes, nuzzling so far within me I lose all sense of her presence. Something that feels too much like a silent blessing.

A buried part of me wants to scream. Thrash. Break. But I drown those feelings and hold Líri’s speckled stare, falling into those bottomless orbs like a star tossed across the sky. A cold plunge that’s achingly familiar.

Sensing the watchful presence of every prick of light sprinkled around me, one lures me forward. A distant silver speck that stands out from all the rest.

I find myself reaching for it. Like standing atop a mountain, stretching my hand toward the sky. Pretending I can pluck that silver speck loose and cradle it close to my chest, even though it’s far beyond my reach.

Something sharp lodges between my ribs, rendering me breathless.

Voiceless.

In more agony than I’ve ever felt.

Pearly wings sweep around me from behind and bandage me in a tight embrace. Quiet acknowledgment of the hurt threatening to bleed me from within. But it doesn’t fix me.

It simply notices.

Again, that pressure comes. A frosty claw holding my heart, gently squeezing.

This time, there is no resistance.

The organ softens, then splits like the shell of a serpent egg. A cool ache seeps through as my heart skips a beat, then pumps in unison with Líri’s sturdy pulse.

She nuzzles into my soul, climbing amongst the shattered remnants of that hollow egg wedged beneath my ribs, pulling shards upon herself, seeking quiet comfort beside a melancholy stone. Because although this feels like the start of something too beautiful to comprehend, accepting this bond is silent confirmation that another first came to pass. That something emptied from me to make the space for Líri to fill.

And that—

I don’t want to think about that. Nor do I want to feel this piercing pain in my chest that just

won’t

abate.

I sink within myself faster than I ever have. Pause when I notice the silver thread of hair snarled around my hand and wrist.

Is this the problem? This damn hair-thing I’ve been tangled with since Bothaim?

Ripping it free with savage gusto, I charge toward the lake, where I crack a hole with my fist and stuff the tendril down. Heaving breath, I wait to feel . . . better.

The feeling doesn’t ease. Not even a little.

I look over my shoulder—

There’s something else here.

Snarling, I root through the dark rocks scattered across my shore, tossing them about, slicing my hands on all the sharp edges.

Determined to hunt the culprit down.

I roll a hefty stone, whipping my hand up against a flood of light that threatens to blind me. Slowly, I lower it, eyes popping wide when I see a luminous silver splinter wedged in the shore—No.

In me.

How did I not notice this before?

I grip it, heart hitching at how cold it is. Cold like—

NO.

I push that thought away and tug. But no matter how hard I yank, the splinter doesn’t budge.

“Fuck!”

Guess I can either leave it here, slowly grow around it until the pain eases . . . or slice it out. Discard it.

Easy answer.

I snatch a stone shard and begin hacking the surrounding matter, which is softer than I’d anticipated. Conveniently so. I slice . . . slice . . . slice, aware of myself whittling down, becoming harder.

Sharper.

My lips pull back, teeth bared, feeling each cut like a slice to my soul. But rather than mourn the loss of the tender stuff I’m slitting free, I relish it.

Who needs that shit anyway?

The lump comes loose.

Though that ache is still there, it’s more an open wound. Less like a weight pinning me down.

Wounds I can weather. After all, wounds are the hands that shaped me.

A savage smile peels across my face as I lift the lump—surprisingly heavy for its size—and charge toward my lake.

Refusing to look in the direction of the swishing silver light now shafting up from beneath the ice, I drop the lump in my pre-punched hole.

Plop.

It plummets into the darkness, shrinking until it’s as small as the argent speckle in Líri’s eyes.

For a moment, my Other doesn’t move. Stays just beneath the surface, as though she’s watching me through the murk. Probably waiting for something.

No idea what. Don’t particularly care.

She dives, dashing after the silver speck with a rhythmic thump like beating wings. Something that might’ve affected me before I sliced at myself, but nothing soft is left. Only feral determination to protect the dragon tucked beneath my ribs. To keep her safe so she never becomes an empty ache in my chest.

I turn and climb within myself, ripe with a predatory strength I use to coil around Líri’s pulsing presence in the same way she’s bound around my body.

Tightly.
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Chapter 36 Kyzari

Grind.
 
Grind.

Grind.

“You know what?” I lift the tapered bit of bone, examining it. “We’re almost there with this one, too.”

Nee dances close, brushes against the bone, then shoots back to the ceiling and bustles about the sooty moons. One in particular, with its elegant angles, smooth slopes, and the smudge of gray ash to color it.

Her favorite.

Also mine.

A soft smile pulls at my lips as I watch her. The fact that she’s so lured to that drawing brings me a warm sense of peace, like maybe she understands the connection between myself and the big silver Moonplume moon that fell twenty-three phases ago.

With my whole heart, I’ve chosen to believe it. Just as I believe Caelis will never be whole again until I get free of this cell, find Slátra’s remaining shards, and—

Do what needs to be done.

I home my attention back on my task, angling the shard against a smooth-ish part of the ground, removing only the finest layer of bone with each long motion.

Grind.

Grind—

The squeal of rolling cart wheels pitches down the hall.

Nee nose-dives—almost too fast for me to sweep her into my cupped palm and bundle her against me. “You’re getting better at that,” I whisper, nudging the bone beneath my pallet before tossing the blanket over us both. I close my eyes, taming my breaths until they’re slow and long, Nee so still against my chest it’s as if her soul just slipped free.

Hard to imagine the sound of those squealing wheels once spurred me with hope. Now, it spurs me with dread. I’m so damn close to getting free without this stoic asshole’s help.

So.

Damn.

Close.

My heart pounds, the wheels rolling nearer.

Nearer.

There’s the clattering sound of my meal being tossed between the bars, and something cold and wet splashes against my bare foot.

“Thank you!” I yell with a little extra oomph, figuring if I don’t continue to boast my gratitude for the moldy slop, he might work out that I’m up to something.

No response.

He pushes the cart from view, and I wait, counting every moon on the ceiling three times before dashing off the blanket. “Ready?” I ask, lifting Nee.

She jiggles her wings.

I flatten my palm and blow.

Nee tumbles through the air, fluttering back toward the moons as I retrieve my bits of bone, inspecting both. Almost identical.

Creators, I’m good.

With a steadying breath, I bring my ankle forward and wedge both picks into the lock, close my eyes, and use the honed tips to feel around the mechanism’s insides. Like mapping the lay of the land while soaring between Surí’s heaving wings. Hard to picture without the vision of Pah’s escorts flying either side, boxing us in.

It’s for your own safety, Pah would say every time he caught us trying to leave without them. Are you a princess or a fool?

My upper lip trembles to pull back from my teeth.

I hate that by being here I’m proving him right. A spark of rage I exploit, using it to double my efforts.

Brow bunched, I twist the pin, nudging a metal tab aside—

Nee stops fluttering.

My eyes pop open.

I hide the pins, scoop Nee into my palm, and pull her against my thumping chest, tucking the bits of bone beneath my pallet before I curl into a ball and dash the blanket over us both. Waiting.

I count to one hundred, back to one. Repeat.

Nothing.

Pulling a deep breath, I shove the blanket down and rock onto my knees. “False alarm,” I whisper, then lift my hand and blow on Nee’s wings.

She tumbles off my palm and immediately flutters back to my neck, where she nuzzles amongst my hair.

Weird . . .

“You’re okay,” I whisper, cupping her with my hand. I place her upside down in my lap and rub my thumb across her name, smiling. “I know change is scary, but it’s going to be okay. I promise. I’m going to look after you, remember?”

I lift the corner of my pallet and retrieve both picks, checking them for damage, when a deep liquid voice boots me in the chest.

“Who are you talking to, Princess?”

My body jolts with such violence that when my limbs recoil around myself—protecting my precious Nee—it likely presents as self-defense.

Hopefully.

“The wall,” I rasp.

My captor emerges from a slab of shadow, stepping close to the bars, his face cast in the darkness of his floppy hood.

The Scavenger King.

“The wall, you say?”

The question is a torrent of magma splashing against me.

Burning me.

“Yes.” Working to steady my voice, I say, “I guess the loneliness has taken a toll.”

“Ah.” He reaches into the pocket of his frayed cloak, pulls out a chunky key, and clunks it into the lock.

Shit.

I nudge the picks beneath my bum, watching every slow movement of his lithe body.

He opens the door to the squealing protest of rusty hinges, packing the space with the smell of dust and ash as he moves forward like a spill of ink, making me feel too small and shackled.

Too fucking helpless.

He drops to a crouch before me, his hot, fetid breath souring the air. Turning my stomach.

Though his face is still caught in shadow, the flame of my lantern glints off his eyes, making them look like bloodstone.

“For you,” he murmurs.

I look past the crisp white parchment lark dangling from between his pinched fingers, breath catching at the sight of the ravaged skin down the sides of his nails. Like he’s taken to it with his teeth over and over again, leaving them bloody and raw.

He’s bloodlusting . . .

My gaze drops to the lark, beating its little wings with frantic might. Like it’s trying to reach me. Noticing the fine black flecks of dried maalí bloom dappled through the parchment, my heart stills.

Pah . . .

“It somehow made it through the Moving Mists and was intercepted by one of my guards.”

“I’m guessing you read it?” I ask past the swelling lump in my throat. Such a weak surge of desperate emotions. Wasted, when I’m ninety percent certain that lark contains nothing that will bring me any sense of peace.

Any hope.

Any love.

The Scavenger King offers a single slow nod.

Right.

I clear my throat and take the lark. Unfold it.

Kyzari.

I had a Bloodlace tether the well-being of my last lark to one of your maids. Something you would’ve realized had you read the message. Since Marci went up in flames, I can only guess you’re angry with me and that you’re intent on drawing this out. I suggest you stop this charade and return to me immediately, or Surí will begin to feel the pain of each passing cycle that you’re not here where you belong.

Pah.

A sound moves up my throat unchecked—raw and aching.

I sink my teeth deep into my lower lip to stop them from chattering as I reread that fateful line:

Since Marci went up in flames—

My breath shudders free.

I should’ve known he’d do something so conniving and cruel. Should’ve been more careful. I wasn’t, and now Marci’s dead.

I swallow the pool of saliva that’s gathered beneath my tingling tongue.

She was so young and sweet and innocent. Her mah and pah will be broken. The daughter they tried so hard for . . . gone.

Because of me.

“Tough love, Princess?”

I ignore his question, working hard to void my emotions—stuffing them away like pushing junk beneath my pallet. But it doesn’t stop my hands from trembling as I refold the lark precisely down the lines already pressed into it. Taking care to move slow enough that my shakes don’t rip the parchment or bend it in any unnatural places.

Coming to the stage where the lark is flat—only a few folds away from the opening stage that gives it life—I hold it out. “Can you be gentle with this, please?”

Silence endures for a long while before the Scavenger King takes it and tucks it into his pocket.

He doesn’t move or show any signs of leaving until, slowly, he extends his hand toward me.

My heart plummets, gaze dropping to his open palm, all the blood leaving my head so fast I’m struck with a dizziness that threatens to plunge me into oblivion.

Assume he doesn’t know!

I place my hand in his.

He drops it. Flicks his palm up again. Open.

Waiting.

My soul droops in unison with my shoulders.

Sighing, I reach beneath my bum, grab the picks, and hand them over.

He inspects them long and hard, then tucks them away. “You have more fight than I believed possible,” he murmurs, his words slow-flowing. His head tilts to the side. “Seems we’re more similar than I thought.”

I don’t fucking think so.

“Though I respect that,” he continues, “my miskunn has foreseen your escape even without the picks. Forgive me, Princess, but hope is a powerful weapon in the wrong hands. And I can’t afford mistakes.”

I frown, wondering what he’s talking about.

Again, he reaches out a hand.

Every cell in my body stills, then begins to shudder so violently I’m surprised I can’t hear my bones rattling against each other.

“No—” I tighten. Curl instinctively around Nee wriggling against me, like she senses my welling distress. “Please don’t take her. Please. She’s not hurting anyone. Her return fold is already spent. I beg you—”

“Or I’ll destroy the one in my pocket.”

Shards of ice spear through my veins, my breaths coming hard and fast despite the sense that a hand is wrapped around my throat—squeezing.

Choking me.

I almost shove Nee through the bars and scream for her to go. To fly. To forget about me and flutter free of this fucking place. But there’s a very high chance that the life of another one of my maids, or the well-being of my beautiful Surí, is tied to that lark in the Scavenger King’s pocket.

I drop my gaze to his hand, up again. Stare at those bloodstone eyes. “What if I—”

“The answer is no.”

I whimper, tightening.

Nee somehow flutters free, darts straight for my neck, and nuzzles in.

Sucking a choked breath, I bring my hands up and scoop her into my grasp. Her wings thrash against my palms like a captured sowmoth.

My face crumbles, eyes burning with tears I can’t plug. “You won’t hurt her, will you? Please. She’s all I have of my mah—”

“Now, Kyzari.”

His voice is brutally cold. Unwavering. The voice of someone who seems more dead than alive.

I realize, with chest-crushing finality, that nothing I say is going to change his mind.

That I have to let her go.

“Before I order the lantern flame to burn her in your hands.”

A small sob before I force my face smooth, my next words wobbly. “Can I—Can I say a quick goodbye? Please?”

For a moment, he just stares at me, then offers a single dip of his head.

Doing everything in my power to stop my chin from trembling, I murmur a quiet “thank you,” then rest my lips against my curled fingers caging my little Nee. Something I’ll never forgive myself for.

But I don’t think about that right now as she bats against her confines—likely confused. Trying to nuzzle between my fingers so she can dart back to the safety of my neck.

Her favorite place.

Instead, I soften my swollen throat and sing to her, my words slow and gentle. A song that’s been with me for so long I don’t remember where I heard it first. All I know is, for some unknown reason, it means more to me than almost anything else. A lullaby I’ve only ever uttered to myself and with no risk of others listening.

Singing it before this monster breaks my heart, but it’s not for him.

It’s for my little Nee. A lilting goodbye so she isn’t taken away without knowing how much she’s loved.

Liu ath na, juu ta ne guile no . . .

Too la too. Too la too.

Liu ath na, juu ta ne guile no.

Eeah to ail. Eeah to ail . . .

Nee quells her fluttering and relaxes into my grip. Trusting me.

My next breath burns.

Slowly, I move my hands forward, then lower them to rest against his . . . trying to force myself to loosen my hold.

To let her go.

But all I can see are those three little letters. The blood splotch. Her crimped beak I desperately want to smooth.

All I can feel is the physical and mental fissures prying me open, shattering me in slow motion.

Han dui garl, igath da se se marth.

Eeah to ail. Eeah to ail—

The Scavenger King sighs, then dashes my hands apart.

He shoves to a stand with Nee caught between his ravaged fingers, wiggling more than she ever has, wings batting to the same tempo as my smashing heart. Slitting her captor’s palm with a papercut that drips blood on the ground.

“Please, be gentler with her. She doesn’t like being held that wa—”

The sound of ripping parchment severs me as he tears her down the middle, stilling her in one smooth, apathetic motion. I feel that same rip tear through the fibers of my heart, cleaving both chunks apart.

A guttural groan dredges up my throat, contorting my face on its rush to freedom.

He drops her lifeless halves and spins, storming from the cell before she even hits the ground.

I fall upon what’s left of my beautiful little Nee, touching her torn edges, her blood splotch, the crimp in her beak. I pull her against my chest, press her close to my heart—rocking.

Screaming.

I don’t hear the cell door close.

Don’t hear him leave.

Don’t hear any other sound save the unending howls that shred my throat and make my ribs feel bruised.

Until there’s nothing left.
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Chapter 37 Kaan

I press my hand against the wall, letting it absorb my weight as I pull my lungs full of breath—so cold and crisp this far below ground, like gulping air from an ancient well. “Hugth att, aht mahn uhn-ah.”

The words are gravel coming out, spoken past a threadbare throat as the wall dimples to the tune of Bulder’s smooth response. A hole just the right size for me to stab a torch into, the wooden stave etched in silver runes that make it stand out in the dull, powdery light. Runes that immortalize its flammability.

I flick the lid of my weald and tilt the flame until it’s clawing at the rope coiled around the torch. Ignos registers the offering, seethes in ravenous glee, and wraps his maw around it.

A warm glow ignites the small slumbersuite. Bare of sunlight, yes, but so far beneath the surface that it’ll be one of the only safe spots to slumber once the moonfalls come to pass.

I push off, wobbling. Don’t dare step away from the wall until my head stops spinning.

Slowly, I move through a small common area—freshly forged and in desperate need of a sweep. Simple but practical, complete with a fire pit hollowed in the ground and a rim of tiered seating.

A few cushions will make all the difference. That’s what Mah used to say.

I brush some of the stone dust from my hair and beard, moving down the stubby entrance tunnel toward the sound of flowing water. As I emerge onto the gloomy underground riverbank, another bout of dizziness knocks me to a crouch. “Dammit,” I mutter, eyes on the ground.

I focus on filling my lungs in steady draws, distantly aware of village folk moving along the riverside path to my left, hauling soft furnishings, personal belongings, and urns of preserves into the dwellings I’ve spent the past few daes shaping. Near to a hundred of them along the banks of this deep underground river, arched bridges connecting either side that’ll hopefully invoke a sense of community and keep folk anchored to their sanity.

Despite the preparation, I’m somberly aware that many won’t emerge from the bunkers in the same manner as they enter. Especially those from my kingdom, who thrive in the sun.

I roll my head, splay my hands behind my neck, and close my aching eyes. Immediately see Raeve as she looked at me in the mirror’s reflection. As she told me Elluin still loved me—

My eyes snap open.

Growling, I shove up, brimming with fresh determination to keep going.

Keep moving.

Keep fucking busy.

The squeal of rolling wheels pulls my focus left to where a broad fae is pushing a cart of torches toward me. He dips his head and tips the load on the path, making a clattering ruckus that bounces off the tunnel’s lofty walls. A pile large enough for me to illuminate the next few dwellings.

“Thank you,” I say, and he raises his fist to his chest.

I’m just about to bend down and pick two up when he clears his throat, steps to the side, revealing—

“Shit,” I mutter, shaking my head as I look at Siharna—belly bulging beneath a loose twill tunic, a laden basket hanging from her arm. Siharna, over a thousand steps underground in the bunker she’s not supposed to set foot in until she gives birth, for Creators’ sake.

I open my mouth to speak—

“Don’t start with me,” she snips, eyes like hard, mossy stones. Despite the color difference, they remind me too much of Veya when she’s busting my balls in her opinionated vice. “You try having a youngling’s skull wedged so far down your pelvis you can barely huff a laugh without pissing yourself.”

Creators.

“The sooner I convince him to enter the world, the better.” She hobbles forward, tossing her feather-tipped braid over her shoulder while passing the male now backtracking with his empty barrow. “Walking helps.”

Though I want to argue, I rather value my life.

She thrusts the basket at my chest.

I look down, seeing a few small loaves of seeded bread and what appears to be produce wrapped in waxed cloth. Probably meats and cheeses, based on the hearty aroma that flips my gut, the mere thought of food making me fight back the urge to vomit.

“Though I appreciate the gesture—”

“Kaan Vaegor, don’t you dare refuse me in my current state,” she growls—the sort of chastisement I haven’t had since before we lost Mah. “I’ve walked down a thousand steps to feed your sorry arse. Wrapped the meat and cheese with my own two hands. It’s the closest thing to a home-cooked meal I’m capable of. The least you can do is share a damn bun with me.”

“Creators, Siharna. You win.” I set the basket on the path, glancing at my stone-dusted tunic and pants. Not that my hands and arms are much better, so covered in sweat and grime I can barely see my scars. “Just . . . let me get cleaned up a bit.”

I ask Bulder to shape a riverside bench with a supportive backrest, my voice a ravaged croak that has Siharna crossing her arms, looking at me like she’s about to drag me to the surface by my ear.

“Have a seat before you send me to an early grave,” I rumble, receiving a muttered response I can’t make out—moving down the stairs I spoke into the riverbank when I needed a drink earlier.

Away from the warm light spilling off the pathway torches, the atmosphere is cold and eerie enough to send a shiver up my spine. Water rushes past like sloshing ink as I crouch to rinse my hands in the brisk flow, watching folk move back and forth over a nearby bridge. I splash my face, plagued by the distant grind and groan of Bulder shifting around us, coaxed by other brown beads working other parts of the bunker, though voicing his frustrations at their sloppy dialect.

I drink from my scooped hands, the cold water soothing my throat as I stifle his song—his tone reminding me too much of times when I was small and scared, buried in a dark hole I was expected to bust free of. Or die trying.

At the time, I couldn’t understand why he seemed so aloof. Little did I know, that’s how he is with everyone at first.

Bulder honors dedication. Those who don’t take the time and effort to shape his words correctly receive the same effort in response. Like he’s weighing one’s character with each rough-hewn word.

I splash more water on my face, rubbing away the grime, thinking of the phase when I first visited this village. When I learned the secrets sown through Mah’s bloodline and found the rhythm of Bulder’s heart.

Discovered that shaping is an art form.

That very same phase, I cracked into Bulder’s stony soul and discovered a slew of words too powerful to behold. Like grasping an ancient chest brimming with lyrical treasure that’s weighed me down ever since.

Nobody should have that sort of power.

Shaking out my hands, I clear my throat and move up the stairs to where Siharna’s sitting on the bench. Brows raised, she empties the basket, unwrapping bundles of shaved meat and cheese.

I’m just settling beside the spread when she lifts out a large twill-wrapped parcel and hands it to me.

“What’s this?”

“Whatever you ordered from Luík.” She frowns down at her belly, kneading the underside with the heel of her palm as tension crimps the skin around her eyes. “Korie was looking after it, waiting for your return to the surface so she could give it to you. Figured it was best served as a reminder the surface still exists.”

A shaft of remorse strikes me.

“Apologies.” I set the parcel aside. “Time slips by down here.”

“You’ve been at it for daes, Kaan.” Her stare brands the side of my face. “You need rest. We have many cycles to finish this. An easy task, given we’ve been so graced with your help.”

I don’t tell her I’ve tried to rest. Stolen moments between shaping rooms, tunnels, and infrastructure to lay on the ground and close my eyes. But all I see is Raeve looking at me in that mirror, telling me Elluin still loved me.

Rattling me to the fucking core.

Coupled with the fact that she’s currently taming a Moonplume, there’s no way I can grab more than a few moments’ rest at a time. Certainly not enough to justify climbing all the way to the surface to sleep on a pallet that’ll only make matters worse, given it’s drenched in Raeve’s scent. The very scent that lingered on my pillow well after Elluin dumped my málmr upon it and took off back to Arithia with my bleeding heart clenched in her fist. Only to bind with my brother.

Quicken with life.

Die in childbirth.

All while she

still

loved

me.

Knowing I can’t squeeze answers out of that particular stone without the risk of crumbling it—or perhaps harden it from the pressure—I shove down the thoughts, grab a loaf, and rip it in half. “The bunker will be fully functional in two daes, with everything your folk require until the surface settles again.” I wave a piece of meat at her. “Though you’ll need more of this for those who can’t stomach the rich river fish that get reeled in down here. I know you’ve got hunters out, stocking up on game to salt. Once I’m done with the dwellings, I’ll give them a hand.” I tuck the meat into my small loaf, topping it with a slice of cheese. “Depending on how long everyone’s forced to be below, sun starve will be a big concern for those of northern descent, used to constant rays. I estimate half a phase before any Burn folk experience a rapid decline in health, perhaps double that for folk born of The Fade. I discovered a vein of bloodstone that’ll help stave it off. I’ve pointed it out to Húrild.”

“Thank you, Kaan. Truly. I just wish I—”

Siharna’s sentence cracks off.

I look sidelong at her, at the somber frustration pooling in her eyes as she stares at her belly, rubbing gently.

I don’t feign confusion.

She can’t risk helping in her condition, lest she give too much of herself at such a delicate time in her swelling. But for most in our family, that’s a hard tonic to swallow. Shaping slips through our blood like silt, as does our protective nature that’s said to have been fed down from some ancient, mighty secret.

After losing so much this phase, sitting aside while others do the work required to protect her folk and family will be her own special form of torture.

“Your strength is better spent on your son, Siharna.”

“I know.” She lifts her chin and blasts out a breath. “Now hurry up and eat, or I fear you’ll be forced to deliver said son.”

“Don’t say things like that,” I mutter, and she smiles as I take a deep bite of my stuffed loaf, certain it’s delicious, but struggling to taste a thing with my nerves so frayed.

“What of the rest of your kingdom? Are they preparing?”

I swallow, the satiating weight in my gut making me feel . . . better. “Larks were distributed across The Burn the moment I got notice—to the clans, too—as well as capital representatives and my strongest brown beads.” I stuff my loaf with more meat. “We’re shaping similar bunkers beneath every village or clan settlement that are accepting of the help and don’t already have one, suggesting they be stocked with a phase of rations. Those with low reserves have been instructed to syphon families north. I’ve been compounding nonperishable supplies for phases in preparation for discord, storing them in the bunker I forged beneath Dhomm just after I took the crown.” I peel more bits of cheese from the pile, adding them to my loaf as I think of Slátra’s fall. Of how underground scavengers were the first to brave the thick, choking smog that clouded the sky—those with little to lose.

Everything to gain.

A moonfall brings out the worst in society, turning homes and villages into corpses folk rip into, stripping them bare. And in our known history, we’ve only lost one moon at a time.

Never numerous.

“Our world will be different after the fall.” I take a hearty bite as Siharna nods, tension thickening.

“Our family roots run deep here, Kaan. I’d hoped to pass this village to Korie one dae. For her to shape her own dwelling, perhaps beside your mah’s. Or her grandmah’s.”

I drop my gaze and force myself to swallow.

“The thought of emerging to find it flattened—” She shakes her head. “Creators, it damn near guts me.”

Her words salt wounds I hadn’t yet allowed myself to recognize. Fear of emerging to find Mah’s place crumbled, or the one I built for her. Or perhaps the home I shaped for Elluin and me, an ancient relic of our love.

My thoughts drift to Roan, probably still in the blue wing where I last sighted him, hunched over the Book of Voyd. No doubt growing more gaunt by the dae as he works around the cycle, searching for the runes to protect our most precious infrastructure. Though I don’t tell Siharna. Don’t give her hope that might be for naught. If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that vast expectations often equate to vast disappointment.

Instead, I put my hand on her shoulder and gently squeeze, even though I know she hates being comforted. Or maybe because of it.

She laughs and swats my hand away, looking sidelong at me. “Your mah would be so proud of the king you are . . .” A foreign tenderness softens her features. “I hope you know that.”

I look away. Stuff my mouth with another bite, swallowing before I say, “There are skeletons in my past, Siharna. Many.”

“She would be proud,” she implores, and though I appreciate the sentiment, Siharna wasn’t there the dae I took Pah’s head.

She didn’t see the bloodlusting monster I became. Didn’t hear my thoughts or feel the rabid compulsions thrumming through my blood as I fought back urges to sully our culture. To use Bulder’s language to break . . . everything.

Every bit of the world she loves. The world Mah adored. It almost became dust in the wake of my rage. Would have, had Rygun not anchored me. Brought me back from the edge.

I’m almost finished with the meal when I finally draw the courage to ask the question burning the tip of my tongue.

“Is Raeve—”

“Still close. They seem to be scouting the area, just beyond the perimeter of my sentries. There’s also been sightings of them hunting nearby. Raeve’s riding saddleless.”

“I’d expected as much.”

A tense moment slips by.

“They’ve shown no signs of coming back to the burrows, Kaan. Or communicating with the sentries. If she doesn’t make some form of contact soon . . .” The beat of silence speaks louder than her words. “You know how it is with some.”

They don’t return.

Ever.

“She’ll come back,” I pledge before stuffing my mouth full, chewing as I dust off my hands. But my words echo off the vast tunnel, taunting me with the truth.

That they weren’t as sturdy as I thought they were.

Raeve’s tamed a Moonplume before, yes . . . but she was younger then. A hatchling, in the eyes of a dragon.

Now she’s a grown fae, hiding from a world of pain.

Convincing myself to believe she’ll make it through this without turning wild is perhaps the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.
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Chapter 38 Raeve

We scour the wide gully between two jagged mountains, hunting movement amongst the trees, rocks, and the bright river cutting it all in two.

Tufts of grass and small sunshine-colored blooms have burst past patches of half-melted snow, sweetening the air with the smell of life. Luring fluffy white kitzus that bound across the meadows, pausing to nibble sprigs while their massive ears twitch and swivel.

We pay them no heed as we slice through clotted clouds, Líri’s light dimmed, every whip of her wings angled to cut the currents with smooth, silent precision. But they’re a sure sign we’re in the right spot, the bite-sized creatures the perfect prey for other things.

Bigger things.

Líri’s hunger radiates through our bond, my own empty gut gurgling to be filled. It hones my senses. Makes me keenly aware of the large creature moving amongst the trees even before its dense musk reaches us.

Líri tilts, swooping clear of the clouds. I lean over and peer down her side, stare sharpening on a dark shape prowling through the undergrowth beneath the compact trees—

A bhar. Male. Bigger than most.

Meaty.

Our hearts hitch in unison, the muscles under my tongue tingling in eager anticipation.

Líri twitches, no doubt considering an impatient plummet, followed by a swift dart between the branches. But it risks a painful wing-snag. Not to mention the thorny vines that bind the thick trunks and tangle with their gangly limbs. I’ve pulled enough of the prickly fuckers from the soft pad on the inside of Líri’s claws to be certain I never want to bust through a canopy again.

I grunt my displeasure.

She hesitates. Changes course, finding a strong current to glide upon, allowing us to hover—her eyes so trained on the gaps between the trees it’s as if her head’s caught on a pike, the rest of her body gusting with the wind.

We wait, watching. Catch glimpses of the bhar moving toward the wide-open meadow teeming with the small kitzus they so love to snatch.

A tiny white bird bursts from the canopy near the meadow’s outskirts. Sure sign the beast is getting close. Preparing to charge.

I flatten against Líri’s back, our hearts thumping hard and fast. Filling our muscles with a surge of energy.

Utter stillness, and then—

The bahr explodes free of the trees much faster than its plump, shaggy body suggests it should move, its short limbs powerfully built, exploding with sprinting might. Its paws gouge patches of snow as it launches toward a group of nibbling kitzus that scatter for their lives.

The bhar releases a roar that appears to confuse its prey, making some of them spin and dart in the other direction. The sort of sound that might’ve intimidated me before things became so clear.

Before I realized the savage urges I’ve spent the past twenty-three phases mostly ignoring are actually the key to a simpler existence, void of the need to think or feel or remember.

Líri dives.

My body has become so used to high-velocity plummets that all I feel is a giddy thrill as the world rushes toward us. As Clode snatches my loose hair, like she’s trying to yank it from my scalp.

I bare my teeth, body tight and poised for impact.

Just when it seems we’re about to smash headfirst into the ground, Líri flicks out her wings, extends her talons.

We strike with bludgeoning force.

Our thunderous collision almost masks the sound of the bhar’s skull popping beneath Líri’s paw. A death so swift I doubt it felt a thing.

Nearby birds scatter from the grass, flocking for cover as I heave breath, my body tingling from the echoing rush of our descent.

Líri lifts her bloody paw and prowls back off the kill, head dropping to sniff her prey. Checking for signs of life while I salivate, eagerly anticipating our meal.

I toss my leg over her back and slide down, evaluating the bhar, barely able to see over its bulging belly. The creature is large enough to feed us both for many cycles, with plenty left for small predators to pick at.

Líri nudges it. The softest push that flops the carcass, spilling more blood on the snow, tainting the air with the smell of fresh meat. Something that’ll hopefully lure more plump predators to the area.

Despite Líri’s strong urge to fly south, I’m less inclined to leave these lush and bountiful mountains.

The male I love is nearby.

My desire to be close is unshakable, as are my instinctual urges to scout the surrounding peaks, ensuring there’s nothing coming to hunt or cause him harm.

To take him from me.

Líri stabs her claw into the beast’s fluffy abdomen, puncturing it in place. She widens her maw, strings of saliva stretching between her pointed sabers before she sinks them into its hind and rips, tearing off a flap of skin and meat she flicks at me.

It slaps onto the snow at my feet, bloody and steaming.

I release a throaty rumble of gratitude.

She huffs and sinks her teeth into the bhar’s gut, then whips her head to the side, snapping its ribs and making a messy hole. She pushes her entire snout into its cavity and roots around for the liver.

Her favorite part.

I drop a knee, grab the strip of meat, and rip into the flesh—finding it so tender it falls apart in my mouth with barely any resistance. Meaning the beast died fast and without stress.

I tear off another bite, masticating the gamey mouthful. Recalling our first hunt. My first bite of raw, still-warm meat.

I’d winced. Screwed up my face. Was still clinging to soft shreds of my old self. But the more we flew, the more weightless I became. The less I craved the taste of cooked meat.

The more I craved this.

The feel of blood dribbling down my chin. Of tendons ripping apart between my teeth and the soft weight of something freshly slain moving into my empty belly. The freedom of slumbering above the clouds with the noise so far beneath; no need to speak or feel or worry beyond the source of our next meal and scouting the perimeter. Keeping threats at bay.

Líri releases a low warning rumble. Through the ebb and flow of our bond, I feel her senses prickle. Sure sign we’re being watched from a distance. Not that she seems too worried.

Neither am I, given the speed in which we can get into the sky and be defensively poised. But it does pique my curiosity—primitively aware we’re sharing this meadow with another.

With a male ripe with the hardy scent of strength and dominance.

Mine.

I stuff another bite of meat in my mouth as I cut my gaze around, through a thicket of small trees that offers little shelter, breath stilling when I hear—

Song.

A deep baritone that lifts the hairs on my arms and across the back of my neck.

I stop chewing.

My gaze snags on movement between the trees; narrows on a spot at the mountain’s base. On a lazy waterfall that slips down a mossy cleft in the cliff, pours into an azure pool, and feeds into a slow-moving stream. And amidst the steam rising off the pool’s rippled surface, a broad, masculine figure—

Him.

My hand lowers as I take in the powerful scape of Kaan’s back, his bulging muscles inked with so many moons. One that threatens to jolt me into thinking too much.

Feeling too much.

I’m about to look away when he spins, the warmth in his molten eyes infusing me with the same ravenous thrill I feel when soaring through the clouds on Líri’s back. At the same time, a push of wind brings his scent straight to my nose—dense and robust.

Dashing thoughts of anything else.

A rumbling sound boils in the back of my throat.

I shove up and charge through the meadow, the heavy strip of meat swinging from my clenched fist. An offering I hope he’ll appreciate.

Líri releases a warning growl.

I whip around, snarling when a deeper growl thunders down from where Rygun’s nesting atop the mountains above the low-hanging clouds.

Líri snuffs, slitting a narrowed glower through the trees before she stuffs her bloody maw back into the beast’s torn-up belly, giving me her back. Reluctant submission for me to move away from her protective space. Into his.

But submission, nonetheless.

I charge toward the spring, watching Kaan lather his body, smearing suds across his muscles while he sings.

Charming me forward one smooth word at a time.
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Chapter 39 Kaan

She’s a storm of wild unkemptness moving through the trees; hair windblown to the side, blood smeared all over her face and hands, dripping from the chunk of meat hanging from her clenched fist. Savage hunger glints in her eyes as she approaches with long, feline steps, now close enough that I hear the icy crust of snow and loose twigs crunching beneath her feet. See the fluttered pulse of her carotid—racing.

Just like mine.

Holding her fervid gaze, I continue to soap myself, movements slow and unthreatening, humming the soft tune I first played for her many phases ago. When she was frail and solemn, mourning the loss of her family and the horrendous abuse of her dragon. When I was soothing her in a different way.

Convincing her to live.

I can tell she registers the tune, registers me by the upward tilt of her bloody lips. By the heat in her too-black eyes, her pupils so blown there’s only the slightest hint of a blue ring cut around the edge.

A token of hope that I’m not too late. That I can still reach her.

Something.

She prowls free of the canopy, onto the craggy foothill softened by lush ferns with frosted tips, leaping from stone to stone. Paying my small camping space not a single glance, she sets the meat on a mossy rock beside the spring.

An offering.

I raise a brow, humming through the chorus as she jerks free of her jacket—movements swift and sure. She gets to work on her pants, underwear, boots, finally gathering her tunic up over her hips, waist, chest, exposing her body in all its shapely glory. Exposing my málmr still safe between her heavy breasts, punching me full of so much pride my next breath chokes, gaze skimming over her dusky nipples.

Dipped waist.

Wide hips.

Fuck.

I fill my lungs until they’re brimming, hone my concentration, and drudge through the next verse as she drops the filthy tunic—her inky hair an untamed shadow framing her body, making her pale skin stand out in stark contrast. Like a Moonplume pitched against the dark.

Savagely beautiful. As though she was born to be this feral and free of . . . everything.

But Kyzari needs her.

So does her kingdom, ground beneath the fist of my ruthless brother.

She has no idea what sort of power she has. What difference she could make if she can find the courage to dredge up her past and look it in the eye.

I place my sponge on a nearby rock as she steps down into the steaming water that swallows her to the curve of her waist—all wild beauty, emitting a hungry growl.

She powers through the haze that claws at her like misty fingers, water lapping at her skin in a way that makes me ache with envy.

Until we clash.

My body bands around her, crushing her against me. A guttural groan of relief surges up my throat as she kisses me with all the feral dominance of a ravenous dragon—all teeth and lashes of her frosty tongue, her hands roaming.

Clawing at me.

I tremble in the wake of each touch. Each ragged breath. So close I can feel the fierce thump of her heart, tasting her savage appetite, her scent washed out by Líri’s leathery musk.

My blood boils, almost searing holes in my skin. Almost incinerates my physical and mental fortitude.

Suppressing my throbbing desire to grip her thigh, lift it, and claim her so hard and fast she turns soft like kneaded dough, I draw the courage to pry us apart, certain that splitting the world would be an easier task.

Slowly, I tilt my head so my forehead meets hers.

Our breaths battle as I cradle both sides of her face, hands shaking, looking down into her blown pupils. “Hello, Moonbeam.”

Her response is a carnal growl that affects me all the way to my marrow, making my muscles ache to flex around her again. Give her what we both want.

Her gaze flicks down to my hardness pressed against her navel—ready.

For her.

Mewling, she claws at my back. Tries to pull me closer. When that fails, she laves at my neck with hungry kisses that almost buckle me, grabs my shoulders, and lifts herself like she’s trying to climb a tree. Using the leverage, she positions herself for me to thrust deep—thighs wide, spine dipped so her hot, slick core brushes against the tip of my raging cock.

It takes every bit of my self-control to slowly—gently—reach behind my shoulders, grab her hands one at a time, and pry them off. Once she’s back on her feet before me, brows pinched, I place my hand on her shoulder and push down just enough to pin her in place.

Her frown deepens.

She tries to jerk forward, searching my eyes. Makes small grunting sounds that speak a thousand words. But they’re not good enough, because they’re not actual words.

They’re beast. Wild.

I glance at Líri through the trees with her back to us, hunched over her prey. Making sure she hasn’t changed her posture now that I’m working to shift the dominance from Raeve to myself.

To bring her back.

The young Moonplume is still feasting, snapping her head to the side as she rips at her kill, stripping meat from the bones. Not even looking at us. Contrasting behavior from the past two daes since I left the village on Rygun’s back.

They followed at a distance. Have silently scouted this meadow since I was set down.

Líri knew where I was, yet she still chose to feast in the meadow. Didn’t challenge me or try to chase me away. Didn’t get between us when Raeve began moving through the trees. All things she’d be doing if she weren’t willing to be tamed.

It all points one way:

Raeve’s the problem. She’s chosen to abandon the softer parts of herself rather than face whatever hurt surfaced during the bonding process.

It’s almost enough to douse every bit of heat from my veins.

I lift the sponge off the rock.

Raeve releases a low growl. A savage incantation I respond to by straightening my spine. Broadening my shoulders.

Her eyes widen as I squeeze the excess water free. Humming through a wordless part of the song, I bring the sponge to Raeve’s shoulder and sweep it along her collarbone, clearing off the gathered filth. Beads of water dribble over her breasts, kissing her peaked nipples.

The line between her brows deepens. The only warning I get before she jerks against my hold with such might, our bodies smash together.

She reaches behind my head and tries to pull me down. Tries to reignite our kiss.

I gather her long messy locks, fist them, and tug her head back until her breasts press into my chest.

Her breath catches, eyes flashing. The surprise is fleeting, followed by a snarl that scatters a flock of nearby birds.

“I know words seem unnecessary to you right now, but they still mean something to me,” I rumble with gentle firmness. Maintaining eye contact, I posture over her. “And I will not fuck you until you ask me for it.”

Her sound softens, that line between her brows returning.

Again, I lift the sponge.

Her gaze flicks to the motion.

I drag water up her arm, across her shoulder, down over her breasts. Clearing away the blood, the grime, Líri’s strong musk. “Just a few small words, Raeve. That’s all I ask.”

Teeth bared, she smacks my hand away and lunges forward despite my fierce grip on her hair. Coming for me with the feral force of a broody Moonplume.

In three swift motions, I have her hands pinned behind her back. Have her body pressed so close I feel the tense of her muscles as she wrestles to get her wrists free.

“Use. Your. Words.” I keep my voice calm, posture rigid. “That’s all I’ll respond to.”

I sweep the sponge over her arms while she continues to jerk and jolt, snarling. With each fervid motion, she seems to grow more frustrated, her nipples so tight I feel them dragging against my chest. Her breaths coming faster.

Heavier.

I lean forward, swiping the sponge down her spine—

She sinks her teeth into my shoulder.

I snarl, toss the sponge, then whip her around. Bend her over the spring’s moss-covered edge—the rocks smooth and cool to the touch. Muscles flexing, I push against her. “Is this what you want?” I growl. “For me to fuck you like an animal?”

She moans.

Spine arching, she widens her thighs, cheeks spreading in open invitation. But she doesn’t say the fucking words or so much as hint that she’s actually here.

All of her.

I shove back and thread my hands through my hair, frustration thrumming. Wishing I could pry my chest wide, rip out all my thoughts, feelings, unsaid words, and pass them to her like a bloody feast. Something she’s more likely to understand in her current state of mind.

She arches up, looking over her shoulder at me—core flushed pink and swollen with desire. Ready and wanting.

Another hungry, animalistic whine almost undoes me.

“No, Raeve.” I shake my head, lips tight. “Not until you speak to me.”

Turning, I stride through the water, moving with the slow current. Make for my clothes left piled on the pool’s mossy edge.

I’m just reaching for my shirt when the air shifts.

I spin as she lunges, lips curled in a feral snarl. We smash together like two dragons battling for dominance—all swift motions and gravelly sounds while we wrestle for purchase. Though she’s fierce and formidable, I have the strength of a much bigger beast pulsing through my veins.

Bolstering me.

Gripping her with all the tender might I can muster, I spin her, then drive her toward the cliff face until her chest is pressed against the mossy rock. One hand catches hers behind her back, the other splays across her jaw.

I push her head to the side, forcing her line of sight in the direction of my makeshift camp nestled at the mountain’s base. A camp I’ve been living out of for the past two daes while hunting game for the village, hoping she’d venture close.

Begging the Creators for it.

Her gaze flicks between the tools, the slumber-roll I slept on alone, the small campfire I used to cook my last meal. The pile of carcasses I’ve been gutting, filling their cavities with a mixture of salt and herbs to keep them preserved until I make it back to Beluhn. Preferably with her.

Although she’s observing it, I’m certain she’s not seeing. Not as she continues to thrash and snarl.

“I know it’s tempting to disappear, to hide from it all, but you can’t take me there, Raeve.”

Some of the fight leaves her body. A crack in her armor.

The faintest glimmer of hope.

I push forward until my lips brush the shell of her ear, kneading all the fucking ache in my chest into a single sentence. “You can’t take me into the wild with you.”

Much as I’d love nothing more than to let go of everything but her . . . I can’t.

Should she not make it out of this; facing her daughter, telling Kyzari her mah lives but all that’s left of her is this—That’s my penance for missing so much. For not trusting in our love all those phases ago.

For not chasing her sooner.

I fill my lungs with her scent, close my eyes, and rest my forehead against her temple. “Come back to me, Raeve . . .”

My plea goes unanswered, making me wonder if that crack wasn’t in her armor at all. If my thirsty heart is sensing hope where there is none.

If I’m already too late.

So fucking close to being hers. To having the great honor of being able to sleep beside her, wake with her, prepare her meals for the rest of my daes. Being able to share our highs and lows and build a better world together. One worthy of her daughter.

So.

Fucking.

Close.

Yet so far away.

I clear my throat and let go, surprised to see she doesn’t move—heaving breath as she scans my camp with her cheek still pressed against the cliff.

More false hope.

I turn, moving for my clothes, each step akin to stripping one of the veins from my chest.

Silently, I beg the Creators that she doesn’t lunge at me again. It goes against the grain of my soul to turn from her—to say no to the female who rules over every bit of my being—but we can’t have each other like this.

I’d fall away with her. Fail this wounded world I pledged myself to care for through the shedding of too much blood. Fail her daughter.

There is no honor in that.

I fist my tunic, whip out the creases.

“Kaan . . .”

My lungs empty with a soft moan at the sound of my name on her lips, hoping with every hitched beat of my heart that I didn’t just imagine it.

I lift my chin, looking at her dragon feasting in the distance. “Yes, Moonbeam?”

There’s a stretch of silence that feels too fragile.

I turn to see she’s spun, now facing forward with her back to the cliff, arms appearing heavy at her sides, chin dropped. A submissive stance.

Vulnerable.

I yearn to see her eyes, but they’re cast in the darkness of her lashes as she looks down at the spring’s rippled surface, her lips twitching.

“Raeve . . .”

“I get it.”

The words are the slash of a claw.

“You—”

“What you were trying to tell me back at the village. It—” A pause, a swallow as she cracks her neck, then speaks past tight lips. “It . . . hurts.”

No two words ever sounded so awkward coming out. Like she tried to punch them into shape first, but they still arose squirming. Nor have two words ever relieved me of so much weight, my breaths coming easier, lighter than the last.

Hope . . .

For her, I’m so easily the fool.

“I’m sorry, Moonbeam.” I reach back to set my tunic on the edge. “I suspected this part of the process might be . . . difficult for you this time. You’ve been through much since you tamed Slátra.”

She flinches like I just struck her, cracks her neck again, hands balling into fists. Like just the mention of her fallen Moonplume has her preparing to battle something, leading me to wonder if bonding with Líri has shed light on the wound left from Slátra’s passing. If that’s the reason she’s struggling through this.

Hungry, isolating grief.

The strongest opponent I’ve ever encountered.

“Raeve . . . The bond hasn’t settled yet, has it?”

A slight shake of her head floods me with relief. Hits my heart with another strike of hope.

I nod, certain it’ll harden soon. I know of a male who took seven cycles to settle into his bond with a particularly boisterous Sabersythe—basically unheard of—and she’s been out here for almost five.

“If you completely abandon the tender side of your nature, it’s gone. There’s no retrieving—”

“It was gone,” she grits through clenched teeth. “She just spat it back out at me like a loose tooth.”

“Who? Líri?”

Raeve shakes her head, and my heart slams through its next beat.

I think back to the moment I pinned her beneath me in Bothaim, Rygun stretching my skin as we looked into pupils that reminded me of the sky in The Shade. As I grew almost certain I felt the presence of something . . . other staring back at me.

I’m almost scared to ask the question pressing on my chest.

“What do you mean?”

She takes me in from beneath heavy lashes. Although there’s still very little color around her pupils, I’m relieved to see the ring is thicker. “Doesn’t matter.”

I beg to differ. But if I’ve learned anything since I first laid eyes on her after all these phases of thinking she was gone from this world, it’s that it’s best to choose my battles. Or get stabbed to almost-death by her words.

“Grief walks hand in hand with love,” I say with my entire chest. “I know it’s tempting to cut away the pain, but that rib-cracking ache is proof that something good came first. Something worth remembering.”

“I didn’t come over here for a lecture.”

“I know what you came here for, Moonbeam. I’m the one who dangled the bait.”

Her cheeks redden, like she’s embarrassed at being so predictable. Little does she know, being desired by her is the greatest compliment I’ll ever receive.

“Though you hide it well, your heart is boundless. And your love has the power to shape worlds. But not if you keep finding ways to run from the things that make you feel.”

Her eyes flare. “Fuck you.”

“Any time. Any place. Any lifetime.” I crack a half smile. “So long as you’re not fucking me as a means of saying goodbye, I’m yours to defile as you see fit.”

A deeper flush stains her cheeks, and her bottom lip tucks between her teeth. An innocent taunt that wreaks havoc on my self-control.

“So what’s it to be?” Her chin lifts to meet the challenge in my voice, like she suspects my next words before I loosen them. “Are you staying, or are you going to bow out from this fight?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she pledges with such gusto I trust her intent. Four words that sew a stitch through the rip that’s been plaguing my heart since I returned to Dhomm to find her gone. To find my málmr on my pillow—discarded.

Unwanted.

“It’ll hurt.” I prowl through the steaming water. “Are you sure you’re strong enough?”

Her brows pinch, eyes narrowed with stark offense.

She puffs her chest as I move into her atmosphere. A silent challenge that heats my blood. “I hate you sometimes.”

No you don’t, Moonbeam.

“And I love you every moment.”

Her breath hitches.

Another crack in her defenses.

I thread my hand around the back of her head, tilting her until my lips graze her temple. Just firm enough I’m able to feel the flutter of her pulse—my next words a whispered secret. “Even when it hurts.”

She stiffens.

I step so close that every breath is a battle for the limited space between us. “Even when you’re throwing barbs, or using me to distract from the shit you’re hiding from—”

She snatches my wrist so fast I don’t register the motion until she’s pulled back, looking up at me through crisp eyes. Such a bold, beautiful blue that it’s an effort not to fall to my knees.

“Incorrect,” she seethes.

“Elaborate.”

“You’re not a distraction.”

The chill moving up my spine tells me Líri’s attention just lifted from her meal and is now—very intently—dragging across my back. Assessing the situation.

I arch a brow, heart thundering. “Then what am I, Moonbeam?”

Her lips peel from her teeth, making way for a single snarled word that explodes the aching organ in my chest.

“Mine.”
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Chapter 40 Raeve

Kaan releases a deep thundery sound that makes me picture boulders tumbling down a mountainside. Makes me want to pack myself so full of him there’s no room for anything else.

No pain.

No loss.

He grips either side of my face as he kisses me with all the fiery passion of a bursting star.

I melt, groan into his mouth, hanging off him like a flopped wing.

“Again, Moonbeam. Please,” he rumbles against my lips, charming me into a looseness I haven’t felt since I was last in his arms.

I gather every bit of fierce pride and possessive hunger thrumming through my veins, pool it in my chest, and brew it into four impenetrable words of proclamation. “You’re mine, Kaan Vaegor.”

He groans. Nuzzles my neck and brands me with a hot kiss, then drags his canines across my skin.

I almost beg him to bite down. Pin me against the wall with his teeth.

Mark me—

I’m lifted with the ease of someone barely boasting their full might. In my next breath, I’m tilting backward, draped against the spring’s edge on a patchy spread of moss.

He grips my leg. Pushes it back and bares me, his eyes molten swirls that hold me captive while he lowers . . .

His mouth claims me with such carnal devotion I cry out, shuddering from the eager lash of his tongue. From the way he worships every intimate part of my core; a feasting beast determined to leave no scraps.

His grip dimples my skin as he spears his tongue into my heat.

“Oh my—Creatorrrrs . . .” I squirm, sinking my teeth into my bottom lip to stifle my syrupy groans. Stop them from blaring through the meadow, attracting attention.

Hungering sounds vibrate into me, making it feel as though every nerve is one tongue-flick away from bursting their seams.

Spilling me.

His bulky shoulders flex as he shifts, using his fingers to part me, giving better access to that throb of nerves. I expect him to attack it with the same ruthlessness, but his movements turn languid, attention homed on that sensitive spot, circling in wet, torturous turns.

Flicking with the tip of his tongue.

Sucking with a gentleness that has me stuffing my fist in my mouth to plug the scream threatening to blast free. Desperate to have more of him.

All of him.

A savage sound moves up my throat as I claw at his back, trying to drag him up so he can push into me. Hard.

Fast.

But he’s a mountain. Unmovable.

He opens his eyes and looks at me, twin embers glinting between my spread thighs. “You’re not in charge right now, Raeve . . .”

Fuck off, I’m not.

My hackles rise, every instinct roaring for me to slash and snarl until he’s pinned beneath me, admitting how very wrong that statement is.

I open my mouth—

“I am,” he growls, splaying his hand across my lower abdomen. He presses—taming the wild thrust of my hips. His other tightens on my thigh, like he’s pinning down a wriggling meal. The only warning I get before his tongue spears deep.

Swirls around.

Thrusts again.

All my strength evaporates.

My head falls back, spine bowing. Plump prey spreading itself against the stones, all but begging to be eaten.

He doesn’t so much as surface for breath, feasting on me with newfound ferocity as I scream his name, clawing at the ground. My hair.

His hair.

A surge of heat uncoils—low. Threads through my ligaments, urging me to drive against his mouth. But his hands are too strong, pinning me in place.

Conquering my body like a fucking warlord.

Again, he shifts the angle of my leg, pushing my knee toward my chest until there’s nowhere to hide, his tongue drawing smooth circles around my tender, clamping core.

A voracious throb begins to build, coursing through me like warm honey . . . gathering heat with each luscious lap of his tongue. A soft, flicking devotion to that pouty trigger of nerves, and the honey boils up, threatening to burst—

He stops. Drops my leg.

I snarl, pushing up to snatch at him.

He snags my wrists. Whips them around the back of my arched spine with such a swift blast of motion that a zap of thrill shoots through me, making me clench around absolutely nothing.

I snap at his face. The asshole.

His smile is all smug dominance. “You’re adorable when you’re pissed off.”

“I won’t be so adorable when my teeth are gum-deep in your skin again,” I growl, jerking my shoulders, trying to rip free of his firm grip on my wrists.

His smile turns lopsided.

He leans close and whispers in my ear, a baritone rumble that prickles every inch of my flesh. “Wrong.” He kisses my lobe, and I stiffen . . . melt when he moves to my temple . . . across to the other ear—delicious torture to the nerves down the side of my neck. “I love it when you bite me. When you mark me. Scar me.”

His words are a gag that stuffs my mouth full.

But then he sinks his fingers into me.

“Oh, sweet—fuckkk,” I groan as he curls them, stroking something deep that almost squirms me into a knot. Makes magma pool in my core, turning me so soft and pliable I can barely lift a limb.

My body tides to meet his slow motions, thrusting against his palm, stoking that heat until it’s gnashing with hunger—

He pulls free to fist his cock. Begins rubbing it against my flushed and swollen entrance, making my breath hitch.

My chin strikes my chest.

Heart in my throat, I study every hard inch of him: his hand gripping it like he’s wielding a mighty weapon, all those bulging veins on bold display through the gaps between his white-knuckled fingers.

Hypnotized into a shuddering mess, I mewl my approval, widening my thighs. Push my hips forward so more of myself is bared—open invitation for him to punch forward and fuck me hard.

Fast.

He nudges toward my entrance, making my breath snag when he instead veers through my wetness, baring the flushed tip—pearly beads leaking from the slit.

“You’re going to make me beg for it, aren’t you?”

“Wouldn’t hurt,” he murmurs, rubbing down . . . around . . . back down again, his eyes cast on the taunting motions. He nudges toward my entrance again, and my breath sputters, all the heat in my body rushing to that one aching spot.

I whimper, widening my thighs a little more. Accept him into me as he pushes forward until his tip disappears.

My muscles clench greedily, smooth delirium slugging through my veins—

He pulls back.

I groan.

He pushes forward, and again I watch his tip disappear, only for him to retreat.

Again.

Like being fed scraps when I want the entire carcass, warm and steaming. Want my blood to boil with the thrill of his hardness driving into me with claiming force.

“Fuck me,” I beg, my voice so pitched and breathy I almost slap myself. “Please.”

His laugh is molten. “Not even your pretty manners could stop me from taking my time, savoring the way you squirm for me.”

I curse, tossing back my head. Whip it forward when he swirls around my entrance again, smearing more of my arousal over my pink flesh, charming me into a wanton mess.

“Besides, the longer I take, the more chance your bond will settle, and then perhaps you won’t bow out of your pledge to stay.”

Bow ou—

With a surge of restless strength, I rip my hands free and grip his thick neck. “I’m not going anywhere,” I snarl, teeth bared as I hold his feverish gaze.

Flaming clefts open around his eyes, across his chest, webbing over his bulging biceps, his own savage side rising to meet mine.

He takes me in, slow and smooth despite the volcanic blasts captured in his irises and the way his neck tenses beneath my firm grip.

Vulnerability softens his eyes.

The back of his curled fingers brush my cheek, slow. Tender despite his swelling muscles and all the molten heat he’s emitting. Like a dragon brushing its claw across the petals of a budding bloom. “I’ve lost you so many times . . .”

I straighten my shoulders and drive two words between us like a fucking stake in the ground. “Never again.”

A hungry growl vibrates against my palm.

I’m flipped so fast it feels like the world tips on its axis.

Hot excitement surges between my legs as he pushes my knees apart, widening me. Releases a low rumble that makes my spine dip, baring more of myself.

He opens me, moving his fingers over my wet, aching core, making me shudder with anticipation.

I peek over my shoulder. Savor his hulking size and the ravenous look in his eyes—like a dragon in his prime, veins bulging beneath his tawny skin.

He aligns with my entrance, grips both cheeks, and spreads me like a book—gaze flicking up to strike me. “Yours,” he growls with coarse devotion.

My breath catches, lips falling open on a moan when he begins to push forward. Not fast like I’d expected him to take me in this position. Not a stern thrust that all but chokes me.

But so tauntingly slow I feel every cramming inch he feeds me, certain he’s much bigger than I remember.

Panting through ragged gulps of air, I accept his hard heft, looking over my shoulder as something inside me yields to the sluggish speed. Charmed by the way he’s standing over me, watching me. By that treasuring look in his eyes. Like he’s herded me into his dragon den to ruck me into a nest, then coil around me for eternity.

He puts his hand between my shoulder blades, pressing. My chest meets the soft moss before my hand is urged between my thighs.

Taking his cue, I rub slick circles around that sensitive bud of nerves, my muscles clamping down on every stony inch. Until it feels like there’s no room left. No space to feel or think about anything but him.

He shifts his grip, thumbs grazing my tender seam, drawing attention to my most vulnerable parts . . .

I tighten, trembling. Spread my fingers around his thick shaft while it slides into me at a slow, gluttonous pace.

Just when I think there can’t possibly be more for me to take, he pushes so deep the front of his muscled thighs align with the back of mine.

I gasp, breathless. Wet clay around his twitching cock.

He bands me in his arms and hauls me up so I’m crushed against his chest, nudging my head to the side. Plants tender kisses down the line of my stretched neck as I arch my spine, trying to adjust to his heft.

“You still with me?” he rumbles against my ear. A baritone taunt that hooks me right in the nerves.

I snarl.

In a lash of motion, I heave my arm free, upper body twisting, hand clawed into his hair. Have him nose to nose with me while I seethe through gritted teeth.

But one look at the jesting smile spread across his handsome face and I’m a spent breath, groaning through three syrupy words. “You have me.”

I smash our mouths together.

His hand comes up to spread across my jaw as we hunger—tongues lashing. A pointless battle for dominance.

He already won. Did the moment I heard his song in the meadow, luring me forward.

Kaan feeds me a throaty sound that vibrates through my body, pooling heat low in my groin.

I push against him, urging him to thrust.

He rolls his hips, retreats, then spears up with such might that my breasts bounce. Stroking that deep spot that melts me from the inside out.

I barely have a moment to catch my breath before he repeats the motion. Again.

Again.

Unrelenting, he tweaks my nipple, causing a clash of sensations, each claiming strike softening me a little more. Smudging everything but the feel of him pounding into me and the sharp pinch of his canines threatening to pierce the skin in the dip of my neck.

He eases his hand between my legs and strums that yearning nub of nerves, his fingers wet.

Determined.

I’m struck with a cresting pulse that catches me off guard, making my muscles clamp—

“Kaan, I’m—”

“Everything,” he growls, all but crushing me within the bind of his arm as I writhe, buckled by the decadent throb of my release.

Rendered breathless.

Willing prisoner to the dominant strokes kneading me from within. Like Kaan’s facing me on a battlefield, meeting me blow for blow until I’m too weak and malleable to defend myself.

Every nerve in my lower stomach, hips, and thighs turns to lava, molding around his stony heft . . .

I’m still being lashed by the ebbing shock waves when his grip loosens.

He urges me forward until my chest is pressed against the moss-covered stone, his touch skating down my curving spine. He grips my hips and pulls my ass flush against him, then continues to thrust to the beat of a slow-rolling tide.

But the angle he has me, the way he’s moving, filling me . . . I feel him everywhere. I’ve never been so bared, swollen, hot.

“Grab something, Moonbeam.”

I have enough wherewithal to abide, reaching forward to wedge my fingers in a crevice.

“Don’t let go.” He pulls back and punches his hips forward—scattering my pulse. Feeds me such dominant strikes of pleasure that I’m hinging on another crest in record speed, except this one feels like it’s spawning from somewhere deeper. From so far within me that I’m convinced it’s going to split me apart from the inside—

He pulls out.

The world blurs as I’m spun.

Lifted.

Legs wrapped around Kaan’s hips.

Then he’s moving through the water, into the shallows near the mossy cliff face—steps splashing. The back of my shoulders are pressed against the stone beside the burbling waterfall spraying us in its haste down the mountainside, my hips angled as I’m lowered onto Kaan’s thick length. Drugged with its fullness, that ebb of pleasure restored.

Fed.

He grabs my thigh, stamps his other hand above my right shoulder, then moves—thrusting deep and slow, kissing me with all the urgency of someone devouring their final meal. Fitting, given I’m certain we’ll never recover from this. That we could solidify right here like dying dragons—coiled together like Kaan’s málmr—and it wouldn’t feel like such a tragedy.

His movements hasten, each adamant stroke seeming to crack through the shell of his self-control, until he’s driving up into me with such hungry force it feels like the world’s about to crumble around us.

He pulls away just enough that I’m able to glimpse his eyes—soft, hooded with devotion.

With enough love to break a heart.

“It’s you and me,” he whispers, planting another kiss on my sweat-dappled upper lip. “You and me, Moonbeam.”

“Until the end,” is my heaved response, and the energy bursts.

His hand shifts from the wall. Grips my jaw. Fingers firm as our kiss turns into a grate of moans and throaty growls. As our bodies clash and tide, wrestling for release.

I clamp down, and his heavy cock begins to flex, emptying within me to the beat of my own thrashing climax.

I lose all sense of time and self, clawing at Kaan, dragging him closer. Like attempting to pull a volcanic explosion upon myself and wrap it around my body. Wrought with such boisterous pounds of pleasure that I coil, tensing into a knot so tight it feels like every tendon’s about to snap.

In the wake of each ebbing throb, I droop a little more, my strength plundered with each slowing thrust . . . until our motions smooth.

Stop.

My chin comes to rest on Kaan’s shoulder, head tipping against the curve of his neck as we breathe hard and fast, our hearts hammering in such synchrony that it’s almost as though we’re aligned.

As though we’re bonded.

I open my eyes on the world, looking through the trees, past a smudging veil of steam when a flick of luminous motion has my breath stilling.

My gaze narrows on Líri swiping her bloody snout across the grass. Something she does every time she’s finished feasting, since she dislikes the feel of dried blood cracking around her maw.

She lifts her head, passing me a fleeting glance that skewers me through the gauzy veil before she huffs and looks to the sky. Like she’s about to—

My entire body locks up as she flicks out her wings and leaps, drumming the air in billowing thumps. Taking flight toward the moons, but it feels like she’s pounding those same wings beneath my ribs, about to smash through and—

Go.

Leave nothing but a gaping hole in my chest and an empty hollow where she once nested safe within my rapidly beating heart.

I don’t realize I’m wrestling Kaan, thrashing against his flexing might, until he takes my face in his calloused hands. Presses his forehead to mine, eclipsing my sight of anything else.

“It’s okay.”

My vision tightens on his features as I gulp air, filling my lungs with calming bursts of his smelting scent.

“She won’t be going far. It’s okay. She’s not leaving you . . .”

She won’t be going far . . .

It’s okay . . .

She’s not leaving you . . .

I nod, accepting his firm words of comfort—of certainty—despite the way they agitate my quiet awareness of the silver splinter within myself. A tiny tombstone that represents the loss of something too big and heavy to bear. Accepting his firm words even though I want to rip my ribs wide and show Kaan exactly why it’s not okay. Why it hasn’t been since the moment I woke in that cell beneath a mountain that crushed me under its flaming fist all those phases ago.

I nod because it’s easier than giving that silver splinter the honor it deserves.

Slipping inside myself, I move some of the rocks on my shore. One at a time, I pile them on the splinter, building a stony pyre while ignoring the luminous presence at my back—watching from beneath the hard surface of my icy lake. A presence I was once petrified of. Still am, I guess . . . but for different reasons.

Heavier reasons.

I don’t turn. Don’t stop stacking stones until there is no silver light coming through the cracks. No sign of it there at all, bar the heap of rocks that hides the hurt for another dae.

When I’m stronger. Better.

Not this dae.

As I work, I’m distantly aware of Líri’s presence nesting within me, hardening beneath my ribs like a calcifying moon. As I imagine the world did when it first came to be.

A cold, solid weight I cradle . . . like the dark cradles the moons in the south.

“Are you with me, Moonbeam?”

Kaan’s dense and jagged words strike like a weapon that hooks into my soul and rips me up. Back to the surface, where I meet his panic-stricken eyes.

His grip on my chin tightens as he searches my gaze, the sound of Líri’s wings thumping in unison with my heavy heart.

“Are you here?”

I draw a shuddered breath and cradle his face with my hands, tip his head, and kiss the creases between his brows. “I’m with you.”

A soft groan moves up his throat, and he loosens like a spent lung.

“You have me,” I whisper, planting another kiss that seems to shudder through his body.

 . . . Always.
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Chapter 41 Raeve

A brisk wind slaps my cheek, pulling me from a gluey sleep.

I open my eyes and see dark clouds threatening to bear down, trying to remember where I am. How I got here.

The satiated ache between my legs brings everything smashing back.

The bond. The smear of time I gave myself to the savage pull of letting go. Kaan in the spring.

In me.

Both of us on the edge of the spring . . . up against the cliff . . . on the furs in his makeshift camp. Again.

Again.

Back in the spring to rinse off, only to end up with my legs splayed and tangled with his arms, draped backward over a rock while he ravaged me restless—screaming for him to fuck me until the world breaks around us.

A rush of heat throbs through my veins as I fill my lungs with his heady musk, like dollops of cream served on a sizzling stone.

My cheeks scald.

I shove at the heavy furs piled on my naked body when a whip of wind brings me the smell of smoke and roasting meat.

Twisting, I look back over my shoulder. Smile at the sight of Kaan sitting on a boulder beside the campfire, the burbling spring a backdrop that smudges everything but him; his chest and arms bare, all that rich skin on bold display, his hair pulled back in a loose bun my fingers ache to tangle in.

My strip of meat is poked through with a stick, suspended over a writhing flame, dripping pink juices onto the sizzling coals.

“I’m surprised she let you take that while I was sleeping.”

He turns the stick, glancing at Líri coiled in a luminous knot beneath a nearby tree, rumbling through her slumber. The same spot she’s been since returning from her scouting jaunt just before we fell asleep. “Didn’t even flick a tail.” He turns that gaze on me—warm.

Breathtaking.

A smile breaks across my face.

He watches me for a long beat before he lifts a hand, pointing. “Your clothes are behind you. Rinsed and dried.”

I sit up to see them stacked and folded with precision, my delicates sitting on top—also folded.

I arch a brow. “You folded my undergarments?”

“With honor.”

My hand comes up to cover the fresh smile that takes over my face, fingers dragging down my lips. I push the bottom one between my teeth, shaking my head as I look at him.

Marvel at him.

All those rounded muscles, pumped even when he’s relaxed. His hands . . . calloused and capable. And that smattering of hair that smears from his navel, down beneath the waistband of loose twill pants that hint at the mighty heft of him hanging between his spread legs—

My heart hitches.

A hungry tingle moves through me as I snap my gaze back to his lush mouth, now flicked up at the corner. “Something on your mind, Moonbeam?”

Deplorable things. Truly.

“Just wondering how, after all these phases, someone else didn’t fall on your pallet and stay there.”

Some of that smile disappears.

A beat of silence, then, “The door chains are a bit off-putting.”

Maybe for some.

“You know what I mean. You’re a good male, a good king. And I can tell you now; with these skills”—I lift up my folded delicates and wave them in his direction—“coupled with all that, I’m certain you could’ve had anyone you desired.”

His eyes darken. “The thought didn’t even cross my mind.”

I frown. “You . . . haven’t taken another this entire time?”

He shrugs. “True love doesn’t expire, Raeve. It clings to you like a weight, even when you’re drowning.”

The words jolt something. Like plucking a string in my chest that makes such an awful sound every part of me recoils.

I look away, not wanting to imagine existing in a world where he no longer does, though I do know how it feels to lose someone you love . . .

That sense of unspooling, bits coming away in bloody tendrils, tethered to that loss. Then there’s the hard scabs that form in the wake of everything that came loose. Though they feel too much like forgetting, it’s better than the raw ache of a fresh wound.

But Kaan’s talking like he never calloused. Like he’s been tending a weeping wound since Elluin died. And that—

I can’t think about that.

“Truth is,” he murmurs, “my pallet would’ve felt more empty had I shared it with another who was not you.”

Creators . . .

“Okay, well.” I clear my throat and thread my undergarments on. “I fear all this has really achieved is to further prove my point.”

It’s a pathetic attempt to veer the conversation toward something that doesn’t hurt so much, but he takes the bait like a famished beast, some of the warmth returning to his eyes.

Smiling, he reaches forward and turns the meat.

I unfold my tunic, slip it on, then dash my loose hair to the side. Pulling Kaan’s málmr free from beneath the fabric, I let it hang between my breasts as I move toward the fire and sit on a boulder opposite him.

Averting my gaze from the flames, I set my chin in my palm and look out through the trees at my slumbering dragon. “You know,” I start, and Kaan’s ardent gaze lifts from his málmr to my eyes, “I do recall a certain promise that you wouldn’t get involved.”

He arches a brow. “You came to me, Moonbeam.”

The smooth confidence in his voice does something to me. Makes me feel hot inside.

I huff a low laugh as he reaches down, picks up a skein, and tosses it over the fire. I snatch it from the air.

“So . . . what’s this uhloo you spoke of before I left?”

His cheeks swell with a lopsided smile that melts me. “A thin braid. Freely offered.”

I give him a questioning look.

“You honor me by wearing my málmr,” he clarifies, gesturing to it. “Embellishing my hair with a braid of your own is the Johkull way of returning that honor. The tightness of the braid declares much about your intentions.”

“You want to wear my hair?”

His smile grows. “I’d rather wear you every dae for the rest of my existence, but your uhloo will suffice.”

It takes me a moment to register his meaning, but when I do, my cheeks blaze. That same heat spreads through my breasts, making my nipples pinch into painful peaks.

His gaze drops to my bottom lip as I pull it between my teeth and gently bite down, considering a slow stand before striding around the campfire to straddle him. After easing my undergarment to the side, I’d rip those twill pants, grip his heavy length, and work it in slow strokes until he’s ready to push up into my wet, aching core—

“Only when you feel comfortable offering it,” he rumbles past a knowing grin before he leans forward to poke the roasting meat, releasing more fragrant juices. “Though it’s important for you to know that until I wear it, I’m considered unclaimed.”

“Really?” I arch a brow, pop the cork on his skein, and take a deep sip. “Well,” I say, re-stoppering it, “anyone who wants to test that theory will find themselves at the point of my blade, probably bleeding to death.”

His laughter rolls through the small camp, like he thinks I’m joking.

I’m not.

We fall into a comfortable silence as he turns the meat, tucking another dry branch on the fire that Ignos immediately swallows.

I look away, watching Líri slumber. Lift a hand to brush across my chest, as though to push past my ribs and physically nurture her presence within me.

“You’re certain the bond has settled? It should feel—”

“It’s even harder than it was before we slumbered.” I drop my hand and tip the skein from side to side, listening to the liquid slosh around. “Like a solid moon in my chest. There’s no recasting it now.”

I hear the faintest breath of relief.

“I’m glad you came.” I look down at the skein. “The pull to fall away with Líri was strong.”

Much as I hate to admit it, if this were some sort of character test, I failed. Took a step forward, then ten leaps back.

Had Kaan not come, I’d be more dragon than fae right now. As wonderful as that sounds, Kaan was right to point out that it would’ve been too much like submitting in a fight or refusing to even enter the ring. A small, knowing part of me would’ve hated myself, and that hate would’ve festered. Become venomous.

“I remember the feeling vividly,” Kaan murmurs.

I glance up. “What kept you tethered?”

A line forms between his brows as he looks at the sizzling meat, turning it. “The thought of never hearing Mah sing again. Or seeing her smile.”

He says the words so gently, yet it feels like a stoning.

He meets my gaze through twirls of smoke. “Why are you afraid of fire, Raeve?”

The question strikes me so unawares it’s like catching a blade between the ribs, rendering me breathless.

Guess he’s learned to swing while my fucking guard’s down.

I look away. Lean back. Straighten my posture. “Afraid.” I laugh, popping the cork. I lift the skein to my lips and draw a sip of water. Swallow.

Wish it was something stronger.

“Makes me sound so weak,” I mutter, using the heel of my palm to stamp the cork back into place.

If that’s how he sees me, that’s how others see me. And that’s a problem.

Weaknesses get exploited.

“I’d love for you to contradict the statement. Hold my gaze and tell me otherwise.”

Though the words are sturdy, composed, there’s violence brewing beneath them. Just like those fucking coals roasting the meat, making it sizzle and spit.

I click my tongue and get to work stuffing my fear away, voiding every emotion other than the savageness that’s always skulking beneath my skin, waiting for release. A process I’ve moved through more times than I have the numbers to count.

I look up. Watch a frown shadow Kaan’s face as he no doubt sees the hardness on my own. “I could step through those flames right now. Let them feast on me,” I say, monotone. A blade forged beneath a mountain that’s buried so much of me it’s a surprise I’m still breathing. “They’d melt me into a puddle, and I wouldn’t so much as flinch. Does that make you feel better?”

His eyes blacken. “No.”

Damn.

I pop the cork and take another sip, holding the mouthful behind my lips before I swallow. “Fire forged me into a monster, Kaan. I look at those flames and see all the worst parts of myself. And a shitload of unnecessary pain.”

“Who?”

The word is a dragon’s growl, like it ripped straight from Rygun’s maw. When I look at Kaan, he’s all stoic composure and quiet promise of violence.

“A name, Raeve. That’s all I need.”

A name . . .

If there’s anything I’m taking from the past number of daes, it’s that some things deserve to be dredged up, even if I have no intent to actually do it. They deserve it.

Others don’t even deserve a fucking tombstone.

I let my emotions seep back into place and push up, move around the campfire, then drop onto his lap, absorbing the shock in his widening eyes as he opens his body to accept my presence.

I take his face in my hands, running my fingers through his beard, marveling at the shape of his lips . . . nose . . . thick lashes. The scars that nip at him, cutting his beauty into something fiercely superior to anyone I’ve ever laid eyes on.

He makes it all worth it. Every bit. I’d go through it all again just to be here right now, on his lap, breathing the same air as him.

“The past twenty-three phases . . . it’s all just one big graveyard, Kaan. Dig it up and we’re left with nothing but holes to trip on and an armful of bones,” I whisper, lowering my head to plant the softest kiss against his lips. I pull back enough to catch his eye contact. “Leave it be. Please. For both our sakes.”

His mouth opens—

The sound of fluttering wings has us looking skyward at the parchment lark zipping in our direction. It nose-dives straight into Kaan’s open palm.

Frowning, he tucks me closer to his chest so he can reach around and get to work unfolding the pleats.

I rest my head into the crook of his neck, watching Líri slumber. Wondering how I got so lucky when I certainly don’t deserve this.

Any of it.

The very reason I’m so certain it’s going to crumble in my grip the moment I drop my guard.

Kaan stiffens beneath me.

I look up, frowning at the concern hardening his features. “What’s wrong?”

“Siharna’s gone into labor.” He clears his throat and refolds the lark. “We need to go. Now.”
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Chapter 42 Kaan

A distant scream shakes me to the soul, making me picture Siharna charging into battle, spear in hand as she eyes her target, all the tendons in her neck stretched.

My grip on the handrail tightens.

I look over my shoulder, out the lofty stairwell window that offers a clear view of the compound’s snow-covered courtyard. Of Siharna’s home, my gaze drawn to a second-story window glinting like a golden eye.

A breeze tugs the gauzy curtain that’s failing to hide the commotion beyond; Siharna’s bold silhouette pacing back and forth like a pendulum, embarking on the journey that takes too many to an early grave.

Hand on her belly, she pauses, curls forward as she no doubt wrestles through a contraction, releasing another ferocious scream.

I look away and charge up the last few stairs, softening my steps before I reach the door to the spare slumbersuite. Peeking through, I see Korie still coiled on the pallet beneath the soft pink-and-purple quilt Mah stitched long ago . . . like a fresh hatchling amongst an oversized nest. Her curls are puddled around her as she slumbers, thumb in her mouth, drenched in the warm light of the heaving hearth.

I watch her little chest rise and fall, begging the Creators to keep Siharna safe. For Korie to have the chance to hug her mah again while her heart is still beating, and for Siharna to bear the gift of watching her daughter grow.

That’s all I ask.

Please.

Gently closing the door, I repress the urge to move into the end suite and assure myself that Raeve is there. Alive. Wrap her in my arms until this tightness eases from my chest. Or perhaps simply wake her so I don’t feel so alone, helpless and . . . scared.

Terrified I’m going to lose somebody else I love.

Forcing myself back down the stairs, I snatch one of Pyrok’s looted bottles off the table, just dropping onto the seater when Siharna releases another drudging scream.

I retrieve Borg from my pocket, twirl him through my trembling fingers while I pop the cork on the alcohol and draw deep. Hiss as the potent spirits pool in my belly like a churn of Rygun’s flame, leaving my tongue tasting like something that got stuck in a pipe and died.

“Fuck,” I rasp, tilting the bottle to stare at it. Shaking my head, I draw another swig, then unplug Borg’s jar. Set it on the seater as he gushes free in a churn of pale, billowy smog.

“Well, well . . .” He stretches and twists, gathering mass until he’s leering over me like a lanky, posturing cloud, black eyes narrowed on me drawing another deep swig of—without question—the worst shit I’ve ever tasted. “You’re trying to get back in my good mists, aren’t you?”

“Maybe I just missed your face?”

“That makes more sense.” He churns, peering behind me. No doubt looking at himself in the window’s reflection. “I am particularly pleasant to gaze upon. Wait—There’s snow out there. Are we near The Fade?” He stills, then whips back like the flick of a Moonplume’s tail and compounds into a corner, becoming an opaque lump no bigger than my fist. “You’re going to tip me back out in the Mists!”

His gaze bounces around like he’s trying to find somewhere more suitable to hide. Glimpsing his jar, he snaps toward it like a slingshot—so fast he bottlenecks, working to glug into the small space before he finally slips through.

I sigh, grab the jar, and shake it. “Borg, we’ve been through this.” I peer into the hollow before I give him another shake. “I’m not tipping you anywhere except onto this seater for a sip or two. Or are you not hungry?”

He slips out, pools across the wide cushion, then recongeals before me, so large his head skims the low ceiling. “Of course I am. What a silly question.” Arching close, his inky eyes narrow, and the hairs on my arms lift from the cool swish of his proximity. “I do hope you’re not lying to me, Kaan Vaegor. A waif’s trust doesn’t magically regenerate. Once it’s gone, you’ll have an eternal enemy in every one of my brothers—big and small.”

“Have I ever lied to you, old friend?”

“Well . . . no. But I spend a lot of time on my own.” He dips so close I’m almost forced to go cross-eyed just to hold his gloomy gaze. Like he’s trying to peer through the fibers of my soul. “The mind does love to spin.”

That, above all, is something I understand.

Another valiant scream rips across the courtyard.

Borg gusts past me like a swift-moving cloud, his tether to the jar thinning to a mere thread as he flattens his face against the pane. “Is someone being maimed?”

I draw another drink from the bottle, hissing through my answer. “Auntie’s in labor.”

“Ah. Explains your dour mood,” he drones, his entire body wafting against the glass. Like he’s desperate to seep through the barrier and glean a better look.

Nosy fucker.

He’d ask me to pelt his bottle directly into Siharna’s room if he thought I’d consider it.

“Well, something to brighten you.” He peels free and swishes around, boasting a smile so gaping it’s like someone punched a hole in his face and ripped out a fistful of fog. “My brothers spotted a moonshard.”

Being struck by lightning would jolt less.

“That’s very good news,” I rasp, working to tame the rapid beat of my heart.

I wonder which part it is . . .

How big . . .

I set the bottle down, hands clasped as I rest my elbows on my knees and lean forward. “Anything on Kyzari, Veya, or Grihm, my second-in-command? He set off to Gondragh to claim an egg.”

“I’ll check.” Borg wafts closer, like he’s swaying to a tune, foggy fingers splayed to inspect his tapered nails. Perfectly aware that he has me by the balls. “Anything else, My King?”

I chew on the words I want to release, wondering if I should take Raeve’s advice across the board and leave this be. Cork the urge to dig up the past.

My hungry compulsion wins out.

“I’d like to know if any of your brothers witnessed Elluin Neván being escorted back to Arithia almost one hundred and twenty-five phases ago, just prior to her binding ceremony with Tyroth. I’m curious to know if she was bound or if she fought against the ones who carried her.”

Borg glares at me for such a long moment I realize I forgot my manners.

“Please.”

“One hundred and twenty-five phases ago . . .”

The dryness of his tone is woefully unappreciated.

“As I said.”

“What happened to ‘no more seeking information about Elluin Nev—’”

“I changed my mind,” I grit out.

Borg makes an odd clicking sound and gets back to inspecting his nails. “Anything else? My misty heart on a plate, perhaps?”

“That’s all.”

He mimics my words, melting into a foggy puddle that drifts across the ground.

I grasp my hands behind the back of my neck and squeeze my eyes shut. Weather another two aching screams while fear billows in my chest like a torched forest. Begging for this not to be the last time I hear Siharna’s voice; pitched with savage determination not to fail her little one.

To bring him into this world unharmed.

Hard not to imagine Raeve making those same sounds back when she went by a different name. Before she was taken to the sky, entombed within the bundled corpse of her beloved dragon—

“Miraculously, a brother recalls seeing the traveling party that escorted Elluin back to Arithia.”

My eyes snap open, finding Borg at his full size, gusting about the room as he inspects Mah’s wares.

“They stopped on the Ergor Plains while their dragons hunted.”

A shiver moves through me.

I reach down and grasp the bottle of spirits, bring it to my lips, and draw a long swig I immediately regret. “What would you like in exchange?”

He doesn’t even turn from the floral-engraved urn he’s stuffed his head in, his next words silky smooth—echoing. “My favorite.”

I stiffen.

“Borg . . .”

“This is a two for one,” he purrs, pulling free. He twists, taking an empty interest in a collection of plates stacked in a wall nook. “Information on your beloved Elluin and the location of a moonshard. I’m giving you a deal.”

“You’re punishing me.”

He shrugs a misty shoulder. “I’m still in the same boring jar, void of color or even a dangly decoration. And the cork got damp while I was in your pocket. Now it stinks.”

Teeth gritted, I stamp the bottle on the ground, clenching my hands into fists so tight my knuckles pop. I set them on my knees, easing back against the seater, head tipped as I look at the fucking ceiling. “Hurry up.”

“Your foreplay leaves a lot to be desired,” he says, the words so droopy it’s like I stabbed a pin in them. “Can’t you at least sound a little bit excited?”

Rygun’s flame churns beneath my stretching skin, burning the cold nip from the room. “My patience is wearing thin, old friend.”

“Understood.” He slaps forward, perched above me. “Please don’t tip me out.”

A low rumble boils in the back of my throat.

He lets out a panicked squeal, then opens his shredded maw.

I squeeze my eyes shut so I don’t have to look at him as he begins to slurp, jostling one of my most painful memories from where it’s nesting amongst the embers of my past—
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Mah’s screams echo through the lofty hallway. Agonized bursts that slice deeper than any hurt I’ve felt before.

My grip on my lute tightens.

I use the heel of my boot to shove back against the wall, staring at the doors to her suite as her Sabersythe releases a roar so loud the corridor trembles around me. The sound tapers into a guttural wail, the heavy thud-ump of Jógo’s beating wings a constant reminder of his circling presence.

I have no doubt that he’d be in Mah’s suite with her, watching over her while she labors, if only he could fit. Have no doubt she’d be in his burrow, birthing beside him, had Pah allowed it.

Pulling my lute into my lap, I begin plucking the tune of Mah’s favorite song, singing as loud as I can. Though my voice keeps cracking on the cheerful notes not at all aligned with this heavy feeling in my chest, I keep going, hoping she can hear. That the song brings her some sense of comfort as she battles to bring my newest sibling into the world.

A keening wail makes my heart skip a beat. Makes my fingers fumble over the next few chords.

The guards stationed on either side of Mah’s ornate doors look at each other. The first time they’ve broken from their stoic regard since her screaming began.

My instincts prickle.

The same guards were stationed here when the twins were born, and they didn’t move a muscle. Not once.

I push the thought away, playing deeper.

Singing louder.

Her screams whittle.

I stop, listen. Wait to hear the sharp wails of new life, but only silence comes.

Jógo releases an aching screech so loud it makes my inner ears throb, and a coldness seeps through me.

Something’s not right . . .

The doors shove wide.

Pah charges through dressed in more blood than leather, the doors thumping back into place behind him as he stops, looking down his nose at me.

His upper lip twitches in the way it used to before he’d lash me with flame for my incompetence. Like he’s perched on a precipice, about to lift his foot . . . shove it forward . . .

He fills his chest, and I brace—

A shrill cry blasts from Mah’s suite, causing a breath to catch in the back of my throat.

A door eases open, and Mah’s chief handmaiden emerges with the screaming youngling bundled in a green swaddle.

“Your daughter, Sire.” Shera’s voice wobbles, her brown eyes lacking the warmth of joy. They’re glazed, like a blink will shed tears down both cheeks. “She finally filled her little lungs.”

Shera moves slowly forward until she’s in the space between us, gently urging the squirming young into Pah’s personal space.

Pah barely moves, albeit to lift his hands and accept the baby, dropping his gaze to her.

My sister.

She continues to fuss, the shrill sound pitching something within me as a maid rushes from the suite with a basket of bloody sheets, moving down the hall. Shera bustles back through the doors, and I glimpse Mah’s bare feet.

More bloody sheets.

Maids hovering about with their heads hung.

I’m not sure why it feels like the world’s holding breath. Why I’m holding breath, too.

Pah continues staring down his nose at my squirming, screaming sister, his pupils blown.

Again, my instincts prickle.

I set my instrument against the wall and push up, something innate telling me to move forward until I’m standing right before him—eye to eye. As though someone has their hands gently pressed upon my back, urging me on.

“Keep her out of my sight,” he mutters with such cutting coldness I’m surprised the words don’t leave a very real, very messy wound.

He shoves the babe against my chest.

My hands come up, gripping her. Not that I really know how to hold a baby, but I try, fumbling until she’s tucked safely against me.

Pah charges off without a single look back over his shoulder, and though his words are long since spoken, they echo in my mind like he’s before me still. Speaking them over and over.

Keep her out of my sight.

I wait for Pah to disappear around the corner before I move toward the doors. The guards don’t rush to open them for me, instead passing a glance between each other.

“She needs her mah,” I rasp, and the youngling begins to fuss again, releasing a shrill, wobbly scream that saws at my fraying patience. Because she’s not the only one who needs her.

So do I.

“Now.”

The word powers free with such force the floor shakes.

Both guards bang their chests, fumbling to pull the doors open.

Every drawn face in the room turns in our direction, most of the folk dressed in more blood than Pah was. Despite my sister’s healthy cries, not one of them wears a smile, a starched feeling in the air. Like I’m buried in a hole akin to the ones Pah stuffed me in when I was young, waiting for the walls to crumble.

I jut my chin, a quiet request for one of the younger maids to move aside.

With a swift glance at her elder, she abides, revealing Mah on the large circular pallet with her head tipped toward the windows, her auburn curls spilled across the pillow.

My cheeks heat at the sight of her bloody shift clinging to the lower half of her body. Nowhere near enough modesty.

Despite it, I step closer.

The birthing maids dip their heads as they shuffle aside for me to move around the pallet, though I stop cold at the sight of Mah’s wide, bloodshot eyes. Flat.

Empty.

I look around the room, waiting for someone to explain. To tell me there’s a reason she’s acting like this. The pain relief? Exhaustion?

Something.

My sister continues to scream while I stare, waiting for a blink. For Mah to shift her beautiful green eyes and look at me, gift me one of her sunshine smiles, then open her arms to accept her daughter.

But she doesn’t. Nor does her chest rise and fall.

Nor does she say goodbye.

I look down at my sister’s screwed-up face and realize I’m the lucky one. I know the warm shape of Mah’s love, her lullberry scent, the sweet softness of her voice. But she doesn’t . . . and—

She never will.

A pained sound breaks past my trembling lips as I use the pad of my thumb and smooth the sad creases from between my sister’s brows, suppressing the choking ache in my throat.

The sting flaring across the backs of my eyes.

I force myself to smile and lower onto the pallet beside my beautiful mah, nudging so close I feel her fading warmth along my side. “Your daughter,” I whisper, easing her against Mah’s too-still chest. Gently, I shift her arms so they’re tucked around my sister, cradling her with the support of my hands.

The youngling stops screaming, while internally, I clamor.

“She’s so beautiful,” I choke out, pressing a kiss between Mah’s brows as the splitting ache in my heart threatens to spread outward and rip across my features.

Crumble me.

I recompose myself, pulling back. “She looks so much like you.” I pass Mah a smile I wish she could see. “But her voice is a bit pitchy. Maybe it’ll improve . . .”

I imagine her smiling back. Telling me she was hoping for a daughter, but that she never thought she’d be gifted one to offer the name of her long-passed mah.

Veya.

I imagine the smile fading as she looks up at me with wide, very serious eyes and asks me to love this youngling with my whole heart.

“Always,” I whisper, then take Mah’s hand and curl it against Veya’s cheek, offering her fading warmth. Knowing this will be the first and only time she feels it—

With a snarl, I dash Borg away. “Enough.”

“Why do you always cut me off there?” He sighs, heaving back like a petulant child. “I was sooo enjoying myself.”

“That makes one of us,” I growl, reaching down to grab the bottle I must’ve kicked over while Borg was feasting. I tip the remnants into my mouth, choke it back.

“That’s no way to speak to a friend,” he drawls, twirling into a foggy knot of satiated glee. “Though I shouldn’t be surprised, given your lack of desire to beautify my jar. Maybe we discern the word differently.”

“Answers. Now.”

“Your patience is equally lacking,” he drones like the slow glug of a leaky spigot.

I growl.

He tuts, does another full twirl, then says, “There’s a nest in Bhoggith that contains a sterile egg, roosted on by a broody pink Moltenmaw who lost her mate. The orange buck chose to rest in the sky directly above her.”

“I’ve heard of it. Her nest is near the center, yes?”

“Correct. She’s also roosting on one of your beloved moonshards.”

Fuck.

“And Elluin?” I snip as he begins to seep back into his jar.

“Went willingly.” The words gouge. “Quiet, but willingly. Unshackled and unrestrained.”

Then he’s gone, leaving me alone with the hungry silence and the aching echo of his words.

I toss the empty bottle across the seater and press the heels of my hands into my eyes until it feels as though they’re about to pop, every muscle in my body pumped, threatening to burst. My heart—

The worst of them all.

I try to slow my pulse. To ease the agitated current thumping through my veins. The distant sound of Siharna’s moans makes that impossible, as does the fresh knowledge that Elluin went willingly.

No coercion. No bindings. Yet Raeve claims she still loved me.

Perhaps I’m clawing at the past like a dragon trying to sharpen its talons on rock too soft to make a difference, but Borg’s answer does nothing to settle me. In fact, it does the opposite.

“Kaan?”

My heart skips a beat at the sound of Raeve’s voice.

I look to see her standing at the base of the stairs, my breath faltering.

One of my black tunics swims on her smaller form, the hem falling midway down her bare thighs, hair loose and hanging about her in messy waves. I take in her face—brows pinched, worry churning in her crisp eyes, luminous in the low light.

Alive.

So beautifully alive.

“Can’t sleep?”

A beat slips by before she shakes her head, gaze lifting to the window beyond me when another scream batters us. Her grip on the banister tightens, leading me to wonder if this is affecting her, too. If it’s dredging anything up.

She pulls a breath, seems to hesitate, then says, “Are you okay?”

No.

“Can’t sleep, either.” I reach over to cork Borg’s jar, then push him into my pocket. “Mah died birthing Veya,” I clarify, more words burning for release.

 . . . And you died birthing Kyzari.

Her eyes soften as she looks out the window, back to me. “I’m so sorry, Kaan . . .”

There’s a smoothness to her voice I’ve never heard before. Tender, almost.

So lovely it hurts.

“Would you like company?”

The question is such a welcome boot to the chest that some of the tightness loosens. As though a deep-seated part of me believes everything is going to be okay now that she’s here, with me.

“Yes, Moonbeam.” I clear the rasp from my throat. “I’d like that very much.”
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Chapter 43 Raeve

I collect a round molliefruit from the bowl and set it on a chopping board, using a blade to hack it down the middle.

Sweet juice spritzes the air as silence bears on. A waiting silence, like the deep breath between Siharna’s screams. A silence that itches. My gaze nips past Kaan on the seater to the window too often, across the courtyard to that pacing silhouette beyond the fluttering curtain.

I clear my throat and hack the fruit again, making the pieces smaller. “Does Rygun not like the local prey?” I ask, attempting to fill the void.

Kaan frowns, his eyes shadowed with dark smudges that weren’t there earlier. Perhaps a tribute to his sleeplessness. “He’s far from picky. Why do you ask?”

“I noticed he flew north for a stint while Líri and I were scouting the village. Figured he’d gone to hunt. Seemed strange, since the mountains are so bountiful.”

“You won’t catch him hunting these mountains with the Mists so far north,” Kaan says, rolling the sleeves on his loose brown tunic. “He barely tolerated diving between the peaks to retrieve me earlier.”

My lips thin.

I hack the fruit again and pile the chunks in a small bowl, resheathe my blade, then move around the bench and settle on the seater beside Kaan. Passing him the offering, I curl my legs beneath me and press my shoulder into the upholstered backrest. “Did something happen?”

His jaw tightens as he plucks a piece of fruit from the bowl. “Long ago, yes.” Silence slips by while he peels the lumpy purple skin free, revealing more of the crisp golden flesh. “I was hunting my first gruuc pelt so I could claim Ruháth with the Johkull Clan.”

“Ruháth?”

“The right to begin constructing a tent within the clan’s hollow,” he confirms. “Until a young warrior claims Ruháth, they must slumber without shelter.”

“Ah.”

“At the time, Rygun spent the majority of his daes hunting near the border here. His mah was felled on the plains during a great battle and never made it to the sky. He was in deep mourning and liked to be close.”

The words are rough, like he hasn’t practiced them. Perhaps the first time he’s spoken them to anyone.

“The mists had drifted unnaturally north. Rygun got caught in them while hunting a faunycaw and lost his way, grounding in some sinking sand.” Kaan sets the chunk of fruit in the bowl and begins peeling another. “I heard his panic and went to investigate. Found him almost entirely under, gasping sand.”

A chill moves through me as I grasp where this is going. What he’s about to share with me.

His bonding story. Something most fae keep close to their chests.

Sacred.

I’m not ignorant of the fact that being given such a gift is the greatest honor. Like placing your unguarded heart in the hands of another, trusting them to treasure it.

Shouldering the realization, I reach back, hooking a tendril of hair from just behind my nape.

“I called on Bulder to push him out, but he must’ve been struggling for a while. Once free, he lacked the energy to lift his head, let alone—” Kaan’s voice cracks as he watches me loosen my leather bind from around my wrist and wrap it around the tendril, all the way up near my roots. “Let alone fly,” he continues, setting another naked piece of fruit in the bowl. He gets to work on the third while I tie off the bind. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one who’d heard his cries.”

“Others came?”

“Many.”

Silently waiting for him to continue, I divide my tendril three ways, then begin weaving them together to form my uhloo—tightly. All while Kaan’s gaze hungers over each precise shift of my hands, the air between us becoming so charged with something warm and hopeful that it feels like nothing else exists beyond this home.

This seater.

Us.

When he starts to speak again, his voice is gravel.

“For two daes, the site was swarmed with warriors from different clans wielding weapons, fists, and songs, believing Rygun was beyond hope. I fought them off.”

Feeling the cool rush of all the blood leaving my face, I somehow manage to keep my hands busy, striking the tendrils over and under, over and under. “They wanted to claim his carcass?”

“Correct.” He clears his throat and sets the bowl on the seater beside himself—appetite seemingly forgotten. “Such a claim would provide for any of the largest clans on the plains for many phases. Not a single scale would’ve gone to waste.”

I cast my mind back to the Johkull Clan, thinking of the hollowed Sabersythe corpse they live in, every bit of its body utilized to help the clan function. I imagine that beast as Rygun, dead in the ground for the world to pick at—to scavenge—feeling restless to the core.

Twitchy with the urge to fight.

“By the second dae,” Kaan continues as I weave the remaining length beneath his ardent stare, “I’d busted out so many words the stutter I had as a youngling was ground to dust, but I was so broken down I could hardly stand.” He fists his hands and sets them on his thighs. “Two neighboring clans built an alliance, amassing a small army that would’ve been my end had Rygun not brewed the strength to obliterate them with his flame. The bodies were still burning as he looked at me on my knees in the dirt, and I knew. I either climbed on his back or he was going to curl up and die beside me.”

I still, his words sinking past my skin like slow-moving arrows.

Swallowing the ache in my throat, I take Kaan’s fist and ease his fingers loose, urging him to pinch the end of the braid while I work to free the bundle of hair from his leather bind—fumbling for the knot.

He bows his head to give me better access. Something that feels . . . intimate. Like a larger, fiercer dragon trusting another to help scratch away its molting scales, baring its vulnerable parts.

I manage to loosen his thick, unruly locks, doused in his molten scent as I use the bind to knot the plait, strong and secure. Without pause, I retrieve a dagger, angle the blade to my scalp, and slice off the braid, taking a moment to inspect my handiwork.

Making sure I didn’t fuck it up.

“Together, we made the choice to live,” Kaan rasps, turning to stone as I move my fingers through his hair, up near his scalp.

I gather a large tendril I set my uhloo against, using the loose ends of the bind to knot it in place. Finally done, I pull it forward, so it’s draped over his shoulder—long, strong, and boastful.

Though it’s not perfect, it’s so tight it’s almost stiff. Something that doesn’t seem to bother him as he takes the uhloo in his hands, looking down at it with such tender adoration my chest feels bruised from the sight.

“Upon returning to my clan, many dots were added to my réidi. Tribute to the lives I took. I wear their souls like stains; good warriors who were only fighting to provide for their loved ones. Though I’d do it all again, there was small honor in the blood I spilled on that battlefield.”

“You’re wrong.”

Kaan looks at me, frowning.

“Fighting for another who couldn’t fight for himself, with no expectation of gaining anything in return . . .” I brush the back of my hand across his cheek. “You claimed more honor than you lost, Kaan. There’s nobody else I’d willingly charge into battle behind. Nobody.”

He pulls breath. Opens his mouth—

Siharna releases a mighty scream that punches into me, grips something deep, and squeezes. A feeling that’s come and gone since we got back to the village and collected Korie.

Since I lied to Kaan and told him I was tired, when really, something within me was fissuring beneath the pressure of those agonized sounds.

I thought I needed to be alone, but now that I’m nuzzled next to Kaan on this seater—his sturdy presence making these waves of unease a little easier to breathe through—I think this is what we both needed.

Each other.

“Scrap that,” I announce, pulling a breath so big it shifts a little more of the discomfort. “Siharna could rally me.”

With a snap of her fingers, honestly.

Kaan smiles, though it fades as he slips a loose fall of hair behind my clipped ear. “One dae, that battle might just come for us, Moonbeam . . .”

“Another dae, another bloodbath.” I reach over him, pluck a piece of peeled fruit from the bowl, and bite into it, chewing through my crisp mouthful. “Just say the word and I’ll armor up. Creators know the world would be a better place without your brothers ruling two-thirds of the globe,” I mutter, the tips of my fingers tingling with the urge to scratch the sides of my nails.

“On that, we can agree.”

I feel Kaan’s eyes on me as I push the rest of the fruit in my mouth, chewing while I stare at the wall.

Lovely as it is to imagine gouging Cadok’s eyes from his sockets and popping them with a pump of my fists, everything feels so uncertain that it’s almost impossible to see more than three steps ahead. What if there’s nothing left to salvage after the falls, let alone liberate?

It’s enough to make my stomach sour.

“While we’re on the topic of armor, I—Well. I have something for you.”

I arch a brow as Kaan retrieves a large parcel off a table, sits back down, and hands it over. Touching the twill bow, I hesitate before unraveling the bind to reveal a white stack of folded garments.

“Riding leathers, boots of your own, and a new cloak,” he murmurs, and I lift the form-fitting jacket that’s a shapely piece of art—all elegant panels and smooth lines that look perfectly tailored to praise my shape. The most spectacular garment I’ve ever laid my eyes upon. “It’s runed to protect you from getting frostbite from Liri’s hide.”

How thoughtful. Thankfully, that hasn’t been a problem so far.

He leans forward, unlaces the center seam, then pulls it open to boast the lining—etched in so many glowing runes they’re hard to count. “The pants have extra padding between the thighs, and each garment has hidden pockets for your blades,” he continues, manipulating the jacket to expose some of the concealed slits. “I had panels lined with some of Rygun’s small claw scales I’ve been collecting since well before we first met, coated in a layer of pearl oxide for extra protection. Nothing’s getting through those, so your chest, back, and shoulders are safe.”

I look up, studying the slants of his face as he continues talking about this and that, showcasing different design aspects—more animated than I’ve ever seen him.

He seems younger. More vulnerable.

For some reason, it sends a pang of hurt through my chest.

“Once you’re fully garbed,” he says, showing off the impenetrable ellok hide boots, “you’ll blend with Líri and be fully equipped to ride bareback comfortably.”

“You like giving gifts . . .”

He looks up, seems to hesitate, then nods. Just once. “Hopefully it all fits, and you like the style. If not, the tailor can redo—”

I still his words with a kiss, his lips firm and unmoving at first, as though I caught him off guard. In the next beat, he melts, groaning into my mouth.

He captures my face in his warm hands—

The front door shoves wide, making way for a blast of snow and wind and the aching echo of another agonized scream.

“Hope you’re decent,” Pyrok yells, dousing all the brewing heat from my veins as he stomps the snow from his boots.

“Raeve’s armed,” Kaan growls, still gripping my face, his lips brushing my jaw like a slow-moving taunt.

Pyrok’s response is swift. “I’d be more worried if she wasn’t.”

“It’s the only thing she’s wearing.”

I pull back, mouthing the word liar.

“Sounds like the perfect scenario for one of you to put me out of my misery.”

Kaan releases a deep rumbly sound that reminds me of the noise Líri makes when she’s preparing to rip into a piece of meat.

He leans back and thrusts both hands through his hair while I battle the urge to mount him despite the unexpected company, his eyes still firmly cast on my lips as Pyrok steps into view.

He kicks the door shut and stomps into the room, arms laden with a basket of bottles and a flat, buckled box. A flock of parchment larks bang against his shoulders, back, and head, fluttering vigorously.

I arch a brow. “Friends of yours?”

He grunts, not a single glance in my direction.

I take in his wild hair and the oversized tunic hanging off his broad shoulders like a loosely lain sheet, buttoned in all the wrong holes. Not the slightest bit tucked into his tight brown leather pants. All pretty unsurprising, except—

“I’ve never seen you so pale. Are you eating between drinks?”

“You know what, I actually enjoy the food this far south.” He drops the box and basket on the table before the seater, then begins snatching the larks by their wriggly wings, charging toward a floral urn like he’s on a mission from the Creators themselves.

He lifts the lid and stuffs them in the hollow, one at a time.

“I’m pale because I’ve been listening to Siharna scream through the wall for the past however-the-fuck-long.”

The larks keep spewing out, but he keeps swatting them back down as he works to rid himself of the boisterous flock, finally stamping the lid back in place.

He releases a blasted sigh and stalks back to the table, drops to his knees, then begins unloading the basket of bottles beside three deep, rather assumptive mugs. “There’s something unsettling about hearing someone you genuinely fear get broken down like that, and I’d quite like to scrub it from my brain.”

I count the bottles, certain there’s enough to scrub his brain all the way into oblivion.

Kaan arches a brow. “I see managing my mail has been going well these past two daes.”

“I quit.” Pyrok flicks the locks on the wooden box. “Answering your mail, I’ve decided, is not my life’s purpose.”

“Then what is?” Kaan asks, sounding genuinely curious.

“Fuck knows.” Lifting the lid, Pyrok pulls out a Skripi board he slaps on the table. “Gracing you with my presence, probably.”

Kaan gives him the sort of dry look I’ve become accustomed to. Nice not to be on the receiving end for a change.

I jerk my chin at the board. “I see you came prepared to be stripped of all your belongings. And your pride.”

“Pride’s long gone,” he mutters, opens a black jar, and tips out the dice. “Roan, the boring fuck, is too preoccupied with the book to play with me, so you two are it.” He uncorks a bottle and pours the suspiciously murky liquid into a mug until it’s brimming. “I hope you weren’t planning to slumber. Or go on a murder spree—”

I screw up my face. “Feels targeted.”

“—or fuck. You have daes to do that before the sky crushes us all.”

Creators. Someone’s not taking the pending apocalypse well. Perhaps scrubbing his brain is the right call of action.

Another gutsy scream rips across the courtyard.

“We’re all yours,” I say in the same instance Kaan reaches for the shards. He cuts the deck and hands me half while I edge farther around the seater, shuffling them. Together, we set the board while Pyrok fills the other mugs, drains his, then refills it again.

“How should we play?” he asks, inspecting his fan of shards.

Eyeing my fantastic hand—honestly, this game’s already over—I flatten my features and suggest, “Favors?”

“No,” they both answer in unison.

“Bit swift. Why not?”

Kaan arches a brow. “Because I’m still bruised, Moonbeam.”

Fair.

I turn to Pyrok. “What’s your excuse?”

“I’m on a losing streak.” He eyes his splayed hand while shuffling it around, his bland gaze giving nothing away. “I already owe Veya. Fuck if I’m owing you, too.”

Also fair.

“Twos and fours drink,” he continues, slams his shards against the table, then fans them in the other direction. “First loser has to empty their mug in one hit.”

I scowl at my brimming mug and slide it toward him, certain I don’t want to risk tasting that shit again—no matter how good my hand is. “We’re child-minding. Someone needs to stay sober. I heartily volunteer.”

“Korie’s covered.” Pyrok jerks his chin at Kaan. “He’d have to guzzle a river of mead to get drunk.”

“Really?” I look at Kaan. “Built-up tolerance?”

“Overprotective dragon,” he murmurs, flicking me a glance before he gets back to arranging his hand. “He’s quick to absorb my ailments. I’d have to intoxicate Rygun to get more than a soft buzz.”

That’s . . . interesting.

And inconvenient for my taste buds.

“I miss the daes before he went all Daga-Mórrk on us,” Pyrok drones, chewing the inside of his lip piercing. “We saw some wild shit.”

“Short answer,” Kaan cuts in, like he’s eager to change the subject, “Korie’s covered.”

I scowl as Pyrok slides the laden mug back into my unappreciative atmosphere. “Well. I’m happy for her.”

A guttural groan heaves across the courtyard, crisp and clear, as if Siharna’s standing right beside us. Like Clode personally lumped it on the table for us to not enjoy.

Creators, it’s getting worse . . .

Pyrok leaps to his feet and charges toward the far wall. “First to three gets crowned with”—he plucks a white wreath off a hook and waves it around, the red buds glinting like rough-hewn gems—“this.”

Kaan raises both brows. “The irreplaceable family heirloom that’s been passed down through generations for so long we have no knowledge of where it came from or what it even is?”

Pyrok frowns down at the thing, shrugging as he flops it on his head. “If it’s so important, it shouldn’t be on a wall hook, gathering dust.”

He’s just kneeling beside the table when the door shoves open, exposing us to another blow of wind and snow.

We all watch Roan move into the entryway with an orange quill clamped between his teeth, cracked spectacles low on his nose, eyes on the Book of Voyd spread open atop his gloved hand. He nudges the door shut, blindly kicks off his already unlaced boots, then moves like a waif toward the kitchen counter—the dirty hem of his oversized white robe dragging behind.

He jerks back a stool and settles in with the book splayed across the table, pulls a notebook from his pocket, pries it open, and jots something down before he gets back to studying the page.

No hello.

No wave.

Not even a blink of recognition.

Right.

Collectively, we turn our attention back on the game.

“Everyone understand the rules?” Pyrok asks before another scream ratchets through the room, guttering to a groan that makes the skin on my arms prickle. “Twos, fours, and sixes,” he tacks on, to which Kaan and I both answer the same blasted word.

“Deal.”
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Chapter 44 Veya

Predators cackle and howl somewhere in the distant murk, echoing across the plains of snow and gleaming sheets of ice—only the odd sharp rock punched up from beneath to give me any sense of expanse. Of the distance I’ve moved.

Of how far I still have to go.

A shiver runs me through.

Out here, the world’s bigger, more brutal. One wrong move will bury me in the pinch between this barren wasteland and the dark, moon-pocked sky. Though it’s no less than I deserve, there’s still something I need to do.

But first—

I lift Kaan’s weald to my bare, throbbing shoulder. Use the light to inspect the ugly pucker of pink skin I sizzled shut four daes ago, struggling to keep my hand steady. Not helped by the fever boiling my blood. Nor the welling anticipation of what I’m about to do.

“F-f-fuck it,” I mutter, deciding it’s best to cut first, think later. Either way, I’ll need to dig around until I find whatever’s left in me. It’s going to hurt as much no matter where I stick the knife in.

I’m transferring the weald into my other hand when another howl heckles me.

I scour my surroundings, looking past more scattered black stones jutting up like loose teeth, toward the wave of white towering over the plains like a constant threat.

Miel Et Muíem smothers my view of the bright horizon, blocking my path to The Fade. Not that I believed I could get there once Bharon buried himself in the sky. Nobody survives the Ergor Plains without a mount. Provisions. Shelter. I’ll die of starvation before I make it near enough to the border to open my bond with Zekhi and call him to me without risking his well-being. But those Mists—

They might be the answer to everything.

If I were to pass through them, I’d likely get soul-suckled to death. Not my favored way to go. But if I can simply get close enough to catch the attention of one of the resident waifs, they might be willing to pass a message to Borg; ready the moment Kaan decides to pop the cork on his vial next.

A great plan. Unfortunately, the wind squealing past this rock I’m sheltering behind is keeping the Mists perpetually out of reach.

That, and I’m pretty sure I’m dying.

Teeth gritted, I roll my shoulder, using the agonizing grind of pain to gauge the exact whereabouts of whatever I left in there before I cauterized the wound. If I can get it out, I might break my fever. Survive long enough to reach the Mists.

Atone.

My right hand trembles around my pre-fired dagger, still achy from being torn through, lacking the strength to clench properly. It’s one thing to cut yourself open. Doing it with a floppy hand is another beast entirely, but I have no choice.

I angle the tip against my puckered flesh, grit my teeth, and plant pressure down the blade, breath held as the sharp metal splits past skin and already ravaged muscle. Like stabbing a hunk of cooked meat to see if the juice still runs pink.

Not mine. But given the raging throb seeded deep in the general vicinity, I’m unsurprised to see yellow puss glug around the silver blade, oozing down the front of me, chased by a rush of blood.

Despite my urge to scream, I hold my breath, not wanting to mark myself as easy prey for whatever’s skulking nearby.

Don’t wanna make it too easy for them.

My grip on the weald trembles so much I almost drop it. Darkness clouds the corners of my vision, but I don’t stop pushing until the blade is nearly through the other side of me.

Pulling it out is harder, like sliding against a coarse grain. Painful enough that my head kicks back against the stone as my throat threatens to loosen.

The blade slips free.

I droop, shuddering with such violence I almost topple to the side, letting the dagger fall from my wet grip. I don’t allow myself a moment to breathe or think or fucking feel before I bite the glove from my right hand and push two fingers in, goring through my ravaged flesh.

Time blurs as I close my eyes and dig, voiding the pain as best I can, my head becoming lighter.

Colder.

Even the howls grow quiet, like they’re moving farther away. Or maybe that’s wishful thinking.

My finger grazes something sharp, pumping my heart with hope.

I wedge my other finger around, pinch the object, and pull. They squelch free, boasting a black stone splinter.

An immediate sense of ease washes over me as I swallow a sob of relief. The feeling’s short-lived, my gaze moving past the wet splinter to the Mists beyond—suddenly so much farther away. As though Clode just heaved the mightiest breath of her existence and blew them almost out of sight.

It would take a miracle for me to reach them before I die of starvation or get preyed upon. A realization that’s like the heel of a boot grinding me into the snow, loosening a pathetic whimper that makes me want to punch myself.

My vision smears as my head flops back against the stone, the warmth leaking from my shoulder a quiet comfort in this frozen expanse of black and white. Like a soft hug while death quietly takes your hand and gives you a gentle tug—

Not yet, Veya.

Not.

Fucking.

Yet.

I snarl, jerking straight.

Another howl rips across the plains, answered by a beast that sounds as though it’s coming from a different direction.

Perhaps they’re circling . . .

Wonderful.

I have no doubt that if I were to focus my gaze on my surroundings, I’d see whatever’s hunting me. Likely crouched close to the snow, skulking nearer with each slow beat of my heart. But they can’t have me until I’ve made some of this right.

I lift the weald to my weeping wound until flame meets flesh.

Melts it.

I bottle a scream, convulsing through the sear of pain.

Once I’m certain the wound is cauterized, I drop my hand and pull a wobbly breath. Gag on the potent reek of fried flesh.

I pocket the precious weald and fumble for my blade. Gripping the hilt, I tip my head against the stone and wait—determined to slaughter anything that tries to eat me. Even if I survive to see the aurora ribbons rise again, it’s time for the winds to change.

For the Mists to drift close.

For me to get a message to Kaan without dying first. Who knows what problems will arise once my soul leaves this body. How hard it’ll be to pass my knowledge on.

To tell my brother that he has a daughter.

I can’t give back the precious lives I’ve taken, nor can I mend the kingdom I doomed, but I can do this.

I can make this right.

Another distant howl scuttles across my skin.

I swing my head right and scan my surroundings, stilling as my gaze narrows on a dark hollow tucked in a jagged crevice at the foot of the mountain ranges. Most likely one of the many long-forgotten entrances to the ancient labyrinth beneath, shaped before folk learned how to sculpt aboveground cities with cleaner air and better access to our bonded dragons.

A hitch of hope snags my breath.

If I can make it into that tunnel, I’ll be sheltered until the Mists move close again. Less of a target for circling predators.

With a few teeth-gritted maneuvers, I get the cloak back up over my bloody shoulder, pull on my glove, and tug my hood down over my face. Then I shove to my feet and make for the cave—each heavy step shafting spears of pain up my legs, into my hips.

Even at my quickest, it’s little more than a limping jog.

The sharp wind bites through my clothing, making me ache all over, my organs shaking. As though someone has my spine in their fist, jolting me from the inside out.

The world wobbles beneath me . . .

I trip face-first into the hard-packed snow. The blow of pain radiating through my shoulder suggests I’ve torn the freshly cauterized wound even before the seep of blood begins to warm my chest—heat rushing from my veins, gushing out the hole.

Another howl rips my heart up my throat.

With a surge of unnatural strength, I heave to my feet and gouge through the snow. My gusty surrounds blur as I focus on planting sturdy steps, bringing me closer to the promise of safety.

The back of my neck prickles with the sense that something is right behind me—

I launch into the pitched cave, landing so hard and heavy all the air punches from my seizing lungs.

I roll, chest jerking with each failed battle for breath. Watch in vulnerable horror as three large crowls gallop across the plains, powering toward me with their jagged teeth bared, kicking up bursts of snow.

They swallow the space between us while I take in their skeletal forms and frosted eyes, the beasts busting against one another in the rush to funnel into the cave and claim the kill.

I finally heave a breath. Blast it free with a single sentence that grates my throat on the way up, coming out like a spit of stone.

“Gerg-agh tah vú!”

Bulder snaps the cave shut with such force it reminds me of a dragon’s maw clamping down, enclosing me in the faint smell of dust and soot and a darkness so thick it’s like I’m clapped between bricks of dried ink.

That, and a bone-aching silence.

I fumble for Kaan’s weald. Manage to open the lid and release the flame as a different darkness begins to encase me—cold.

Hungry.

The sort that suggests I’ve lost too much blood.

I groan, feeling the weald fall from my weakening grip. Hear it skitter across the ground.

My head rolls to the side, gaze caught on that small, hungry flame until I slip away.
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Chapter 45 Raeve

The feel of an incorporeal blade slitting down my spine rips me awake so fast my eyes bulge open, seeing I’m still on the seater where I vaguely recall tipping sideways before everything went black.

Atop the stout table ahead, the Skripi board is in disarray, strewn with empty bottles.

I snap my gaze to Pyrok sprawled on the ground where he drunkenly collapsed, snoring. Then to his brother, passed out with his head on the table beside the Book of Voyd, still gripping his quill.

Kaan—

Seemingly absent, given his boots are no longer at the door.

With nobody to bear witness to my agony, I fall into the arc of my spasming muscles, hissing breath, riding the pain slicing down each vertebra. A claw reaching up from the past, digging into the dips and dents like it’s trying to bleed my spinal fluid—every muscle squeezed so tight I’m going to snap.

The pain finally tapers.

My body loosens, eyes shut as I heave breath past gritted teeth, my heart thumping so hard and fast it sounds like a drum.

The fucking blood bind . . .

“Dammit,” I whisper, then roll onto my back and wipe the sweat from my brow, chewing on this unfortunate development like a piece of rotten meat stuck between my teeth.

That’ll teach me for daring to forget about Sereme’s septic shackle.

How did she work out I’m still alive?

I sigh, deciding it doesn’t matter how. She knows. Is obviously pissed I haven’t checked in to kiss her feet. Done my part to indulge her toxic lust for control.

I didn’t miss this shit.

Opening my eyes on the too-bright glare spewing through the windows, I knead the alcohol-induced throb from my temples, realizing the wreath is still on my head. The remnants of a moment in time that felt light despite the heavy darkness bearing down on us all.

I set the wreath aside, releasing another long sigh.

Fuck you, Sereme.

Pushing down the light blanket I don’t recall laying across myself, I sit up way too fast, head spinning as I catch the lark bumping against my shoulder. I notice the floral urn is opened, the larks Pyrok stuffed in there now in a flattened pile on the counter.

Guess Kaan couldn’t slumber and decided to go through his mail instead. Probably got called away.

Trying to ignore the persistent throb of my bloated brain, I unfold the new lark’s pleats.

Moonbeam.

By the time you read this, I’ve likely flown to a nearby village. Their bunker collapsed and they need help getting it back into shape.

I should return by the rise.
 
PS—I took Korie across to her mah. Siharna birthed a beautiful boy. Both mah and son are healthy and doing well.

Eternally yours.

A tightness eases from my chest as I reread the note, focusing on one line:

Both mah and son are healthy and doing well.

I’m tackled by such relief, my eyes sting. A feeling I’m quick to scrub away with the heels of my hands, shifting my thoughts to something that doesn’t make my heart ache.

Sereme. The bitch.

Maybe her instructions got caught in the Mists and she’s pissed. Knowing her, she’ll slice me until they turn up, or until I come crawling.

Literally, the worst timing.

The muscles in my back continue to pinch and spasm from the brutal intrusion, making it hard to breathe properly.

If I don’t walk this off and stretch my spine, I’ll ache for phases.

Tucking Kaan’s note in my pocket, I shove up and pull on the pants and boots he gifted me—a perfect fit. I rebuckle my sheath and swathe myself in the new cloak that feels much lighter than I expected it to. Like Kaan’s realized how much I struggle with heavy materials that lock in too much warmth.

I smile despite my fucked-up predicament, flick up my hood, and move out into the cold outside—not a soul in sight bar the odd parchment lark fluttering through the snow, dodging fat flakes. Other than that, even the skies are quiet.

It must be slumbertime, meaning we slept all dae.

“Creators,” I mutter, striding across the courtyard, out the gate, and down the stairs toward the river, stretching my arms, back, and neck. Thick snow crunches beneath my boots while the fresh fall patters my hood, making a soft song as I move through the colorful village, breathing the smoky botanical smells huffing from tall chimneys. Taking in the different buildings, some glazed by the odd shaft of powdery sun slitting diagonally through the clouds.

Being so close to the border, with cold air nipping my nose and color-stained windows everywhere I look, it feels as though we’re in The Fade, minus the oppressive weight of Cadok’s rule. Like stepping into a vibrant dream that feels too good to be true.

And perhaps it is. Perhaps this goodness will get swallowed, too. Something hard not to dwell on with the impending moonfall and all that transpired in Bothaim. With the echo of my blood-bound reality still pinching my nerves.

Everything feels temporary. As does the well-being of whoever thought it prudent to follow me—my skin prickling from their leering presence.

I wander toward the riverbank, across the bridge Kaan reshaped, pausing amongst a dense pocket of trees beneath the towering might of Líri’s pillar. Perfect coverage if I have to slit this fucker’s throat. Don’t want any unsuspecting younglings peering out their windows because they can’t sleep, only to see me hacking through a carotid.

The heady musk of body odor comes to me on a flick of wind while I look past droopy branches appearing to reach down and sip the gushing water, fingers grazing the hilt of my blade.

Whoever this is, they’re not used to the warmer climate this far north . . .

The air shifts.

I whip around, slam my forearm across the throat of the large black-robed stranger, my dagger poised at his dick. He makes a dense huffing sound as I back him against the gnarled trunk of a tree.

Unfamiliar green eyes leer at me through the darkness cast by his hood, and although his body is lax—a demeanor that suggests I could remove his testicles and he wouldn’t so much as flinch—the tensing muscle in his jaw tells a different story. As do the words he finally spits.

“Careful, grunt.”

Though it sounds like he’s speaking past a gag, something about his syrupy voice makes my skin crawl. Like I’ve heard it before.

Somewhere.

I frown, shoving my weight forward. “Who are you? And why are you following me?”

A brooding silence slips by before he grits out three words that loosen the knot on every tight muscle in my body.

“From the ashes.”

I sigh.

“The Elding will rise,” I mutter, shoving back, eyes narrowed on the stranger now straightening his cloak—no doubt come to monumentally fuck up my coming daes. “How did you find this place?”

Silence.

Right.

I plant my hip against a trunk. “Guess you’re here to hand deliver my summons to Sereme?”

“A job,” he corrects. “With the Mists so far north, many larks are getting lost for cycles, and this mission is time sensitive.”

“I see.”

He pushes back his hood to reveal hair like oil sheets dripping past his shoulders, embellished with a red bead that stands out against the black. His pale skin shows off the veins in his temples, neck, and hands, his face so angular he reminds me of the word sharp. A memorable face.

Certainly not someone I’ve seen before, despite his familiar voice.

“And how did Sereme discover I survived?”

“The miskunn saw you here this dae, standing where you are.”

Uno?

Surely not. Very few know about her, and I doubt Ruse trusts this smug-faced stranger with the precious knowledge of her existence.

“I wasn’t aware there’s a miskunn loyal to the Ath.”

He clasps his hands before him, looking down his nose at me. “The Elding has a young one in his care, yes.”

My eyes narrow. “I’ve never seen this miskunn before, nor has the Elding seen me.” I dance my blade between my fingers. All I can do to temper the unease chipping at me. “Given neither of them know what I look like, you’re either lying or there’s something you’re not telling me. Which is it?”

His responding silence does nothing to ease my raised hackles. In fact, it plants a bulb of distrust so deep it immediately takes root.

I flick the blade high. Catch it. “Secrets shovel graves, grunt.”

His eyes darken. “I would not threaten me, Elding Blade. And it’s Elding Squire, to you—”

“Fancy.”

“My orders come straight from the Elding himself. To threaten me is to threaten our master.”

I huff a humorless laugh. “Given he appears to condone Sereme torturing me from afar, using our blood bind to bring me to my knees whenever he wants me to dance, I’m not sure I give a shit. Not anymore.”

In fact, I’m done here.

“Find me when the Ath remembers its values and you locate some fucking manners,” I mutter, charging for the bridge.

I’m just stuffing my blade away when his voice chases me, stilling my feet.

“The fate of The Flourish depends on you, Elding Blade.”
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Chapter 46 Raeve

My lips twitch, thoughts turning to all the folk I’ve had escorted to The Flourish over my phases in The Fade working under Sereme.

Younglings. Nulls. Vulnerable folk beaten down by the world, in desperate need of a soft landing.

I look back over my shoulder. “Explain.”

The Elding Squire pulls a parchment lark from his pocket and gives the wriggling thing a blow.

It darts straight for my chest, bumping against me until I snatch it, cutting a glance at the Elding Squire before I get to work unfolding the pleats. Catch a second, smaller fold of parchment that falls free.

I open it, revealing a map.

Of Bhoggith.

Frowning, I set to reading the note, my lips pinching at the sight of Sereme’s scrawled text.

Raeve.

I hope you’ve enjoyed your time off. Such a shame you failed to make us aware of your survival. Had you not been so selfish, we wouldn’t have lost so many green recruits. There’s a lot of innocent blood on your hands.

I grit my teeth, seeing the words for exactly what they are: emotional manipulation. Sereme’s second-favorite weapon, right alongside her lust for making me crawl for her in crippling agony whenever she feels slighted.

Seems she’s been honing both against a whetstone while I’ve been away, sobering from the serpent’s poison.

To atone, the Elding has given you a job.

You’re to travel south to Bhoggith where a fae with silver hair and silver eyes is camped out deep in The Fade’s western outpost, behind yellow double doors carved to look like the sun. For your convenience, I’ve inserted a map of his supposed location and the miskunn’s sketch of the doors. You’re to find him, kill him, then bring me his heart and both his eyes.

This fae is a risk to the well-being of everyone at The Flourish. Their lives depend on you.

Sereme.

This bitch.

I refold the map and note, pressing each seam viciously tight, making them sharp as blades. “Is this fae beaded? Politically corrupt? A rapist or child abuser? And how exactly is he a threat to The Flourish?”

“Uncertain on all accounts.”

I snort-laugh. “New rule: I need more to go on than a simple note and a slit down the spine.” Not sure what’s come over me, but this . . . doesn’t feel right. “Aren’t you the Elding’s squire? Does he not trust you with important details?”

The glare I receive is so hard it would bludgeon most folk to their knees.

Perhaps it’s the slower, sturdier beat of my heart—bolstered by my bond with Líri—but it doesn’t so much as dent my current state of mind. In fact, my instincts prickle like there’s a predator in our midst.

“The miskunn foresaw this individual would bring an end to the refuge we’ve worked so hard to build. That’s all the information you require to do the job that’s been ordered of you.”

I tilt my head to the side.

Bet this guy’s pillow talk leaves a lot to be desired. Throwing around words like ordered and do the job.

He’s exactly the sort of shit staining this world. And where there’s one, there’s more, because if there’s anything I’ve learned since I clawed free of the mountain I woke beneath all those phases ago, it’s that attitude spreads like a disease, good or bad.

“And if I don’t comply?” I ask, waving the note about. “If I decide I’m done being ordered to do the Elding’s dirty work without a lick of proof that the blood I shed is making a difference, rather than simply making the world more bloody?”

The squire stares at me for so long I start to wonder if he heard me correctly. Or at all.

With a click of his tongue, he reaches deep into his pocket and pulls out a curly quill that’s unlike anything I’ve seen before—bold red and glittery, almost like Essi’s hair. A thought that strikes like a shiv, catching me unawares.

Next comes a small silver bottle that makes my heart still, the ornate chalice a near-replica of the one Sereme wears around her neck.

I barely have a chance to pull breath before he presses the quill’s sharp tip against one of the filigree engravings and drags it down.

A slash of pain shreds my spine.

I fall to my knees, eyes bulging, mouth agape. Though my seizing lungs fail to gasp even a sip of air.

“Should you not complete the mission, The Flourish will fall. A weight you’ll take to your grave, eliminated by those you once called acquaintances. The Ath have too many secrets for one such as yourself to be untethered.”

The pain slits around me and hooks on something in my gut, as though he’s flaying me from belly button to sternum.

“We expect you to deliver the package to Sereme’s office in seven rises. Blink if you understand.”

I do as he asks, the motion feeling too much like a bow.

Like yielding.

But bad feelings and prickly instincts aside . . . maybe this isn’t the right time to make a stand. Put another target on my back when I can simply do the job, save The Flourish from damnation, then pick my bone when I deliver Sereme’s bloody package.

Is this fucker ever going to let up?

Still bound in a taut, convulsing knot, I blink again . . . again . . . AGAIN—

He clicks his tongue and lifts the quill.

Immediate relief.

I fold forward, fist my hands into the snow, and repress the urge to spray my stomach lining all the way to the river, trying to imagine a world where I don’t wake to a fresh serving of spangle shit every dae.

Crushing Sereme’s note in my fist, I glare at the male now spinning with a dash of his cloak, giving me his back. Rage licks at my ribs like a brewing flame as he saunters over the bridge, leaving heavy prints in the fresh powder.

I grind through tight breaths like a huffing dragon, crack my neck. Press down my thrashing desire to leap up, grip his head, and whip it around so fast he glimpses me standing behind him before the light leaves his eyes . . . reminding myself that murdering the asshole is probably not the best course of action. Though I could steal the vial. Relieve him of his ability to torture me via Sereme’s bind—

A cold disruption in the air slams my heart to a halt.

I look through the foliage in time to see Líri spearing toward the bridge. Wings tucked, she plummets quieter than a puffed breath, right up until the moment she’s almost on the fae. Then she flicks out her wings, claws splayed, a predatory leer in her bold black eyes.

The Squire doesn’t have a chance to scream before she snatches him off the bridge—there and gone in a blink.

All the gathered snow blasts from the canopy and gusts about as Líri thrashes her wings, climbing the air. She drops her head, maw splayed before she clamps down on the male and, with one swift jerk, rips him in two.

Blood sprays.

A severed arm thumps onto the bridge, its gory splat chased by a red rain that sprays the snow.

I groan, still stomaching the punch of shock when I catch sight of a familiar figure standing on the other side of the bridge, draped in a rust-colored cloak, her long auburn braid hanging over her shoulder. I note the small bundle bound against her chest behind a linen wrap as Siharna moves across the arch, smudging the splats of red with each tender, leaden step.

My cheeks heat.

I’m done for.

I push to my feet and swiftly pocket the note, still breathless, brushing the snow from my cloak as we come face-to-face.

“Congratulations,” I rasp, nipping the swiftest glance at her young. “Valliant effort.”

She dips her chin, and an awkward silence ensues. Goes on and on and fucking on.

“I—ahh . . .” Creators, swallow me. “How are you standing?” I blurt, figuring it’s a better way to break the ice rather than addressing the severed arm she just booted off the bridge.

She arches a brow. “Because I don’t have time to sit.”

Fair.

I’m trying to think of a way to respond—my gaze bumping from her stern eyes to the bloody footprints she left behind—when Líri releases a screech of savage joy from somewhere amongst the clouds.

My lids sink shut.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, not that I think it’ll make her feel any better about the situation. My dragon just snatched someone off the bridge in the guts of her beautiful, beloved village. Is probably eating him this very instant.

Siharna lifts her chin, a faint posturing I certainly don’t miss. “Will it implicate my village? My folk?”

Her younglings.

She doesn’t say the words, but I hear them. Feel them in the pit of my soul.

“No. I swear on my life and on the Creators themselves.”

With the coming moonfall, it’s likely my conscience is the only thing that’ll need reconciling. While Líri digests the secret of how that fucker perished, I’ll be down here with my eyes pried open, battling the prospect that the Ath might no longer stand for the things it once did, or that I was led to believe. How can it when it appears Sereme’s not the only venomous, high-ranking member with a lust for blackmail and a sprinkle of torture?

Silence prevails as Siharna watches me, her arms firmly bound around her slumbering babe I can’t quite bring myself to take a good look at. Despite it—or maybe because of it—I know I’d do anything in my power to ensure no harm befalls either him or his sister.

“Good.” She drops her chin a little. “Does Kaan know you’re blood bound?”

My head jerks, like she just put her whole body into the motion of planting a slap on my cheek.

I stare, blinking. Happy I slept most of this dae away. It’s obviously intent on force-feeding me nonstop spangle shit until I check out again.

She raises both brows. A quiet chastisement for my continued silence.

“It would only worry him,” I grit out.

“I see.” She glances past me to Líri’s plinth, back again, seeming to have trouble maintaining my eye contact. Strange, given she’s held it so firmly this entire time. “Well, take it from someone who never asked enough questions . . . don’t keep this from him.”

I open my mouth to speak, but she cuts me off.

“I’ll never know Zior’s final resting place because, in his stubborn desire to protect my delicate disposition, he never told me where he was going the dae he disappeared.”

Her babe starts to squirm against her, making a soft gurgling sound.

She bounces, rubbing his back in the same smooth circles I witnessed her doing to her belly before she gave birth.

“He’ll never meet his son. Will never see Korie grow and find love of her own. I’ll never get the chance to avenge his death.” Siharna’s voice breaks against the statement, and she glances away, swallowing before she meets my gaze and continues. “Find the strength to let him all the way in, Raeve. He deserves nothing less.”

She turns, halfway across the bridge before I pull a shuddered breath, realizing I refrained for so long I’m parched for air.

Choking for it.

Siharna disappears between the vibrant buildings. Even so, her son’s cries fissure me from a distance. Rattle something inside me with such knee-buckling force I grab the handrail to stop myself from dropping.

Chin to my chest, I gulp big bouts of crisp air that slowly drug me into a head spin.

She’s right, of course. Kaan deserves nothing less than every bit of my truth. But with the coming falls, he’s got too much to worry about without adding my shit to his already laden plate.

There’s an entire kingdom resting on his shoulders.

A small, pesky blood bind resting on my own.

I dig Sereme’s crinkled note from my pocket and spread it across the handrail, rereading the poisonous words.

One final job. Then I’ll find a way to rid myself of Sereme for good. After which, I need to find the Elding. Speak to the male I’ve been blindly obeying for the past ten phases, given he’s willing to drop to similar lows as those he’s supposed to stand against to keep me in line.

If he’s doing this to me, who’s to say he’s not treating others the same way? Who’s to say these threats won’t eventually impact the folk I’ve helped send to The Flourish? The friends I’ve made?

The male I love?

Something within me snarls as I come to the startling realization that I’m vastly unequipped for everything we’re up against; cowering behind a clip in my ear that shields me from expectations, hiding from a Creator who could help me become the sturdy dual-bead beast nobody fucks with.

Not Rayne, of course. She can keep her sulky sadness to herself. But Bulder—

 I think back to when we were in Bothaim. When Kaan crushed a swarm of militants with a few blasted words.

Bulder could bash me into something stronger . . .

Problem is, his language takes phases to master. Some never do. But Kaan had already gone to the great effort of teaching Elluin to be somewhat proficient. He said so himself.

Meaning—theoretically—I have the same knowledge within me.

Somewhere.

If I can just gather the courage to find the memory of those lessons, I could fast-track my learning. Or perhaps there’s a stone with Bulder’s entire language conveniently packaged within. Like the teardrop but less depressing.

Resolve hardens my features.

I stretch the anxiety from my chest and drop my grip on the handrail, stalking across the bridge to the tune of my dragon’s satiated screech.

I’ve been melted down and reshaped by a Creator before—against my will.

At least this choice is mine.
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Chapter 47 Raeve

“You can do this,” I bite out, pacing from wall to wall in the small slumbersuite. I crack my neck, preparing for what I’m about to do.

Brave my Other’s den. Like an idiot.

I rip off my cloak and toss it on the pallet. Fist my hands, loosen them. Suddenly lacking a single drip of the confidence that drove me across the courtyard and in through the front door. That had me kicking off my boots and charging up the stairs, not even blinking in Pyrok’s direction when he woke from his snoring slumber and asked if the world had ended yet.

I’ve only got seven rises to reach Bhoggith, eliminate the hit, then deliver bits of him to the serpent bitch in her purple palace of pain and apparently save The Flourish. And myself, I guess.

Seven.

Rises.

That leaves no time to waste, but I can’t go before speaking to Kaan. Meaning I’ve got until he returns to hunt for Bulder’s language. Except now that I’m behind this locked door, preparing to plunge headfirst into my internal dumping ground, the idea has turned to ash in my mouth.

Going within . . . I risk coming face-to-face with my Other.

I’m not ready for that. Not sure I ever will be, but I’m certain I don’t have the ability to protect everyone that’s cracked into my heart.

And that outweighs everything.

I blow out a sigh, pause to jiggle the door handle, double-checking I locked it properly—

A slit of pain carves from my elbow all the way to the tips of my fingers, making the tendons tighten so hard my hand bunches into a gnarly knot. I fall to my knees, seething through clenched teeth as I pry my fingers back, hoping to stop my tendons from suffering any damage that might prevent me from doing my fucking job with any amount of ease. No doubt Sereme’s singular aim.

Make this as difficult as possible without incapacitating me entirely. Bring me to heel.

The usual poison.

The pain shifts. Hacks up my arm, across my shoulder blades, and down to my other hand, cramping it into an equally twisted knot while I chew on my wild compulsion to laugh—if I only had the breath.

Darkness has gathered at the corners of my vision by the time the pain eases enough I’m able to fill my lungs.

My body loosens.

I flop against the door, shuddering through gulped breaths. Consider skipping every step bar climbing atop Líri and flying straight to Gore with one goal in mind: find a way to force Sereme to sever our blood bind, even if that means severing some fingers to get her to yield. Something that’ll wound me as much as it wounds her, but fuck it. What’s a couple of fallen phalanges in exchange for my untethered freedom?

Cold floods my veins—the only warning I get before I’m ripped back and stuffed beneath the shattered surface of my internal lake.

Shards smash me from all angles, like I’m caught in a mug of water being sloshed about by a shaking fist—preventing me from reaching the surface. By the time the water calms, I’m trapped beneath a thick sheet of frosted ice impossible to punch through, even as I put my entire soul into each fisted blow.

I’m down here. With her.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

My knuckles shred as I punch, punch—

A cracking sound echoes through the water.

I pause to examine the dense barrier, but the crack isn’t here.

It’s—

Movement hooks my stare toward the shore. To where something is stepping out onto the ice, oozing silver light that spears into the dark abyss.

My heart hitches, hands flattening as those luminous shafts drift closer . . . closer . . . all to the tune of thumping steps and clangorous cracks. A haunting melody that prickles my skin, raises my pulse.

I guess she’s not down here with me after all.

I shift until I’m directly beneath a heavily frosted patch, watching those blades of light slice through the water, herding closer. Swarming me as the immense presence slows directly above, becoming still.

Silent.

There’s not a single breath of sound, nor the thump of a beating heart as I’m struck with the tingly sense that my Other’s waiting for something. Not sure what, and I don’t intend to find out.

Flipping so fast I get a head spin, I dive headfirst toward the distant den. Intent on putting space between us, yes, but mainly I’m relieved.

She’s above. Not down here, skulking around while I search.

This is perfect.

Who knows how long it’ll last, but I’d be stupid to waste this opportunity to get what I need and—ideally—never deep-dive again.

Creators, I hope she doesn’t eat anyone up there . . .

I better be quick.

Reaching the cluster of pillars, I’m about to force myself between them when I notice something . . . off.

Last time my Other stuffed me down here, only the pillar at the center of the cluster showed any signs of being nested on. Now, numerous pillars have been worn into a concave dip, each cradling a pile of those luminous, silver egg-shaped stones. Like my Other’s been working tirelessly, dividing the pile across several nests.

Frowning, I shift toward a pillar’s edge so I can better see the central one, now cradling only two treasures: the velvety black rock that looks like a lump of coal and an egg-shaped stone that’s marbled black and silver—

I look away, suffering a soul-deep shiver that leaves me certain I never want to know what secret that stone contains. Move toward a pile of the pure silver ones, a collection of my Other’s memories, no doubt, based on the flashback that attacked me last time I accidentally touched one.

Why did she shift them?

I edge closer to the small mound, heart stilling as I catch sight of something black between the gaps, sharp edged on one side but smooth on the other. Like it’s been buffered by the . . . tides of . . . time.

“You’ve got to be fucking with me,” I mutter, innately aware of what it is. A shattered bit of memory stone she’s smothered with the egg-shaped silver ones—so purposely placed it’s impossible for me to touch without shifting things around.

The sinking feeling in my chest tells me it’s not just any stone. It’s the one I need.

I groan, swim toward the next pillar nest piled with argent treasures, seeing another shard of black tucked beneath. Also impossible to grab without some excavation work and a side of emotional trauma.

Teeth gritted, I scan the nests. Realize exactly what this is.

A trade station.

She’s taken the memory I want, smashed it into bits, and hid the respective shards beneath her memory eggs. So if I want to fast-track my learning of Bulder’s language, it comes at a cost.

Me, absorbing bits of her past. Memories that possibly involve . . . Elluin.

If she’s trying to establish some sort of relationship with me, she’s going to be sorely disappointed at the watered-down version of the brave little girl she bonded with.

I tip my head and stab my gaze toward the distant surface, ball my hands into fists, and fill my lungs with icy water that fails to put me out of my misery. “I heartily disapprove!” I yell, then press my chin to my chest, not wanting to see if she responds at all.

One spiral at a time.

Turning, I drag myself to the closest pile of pre-prepared torture fuel and drop to my fucking knees, bearing all the enthusiasm of someone walking themselves to a noose. I don’t bother trying to work out which egg stone is going to hurt less. Chances are the only safe option is not to touch them at all. But I came down here for bits of Bulder’s language, and dammit, I can’t afford to leave empty-handed.

There’s too much at stake.

I wriggle my outstretched fingers before I close my hand around a stone and pull . . . immediately dropped into the body of—

Her.
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The Other Past

The Other claws at the black stone, gouging shards she nudges to the side, spinning to repeat the motion. Once there’s a jagged protective rim all around her, she curls within it, grunting softly.

A signal for her young to move close.

Allume doesn’t shift from where she’s coiled in a knot against the burrow’s wall, looking out on the ribbonless sky. Her gaze traces the fluttery motions of two young Moonplumes flicking through the crisp air like a dance, so luminous against the velvet black. Youths of similar size, chests full of energy they only ever burn through once the ribbons have long since fallen.

For a long moment, The Other watches, heart heavy. Certain there’s nothing she wouldn’t do to make Allume’s wings work as they should. Make the small one strong enough to lift her into the sky so she can play beneath the moons, feel the push of a rushing breeze and the thrill of a tight-tucked plummet.

If she could, she’d sever her own and gift them to her, despite knowing Allume’s on her own journey. That the argent light that’s given her life will only ever be . . . temporary. A shooting star she’ll nurture with everything she is until fate splits their paths again.

The Other makes a keening sound.

Allume finally uncoils. Tail dragging, she moves close and clambers up the rim, stretching her wings for balance. As always, she topples to her heavy side.

The Other binds her tail around her young and tucks her close, sweeping her beneath the mighty shelter of her wing, cutting Allume’s view of the sky.

Not a punishment.

If she doesn’t, Allume will fall into slumber sadly, as she has before. Looking out on moons she believes she’ll never nest beside, watching the others play rather than feeling how cherished she is.

Despite her busty honk of disapproval, Allume softens, nuzzling down, her big eyes shadowed by long, sleepy blinks. She releases a yawn so wide the tiny bud of blue flame is visible at the back of her throat, then nudges her head against The Other’s luminous hide, seeking comfort.

All outside noises fade as The Other dims her light and fans her wing, encasing Allume, shifting her head so she can survey the burrow’s entrance. And she waits . . . for longer than she usually does.

By the time the soft thud of footsteps feed into the burrow, The Other is tight with worry that something’s wrong.

Elluin moves through the entrance with her hands fisted at her sides, boasting a new haircut that makes her look a little older than her twelve phases, framing her moonlit face. Still soft with youth, but tight with—

Anger?

Hurt?

The Other goes still.

If something has hurt her Little One, its remaining heartbeats are few. The Other will hunt this foe down, rip its skin from its bones, then feed its soft meat to her young. She’ll feast on what’s left, then boast its blood for many rises.

She.

Will.

Rage.

Elluin doesn’t look up as she bundles her fur-lined garb and clambers over the nest’s rim, past The Other’s crimping wing, and eases deep into her protective embrace. She wedges around Allume and tucks amongst her tendrils, going still.

After watching for a beat, The Other nudges close and takes Elluin’s scent, blowing a puff of air against the soft skin at the back of her neck.

“I’m tired,” she says, voice emptier than parts of the sky.

The Other tilts her head to the side, wondering if her Little One got hurt when her hair was chopped. Cutting so much of one’s self away must surely be . . . painful?

She doesn’t like to use their bond to pry into the things Elluin feels in her chest, but given this unusual behavior, she considers it justified.

She opens herself, flooded with an icy gush of—

Sorrow.

Growling, The Other nudges Elluin so hard that even Allume stirs before binding into a tighter knot, giving her Little One no choice but to tilt back.

The Other huffs on Elluin’s face until she opens her eyes and looks up. The moment their gazes meet, Elluin’s face crumbles.

“My brother. He—” She squeezes her lids shut, releasing twin tears as she holds her breath, like she’s trying to suffocate the sadness.

Again, The Other nudges her.

When Elluin opens her eyes again, there’s anger in there, fueled with a blue flame of hurt. “He told me he wished I left him there to die,” she bites out past trembling lips. “He never talks anymore—not once since we got back from Netheryn—and those are the words he chose?”

It’s only when Allume makes a sharp keening sound that The Other realizes her young is awake. Probably feeling the same hurt, given she never sees her bonded; so broken he can’t move from his nest in the big black spiky home where Elluin’s blood resides.

Times like this, The Other wishes she spoke the same tune as her Precious Little One. If she did, she’d tell her what she knows: that her elder blood, broken as he is, won’t always feel this way.

He will know happiness again.

The Other tightens her tail around both Elluin and Allume. Cradled close, they tuck together like two halves of a small moon as The Other rumbles through her breaths—a lulling sound that eventually has its desired effect, pulling both youngs into a quiet slumber.

But The Other doesn’t sleep. Not with her entire world bundled beneath the vast shield of her wing, the weight of their sadness heavy on her chest. Instead, she looks out on the dark sky lit by her nesting brethren; those who have found their eternal sleeping spot above it all.

Not for the first time, she considers that silver ribbon that splashed against her all those rises ago. Both a bounty and a curse to be bonded with the ebb and flow of a fate that flies in one direction, never slowing. Especially in moments like this, when she wishes time would still.

Even weighted by the sadness of her loved ones, being able to comfort them is a treasured gift. Because these opportunities are precious few, and they won’t always fit together as they do right now. Nor will they always have each other.

But they do have this moment.

This now.

And so The Other binds tight, knowing this protective ache is the penance of love, savoring each beat that drips by too fast.
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Chapter 49 Kaan 

“When did you last sleep?” Pyrok asks from somewhere in the kitchen, clunking through the cutlery.

I recline against the backrest and rub my scratchy eyes. “You know I need less than most.”

“Still. I’d pay good gold to see—”

“I’m not busting the upstairs door down to sleep in a room where I’m obviously not welcome or else Raeve wouldn’t have locked me out.”

Something thuds on the table before me.

I open my eyes to see a bowl of stew and a thick flat of dahpa bread. Inhale the robust scent of colk meat and southern seasonings.

Huh.

“Thank you . . .” My gut cramps with ravenous anticipation as I slouch forward, grip the spoon, and scoop the gravy. “You make this?”

“Boredom comes at a cost,” Pyrok mutters, then flops on the seater, using his arm as a pillow. Flicking the lid on his weald, he whispers a ball of flame loose and tosses it high. “It probably tastes like ass, so don’t get your hopes up.”

I push a scoop into my mouth, punched with so much hearty flavor my entire tongue tingles, repressing a groan as the shred of meat falls apart with the softest chew.

“You couldn’t be more wrong. This is delicious.”

“Probably a fluke.”

I pause with another spoonful halfway to my mouth as he crushes the ball of flame, snags a bottle off the floor, and draws a deep glug. “You want to talk about what’s bothering you?”

“Nope,” he says, popping the p.

“Has it got to do with—”

“Sure does.”

Right.

Silence hovers as I eat, getting through half the bowl in the time it takes him to drain half the bottle of cupboard brew. “Well,” I murmur, scooping another big chunk of meat, “whatever it takes to get this off your chest, just know that I’m supportive.”

“You keep giving us permission to fuck off, you’re gonna have nobody left,” Pyrok drones, producing another ball of flame he spins on the tip of his finger.

Fair observation.

“Speaking of.” I jerk my chin at Roan’s empty stool, the Book of Voyd still open on the kitchen counter. “Did he mention where he was headed?”

“Not a word.” Pyrok tosses the ball so high it almost grazes the ceiling. “Just stood the moment you started banging your boots against the doorstep. This is the longest he’s stepped away from the book since Raeve set it down. He even takes it into the privy.”

I frown, chewing through a hunk of dahpa.

Pyrok tips his head to the side, brows bumped so high they’re almost lost beneath the fiery might of his strewn hair. “Did it seem strange to you that he asked to use your cloak? He was already wearing one he hadn’t bothered to take off since he got here. Pretty sure it’s runed against the cold, so it’s not like he needed extra protection.”

With my next bite halfway to my mouth, I pause, realization punching me. “That little—”

The door squeals open with a blow of icy wind.

Roan skulks in with my thick black cloak draped across his arm, not even bothering to keep up the ruse. Nor does he meet my gaze while rehanging it on a hook or wedging off his boots.

He dashes the snow from his floppy curls and moves through the room, lips pinched against his signature guilty smile. The sort of grin that usually accompanies a confession that’ll make me either mad, frustrated, exasperated, or—most likely—all three.

I set my spoon in the near-empty bowl and cross my arms, waiting.

Roan gathers the Book of Voyd and displays it on the stout table before settling on the opposite seater, pushing his spectacles farther up his nose. I raise both brows when he finally meets my gaze, at least having the decency to look abashed as he reaches out, dangling Borg’s jar between his pinched fingers.

Pyrok chuffs and sits up, shaking his head. “I’m not drunk enough to deal with your shit just yet,” he mutters, then lifts his bottle and chugs.

I have half a mind to do the same—studying Roan’s gaunt face, the dark rims around his green eyes telling me Borg just chewed him to bits. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you don’t feed a freshly fed waif unless your life depends on it. When they’re not ravenous, they drive a hard bargain.

I reach out and snatch Borg’s jar. “I thought you were smarter than that.”

“I’m book smart, common-sense stupid.” Roan shrugs. “You know that.”

At least he’s self-aware.

“Did he give you what you wanted?” I pocket Borg and jerk my chin at the book. “The secret to deciphering that, I suppose?”

Roan huffs a laugh and shoves the book closer to both his brother and myself. “I wasn’t that ambitious. Have a look, you’ll understand why.”

Pyrok stands faster than I’ve ever seen him move. “Pass,” he says, bottle to his mouth as he lumbers toward the kitchen in stoic abdication.

I sigh, using an empty mug to nudge the book closer so I can get a clearer view—

I tumble into the parchment with gut-flipping velocity, plunged amongst an infinite stretch of silver threads that shift and slither. Like a nest of serpents wriggling around, forming flicked shapes and sequences.

Bits bend into elbows, taper into hooks sharp enough to slash, then soften into dramatic swoops faster than the time it takes to blink. I almost glimpse a rune I recognize before things churn again, tangling in another direction.

Gaze narrowed, I try to focus, the muscles around my eyes straining so hard it feels like they’re being wrung out—

I push the book all the way to the other side of the table as my gut cramps again—this time with the urge to purge my stew—sickeningly aware of the reason Roan has grown more gaunt over the past few daes.

If I ever look at food the same way again, it’ll be a miracle.

“You’re fired,” I mutter, trying to knead the ache from my eyes.

Pyrok chuckles, scooping stew from the pot straight into his mouth using the spoon he probably served me with. “I knew it was a trap,” he says around his mouthful.

That’s an understatement.

“Something’s off about it.” I stretch my chest to push down the urge to vomit. “I’ve seen transcriptions of these pages. They look nothing like that.”

“Exactly,” Roan says, more animated than I’ve seen him in cycles—bouncing in his seat like a spring. “The Grand Chancellor wasn’t lying, there are damaged pages, but what he’s failed to mention to the entire world is they’ve only shared a condensed version of what’s on each spread. I’m sure you noticed, but the etchings on this page appear infinite. It’s the same on every one. Already, I’ve jotted down over sixteen thousand runes I’ve never seen before, and I’ve barely lifted the cover.”

“So what you’re saying is—”

“The Tri-Council have only scratched the surface with this thing. Yes.”

My blood ices.

“I could be wrong,” he continues, “but I think this book holds infinite power, carved from the fibers of something I’ve never seen before. Anywhere. Like it’s otherworldly. I—” He winces, seeming to chew on the next sentence. “Don’t laugh, but I now believe the Tri-Council with every bit of my being. That the God of Aether wrote this book.”

Not a drip of humor boils within me. Instead, the statement sends shivers up my spine.

I use one of the Skripi shards to flick the book shut, ease the belt over the face of it, and skate my gaze across the dark, leathery material that looks like a pocket to far-off skies.

To elsewhere.

“I don’t disagree,” I murmur, frowning at the silver saber connected to the belt, glinting in the low light. “You think the Tri-Council has been studying the book, tucking runes for later?” My next words are bitten. “For an upcoming war, perhaps?”

“Hard to know. Deciphering it is proving . . . well, next to impossible. To simply derive the runes depends wholly on one’s ability to concentrate for large periods of time without vomiting, blinking, or passing out. Even then, the battle’s barely begun. It’s like hunting consonants and vowels. They still need to be pushed together to make a word, let alone an etchable sentence.”

“Well, consider my ability spent,” I mutter, pushing the rest of my stew farther from my line of sight. “Guessing you had no luck finding the pattern used to protect the Citadel?”

He winces, squinting at me over the frames of his spectacles. “With such limited time . . . no.”

Disappointment drops on my chest like a rock.

“But—”

I sigh. “Here we go.”

“—while I was in the Citadel’s dungeon, I met a waif who had something very interesting to say about the young protégé Tyroth traded to the Tri-Council in exchange for their favor. Apparently, the kid spent an unprecedented amount of time with the book and has been able to safely study it. I’m certain he’s the one who runed the arches.”

“We’re not going back to Bothaim, Roan. Not a hope.”

“He’s not currently in Bothaim.” That mischievous grin returns like a slow-rising aurora. “According to Borg, he’s in Bhoggith.”

Huh.

“Do you know why?”

“Borg said the kid refused to transcribe any longer. Found some sort of leverage and demanded he be allowed to try for a Moltenmaw egg in exchange for his services.”

A small smile pulls at my lips. “What sort of leverage?”

Roan shrugs.

“How old is he?”

“Just shy of nine phases.”

Smart kid.

“Well, Bhoggith’s huge.” I move to a wall table, tugging the drawer open to rifle through the rolled maps until I find the one I’m looking for. “Do you know where he’s camped?”

“That’s all I got. And apparently one of the Tri-Councilors worked out a way to block him from receiving larks, meaning we can’t even send him one and try to follow it. But I have a plan to track him down. It requires—”

“If you want to blow something up, the answer’s no.” He opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “Especially if you need my fucking blood.”

“No explosions. And I only need my blood, some copper sheets, solder, a parchment lark, eahl scales, the seed pod of a dookah plant, the underwing of a carani beetle, two droppings from a—”

“We’ll leave as soon as Raeve wakes.”

Roan’s up in the next beat, book in hand, out the door before I get a chance to flatten the map across the Skripi board, weighting each corner with empty mugs and bottles. I scan the ink etchings, my gaze homed on the broad stretch of ancient forest just north of Bhoggith, standing between the nesting grounds and the mountain ranges we’re tucked within.

The Forest of Harthor.

The final resting place for many who step foot amongst those massive trees on their way to claim a Moltenmaw egg, but also the only possible path to the spawning grounds without getting too close to the wall on either side.

“Since we’re heading in that direction . . .” I pull a blade from my sheath as I scan the constellation of islands knobbled through the bog. “There’s apparently a moonshard right . . . here,” I mutter, pushing my blade into the map, digging it so deep into the Skripi board the weapon stands on its own.

I don’t realize Pyrok’s leaning all the way over me until he says, “That’s unfortunate. Not sure anyone has ever successfully raided a nest that close to the center.”

I bring my hands together and use them as a perch for my chin. “I’d worried that was the case.”

To reach the shard, I’d have to build a stone path. Something that would cast reverberations noticeable by every broody beast in the vicinity. That’s if the nesting dams don’t pick up mine and Rygun’s dominant scent the moment I set foot on the shore, then start screeching for their mates to hunt me down.

I can withstand a lot, but a thunder of territorial Moltenmaws would be my end.

“Wait . . . isn’t that the dam with the sterile egg?”

I nod. “Her mate set himself to rest directly above her. If he drops during the coming fall, chances are the shard will be obliterated.”

My skin prickles with Raeve’s approach even before I’m hit with the sound of her descending footsteps.

My next breath is all her.

I twist around, brow arched at the sight of her coming down the staircase draped in the pearly cloak I gifted her, the visor unrolled and shielding half her face.

The way she wears that fall of floppy material . . . It looks like Moonplume wings dragging behind her as she stalks toward the kitchen without a word of recognition, a predatory smoothness to the way she moves that has me sitting straighter.

She inspects the stew Pyrok made, grunts in what sounds like disapproval, then clonks the lid back in place, scenting other things until her hand lands on the cooling box. She slides the slate covering aside and begins rooting around.

“Looks like someone’s regretting the skulling contest,” Pyrok murmurs beneath his breath, then toasts the air and belts out, “Ready for another round, Raeve? Or are you happy to admit defeat?”

She makes a low rumbling sound that trembles through me.

Pyrok chuckles, though my gaze is all Raeve’s as she removes a clay container packed with the raw colk tenderloins I was planning to cook for feasting.

I expect her to ask me to fire up the stove. Instead, she strides toward us, drops into the seat Roan vacated, then lifts the lid, revealing several long slabs of pink, bloody meat she roots through with her bare hands.

The smile falls off Pyrok’s face.

He sits up, brows hitched. “That’s r—” He cuts off as Raeve brings a hunk of meat to her mouth and tears into it with her teeth—chewing. Groaning. “Rrreally good meat to eat . . . raw. And with your hands,” he finishes, passing me a sideways glance that says one thing very clearly:

What the fuck.

I’m inclined to agree.

Raeve grunts, swallows, grabs a second smaller tenderloin with her other hand, and alternates between the chunks. Blood dribbling down her chin, she feasts with a primal fierceness I’ve only seen once before.

In the meadow, just after Líri slew that bhar.

Perhaps she’s tailored a taste for raw meat?

I plant my elbows on my knees and lean forward, hands clasped, watching her polish off an entire strip before I lift a brow and say, “Hungry, Moonbeam?”

“Precious One’s stomach growled like a beast. Too much poison. Not enough meat.” Still fisting the other tenderloin, she backhands one of Pyrok’s many empty bottles, sending it skittering across the table. “Hunger brews weakness. I am helping.”

The cut of her tone shoots a chill up my spine, and I meet Pyrok’s side-eyed glance.

Raeve drops her messy meal in the container and lifts it to her lips, gulping the gathered blood in deep, rowdy draws.

Pyrok screws up his face. He opens his mouth like he’s about to say something, but I cut him off with a lift of my hand.

“I’m gonna go and toss my guts down the privy,” he mutters, then shoves up, leaves his bottle on the table, and makes for the washroom faster than I’ve seen him move in daes.

Something I expect Raeve to comment on.

Instead, she sets the container in her lap and gets back to masticating the meat, pointing one bloody finger at my lodged blade. “Why is this tiny weapon trying to slaughter the table?”

“I was using the blade as a map marker.”

Her cool gaze hunts me from behind the veil, blood still dripping from her lips as she says, “What did this map do to you, mate of my Precious One?”

Mate of my—

“There’s a nest on that mound, in which sits a sterile egg,” I say, something innate urging me to use the gentlest tone I can muster. “According to a reliable source, it also holds a moonshard.”

Raeve goes stone still. What’s left of my stew frosts over, my next exhale a puff of white.

“From which fallen beast does this moonshard belong?”

Though I can’t see her eyes, I feel the cold slit of her gaze. Like a blade slicing deep into my soul, threatening to pop something integral.

“Slátra . . .”

She shoves up so fast the container clatters across the table with the flopped tenderloins, splattering blood across the map. “We go now,” she bites out with such primitive authority it feels as though some invisible beast has its maw bared and slightly parted, teeth hovering over the vulnerable skin at my neck.

She wobbles. The only warning I get before her knees buckle.

I leap around the table and catch her before she hits the ground, holding her close while she heaves breath. Like she just sprinted from something and is only now finding a moment to fill her lungs.

“Raeve?”

She shoves back her hood and visor, squinting at me for a moment before her eyes widen, all the color dropping from her cheeks as she feverishly scans me over. She leans back and grabs my hands, appearing to count my fingers before she breathes a sigh of what seems like . . . relief?

Odd.

“Is everything alright?” I touch her cheek, brushing my thumb across her brow—

She untangles from my grip and pushes to her feet, leaving my arms achingly bare. “I was—sleepwalking. I do it sometimes. Should’ve warned you.”

My brows pinch together.

On my knees beside the table, I watch her smack her tongue against the roof of her mouth, her gaze dropping to the mess she made with the tenderloins. Noticing the blood on her hands, she rolls her eyes, then snatches Pyrok’s bottle off the table, drawing five long glugs without a single breath between.

“Raeve?”

She slams the now-bloodied bottle back on the table, using the back of her arm to wipe her mouth. “Hm?”

Her response comes without a single glance in my direction.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” She points at my blade. “What’s with the marker?”

Pushing up, I cross my arms and scan her from head to toe; every muscle seeming poised to move. Like she’s standing on the outskirts of a village, waiting for the first arrow to strike from an approaching army moving through the Mists.

I keep watching, hoping for her to meet my gaze, but she seems intent to study the map, scouring it like she’s never seen one before.

I release a slow sigh. “It’s pinpointing the location of a moonshard.”

She stills like she did before. When she finally looks at me, her eyes are almost luminous. “In Bhoggith?”

I nod.

“You plan to retrieve it?”

“I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t try.”
 
“Before the fall?”

Another nod. “My duty to my kingdom is pulling me in that direction anyway, which opens the opportunity.” A beat of taut silence slips by before I say, soft and slow, “If I can’t get it . . . there’s a big chance it’ll be lost forever. And Slátra will never be whole again.”
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Chapter 50 Raeve

I move through the burrow’s toothy mouth, past glistening stalactites clinging to the upper arch like the sabers of some ice beast readying to chomp down. Frosted twigs crunch beneath my boots as I heave the bridle farther up my shoulder, making for Líri curled in a loose, luminous coil—wings swept around her body.

She crimps the wing half hiding her face, like closing a fan. Just enough for me to see her glittery eyes peeping at me over the rim.

A deep-throated whine emanates from her chest.

“I don’t like it, either,” I murmur, only a few long steps away when a stab of pain plows through my foot. I stumble as it gouges up my shin, like a metal wedge splitting the bone in agonizing increments.

Then it reaches my kneecap and digs.

My legs give way.

“Fuck . . . you . . . Sereme,” I drudge out as I fold against the ground, eyes wide, breath caught—all the muscles in my leg pulled so taut I’m sure they’re about to rip off the bone.

My vision blackens as the pain rages on.

Líri keens, and I’m doused by her frosty aura as she binds around me like a loose shield. Jolting me with a reminder of my Other’s poignant memory still heavy on my heart, too big to shove back beneath my lake.

Much like the moment she shared with Elluin, I don’t bother trying to hide my pain from Líri. There’s no point, given our bond is currently gaping. Forced to battle the agony beneath the shining spotlight of my beautiful, too-knowing Moonplume.

By the time Sereme’s torture session whittles, I’m bunched in a trembling knot, ready to hack off my leg.

A cold breath blasts my neck, followed by short snuffing inhales as Líri nudges me with welling intensity.

I reach up and blindly stroke the tendrils dangling from her jowls, wondering if Sereme’s planning to continue torturing me at such a rapid rate until I hand over the bloody package. If so, it’s going to be a rough few daes.

If the bitch gets me stabbed, I’m going to be so pissed.

I try to stand, stumble. Líri braces me with her wing while I work to catch my breath, waiting for the blood to return to my head.

Her snout presses against my sternum, and she peers at me through wide, unblinking eyes.

My chest fills with a cold swish of her concern, the emotion so rich and complex it’s impossible for me to fathom the full shape of it. Like the feeling is hewn from the space between stars. Frowning, I brush my hand across one of the scars mottling her cheek.

She’s afraid of losing me. Probably doesn’t help that she’s lost before—when Rekk slaughtered her previous rider, then forced her into a bond that took more than it gave.

She’s free of her shackle, but she senses mine is still clamped in place.

“I’ll figure it out,” I murmur, stroking the crest between her eyes. No idea how, exactly, but one crisis at a time.

I pick up the bridle, letting her have a sniff. She probes it with her snout, making a low rumbly sound as I show off all the straps and loops.

“Not a saddle.” I loosen one of the buckles. “It’s so I don’t have to pull your tendrils anymore, but it’s easy for you to tear off on your own.”

Should something ever happen to me.

A dragon without a saddle is hard to mount, let alone maintain a grip of. I have no doubt that Líri’s saddle was a contributing factor to her accepting Rekk in the first place. The fuck.

Never again.

Humming my calming song, I move closer to her chest. She flops her wings against the ground so I can thread the white leather straps around her neck and behind her wither, securing them.

I’m just reaching for the handles when a slit of pain carves down my spine so achingly

fucking

slow.

By the time it tapers at my tailbone, I’m dry heaving to the side, trembling all the way to my toes.

My hands ball into fists—

The mountain shudders in blasted increments, like Bulder’s trying to blunt the tips with heavy pounds of a Rygun-sized hammer.

I look to the burrow’s exit in time to see the mighty Sabersythe leap free of the ledge overhead, releasing a busty roar. Pyrok’s Moltenmaw follows like a streak of sunshine, Roan straddling the saddle behind his much bigger brother.

Time to go.

Líri helps me onto her back with gentle nudges until I’m fully seated between her wings. I pull steadying breaths as I twist the reins around my wrists. Precautions. If Sereme tortures me while we’re airborne, I don’t want to fall off and cause a scene.

Scenes lead to questions. None of us have time for those.

I brace myself and nudge Líri forward.

She gallops out into a shaft of powdery light, not even taking a moment to pause and scan our crisp, icy surroundings before leaping off the ledge. She flicks out her wings, slicing into the open. A small moment that feels suspended in time as I lean over to see the vibrant, sun-kissed village glistening like a treasure trove tucked between the mountains.

I look to the three large moons above, reminded of Korie’s slumbersuite. Of the Moltenmaws and moons hanging from the ceiling above her pallet. A dangling threat that could very well obliterate this beautiful place.

The thought makes something in my chest pang with such might it fills me with a surge of nausea.

I look away as Líri cuts into the airspace near Rygun’s left flank, sheltered from the boisterous gusts of his wings. Though I feel Kaan’s stare on my face, I refuse to meet it, certain he’ll see right through me. Or perhaps crack through my resolve to shoulder this on my own.

No.

The sky is falling in less than a dozen cycles. We’re running out of time to protect everything we know and love. It’s important that Kaan remains focused on finding this young fae, apparently able to etch most of our problems into oblivion. Rune this village and protect it. That’s the priority.

Not my trivial torture sessions.
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Chapter 51 Grihm 

I run my thumb over the pinched edges of Kaan’s lark, watching the world beyond through a runed window in the stone. Just big enough to see the smog has far from cleared—still bearing down on the scorched terrain.

Thick.

Oppressive.

I’ve heard of phases such as this, when Gondragh grumbles for daes, heaving like a battlefield before Ignos and Bulder finally settle again. But a fertilized clutch of eggs will only sit for so long before they hatch . . . given they’re properly incubated. And if the Great Silver Sabersythe has indeed turned rabid as Kilíth’s recounting suggests—leaving her nest for long periods—those eggs will be at risk of not hatching at all.

That, and the world’s apparently fucked. About to be rained upon by a catastrophic amount of moons.

My fist crunches around Kaan’s lark before I stuff it in my pocket and pull the skein from my belt. I pop the cork and toss back a drink, the icy water painting a much-needed trail of relief down my dry throat.

Re-stoppering it, I look at the wall to my right, gouged with hundreds of names dug with chisel or blade, thinking of the male who tried his luck cycles ago.

Heathron.

He disappeared into the caustic fumes and never returned, likely in the belly of some great beast or being picked at by a clutch of hatchlings. Or he lost his way and fell victim to the harsh terrain.

I study his name chiseled deep into the orange rock. The only tombstone he’ll receive.

A burst of movement snags my gaze back through the window to a bronze dam tearing through the thick, murky vapors.

She swoops low, tills up curls of embers as she opens her thorny maw and drags it through a bubbling pond of magma, collecting a scoop. She kicks back into the sky, swallowed by the smog. No doubt heading to her nest to dump the lava on her eggs.

“I was wondering where you’d gotten to.”

I look over my shoulder at Kilíth lifting the lid on the water urn, filling his skein. His golden hatchling is slumped over his shoulder, sleeping with its outstretched wings draped across the male’s chest like a hug. Likely female, I’ve decided, based on the less boxy shape of its head and the few tail spikes, but it’s hard to tell at this early stage.

My chest warms at the sight of them. Hearty evidence of the strong bond they’ve already formed despite the chaotic hatching. Every time I see the two, that dragon is slumbering on Kilíth’s shoulder with a belly so plump with meat it’s practically bulging.

Kilíth looks me up and down, frowns. Takes in my rust-colored leathers etched in thousands of cooling runes that’ll make the climate beyond the hut mildly tolerable. His gaze drops to my thick boots—spiked soles equipped. The pickaxes hanging from my belt.

Brow arched, he offers a hand for me to pass him my skein. “You’re heading out?” he asks, and I nod as he ladles it full. Something I appreciate.

Springs are almost impossible to come across in Gondragh. I’ll need all the water I can carry.

He passes back my skein.

I stopper it and dip my head, looking back out the window—

A violent boom rattles the ground.

Anxiety grips my ribs, threatens to snap them as a distant peak spews into the sky. A chug of black smoke follows. Will eventually settle into the gullies between the countless mounts and make visibility even worse. But I’ve made my decision.

The fates have offered these conditions. A test, no doubt.

I reach into my pocket, pull out Kaan’s crunched-up note and a partially folded parchment lark, passing both to Kilíth.

“Rubbish you want me to discard?” he asks, jerking his chin at Kaan’s lark.

“A note from our king. I think it’s important you read.”

Kilíth’s eyes widen, drop to the note, lift back to my face. “How—”

“If I don’t return in seven cycles, please press the final fold on the other lark. It knows where to go.”

He dips his head and smashes his fist against his chest. “On my honor.”
 
I glance at the wall behind him, scanning the hundreds of names chiseled into it. The blank spaces between. Room for hundreds more.

“Name’s Grihm,” I murmur before I wrap my face, shoulder my pack, and make for the exit tunnel, pulling the silver dragonscale blade from the sheath at my thigh. “Just in case.”
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Chapter 52 Veya 

A hard strike to my knees gouges me from the warm dark like poison scraped from a wound—rough voices coming to me like smoke on the wind.

“Just where the miskunn said she would be—”
 
“—our king will be pleased.”

I wheeze air ripe with ash and dust and the distant reek of burnt flesh, groaning at the sight of my iron-shackled wrists.

Creators—What now?

I jerk against the strong hands dragging me forward, thick fingers dug into my wounded shoulder like it’s a fucking handle.

“Stop that,” I slur, trying to lift my chin from my chest and catch a look at my captors. But my head is rock heavy, leaving me stuck watching the gray-stone ground slipping by, uneven bits taking the occasional strike at my poor kneecaps. That, and black boots that kick at the hems of my captors’ sooty cloaks as they power down a dark tunnel through bursts of firelight.

Each thumping step is placed with an agency that makes me shiver despite the sticky magma slugging through my veins.

“I can . . . walk.”

A lie, of course. I can’t walk. I can barely breathe. But the ensuing silence confirms my suspicions—that the duo dragging me down this underground burrow has questionable intentions.

Perhaps I should’ve taken my chances with the crowls?

My lids drop as the world continues to grate me, long moments slipping by while I note the twists and turns we take. Mentally tucking the directions away until they’re a tangled knot in the back of my mind.

The walls fall away.

I’m lumped on the ground like a bag of bones, though my forehead absorbs most of the blow. “That’s not very . . . nice,” I wrangle out, clawing at my sheath to find it empty. The one in my left boot is equally so.

No point checking the right.

Instead, I pour my strength into rocking onto my knees, hands flat on the chalky ground, head hung until I find the gusto to lift it.

And still.

I’m in a lofty cavern cluttered with ash-dusted . . . things barely visible from the scarce light spilling off distant wall torches; broken ornaments, candelabras from a bygone time, dragonscale shields and rusted plates of armor that look as though they’ve been dug from long-forgotten graves. All precisely placed in towering stacks that resemble—

My heart slams to a halt.

Am I in the den of a velvet trogg?

Looking back, I see my two black-cloaked escorts standing behind me with their hands clasped. Both wearing bronze masks that glint in the firelight, tapering to hooked beaks. A visage that reminds me of something I once saw in a picture book many phases ago, though I can’t think what.

But I know one thing for certain: This tight, squirming sensation in my chest . . . it’s telling me to get the fuck out.

Now.

I move to stand.

A firm hand slams down on my wounded shoulder and grips tight, immobilizing me with a strike of pain.

I’m hissing a string of curses when a chesty rumble ratchets off the walls, echoing all around. Like we’re in the belly of some great stone beast.

“Hush, Cliár.” The dense voice plugs the cavern, followed by a seething sentence that lifts the hairs on the back of my neck. “Hussah tha vish ui ash, seethen.”

Fire streams from two of the far-off wall torches. Flaming serpents that slither around the many gathered piles of stuff, igniting the vast shape and size of the treasure-laden cavern, making me feel tiny.

They dive into twin bronze bowls of oil, eviscerating into a rage of flames that illuminate a lofty dais postured over me like a threat. Atop it, a massive throne spikes up in all directions, built from a mosaic of shards I squint at.

Study.

Most are colorful and with the hint of feathered plumage. Some are in comforting shades of the north with bursts of scalloped scales—

Moonshards.

I scour the trove of jagged shards artfully pieced together, recognizing mauve bits of the Moltenmaw moon that fell amongst The Fade recently. Though mostly it’s made from other beasts, scavenged from a past that’s all but lost to us.

The sight makes my heart shudder, but it’s three distinct silver shards that kick the breath from my lungs. Because there are only two silver Moonplumes in our known history, and only one of those has fallen.

Shattered.

Slátra.

A presence dashes past me like a lofty shadow heavy with a masculine musk, the frayed hem of his black cloak dragging across the ash-dusted ground.

The stranger moves up the dais with silent steps, flicks around, and drapes upon the throne, setting a pale crown upon its broad armrest. A crown fashioned from what appears to be the many tapered teeth of some beast.

I frown, studying the newcomer now balling his fist, using it as a chin-perch. Though his face is hidden within the shadow of his floppy hood, blazing eyes glint in the dark.

Watching.

“Those who wander beneath my mountain rarely leave . . . Veya Vaegor.”

The baritone words drone into my skin, through muscle, sinew, and bone.

He knows my name . . .

I battle to keep my voice steady, strong as I ask, “Who are you?”

“Your only hope of salvation, it seems, based on the reek of that wound in your shoulder.”

A moment of still before I lift my shackles and jolt them, making the chains rattle. A sound that echoes so much I get a haunting sense of the cavern’s lofty size. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“Precautions.” His skeletal fingers dance across the pointed tips of that pale crown. “It is my understanding that you knelt to Bulder many phases ago. Though you may not hear him as well as your siblings, given your heritage and somewhat staunch devotion, I have no doubt he’d favor you above most of my underlings.”

His words slash shards of ice through my veins.

I’m not sure how he learned such things, but it doesn’t bode well.

My smile is sour, pinching my cheeks. “Perhaps you overestimate me.”

“I doubt it.”

A gaping silence ensues.

He watches me, tap-tap-tapping across those pointed tips. My gaze flicks to his fingers, heart slamming to a halt as I notice they’re bloodied at the ends. Chewed raw.

He’s bloodlusting.

Badly—

“Tell me, Veya.” My gaze snaps to his fiery eyes, my vision splitting. Converging again. “Do you like my palace?” He dashes his hands wide, flourishing his hoard in such a way I’m reminded of the velvet trogg. Only somehow, I felt safer in her lair.

More in control.

“You, ah—” I wobble, shaking my head as I regain my balance. “You have a lot of things.”

“I do.” Another stint of watchful silence. “Scavenged treasures. All tossed away over the phases. Discarded.”

Scavenged—

Fuck.

“You’re the Scavenger King.” I look to his crown, the tips of his fingers, back to his red, glinting eyes. “You govern the under-mountain fighting pits with the razah.”

“Call me Arkyn.” His fingers still. “When you look around, what do you see?”

“Loneliness.”

I blast the word without thinking it through, internally chastising myself for being so stupid. I’m in the presence of a male renown for feeding folk to the blazing Pits of Khindard. Whose to say he won’t toss me in there for the blunt rebuttal?

He makes a dense sound in the back of his throat, suggesting an air of ease that betrays the tension strung between us. So tight that every breath makes my heart pump harder.

Faster.

“I’m curious,” he murmurs. “Your pah, what was he like?”

“Why?”

He shrugs. “Just trying to gauge your character.”
 
I frown.

There are two types of folk in this world. The type who believed in the manner in which Ostern Vaegor ruled—honoring only power, planting his seed in every corner of the globe, and ensuring his poisoned mindset spread. Then there are the ones who mourn the loss of those who ruled with a whole heart, valuing folk of all manner, with or without power. With or without title.

Like Kaan.

Like the Neváns.

The thought is a choke of poison. A brutal reminder that I didn’t just murder a loving family so many phases ago, but the figureheads of an ideal that shaped the world into a better place.

“Void of empathy,” I rasp, my voice breathless and bruised. I void the heavy guilt, stuffing it so fucking deep I barely register its presence. The hollow floods with a bulge of rabid hate for the male who sired me, the tips of my fingers itching as I spit a fresh wave of words. “Impulsive. Cruel. Aggressive. Want me to go on?”

His hand stills, voice almost soft as he says, “You lust for his blood on your hands . . .”

My lips pinch tight.

“But your brother took his life . . . A kinslayer—abhorred in all kingdoms but the one he stole.”

Something about the way he shapes the statement has my spine snapping straight.

“The one he liberated,” I snip past gritted teeth, eyes narrowed on the male, the air between us growing stiff and stale. Like mortar’s glugging the cavern full. “Kaan’s a good king. A good male. If anyone deserved to take Pah’s life, it was him.”

Arkyn’s head ticks to the side. “Is that so?”

I frown, about to ask where this is heading—

Arkyn whistles, low and long.

The shrill sound of something clawing against stone makes the hairs on my arms lift.

Silence simmers before the telltale whomp-whomp-whomp of pulsating wings fills the cavern with a churn of ash-littered wind. Like Clode just donned a full-skirted gown and began dancing atop the clutter, spinning and dashing the heavy layers about.

I tip my head to the darkness above. See a flash of ruddy, glittering plumage before another blast of ash hits my eyes. I’m rubbing them clear when the ground shakes with a heavy landing, followed by the shrill screech of talons clawing across stone.

A terrible squawk shreds the silence, smelling like smoke and the putrid waft of rotting meat. Making my heart thrash.

I pull my fists from my stinging eyes . . .

My pulse scatters as a hooked, golden beak emerges from the gloom above the Scavenger King’s head, plumes of smoke huffing from the beast’s tear-shaped nostrils.

The creature pries from the shadows, its face swathed in red plumage curled at the tips, the glittering tone jolting me. As though it’s lifting free of one of the picture tomes Kaan read to me as a youngling.

I still. Breath caught.
 
Mind toiling.

I’m seeing things . . . Or maybe I died in the cold plains after all, currently being feasted on by the crowls. That, or this raging fever is making me hallucinate.

Because that’s an Elding Bird. A creature that only exists in legends anymore, painted by storytellers or staining the walls of ancient caves. Hunted to extinction. The few remaining were believed to have fluttered back into the Book of Voyd from whence they came—born of another world.

Or at least that’s what a southern-born harper told me phases ago. But she was high, puffing an herbal smoke stick pinched between my fingers. I was equally high, and quite frankly, more interested in watching her pretty lips move, imagining how they’d feel pressed . . . elsewhere.

Now I’m wishing I’d paid more attention.

The Elding Bird screeches, boasting a maw of slitting teeth wedged with bits of meat and bone. It stretches its massive wings, the gold-dusted tips brushing the enormous cavern’s sides. Perfectly framing Arkyn, as though the wings are his.

They whump forward, encasing the dais as the beast dips its head, nuzzling the Scavenger King.

I stare, a thousand words knotted on my tongue.

Arkyn digs his fingers into the beast’s ruddy plumage, scratching deep. The Elding Bird croons, eyes closing. A vision of content devotion. The sort of love I don’t have in me to dream up . . . making me realize I’m not hallucinating. Nor am I dead.

Though I am—quite possibly—fucked.
 
“Do you want to hear a story, Veya?”

“No,” I rasp, watching his skeletal hand tangle with those beautiful curly feathers. “But I doubt I have a choice.”

The throaty sound he makes confirms my suspicions.

“There was once a young bastard,” he murmurs, digging his hand deeper into the beast’s mane, his tone leading me to believe he’s talking about himself. “Though his mah was little more than a null servant, his pah hoped he’d inherit his strong blood and be able to wield three elemental songs. You can imagine his disappointment when the boy reached his tenth phase and could only hear Ignos.”

My bones lock, the story . . . familiar. Like the strike of an instrument shaped from the essence of my being.

“Not long after, his pah met someone hailed as the most beautiful fae to walk the lands north of the wall, from a long-standing bloodline artfully gifted with Bulder’s song.”

The Elding Bird lifts its crest, making it look as though it’s wearing a crown of flames, its gold-flecked eyes narrowed on me in such a way I’m sure it’s imagining how it would feel to peck out my eyes.

“Her, he bound with, bringing her north to sit beside him on his bronze throne.”

My breath hitches.

Bronze . . . Throne—

“Not long after they were bound, Kovina began to swell with fresh life,” he says, pronouncing Mah’s beautiful name with a languid tongue that muddies it. Disrespects it. “A legitimate male heir.”

Kaan . . .

“As you can imagine, Ostern’s interest in the bastard’s mah dissipated. While she fell into the rigors of her previous existence, once again preyed on by brutal members of Ostern Vaegor’s armada, Kovina flourished.”

My throat constricts with the urge to retch.

“Kovina . . . well, Ostern protected her. In a way that was never offered to the boy’s lowly mah.”

“Stop.”

My voice blasts through the cavern, chased by a hungry silence. Not that it lasts—Arkyn’s next words hard like the stone I’m knelt upon.

“The boy had only just buried his mah when he was tossed a bucket and given the title of servant, forced to scrub grime from the floors while his brother was nurtured.”

Stinging pain bursts across the backs of my eyes.
 
“Kaan Vaegor was given the title of son.”

Arkyn smooths the crest on the creature nuzzling his chest while my tongue aches with the need to set him straight. Tell him Kaan’s favor only lasted until he failed to hear more than two elemental songs. That he was fire-lashed. Buried in tombs he was forced to stutter free of, ridiculed for his broken language. That once the twins were born, Kaan was tossed to the plains.

Told to toughen up or die.

“In spite of everything, the stupid boy so desperately wanted to make his pah proud. For him to see that he was worth something. Perhaps even earn the same title.”

My heart ruptures beneath the words.

I, too, know the crush of Pah’s antipathy. Difference is, I had a constant role model who made me feel both loved and seen. A brother who raised and nurtured me to be strong and capable rather than lean too hard into unhealthy compulsions to toss my life about like a piece of trash.

“I don’t want to hear any more—”

“The boy—” Arkyn continues, “he remembered a song his mah used to sing while putting him to sleep. A ballad about an Elding Bird who’d built a roosting flourish in the mountains after surviving the huntings that rid our world of her kind. He went in search of the beast, finding three golden eggs.”

My gaze flicks to the Elding Bird trilling in Arkyn’s loose embrace, nuzzling deeper. Like it’s seeking comfort.

“Rather than plunder the nest, he made a deal with the beast, receiving an egg in exchange. An egg he took back to Dhomm and presented to his pah. But Ostern was not pleased as the boy had hoped.”

A tremble starts at the base of my spine, shaking me gently.
 
Then harder. Faster.

“Do you know what he did, Veya?”

“Please stop,” I whisper, perfectly aware of how deep Pah’s words burned.

How hard his actions struck.

“He ordered the boy to place the egg on the ground, then brought his boot down upon it.”

The statement is a clenched fist that punches me just below the sternum, making a blunt sound heave up my throat.

“His heel was still in the muck as he looked the boy in the eye and told him he could claim every egg in the world, but he would never be good enough for the title of Ostern Vaegor’s son. Then, he told him to run.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, tears slipping down my cheeks.
 
“Can you guess what he did next?”

Yes . . .

A stir of wind and ash buffets my face.
 
“Look at me.”

I do, gasping at Arkyn’s close proximity, now crouched before me, fingers reaching up to flick his hood back off his head. And though I expect it, seeing the puckered, melted flesh on the right side of his face is still shocking enough to halt my heart.

“Hideous, isn’t it?”

I don’t answer, observing the gnarled shape of his lips, his eye half melted shut, ear gone. His nose looks as though the flesh started to drip from the tip before it set, giving the fierce impression of a beak.

The side of his face that isn’t burnt reminds me of Cadok, but finer. Paler. And perhaps with a little less madness in his eyes. More gut-wrenching heartache, carefully veiled.

But I see it.

“If it weren’t for Cliár, I would’ve died that dae. But she saved me.”

I look over his broad shoulder toward the Elding Bird as she fluffs her feathers, the gold specks becoming so luminous they glow in the dark. Igniting her majestic shape.

Boasting just how huge she is.

I swallow, stare drifting. Scouring the piles of scavenged stuff surrounding us. The weapons, bits of armor, helmets—

I remember the story. Think of the brutal evidence of his bloodlust as a terrible truth settles, gouging its claws into my heaving heart.

My next words are a leaden whisper. “You want the bronze throne.”
 
Silent, he watches me. Letting me drown in the realization.

My gaze flicks to the bloody tips of his fingers, and I picture them ripping into Kaan. Or wielding a blade pressed against his neck, sawing—

“Kaan’s nothing like our pah,” I blast. “Ostern berated Kaan for his soft heart. Snapped it at him like a lash—”

“Coddling compared to the way he treated me.” A darkness overtakes Arkyn’s eyes, his voice becoming an ax that carves through the cavern. “Kaan grew safe in Kovina’s womb as my mah was raped and beaten blue until she died—alone on her pallet while I scrubbed the privy our brother wasn’t yet tall enough to shit in—”

“Something Kaan would be bereft to learn!”

“—Then he took Pah’s life, ridding me of my Creators-forsaken right to make him pay.”

“To avenge the female he loves!”

Arkyn’s head tips to the side, like a bird—the motion so predatory a chill scuttles up my spine. “Loves, you say?”

I snap my mouth shut.
 
Fuck—Fuck—Fuck—

“Who does he love?”

I close my eyes. Squeeze them tight.

A long silence strums by before Arkyn clicks his tongue, then shoves up and whips around, charging back to his throne. He settles back in place, lifts the toothy crown, and sets it on his head, cutting me with a cruel smile before blasting an order that rattles me to the core.

“Worin, get me Guíll. Let her know I have a mind I need her to rifle through.”
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I pop the cork on my skein and draw deep, scanning the oppressive gray trees arched over us like leering beasts. Ancient; tall as Rygun’s wingspan and much thicker than his neck. Their dense canopies are unburdened by the many Moltenmaws screeching through the sky above—thankfully out of sight.

A pleasantry that’ll change very quickly if they get any sense of our presence.
 
I tuck my skein back in my satchel and continue forward. Catch up with our single-file pack moving between gangly shrubs, swatting past branches heavy with foliage that looks like dripping mud.

Something this forest has an unsavory abundance of.

That, and clouds of black insects that move through the space between the lofty canopy and the steaming, squishy ground. Their droning buzz is good for disguising our squelching steps toward Bhoggith . . . somewhere in the distance. Close.

I hope.

Unfortunately, I can’t exactly ask how much farther we have to go.

No talking until we get to the treehut, Kaan warned while we slopped mud on our cloaks in hopes of masking our scents and blending with the underbush, leaving our restless dragons in the northern hills before we embarked on this dae-long journey through the muck.

I swat another branch aside, chest aching as I recall the time I sat eating Essi’s buttermin loaf, flipping through one of her smart-folk books that was open on the table. Someone’s travel journal, boasting intricate sketches of all three nesting grounds and their fiery inhabitants.

It spoke of Bhoggith’s ancient law, suggesting this entire place is just one big, boggy bruise on the world. That it was created by a Moltenmaw moon that fell so hard and heavy it cracked the world’s inner shell, causing magma to seep toward the surface. Softening the ground and taking out bits of the wall. Creating mud.

Mud.

More fucking mud.

It suggested the fissure spread until this forest of surrounding trees took root, stabilizing things. Trees the Moltenmaws now respect and protect.

Apparently, they rarely breach the canopy. And they certainly don’t tear at these trees to build their nests. In fact, it’s said that stepping foot in the Forest of Harthor is a dragon-induced death sentence for anyone not stealthy enough—therefore, the path less trodden. Our best hope of making it to the nesting grounds without coming face-to-face with members of The Fade militia.

Though right now, they’re the least of my worries.

Another etch of pain slits down my spine like skipping stones, almost bringing me to my knees for the third time since we began this horrid, silent trek. I pause to brace against a tree, muscles spasming from the swift assault.
 
The others have all but disappeared around another trunk by the time I trust myself to take my full weight. Even so, my back muscles refuse to loosen, aching like I’ve been beaten with a stick.

Fists bunched, I charge forward, cracking my neck from side to side. I move around the tree, almost smashing into Pyrok, who has paused, head tipped, gaze pinned skyward.

I frown, following his line of sight. Latch on to the faintest hint of a silky tail—minus its usual luminosity—dashing behind a foliage-laden branch.

My heart drops.

Líri . . .

Shit.

Dropping my internal walls, I open to her emotions, bombarded by an icy flood of concern that nearly knocks the breath from my lungs.

I sigh, certain I’m destined to be surrounded by folk and beings who care too much.

Who care themselves into danger.

I glance at Pyrok, his mud-crusted brows almost raised into his flaming hairline. A silent what’re you gonna do about that? written all over his face.

Nothing.

There’s literally nothing I can do. Not a Creators-damn hope she’s going to turn back to the mountains with all those boisterous emotions churning in her chest.

I give him a nudge to urge him on, deciding it’s best to pretend Líri’s not there and hope for the best.

She’s quiet. Somewhat camouflaged. So long as she stays amongst the canopy and doesn’t do anything to lure the Moltenmaws pounding the air above, everything should be okay. And if anything goes ass-up . . . well.

She seems to have an appetite for masticating my problems.

* * *

Kaan looks over his shoulder, scanning the rest of us clustered behind a massive tawny rock, ankle-deep in steaming, smelly mud.

He puts his finger to his lips, then gestures toward a gangly tree not thirty paces away, its base cushioned by mossy ground that appears at least sturdy enough not to swallow us.

Crouched forward, he creeps past a patch of spindly shrubs on his left, each step achingly slow. Ensuring his boots don’t make that squelching sound we could afford a little deeper in the forest.

Not here, right on the fringe of the nesting grounds, where the canopy is so thin it’s barely present. Where one too-swift move could draw an unwanted gaze and cause us to get torched by a blow of dragonflame.

Roan follows, then Pyrok—moving slower than a glug of hardening magma. I trail, pausing to tuck back the edge of my hood and peek through the shrubs, seeing the world beyond has opened. Dense forest giving way to a vast stretch of bubbling, muddy marshland that’s belching steam and sulfur.
 
I scan the mossy mounds poking above the surface as far as the eye can see—some bigger than others. They double as perches, each pocked with a scatter of spherical nests that remind me of moons.

Shaped from sticks, trees, and vines, each nest bears a single opening. Gaping holes big enough for a dragon to shuffle through, spin around, and tuck upon their eggs within, the bog alive with so many vibrant Moltenmaws tearing about, screeching. Some have limp prey dangling from their claws, others carry sticks or entire trees they’ve ripped from the ground, roots and all. Nest-building materials destined to be snapped, tucked, and shoved until they’re in the perfect place.

Looking to the sky, I fail to see the aurora past the heavy cloud coverage, though I gather it’s late, based on the ruckus. That, and the fact that most nests appear to have both a dam and a buck present, the second parent perched on the mound or doing tight circles overhead. Guarding it.

Guess we’re not collecting the moonshard until the aurora rises.

I push forward another step when a slit of pain drags up my shin, gouging marrow.

My knees buckle into the mud, hands punching wrist-deep, breath caught behind clenched teeth as I scour Kaan’s retreating form. Silently begging he doesn’t choose right now to do another random shoulder check.
 
Tense moments tick by while I battle through the torture, silently cursing Sereme’s name. Her date of birth.

The fucking color she loves so much.

I’m wrestling a full-body tremble by the time it finally subsides, nipping a glance at Líri peeping down at me from where she’s draped along a thick branch overhead. Though she makes no sound, I feel her concern whining through me like a bow dragging across my frayed heartstrings.

I ply her with all the smooth, sturdy emotions I can muster, repressing the inferno of icy rage now simmering at the base of my throat. The last thing I want is for her to disappear on a revenge streak without me.

Slowly, I pull my hands free and scrape off the mud, simmering over why I put up with Sereme’s torturous, controlling shit for so many phases. I should’ve found a way to rid myself of this blood bind phases ago.

A little bit of open-sky freedom and everything suddenly looks so different.

It’s an effort to mask my limp as I make for our small pack now gathered at the tree’s base, thankfully all too busy watching Roan quietly root through his satchel to notice I almost ate mud.

Roan empties a vial of brown elixir into his cupped palm and smears it across a knobble on the trunk, revealing a line of luminous runes that simmer and spit. A hidden doorway slurps inward.

Kaan passes a quick scan over me, frowning at the fresh mud on my hands before he bends his knees, turns to the side, and barely wedges through the gap. Roan makes it through more easily, while Pyrok struggles almost as much as Kaan, failing to dip his head enough to avoid banging it.

The moment I slip through, the entry glugs closed, dousing us in darkness.

Kaan flicks the lid on his weald. “Heish ath sith, vista thah.”

A chill climbs my spine as a flock of tiny flames flutter up the tree’s hollowed inside. They splash against several wall torches, igniting a twirl of stairs that travel all the way up as far as I can see.

I clear my throat, drop my satchel, then work to unlatch my black, muddy cloak and hang it on the wall beside the others. After wiping my hands clean, I kneel and begin unbinding my boots, muscles spasming so much I almost lose balance. Something that adds another scoop of pissed off to my already toppling pile.

“We can take turns washing up. Privy and the bathing chamber are down there,” Kaan says, stomping something hollow-sounding.

I peer over my shoulder to see it’s a trapdoor, then shove up, kick off my boots, and begin pulling blades from my sheaths. One by one, I check their edges—making sure they’re sharp.

Sereme-slitting sharp.

“The dam won’t move from her nest until rising. We’ll bunker down for a meal and rest while Roan finishes his invention meant to locate this young protégé.” Kaan’s words blend into the background noise of everyone else removing their boots and bags, though my ears twitch when he says, “You’re aware that Líri followed us?”

“I am,” I murmur, stuffing an iron blade back in my sheath, pulling out another. “Thankfully, she appears to understand the need to be quiet and not damage any branches.”

“Raeve.”

“Kaan.”
 
“Look at me.”

Brow arched, I turn, glancing from the rolled sleeves of his brown tunic, up past the open neckline that boasts a glimpse of his broad, hair-smattered chest. I meet his ember eyes—warm in the firelight, though shadowed with concern.

He frowns, scanning me from feet to face. “This is a stealth mission. We’re not here to kill anyone.”

If only.

“We’re in enemy territory.” I stuff the blade away and lift my satchel off the ground, drape the strap over my shoulder before meeting his gaze again. “Way I see it, failing to prepare is akin to digging a muddy grave.”

He watches me for a long beat, then grunts, heaves the weight of his own laden satchel on his shoulder, and turns, leading the charge up the twirling staircase.

Roan follows.

I wait for Pyrok to move first in case Sereme decides to fuck with me again, but he just stands there, watching them go. Once they’re out of sight, he turns to take me in, chewing the inside of his lip piercing. Something I’ve noticed he does when he’s gnawing on a thought.

“You’ve been acting strange ever since you locked yourself in that room.” He cracks the lid on his flask. “Something wrong?”

I watch him draw a deep sip, like he’s sucking air, wondering if he should turn his concern inward.

“You know me, Pyrok. Just frolicking through life.” I clap him on the shoulder and urge him around, up the stairs. Certain I won’t be resting this slumber.

Not fully.

I’ll be braving my internal lake, bracing for a gulp of trauma at my Other’s icy trade station in exchange for another scoop of Bulder’s gritty language.

Sereme’s working extra hard to break me down, no doubt expecting me to crawl through her ugly door and kiss her purple boots. Joke’s on her because all she’s doing is stuffing me full of vehemence, encouraging me to swallow more of Bulder’s words—sharp and hard enough to really mess her up.

Or at the very least, make the serpent bitch reevaluate her life choices.
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I empty my satchel across my chosen pallet. One of seventeen surprisingly plush nooks carved into the tree’s circumference on this lower level. Another twirl of stairs leads to the second story, which is equipped with a kitchen, more slumber nooks, an abundance of lookout windows, and shelves laden with lost property Pyrok was quick to rifle through the moment we got in, given he forgot to pack spare clothes.

“Everyone hungry?” Kaan asks from where he’s sitting on the central seater that dominates the space in the shape of a hook—digging through his satchel. Lifting out parcels of wrapped produce he sets on the plump, patchwork upholstery.

From somewhere above, Pyrok shouts his enthusiasm while his brother grunts something mildly committal.

“Not me,” I murmur, stuffing a few things back in my satchel.

“You’re not hungry?” Kaan’s voice threatens to swallow me. Like a warm hug after a bloody beating that didn’t exactly go my way. “After walking all dae?”

The urge to spin, stride into his arms, and ask him to hold me tight is so abrupt, overwhelming, and new, that for a moment, I wonder what’s wrong with me. Before realizing it’s most likely a symptom of this explosive feeling in my chest.

Love.

It takes me a moment to recompose before I look back over my shoulder, glimpsing Kaan crouched beside his open satchel—shirtless, wearing those loose brown pants I heartily appreciate, holding what looks like a lump of wrapped meat in one hand, a knobby green hock root in the other. His freshly washed hair is down and dripping water beads all over his broad shoulders. A vision that almost makes me want to open myself to Rayne and hear exactly what song she’s singing as she drags across that gorgeous skin—

Almost.

Rather than tell him how beautiful he is—or that the thought of eating makes me want to dry heave—I forge a smile. “Not right now. But thank you.”

His brows pull together.

I turn, smile falling as I dig through my meager supplies for a shirt that’s not covered in mud. I’m just unbuttoning myself when Kaan’s dense presence steps up behind me—warm.

Every fiber of my being tightens at his close proximity.

He reaches around and grips my chin. Turns my head, forcing me to spin until we’re almost chest to chest, tipping me until I’m looking up into his eyes. “You hurt your leg.”

When did he have the chance to notice that?

“It was a very long, very muddy walk. I lost my footing more than once.”

Not a lie. I’m just omitting the fact that Sereme’s a torturous asshole.

Kaan arches a brow. “Did you also injure your back?”

“I—What?”

His heavy gaze roves across my face like he’s hunting all the cracks I’m trying to conceal. “You’re holding yourself differently.”

I straighten my posture, open my mouth to say . . . something, when Pyrok jumps down the final few stairs, landing with a thump loud enough to rouse every dragon in Bhoggith. If the tree wasn’t sufficiently runed.

“What’re we cooking? I’m fuckin’ starved.”

Leaping at the opportunity to avoid lying to Kaan, I toss my clean shirt back on the pallet and step away, seeing Roan seated at the round wooden table, all his tinctures and crafting supplies scattered across it.

I still.

The way he’s crouched over a looking glass—etching stick in hand, eyes half shielded by all that curly, ruddy hair—has my heart lurching so high in my throat it’s impossible to breathe past. So brutally reminded of my lovely, fallen Essi that for a moment, I’m tossed back to a different time.

A different place.

Roan dips the tip of his etching stick into a small cut on his palm and continues scratching runes across a sheet of copper. Exactly as I’ve seen Essi do time and time again.

It’s almost enough to make my chest cave.

“Creators, Roan.” Pyrok lumbers past, his tight blue shirt riding halfway up his midriff. “This room was tidy before I went upstairs and fancied myself up. How you function surrounded by all that mess baffles the fuck outta me.” He dashes a thick yellow scarf around his neck and flops onto the seater, ripping the side seam of his pilfered red pants, then reaches back and tucks his hand behind his head.

“Funniest thing, I feel the same way about your general presence,” Roan murmurs, but his brother’s already snoring.

Kaan brushes past me, gently squeezing my shoulder. A quiet I’m here when you’re ready to talk that makes me feel like the world’s biggest asshole for keeping the blood bind to myself.

Siharna’s right. I need to be honest with him. But it’ll have to wait.

If I tell him before the assassination is complete, there is no reality in which he waves me off to kill someone deep in his brother’s territory—by myself—while I’m being sporadically tortured. He’d insist on accompanying me on the job. And should things go awry, he’d implicate himself without a second thought.

Unacceptable, given he stands for the well-being of an entire kingdom. The stakes are too high. His survival, imperative.

I won’t drag Kaan or The Burn into the bloody dirt with me. I’d rather fail.

He stalls beside the table, arms crossed as he looks down on Roan’s . . . mess. “How’s this going to work?”

“Simplified version?” Roan asks without missing a single etching beat.

“Please.”

“I’m building a cage for a parchment lark. As previously mentioned, the kid’s somehow blocked from receiving larks, preventing them from locating him. But once I’m done constructing the cage, it’ll double as a small pocket of neutral airspace intended to render the blocker useless. Then we just tuck a lark inside and tell it to deliver itself to the protégé. And—”

“Use it as a compass,” Kaan finishes for him.

“In theory.” Roan pauses to push his cracked spectacles up his nose, wincing as he says, “It’s a prototype. And I’ve just realized I’ll need to account for the Moving Mists if they get any closer, given how much they confuse the larks. It’ll take me a beat to get it working right.”

My heart drops.

“How long’s a beat?”

His eyes shift to me. “A cycle. Two at the most . . . hopefully.” He flashes me an awkward, lopsided smile. “It’s much more precise work than slapping some blood on a wall and blowing it up.”

I nod, turning as I tuck my hair back off my face and internally combust.

Well, shit.

I can’t slip away until they do. Meaning the longer it takes for Roan to finish his invention, the less time I have to get back to Sereme, severed heart and eyes in hand.

Time’s chewing.

Gnawing on the development like it’s a stubborn piece of gristle, I stalk toward the windows, rip the homespun curtains wide, and gasp as Líri drops onto the thick branch directly ahead. She drapes upon it, dulling her shine until she’s almost blending with the tree; eyes closed, snout pressed flat against the runed windowpane.

Though I doubt she can see through, I’m certain she can sense me.

Pyrok plants his hip against the sill and stamps the lid on his flask, yawning from his two-beat power nap. “Something tells me the thriving colony of swinging meerits is going to take a hit over the next few daes.”

Internally, I wince.

I edge right and rip open the next lot of curtains, revealing a broad view of Bhoggith in all its steaming, mud-bubbling glory. Or at least, what’s not smothered by the mist now blanketing half the bog.

My gaze bumps from nesting mound to nesting mound, snagging on the odd rocky trail poked through the mud like stepping stones. Remnants of paths used to raid some of the nests, no doubt, though they’re mostly destroyed.

Looking through the tree’s gangly branches, I see the clouds have cleared enough to reveal a sky laden with Moltenmaw moons, my heart punched by the sight.

“I didn’t realize there were so many in this area.”

Kaan steps up beside me, making the entire right side of my body tingle. “Moons? There weren’t. Not until Cadok took the stone throne.”

I watch him scour the view. Wait for him to continue.

“Moltenmaws mate for life.” He pulls the curtain farther back, revealing some of the wall’s crumbled remnants struck through like a dotted line of giants cowering in the mist. Pointing to where we can barely spot the bold precipice—twin to the western one pressing in on the bog like dual fists of stone. “That outpost has long been used by The Fade’s militia. As with the one on the west.”

Well. This assassination might be a little more fiddly than Sereme suggested.

“My source suggests Cadok has his militants working from rise to fall, watching the nests, marking the bonded pairs. He’s so desperate to fill his bloodstone coffers they’ve resorted to grounding the sires, shedding their blood into the soil. Few make it to the sky before they breathe their final breath.”

What little appetite I had sours.

“What of the dam?” The words come out croaked. Like some sunken part of me already knows the answer.

“She’s left with no mate to watch the nest while she hunts—usually at rising.” Kaan’s tone is low, but there’s such depth to it that I physically feel the weight of each word packing on my chest. “While the nest is bare, they raid it empty, leaving only a grieving dam. Some don’t weather the loss, taking themselves to the sky.”

I look away, though it doesn’t blot the echo of his words sinking into my heart like drips of Rayne’s morbid language. Nor does it ease the itch flaring at the tips of my fingers, making me want to rip at the flesh until there’s nothing there.

“It’s cowardly,” he continues, voice so rough I wonder if some of Rygun’s rage is seeping through their bond. “Disrespectful.”

“Is there a respectful way to steal an egg?”

He drops his gaze right into me. “There’s an ancient saying on the plains, in the dialect of my clan. ‘Gurtg du at en duile . . . aha grug do neil.’”

“Which means?”

“Put simply—to eat, one first must offer.”

“I don’t understand.”

“An honorable folk will not remove an egg from a hatching ground without first giving in some way,” he clarifies, scanning the bog reflected in his firestorm eyes. “Otherwise, an unbalance will nest on their chest until their heart, body, or soul withers. Or they’re taken from the world prematurely.”

I turn his words over as I cross my arms, discreetly scratching the tips of my fingers while I look out on the bog, noticing the mist has swept farther west.

My gaze hones in on a lonely, far-off mound like a Moonplume drawn to the dark. A long way from any others, it’s cushioned by a froth of mist, framed by jagged bits of the broken wall, barely large enough for the single nest resting atop it—

My Other shifts so rapidly I almost lose balance, a coldness seeping through me while she rises, then stills. Just there.

Just beneath.

Pyrok points to another singular nest, closer. “Is that the one with the shard?” He leans forward, squinting at the vibrant clouds veiling most of the moon-laden sky. “It’s hard to tell without being able to mark her mate.”

“No.”

I feel the inquisitive probe of everyone’s combined attention as I stare at the distant nest with the intensity of a dying flame gasping for breath, suddenly certain that nothing is more important than the treasure that pink-colored dam is roosting on.

I lift my hand, pointing. “It’s that one.”
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Chapter 55 Kaan 

Roan’s tinkering sounds do little to drown out Pyrok’s snores rumbling all the way down from the second floor. A welcome symphony as I look past where Líri is still draped over the lower branch that juts from the tree like an awkward limb.

Patient for the most part, I stare at the pink dam’s nest—my leather jacket buttoned, muddy cloak hanging over a nearby stool. Waiting for her to pry free and push into the sky.

I fill my lungs, trying to ease some of the tightness that keeps tugging my ribs, perfectly aware of how dangerous this mission is. But this is my own restless itch that’ll niggle until I slot that final shard into place.

Until Slátra’s whole.

Casting my stare past Roan, I look to where Raeve’s spread across the quilt in her nook, sleeping in one of my oversized brown shirts, hair dashed over the pillow like a spill of ink. Her lips are parted, a deep red in the low light. Like she bit into something bloody that stained them.

I watch her chest rise and fall in a steady rhythm, my heart clenching . . .

 Not a single moonshard has come to me easily, some obtained through measures I’ll never be proud of—not that I have any regrets. Some came at a great currency cost, while others almost cost my life.

I didn’t care then. Believed dying would bring me closer to the love of my existence. I’d have gone to Elluin in the afterlife, proud of the way I passed striving to make Slátra whole. For her.

Now it’s different.

My death . . . It would tear us apart again. Something I’m brutally aware of. But I’ll never be content so long as Slátra’s still in pieces. If Raeve had all Elluin’s memories at the forefront of her mind, I’m certain she’d understand why I can’t let this go. Because she wouldn’t.

I look back toward the bog. Waiting.

The first Moltenmaw that emerges from its nest is bright azure, almost the color of Raeve’s eyes. It shrieks as it tears free, a responding sound coming from somewhere amongst the heavy clouds overhead.

The nest is only bare a moment before a purple, pink, and red buck plummets toward the bog, landing on the mound before the opening. He moves gently through, careful not to stand on anything important before he spins and drags his tail within the gnarly sphere—almost entirely hidden away. I barely glimpse him through the opening: rolling the eggs, feathers fluffed as he tucks the treasures beneath himself and settles in for the coming dae.

More and more of the dams emerge, but not the one I want.

Tension blisters the underside of my skin, until finally, the pink dam pushes her long pale beak free of the nest’s opening.

I feel her guttural squawk in the pit of my heart. The grieving scream of a beast with a hole in her chest that’ll never be filled.

She tips her head, looking to where her furled mate rests just past the shifting clouds . . .

Another squawk, softer now. Like a quiet hello that falls on deaf ears. 

If only she knew I was listening. That I know how much it hurts.

If only I could take her pain away.

The air chills so abruptly, my next exhale whitens like the Mists.

Líri’s eyes snap open—wide. She appears to look straight through the window that, given the runes, I’m certain she can’t see through.

Her front legs push up, claws shuffling back along the branch until her shoulders are much higher than her head. Submissive posturing that deepens as her wings droop. Almost like a—

Bow.

I frown, my heart smashing to a halt when I realize Raeve is standing beside me, staring out the window with her loose hair dashed around her shoulders.

I’m about to speak when I notice her eyes are not her own . . . but black, pricked with thousands of luminous specks.

“Moonbe—”

In the distance, a Moltenmaw screams, snapping my attention to where the pink-colored dam is pushing from her nest. Wings stretched, she crouches low and launches into the air, heaving skyward.

My stare latches on to the single soft-colored egg sitting in the bowl of her nest, next to a luminous silver shard. Small, though it still shines with so much light it glints in the smoggy gloom.

My heart pinches.

Raeve moves, feet and legs bare, motions feline as she makes for the swirling stairwell. She descends without a single look in my direction, and every hackling instinct tells me something’s not right.

I grab my muddy cloak and jog after Raeve. Barely make it halfway down the stairs before I glimpse her snatching one of the many exit vials from a shelf in the wall.

She smashes it against the wood, illuminating the concealment runes.

Fuck.

The exit slurps open, and two larks flutter through.

Raeve snarls and shrinks back from the bright world beyond the safety of the tree.

Using her hand to shield her face, she appears as though she’s about to step out despite her odd aversion to the light, then pauses, looks down at her bare feet, and angles her head to the side.

Quick to pocket the larks before they even have a chance to bump against me, I power down the final curl of stairs and leap onto the bottom landing. “Moonbeam, what are—”

She grabs her boots and stabs her feet in them, handling the laces like a youngling trying to mash a knot into place. With a huff, she stuffs the loose strings down the side and charges out into the forest—too fast.

Too loud.

“Creators,” I mutter, tossing my cloak around my shoulders. I wedge through the exit just as she prowls around the tree, moving toward the nesting grounds.

I realize exactly what she’s doing—unarmed, bar the full sheath she always wears. Garbed in no other means of protection. Not even a little mud to mask her scent.

I grab her arm—

She whips around and shoves me back against the tree with the feral poise of a predator, her mouth at my neck, breath so cold upon my skin it almost burns.

The forest goes still and silent. Even the chaotic waking sounds of the nesting grounds seem to fade while her canines graze the heaving thump of my carotid.

I swallow. Bring my hand around to run it between her shoulder blades, finding the muscles pinched so hard together I picture Rygun when he’s ready to fight—wings poised.

Tail raised.

Fire welling in his chest.

“You. Smell. Like. Me. Like Rygun,” I grind out, each word passed to her clearly.

Precisely.

Doing my best to cut through whatever’s come over her.
 
“They’ll swarm you. Kill you.”

Her snarl loses some of its edge. A little more as she pulls back.

I glimpse what appears to be the bud of a blue flame churning at the back of her throat before she closes her mouth—wondering if I’m seeing things.

If I’m going fucking mad.

Her head banks to the side as she takes me in with long sweeps of her strange ebony eyes, and something cold settles within me. Something that feels right, even though it aches. Something I don’t want to look at too closely, lest it ache more.

“I will bring her back to you when I am done.”

My skin pebbles in the wake of her words, because although it’s Raeve’s voice, it’s not. It’s the voice of something else. Something cold and ancient.

Something . . .

Impossible.

“You have my vow, mate of my Precious One.”

I stiffen, choking on the haunting echo of her words.

She turns for the bog, prowling toward it with long, animalistic strides, leaving me slumped against the base of the tree. Like some ancient, icy beast just sunk its teeth into my chest and tore out my heart.
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The Other

Kaan follows The Other all the way to the muddy shore, like he believes the feathered beasts that govern this land will swarm her.

And perhaps they will.

But The Other knows these untamed dragons won’t maim the one she loves, their minds unburdened by a bond, their actions still wholly their own.

The wild ones may spit their flames and light up the sky with their pretty threats—or perhaps attempt to snatch her and cart her back to their nests to protect and worship—but unless threatened, they won’t hurt Raeve.

They won’t willingly maim that which has already passed.

The Other leaps from stepping stone to stepping stone, making use of someone’s old trail across the blistering bog. Glances behind to see Kaan is still following—as she expected he might—despite his instincts no doubt screaming to him that he’ll be swarmed.

Flamed.

Eaten.

He won’t.

She may smell like him, but he also smells very much like her.

The Other reaches the end of the trail and slides off Raeve’s iron ring, pocketing it. Huffs when she considers just how easy this would be if she still had her wings. Though having also gone hunting for Bulder’s words amongst her Precious One’s lost or discarded memories, The Other is well equipped, casting commands with the perfect dialect Elluin worked hard to hone so very long ago.

The God of Ground listens, shifting stumps of stone from beneath the muddy depths, pushing them above the bubbling surface like an offering. Shaping a path that leads all the way out to the middle of the bog, where the nest sits unattended.

To where The Other can see that little shard of silver shining like the light of one of her ancestors. A quiet call her heart yearns to be close to.

She moves from stone to stone, disappearing into the fog with Kaan some distance behind—a fierce, protective fire in his eyes that burns like a blaze of Sabersythe flame. Above them, Moltenmaws swoop and scream, the sky alive with a thunderous roar of fluttering intrigue.

The Other finally reaches the island in the middle, the one that sits directly below the pink dam’s perished mate—forever slumbering, his solidified wing covering what she senses is a weapon pierced through his chest.

A sadness washes over her at the thought. At the parallels Kaan Vaegor does not yet understand.

The Other slips the iron ring back on and moves onto the moss-covered mound, loose twigs crunching beneath the soles of her uncomfortable footwear as she climbs toward the bouldered nest. Toward that silver shard radiating its cold light.

Stepping into the nest’s rounded shelter, The Other pulls on the scent of dust and embers, moving into the bowl packed with pink and orange feathers. Plucked plumage belonging to both the dam and her lost mate.

Respectful of the shrine, she moves with tender motions, each step precisely placed.

Ignoring the screaming commotion beyond, she crouches by the shard, picks away the cushion of feathers the dam has packed around it, then runs her fingers over its sharp edges . . .

A piece of wing. The one she used to shelter Allume and her Precious Little One.

Her gaze is lured to the plump pink egg beside it, softly colored. Like the base of the mourning dam’s beak. She reaches out, brushing the tips of her fingers across the egg’s feathered surface, warm despite the coldness within.

Empty of life.

The Other tunes into the scents of the nest, overpowered by the strong notes of the dam’s deep grief. Realizes this egg was not unfertilized as others may believe but heartbreakingly left too long without warmth. Perhaps when the dam first lost her mate.

Sadness fills The Other’s chest like a stone too heavy to lift.

She, too, knows how it feels to sit on an egg void of life, forever bidding it to hatch. For many cycles . . . until the silver ribbon splashed her heart and changed the color of her hide, planting a song within her chest—impossibly vast and infinite.

A song weighty with life.
 
With existence.

A luminous fiber she once shared with her own egg in the hopes that it would sing the same tune to her Little One forever slumbering within. Again, she feels the desire to share it. A gift she knows is temporary, as they always are.

As everything is.

Settling her hands on the egg, she leans forward and presses her lips against the warm shell, expelling a frosty breath—lids sweeping shut as she unspools a tendril of that luminous thread from deep within. And passes it over.

Gifts it.

When she opens her eyes again, the egg is no longer pink, but silver. The exact shade as her little Allume.

A sad smile pulls at The Other’s lips, and she picks up the shard, cold in her hands.

A gift for a gift.

She turns with the treasure hugged close to her chest. Follows the same cautious path out of the feather-filled bowl, stepping free just as the dam returns, hovering over the nest now swallowed by a churn of mist.

She screeches, flames licking at the back of her throat, threatening to spill.
 
Despite being in a body much smaller and more fragile than she used to be, with less teeth and claws, The Other looks the dam in the eye—stance steady.

Firm.

Doesn’t so much as blink.

The Moltenmaw snaps her beak shut and cocks her head to the side as a silent message passes between the two . . . from one mourning dam to another. Something that’s said more loudly with the cold echo of silence.

The Other dips her chin in submission, feeling the dam’s steady gaze on her as she walks onto the mist-swarmed stones.

Perhaps sensing the life now fluttering within her egg, the dam gushes into the nest the moment the path is clear. Squeaking sounds follow—the gentle coos of a nurturing dam while she fluffs herself, nuzzling her egg, rolling it.

Treasuring it.

The Other moves from stone to stone, the rest of the flock now tossing orange flames through the mist. Hot blazes that burn off some of the smog and illuminate the ghosts of a scalding past etched all over her skin. Thousands of runes used to smooth her Precious One’s delicate flesh . . . time and time again.

The Moving Mists honor the dead much in the same way dragons do, gathering behind The Other like stretching wings as she comes face-to-face with the mate of her Precious One.

His face is pale and drawn, the fire gone from his eyes. All that remains beneath the mantle of his pinched brow are deep seeds of grief, his stare scraping across the luminous etches that litter Raeve’s skin. Each mark a distant scream of pain she never let past her lips.

Not once.

His attention shifts to the foggy wings now stretching, tethered from between The Other’s shoulder blades. He swallows, face bunching, his next words a broken rasp. “What are you?”

“You know what I am, Kaan Vaegor. I am neither living nor dead. Once broken and now”—The Other offers him a sad smile, resting her hand over the shard held close to her chest—“almost whole.”

Something shatters in his eyes. “H—How?”

The Other doesn’t dare utter the truth, not wanting to be the one to break this lovely male’s heart. But he’ll learn it . . . eventually. Before everything is put back together again.

Before the balance is restored.

So instead, she tells him a different truth. A soft, lovely truth that’s worthy of his big, warm heart.

“There is nothing she would not do for you.”

Much as there is nothing The Other would not do for her Precious Little One.

Kaan falls to his knees, his breaths coming hard and fast.

“Her many truths sit like stones in my den, waiting to be found. You are the brightest of them all. Perhaps the reason she has been so cautious of it. In her life, the brightest lights blink out.”

His face twists, hands balling into fists so tight his knuckles turn white. “Who hurt her?”

Too many.

“Those stories are not mine to share.” Another blow of flame erupts, illuminating her many runes again. “You are right not to push her. As we speak, she is searching for one of the songs she once knew. I am tending the most painful bits of her past, giving them to her slowly. She will learn the full truth when she is ready.”

As will you.

The Other pauses, thinking of the weight of everything she knows. Thinking of what she’s sure is destined to come. She lifts a hand from her precious shard, touching his face, the scruff around his jaw softer than she expected it to be. “Thank you . . .”

“For what?” he rasps as another blow of dragonflame ignites her skin, his eyes filling with a sheen that drips down one of his cheeks.

The Other smiles, beginning to slink back beneath the surface when she says, “For loving her as much as I do.”

She lets Raeve’s body fall, knowing he’ll catch her and take her somewhere she can truly rest.

She’s slipping silently into the lake when she hears his distant scream. The heartbroken cry of a mourning male whose world just fell apart.
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Chapter 57Veya

Arkyn flicks Kaan’s weald open and closed, over and over again, producing bursts of fiery light while we trail his fluttering cloak down the long and winding tunnel. While I scream, thrash, and snarl every step I’m dragged, not missing a single opportunity to slash my fingernails into the arms of the two fae hauling me along.

“You’d think she’d be more thankful,” one of them drudges out, heaving me past a flaming wall torch that glints off his bronze mask, exertion heavy in his strained voice. “Given her wounds were just mended.”

Laughter bubbles out of me, hitched with mania.

Arkyn may have ordered my wounds fixed, the infection flushed from my blood, but I paid for it tenfold—mind sliced open and pried wide. Poked and pinched so much my brain feels like it’s one big, swollen lump barely contained within my skull.

Paid for it with secrets stolen. Humiliated as my private moments were inspected—slowly.

Painfully.

Then, to add insult to injury, my pockets were emptied. Kaan’s weald scavenged, appearing to be Arkyn’s new favorite toy.

I kick harder, tossing about with such gusto blood scribbles across my face, leaking from the sleep-repressing runes dug into my temples.

My left arm slips loose.

I’m just about to put all my weight into trying to flip the fucker on my right when Arkyn spins, thrusts his hand forward, and grips my neck, his fingers gouging deep like dragon claws.

I slash and grab at him, trying to pry free, certain my tendons are about to fray beneath the might of his crushing grip. All the blood rushes to my swollen brain, making it bulge against its confines . . .

Dark spots blot my vision.

Arkyn sighs, holding me still even after the other male regains his grip on my arm. “He’s right, you know.” He flicks Kaan’s weald open, igniting his gnarly face. Closes it again. “The mender said you were barely holding on to life.”

I start slipping off the edge of consciousness, falling headfirst into those black blots, when the runes on my temples begin to burn like metal brands pressing deep.

Melting.

My eyes bulge, mouth agape with a silent scream. The smell of fried flesh taints the air, smashing me with memories that make my guts tip.

Arkyn lets go.

I slump into the firm grips on my arms, tears slipping down my cheeks while I heave breath, Kaan’s weald click, click, clicking away. The more I come back to consciousness, the less the runes sizzle.

Again, I’m dragged forward through intermittent bursts of firelight, my limbs leaden. Mind muddy.

Soul screaming.

The tunnel walls drop away. In my peripheral, I catch glimpses of empty cells lining both sides, the reek of rot, mold, and excrement souring every breath I drag.

We come to a sparsely lit cell that looks much like the others, door hinges squealing.

Shit.

I find another surge of energy, and my surroundings blur as I thrash and scream and kick my legs, trying to boot theirs out from under them.

I’m flung forward, lashing against the wall so hard that all the breath shoves from my lungs, crumpling into a heap. Though I barely feel any pain, too high on the adrenaline pumping through my veins. I’m just about to clamber up when someone steps on my back.

Elluin’s diary digs into my gut, making a rise of vomit burn the back of my throat.

“Stay down!”

I growl into the wet stone my face is smushed against as my shackles are tethered to a hook in the ground. The moment the male lifts his boot, I shove up and charge. Smash against the barred door that slams shut in my face.

The sound of it locking clangs through me, echoing off the oppressive walls that press in like a book slamming shut.

The key is handed to the Scavenger King before the guards charge off into the darkness, leaving Arkyn standing on the other side. His hooded eyes glint in the firelight spilling from a nearby lantern.

Although he stands on the free side of the bars, I stare him down like we’re on a battlefield. Like I’m about to take him to the ground with nothing but my bare hands, snap his neck, then rip off his head.

I don’t care that we’re blood. He’s intent on hurting Kaan; has been tossing folk to their doom in the Pits of Khindard for phases to build up the funds to usurp him.

He’s no brother of mine.

He flicks the lid of the weald, releasing the bulb of flame. Ignites his cruel, twisted face.

“If you so much as lay a finger on Kaan,” I slur, wobbling, “you’re just as bad as him.”

Pah.

Arkyn’s head cants to the side. “How many brothers, sons, sisters, and daughters did Kaan kill when he took the bronze throne, Veya?”

I snarl.

He grunts, eyes shifting right, narrowing on the next cell. “Convince her to eat and I’ll tell the Mindweft to be gentle when she resumes her efforts to retrieve whatever it is you’re hiding in that shadowed corner of your mind.”
 
He snaps the weald shut. With a dash of his tattered cloak, he spins, storming off into the darkness that swallows all but the intermittent bursts of firelight spilling from Kaan’s clicking weald.

I wobble. Whip my hand forward to grip a cold bar as I look back over my shoulder. My heart skips a beat at the sight of . . . someone bound in the corner of the cell beside mine, a torn and threadbare blanket covering most of their body but for a filthy tendril of hair—white.

Long.

A hint of something silver sketched upon the prisoner’s brow, and all the breath blasts from my lungs. A pained sound surges up my throat, every one of my aches and pains obliterating in the wake of my punching horror.

Oh no . . . Please no . . .

I fall to the floor and crawl across the stone. Reach through the bars. “Kyzari—”

She moves.

Blurs.

Her hand is through the bars, at my throat, squeezing so tight all the blood in my head bulges to the surface, stressing the seams of my bruised and battered brain.

“Ky—za—ri,” I choke out, placing my hand on hers. “Kyza—it’s—mmm—me—”

My vision fades until only her pupils are still in focus. So dark and empty I’m certain they could gulp the world.

The runes on my temples warm—

Kyzari’s pupils tighten, features smoothing, the crisp blue in her eyes returning. A vibrant ring that looks like a blow of Moonplume flame, and right now, the most welcomed sight in the world. But her face is only smooth for a beat before it crumbles, tears lining her lower lids as her grip loosens.

Her hand drops like a rock.

I heave breath, flooding myself with everything I need to keep my brain awake. Keep those runes from burning. Though I don’t let her see my pain, my fear, taking her face in my hands while I shuffle as close to the bars as I can physically manage.

“It’s okay,” I rasp, gaze sweeping between her eyes—vacant, underscored by dark dents that add to her haunted appearance.

Her usual tawny complexion is so pale it’s almost translucent, her cheekbones jutted, lips cracked and colorless.

“Oh, Kyzari . . . What has he done to you?”

She’s just touching the rune on my right temple when I take her into my arms, pulling her close despite her rigid posture. A bony doll, shoulders so frail I’m certain she’ll break if I squeeze her any closer.

It takes too long for her to draw a shuddered breath, softening on the exhale as she begins to tremble. Her arms finally lift and bind around the back of me, hands clawing for a desperate, sturdier grip.

“It’s okay,” I whisper, scanning her cell. My gaze snags on the shit bucket in the corner, moves to the heaps of uneaten food lumped by the bars—rotting. Discolored bits of meat coated in a layer of pale grubs gorging on the offering.

“I’m here, sweetheart.”

My attention shifts to the blanket she was hiding beneath, spotting two halves of a torn parchment lark tucked amongst the folds. I smooth her matted hair, gaze lifting to the many moons smudged on the ceiling, then to the sooty letters drawn across the walls. Certainly not Kyzari’s. Her script is more delicate, the letters effortlessly joined together.

Except—

My stare narrows on a dainty sentence scratched so deep into the gray-stone wall, as if it’s been gone over a thousand times. Definitely Kyzari’s handwriting.

[image: Message reading: “I need you”]
Oh, darling.

I gather her filthy hair, easing it to the side so I can rub her back, rereading those three little words . . .

“Who—” I clear my throat, still raw and tender. “Who did you think I was, Kyzari?”

She pulls back a little, any softness gone from her posture and the lines of her face as she wipes her cheeks and lifts her chin. “How did you get here?”

The question hangs.

Still for a moment, I push a tendril of hair from her eyes and tuck it behind her ear. “Long story, but I’m okay . . . You?”

“Oh, I—Ahh . . . I was hunting for moonshards,” she says, rolling her eyes as she swats a rogue tear from her cheek.

That’s not exactly what I was asking, Kyzari . . .

“A miskunn passed me a very scrambled message suggesting that I needed to find the remaining bits of Mah’s fallen dragon to—” She sighs and shakes her head, picking up the torn lark from amongst the folds of her blanket. “Never mind,” she whispers, laying both halves atop her palm before placing her other hand upon them. “I’m here. I fell into that lunatic’s trap.”

I study the curl of her shoulders and downcast gaze. The chewed tips of her fingernails. The way her hands cradle that little lark like it’s the most precious thing she’s ever held.

“Who did you think I was, Kyzari? When you first woke?”
 
Something flickers in her eyes.

“You know,” she whispers, studying her cupped hands, “Pah taught me not to make a sound. Not to argue or even open my mouth unless I was specifically called upon. ‘Be small and quiet,’ he’d say. ‘Small, quiet females are what the world needs. Not loud ones who don’t know how to keep their thoughts to themselves and shut the fuck up.’”

The last words are spat with such vehemence they bounce off the walls, echoing.

I frown.

I’ve never heard Kyzari curse. Nor have I heard her speak with such a slice to her tone.

“So that’s what I was for phases. Small. Quiet.” She lifts her hand, gently pinching the lark’s beak between her fingers, trying to press the crimps free. “The first time I truly screamed with every bit of my being was”—she glances at me, then quickly drops her gaze again—“twenty-three phases ago.”

She presents the words like a confession. Like they’ve been sitting on her chest for too long.

“I screamed for him.” She gestures to the stone upon her brow. “Well, mainly.” 

My frown deepens. “You screamed for the God of Aether?”

“Caelis,” she corrects with a regal sternness. “That’s his name. Caelis.”

I nod. Repeat the name back to her. Wonder if this place might’ve splintered her mind. Did Arkyn also have hers torn through? It can send some folk irreparably mad if not done delicately. Perhaps she fought harder than I did? Or didn’t sit still enough?

“And did he come, Kyzari? Did Caelis come?”
 
“For a little while, yes . . .”

It feels like I’m being handed some sort of riddle that’s hard to make heads or tails of, my bruised brain thumping so hard I’m not sure it’s safe to try.

“Why did you scream?”

Again, she tries to press the crimps from its beak. “Because Pah needed favor with Bothaim, and I was the bounty.”

Oh, no.

Kyzari, no . . .

“I was quiet, just like Pah instructed. Until after.” 

My guts squirm.

“The Grand Chancellor was not,” she continues, her face hard, merciless—such a contrast to the Kyzari I thought I knew. “Not the first time. Nor the second. The third.”

“You—”

“Yes.” She meets my eyes, her own frosted over. She’s never looked more like her mah than she does right now. “I did my duty as the great Tyroth Vaegor’s daughter.”

My blood boils. Almost melts me from within as I realize I’ve been seeing her much like a youngling for these many phases because of the way she presents herself. But that’s just a mask she’s been using to protect herself from the terrors her pah bestowed upon her.

The fuck.

I thought Tyroth protected Kyzari. Adored her to the point of smothering her. I was wrong. Blind.

I should’ve known better.

“That’s—” I clear the rabid rasp from my throat. “That’s why you offered yourself to the Creators this phase.”

“He’d grown sick of me anyway. Started asking for other things. Guess I wasn’t very good at it.” She shrugs, the half smile pulling at her cracked lips telling me that might’ve been purposeful. “I offered myself to the Creators as a way of severing Pah’s power over me. And because—” Her breath catches.

“What?”

That smile softens. “My heart already belongs to one.”

Creators. She’s spent far too much time on her own . . .

Rather than dwell on that, I reach through the bars, not missing the way she moves the lark out of my reach. As if she thinks I’m about to take it from her.

I grip her hand and squeeze tight, knowing there are no words I can say to undo her damage. No stitch strong enough to forever stop those wounds from splitting. But in the silence that sits between us, I vow to help her find peace. Help her find a happy place for her mind to rest.

Somehow.

“You think he’s going to let us go?”

No, Kyzari. He’s going to use us to hurt someone we both love.

I don’t say the words. What she needs right now is hope, and that—

I can give her that.

“I have something you need to see,” I whisper, pulling my arms from her cell. I reach down, lift the hem of my shirt, and begin unwrapping the strip of material bound around my waist, my throat growing thick.

Heart heavy.

It wasn’t easy keeping the diary concealed from the one who tore through my mind. I may be good at mental voiding, but with such limited strength, I could only protect a handful of things. It almost killed me more than once, but it would’ve been a good death.

Honorable.

Because this diary, the words in it . . . they’re personal. Not for anyone but Raeve, Kaan, and my sweet, broken niece who so desperately needs to know just how much she’s loved.

It was worth it for this.

For her.

“The runes on my temples are to keep me from sleeping,” I murmur, unwrapping another blood-matted layer. “Intended to break me down, shatter my defenses until the Mindweft’s able to excavate the rest of my secrets. Once he does, he’ll discover I have this. Arkyn will take it.”

I peel the last of the bind away and tip the diary into my hand, studying the cover. Feeling the weight of the secrets held within.

“I could never live with myself if I didn’t first give you the chance to read these words.”

I thread it between the bars.

Kyzari frowns, settles the lark in her lap, and takes the weight of the book. She turns it over in her hands before running her delicate fingers over the painting on the front. “This looks like Uncle’s málmr.”

“Yes.”

I choke on the word.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispers, tracing the shape of the Moonplume’s wing before glancing up at me. “Does it belong to him?”

“No. It was—” I pause to pull a steadying breath before pushing a smile into my cheeks. “It’s your mah’s diary.”

Kyzari stills. Like she just swept into the sky, bundled up, and solidified.

“I, ah, I ventured into Arithia to hunt it down.” I look at my hands, crushing the bloody bind into a ball. “I’ve only read the last few entries, but I think—” Words catch in my throat. I clear it, looking into her glistening blue eyes—so much like her mah’s. “I think you should start from the beginning.”

“Will it hurt?”

Her voice is cracked through. Raw.
 
“Yes.”

More than you could ever imagine.

Her features bunch, head tipping to the side as a sheen of tears fill her eyes, making them look like icy pools. “I don’t know if I can hurt any more . . .”

“I know, sweetheart.” I reach between the bars, cupping her cheek. “But once you come to the end, I have something to tell you.” I glance at all that uneaten food on the ground, squeeze my lids shut. Open them as I tighten my grip. “Something for you to live for.”

A line forms between her brows.

She swallows, gaze dropping to the diary. A long moment slips by before finally, gently, she lifts the cover and begins to read.

I sit beside her, holding her hand when she reaches parts that make her shake. Hug her close when she reads about the poisoning that took so many of her family members before she ever had a chance to meet them, my guilt gnashing.

I wipe tears from her cheeks when she gets to where Slátra chased Elluin across the plains; wipe more as she reads of the blossoming love between Kaan and her mah.

Squeeze her tight when she reads about the pregnancy born of love.

Of happiness.

And when she reaches the end, falling against the bars as her tears become too swift and heavy for me to wipe away, I smooth her hair, hold her close, and tell her that she must survive.

She must.

Because by some unknown magic, her mah lives. And though her mah has no memory of her past, she’s fierce, bold, and mighty to behold . . . just like her daughter.
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Chapter 58 Raeve 

I smash through the frozen crust of my lake, chased by a heavy presence whomping through the water—herding me toward the surface.

Or maybe she’s not herding me at all, but simply following. Perhaps hoping that if she gets close enough that I’ll be forced to stop, turn around, and communicate.

Absolutely not.

Not even if she bit down on my foot and shook me half to death . . . though I’d rather she didn’t.

Creators, what if I just gave her the idea?

Shivers scuttle up my spine.

I swim harder, faster. Punch free of the lake and clamber across my shore, into my outer self faster than I ever have.

My eyes pop open.

Heaving breath, I check that I’m still in the slumber nook, relieved to find no shreds of meat caught between my teeth or blood slathered on my hands. Hopefully signs my Other didn’t go on a murderous rampage while I was getting emotionally beat up at her trauma trade station.

“Creators,” I mutter, kneading my face with the heels of my hands, stuffing down visions of somber folk staring out across a crumbled mountainside—past the obsidian peaks of a buried village.

Silencing echoes of a devastating song pushed from young Elluin’s lips as she stood beside an unfamiliar, powerfully built male with hair as black as mine who looked down on her with reverence. A song used to shift the crumbled glacier in slow-moving increments, revealing the broken village beneath—

The many folk who did not make it out alive.

Most of all, I stuff down the swell of pride my Other felt as she stood at little Elluin’s back, watching her sing until her legs gave out . . . hoping to find even a single survivor amongst the snowy carnage.

I sigh, digging my fingers through my hair.

There’s nothing quite like choking on the aftertaste of martyrdom while preparing to hack a heart from someone’s chest cavity.

At least the trade was sufficient.

My arms flop to the pallet, jostling a piece of parchment. Frowning, I snatch it and scan Kaan’s script, feeling my heart sink past my belly button.
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Creators . . . How long did I sleep?

Seems deep-diving into my internal lake has its disadvantages. Like missing important shit I’d usually wake up to.

Groaning, I burst into action. I fasten my white leather pants, securing the matching jacket beneath my chin when I notice my white cloak draped on the hooked seater that dominates the room, the faintest hint of something luminous glinting from beneath.

I still. Then move faster than I ever have.

Whipping back the cloak, I’m doused in a wave of brisk air that makes my skin pebble, squinting at the small silver moonshard—no bigger than four fists lumped together. Shimmery.

Beautiful.

A cold ache swells between my ribs.

He did it. He got it.

The backs of my eyes sting with such ferocity I squeeze my lids together—hard. Wait until the flare of pain subsides before I open them again, beating back the urge to touch the shard’s jagged edges. To caress the smooth dip that looks a lot like the ridge of a wing. To take it in both my hands, pull it to my chest, and ball around it like a moon.

If I do any one of those things . . . I’m not sure I’ll be able to part with it again.

Instead, I release a slow breath and drape my cloak back on the shard, gently tucking it into place. I turn away, ignoring the shudder that crawls up my spine—achingly similar to the feeling I had while I was rushing back to the surface of my internal lake.

Not now.

I’m not ready to face that yet.

Jaw clenched, I get to buckling both sheaths around my thighs and stuff them full of blades, as well as all the hidden pockets in my pants and jacket. I wrap a dark shroud around the lower half of my face, just moving to the stairwell when I come across my muddy boots on the ground beside it.

Not where I left them.

I pull down my shroud, eyes narrowed on the pink feather—no bigger than the pad of my thumb—pinched between the laces. The soft sort of down found in the bowl of a Moltenmaw’s nest, cushioning a clutch of eggs. 

A heavy sense of dread settles on my shoulders, my gaze shifting to where the moonshard is hidden to Kaan’s note tucked amongst my sheets . . . back to the lone feather decorating my Creators-damn boot.
 
“Fuck.”

“They left a while ago. I doubt you’ll catch them, even if you run.”

I whip around, finding Roan at the top of the twirled wooden stairway that leads to the upper level, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Still dressed in his muddy clothes, as though he finished his protégé location device, passed it off to Kaan, scaled the stairs, then flopped straight on a pallet and passed out.

“Oh,” I murmur, mind occupied with thoughts of Kaan’s note . . .

Once I’m back, we need to talk.

Seven small words never felt so ominous.

Shoving that mental sinkhole aside for later, I stab my foot in my boot and jerk my chin at the closed curtains. “Where’s the aurora?”

“Sank a while ago. It’s midslumber, perhaps?” Roan yawns so wide I see his molars. “They left just after it fell.”

A strike of luck. Hopefully the patrol is scarce where I’m headed and Sereme sleeps through the entire ordeal.

I’m just knotting my second bow when Roan’s voice cracks the stewing silence. “You’re, ahh . . . You’re not leaving to find them, are you?”

“I’m not the rescuing type,” I mutter, hoping the words echo all the way down into my Other’s icy den. Shave off that layer of expectation that I’m anything like the little girl she once doted on. “I’ll be back.”

I charge down the stairway, don my black, muddy cloak, then whip up my hood, snatching two vials of elixir from the shelf. I pocket one and smash the other against the wall, revealing the luminous litter of runes that keep the door hidden.

It gulps open, exposing me to the mist-laden world beyond, plagued with a scatter of parchment larks bouncing about in confused circles, trying to regain their bearings.

Poor things.

Everything is smudged in so much white it feels like I’m stepping into a croaking, buzzing cloud—two steps forward when the door glugs back into place at my back.

I’m just digging into my pants pocket for Sereme’s note when the atmosphere turns cold and frigid. An eerie silence settles, like all the little bugs and reptiles just upped and vanished.

Even the confused larks scatter.

There’s a shift in the air, making the hairs on my arms lift. My lips twist into a smile.

I scan the dense fog, waiting . . .

Before me, a large shape illuminates—wings stretching. Gloomy eyes blink open, so close my breath snags.

My smile grows as I reach up to rub the sloped span between Líri’s eyes, pulling my lungs full of her wild, musky scent.

She snuffs, blasting brisk air against my cheek before nuzzling into my abdomen. A plea blooms in my chest like an icy bud; her determined desire to come with me.

I sigh, running my fingers through the tendrils hanging from her jowls, figuring it’s misty enough that she’ll basically blend with the scenery. “Okay,” I whisper as she tilts her head, nudging forward, almost pushing the breath from my lungs. Request for a scratch beneath the jaw. “But only because you’ve proven just how quiet you can be.”

That, and I’m certain she’s only pretending I have a choice in the matter.
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Chapter 59 Raeve 

We cut up into the clear band pinched between the hazy pink clouds and Miel Et Muíem—now blanketing the nesting grounds. Only for a beat before Líri dives back down, just enough that I’m still offered a distinct view of the wall ahead, barely peeking above the waft of white.

Seeing the wall’s jagged, crumbly edge—proof of the collision that impacted this area hundreds of eons ago—it’s hard not to be jolted. Knowing a moon fell with such force it took out chunks of the ancient structure. Bruised the world so deeply it almost swallowed itself.

One moon.

One strike.

What will be left of us after multiple falls?

I push the nauseating thought aside, gaze lifting to the white-stone tower pocked with stout windows. Three stories high, it sits atop the wall like a crowning dome, blending with the crust of gathered snow.

A bastion. And based on the flaming torches flickering within, it’s not empty.

I scan the wall’s flat top, barely veiled by drifting mist. Just enough coverage for what I have in mind, except I’m wearing a dark, mud-covered cloak that’s flapping in the wind like a fucking war flag. A perfect contrast to all that snow.

Oops.

I unhook it from my nape.

Clode snatches it from my grip and whips it beneath the mist so fast I wonder if she’s been poised behind us, waiting for me to catch up.

I rub Líri’s neck, then loosen my hold on the reins and spin so I’m facing her tail, moving toward her hind legs—timing each shift of my body to the silent beat of her wings. Once poised, I pull my shroud up over my nose, tighten my mental sound snare, and pocket my iron ring.

I gently squeeze my knees, urging Líri to hasten her speed. To fly as fast as she can.

We cut through the air like a blade, swift and silent, slashing across the top of the wall—so close Líri’s almost buttering the snow with the underside of her belly. I leap, feeling her silky tail brush from my chest, down to the tips of my toes before I lose velocity.

Tucking my head, I collide with the ground in a tumbling heap, then stamp my boot in the snow and grind to a halt. Head snapping around, I watch Líri dive into the Mist, her wispy tail the last of her to whip out of sight.

I push to my feet and run.

Keeping low, I open my mental sound snare, tighten my neck muscles, and murmur a low request for Bulder to catch my impending fall. Something that feels a lot like grinding stone between my back molars. Sharp.

Gritty.

“Hugh atah duhn. Gurth ahl, Bulder.”

There’s a definite pause in his steady song, like he’s as surprised as I am at my sturdy fluency. Or that I’m speaking to him at all.

Too much of a pause.

By the time I step off the wall, I’m convinced I’m going to plunge to my death, heart in my throat as I plummet for one breath-catching beat . . . before landing hard on the ledge of stone solidifying beneath my boots.

I wobble, slam my back against the wall, press my hands flat on the stone. Heaving breath, I wait for my heart to kick back into its regular rhythm.
 
“Too close, sir.”

Too.
 
Fucking.
 
Close.

Bulder continues his droning song, like I don’t even exist. I’m about to curse at him when I look down, noticing the ledge has hardened into the shape of a—cupped hand.

Huh. Maybe he does like me.

Nice.

I puff my chest and spin, digging my fingers into the wall’s deep, veinlike cracks. Once I have a sturdy grip, I transfer my weight to the vertical surface and step off the stone hand, descending through the thick mist in steady increments.

Twice I feel the swift, icy breeze of Líri drifting past. Like she can’t help but check that I’m okay despite the smooth flow of comfort I’m pushing through our bond.

I keep moving, monitoring Bulder’s song until it changes.

Hollows.

I raise both brows and still, filling my lungs as I muddle over the perfect sentence structure to impress my new best pal. Tricky, given I haven’t reabsorbed all Kaan’s lessons yet.

“Hallon dóh gruin”—I wince, contemplating—“surin dahn . . . fu?”

Pretty sure I fucked that up.

My entire body tightens as I wait to be physically flicked off like a parasite.

To my pleasant surprise, the wall dimples before my chest; a vertical sinkhole sucking deep. It opens like a mouth, yawning big enough that I’m able to hang off my hands, lift my legs, and swing through into the dark abyss.

I land softly, hand whipping to the handle of a dagger as I wait for my eyes to adjust. See I’m in a long room, making out numerous hollows in the stone, each stacked atop each other. Each filled with a pallet and blankets and—

I’m in a slumber quarters.

Shit.

Dagger poised, I drop to a defensive crouch. Pointless, I realize, my gaze adjusting until I can make out just how empty each nook is, the blankets tossed back, left in disarray.

I creep forward, head swiveling, taking note of personal belongings, books, items of clothing lumped on the ground, but no actual folk.

Odd, given the time.

Seeing a mug still brimming with mead on the ground beside a pallet strewn with game shards, I pause, a rush of unease making my skin tingle.

It’s like they all upped and left without warning. Ripped off their casual clothes. Donned their armor. Their weapons.

I stuff mine away and jog toward the door. Not sure where everyone went, but I don’t want to stick around to find out. I need to make this the most efficient slaughtering of my fucking existence, because if I get caught off guard in here—

Best not to think about it.

I look both ways down a dimly lit tunnel, something urging me to turn right, then cut left down a twisty stairway. Another long tunnel leads me past more slumber quarters; also empty. Like the entire place is pulseless.

Something that makes my nerves feel sharp as blades.

Another swooping stairway spits me into an area that’s different—the hallways lofty, floors tiled with colorful mosaics, walls brushed with the pastel hues of The Fade. I move through grand rooms that make me feel tiny, pitched with stone columns carved to look like Moltenmaws perched on their hind legs, holding up the ceiling. Suggesting this was once a place of art and worship, not molded for military use.

And still, I sense not a single folk. Not until I’m jogging down a vast corridor, struck by the sound of someone coughing.

I dance backward across azure tiles, stilling with my back pressed against the powder-blue wall, breath held.

Silence.

Creeping forward, I’m about to peek around the edge of an open double doorway when the distinct clang of metal on metal has me reconsidering my options. I chew my bottom lip, contemplating my new arsenal of verbal tricks, trying to think of something appropriate. Something subtle enough to go unnoticed should anyone be on the other side.

Pulling a blade free, I murmur to Bulder—soft and low. “Heil uhn dah . . . burlin—” Forgetting the phrase for directional indication, I tap my nail against the wall, hoping the request translates.

Almost immediately, a peeping hole the size of my finger forms, quiet and perfectly round—though not in the spot I tapped.

Right beside my head.

How chivalrous.

I’m definitely growing on him.

I close one eye and peer through the hole, blood icing as I look past the helmeted heads of numerous soldiers wearing the bloodred garb of Fade militants. Every folk is armed, still and stoic, looking toward the doorway I was just about to pass through.

“Creators,” I mouth, then wince, noticing three male fae toward the back of the room. All boasting the unmissable white armor of a beaded Bothaimian guard, their pauldrons gushing heavy cloaks that broaden their shoulders and decorate them in formidable grandeur.

Surely it can’t get any worse . . .

My gaze lifts in unison with my sinking heart, stare sweeping around the second-floor mezzanine that wraps around the sunshine-yellow room; the banister lined with stony-faced archers, their ruddy armor glinting in the firelight spilling off flaming bowls of oil. Weapons poised and notched, it’s like they’re waiting for something.

Or someone.

I look past the ground guards to an ornate set of double doors on the far wall—also yellow—a sun carved at the base of them, golden rays reaching. Just like the miskunn’s sketch on the map in my pocket. Meaning the silver-haired fae I’m supposed to slaughter is somewhere on the other side of all . . . that.

Unfortunate. I was hoping to get in and out in a blink.
 
That’s not a blink-sized contingent.

It’s a fuck-up-and-die contingent.

I spin and back my head against the wall, mulling over my options.

Pain hacks down my spine. Like an incorporeal chisel chipping at my vertebrae, splitting each bony bulge in two before moving on to the next.

I arch, balance tipping. Fall to my knees as my mouth opens, Sereme’s name a caged roar welling in the back of my throat.

She’s only halfway to my tailbone when heavy footsteps echo down the corridor.

My gaze drags right, clashing with the bold copper stare of a helmetless Fade soldier—hands poised at his crotch. Like he’s still refastening his pants after a quick trip to the privy.

He stills, looks me up and down, all the color leaving his cheeks. In the same instance, I notice the clear bead dangling from his ear.

Cold dread hacks me through.

I gasp my lungs full of air, open to Clode, and rush through a series of words—panicked recognition blowing his eyes wide as he, too, begins to speak.

Though I finish first—forging an airtight vacuum to swallow our sound and hopefully avoid an impromptu onslaught of guards—he’s quicker to blast out an offensive demand. One I recognize too well.

My heart sinks.

I lash the same words. Swift, but he beats me, ripping the final gusty lyric from my lips.

Clode huffs, then reaches down my throat, fists my lungs, and squeezes so hard I taste metal. Then she pulls, like she’s gripping the trunk of a tree, trying to hoist it from the ground—roots and all.

Fucking.
 
Ouch.

Sereme continues to chip down my spine as the guard also chokes; mouth wide, clawing his throat and chest in the same manner as me. Like Clode’s standing between us, elbow-deep down both our throats, taking her time to weigh up which of us spoke to her with more eloquence.

Me, obviously. I love that bitch. But I guess he finished first.
 
Meaning I’m probably done for.

I tighten my chest muscles, trying to grip my lungs and keep them there.

Please don’t kill me, Clode. We have so much fun together.
 
Most of the time.

Blood bubbles up my throat. At the same time, the whites in the soldier’s eyes flood red, his capillaries bursting, lips turning purple, all the veins in his neck and temples popping to the surface.

A sharp pain shudders through my chest, like fibers ripping. Something I haven’t felt before. Foreboding sinks its claws in me.

Definitely fucked.

I brace, certain my lungs are about to mulch up my throat—

The soldier’s eyes almost bulge free of their sockets, and I’m pleasantly surprised when red flesh explodes past his lips with a gush of blood that pours down his chin and throat, painting his garb in gore. He falls to his knees with a blankness in his eyes. Like snipped flames.

Clode releases me as Sereme’s gouging torture fades, and I crumple, pulling down my shroud just in time to hack and heave. Splats of red litter the azure tiles by the time I manage to drag a breath without coughing up a lung, my lips trembling, muscles cramping.

I groan, Clode’s sound-tight vacuum still snug against my skin as I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and lift my head. Look at the guard sprawled across the ground in a puddle of his own butchery.

Icy rage snaps at me like a whip, the tips of my fingers tingling.

That serpent bitch almost got me killed.

I think of the recognition in the soldier’s eyes moments before he lashed his lung-mulching attack, struck with a barbed theory . . .

Did these folk know I was coming?
 
Is this some sort of trap?

“Serpent . . . Bitch,” I drudge out as I shove up, wobbling. Steady myself, then lift my shroud and rip twin blades from my sheath, a rabid amount of energy bursting beneath my ribs. Not wild and unleashed, but cold.

Predatory.

I crack my neck and charge for the open doorway, widening my mental sound snare. So open that Clode and Bulder’s clamor drowns out everything else, each blunt or slit word busting my eardrums with such force blood dribbles from my lobes.

Subtle assassinations are nice, but so is living. And evidence suggests that if I don’t take these soldiers out, they’ll take out me.

I’m not letting Sereme off the hook that easily.
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Chapter 60 Raeve

The moment I charge through the entrance, chaos erupts.

Arrows spray, but words are already gusting from my lips, churning the air into a violent swirl that snatches every bolt. Like Clode just spawned fifty hands, giggling as she whips her deadly treasures about.

“Lui, Clode. Luísh eín shashtú-de wha! Plúin, plúin!”

She dances for me—punching each arrow through the necks of those who fired them. Something I might feel bad about, except most of these fuckers have been felling Moltenmaws, filling the sky with grieving dams.

They can rot.

Eyes bulge and blood sprays, getting caught in the churn of wind, painting the room red.

Painting me red.

I sprint a jagged line through the chaos, dodging spears of stone that shoot up from the ground. Messy orders drudged from the lips of others.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned from Kaan’s lessons to Elluin so far, it’s that Bulder favors care and precision. Numbers are nothing if nobody respects proper pronunciation.

With a single busting sentence, I rip Bulder’s attention from everyone else in the room. I swear I hear a chesty sound—like grunted approval—before the mezzanine explodes.

Chunks of stone propel through the air, bodies flung like floppy dolls.

I pull Clode within, requesting she drape around me. A shield to buffer the storm of debris and soldiers. Though she gripes about her hate for my newfound trick, she lets nothing past. Not even when a hunk of rubble strikes so hard she squeals, then flings every curse word I’ve ever heard her use in one shrieked sentence.

More blood trickles from my ears, and I wonder if she’s wishing she’d mulched my lungs instead.

Probably.

I charge free of her shell of protection amidst the last of the falling debris, tossing a blade toward the throat of one of the few still standing. It slots through a thin gap in his white armor.

Shock blasts in his eyes.
 
He drops.

Before he hits the ground, three other Fade soldiers endure the same fate, falling in swift succession. Victims of my half-emptied sheath.

Clode squeals in subtle warning—a good sign she doesn’t hate me. I spin in time to avoid getting beheaded by a white sword whipping toward me.

Bothaimian ore.

I charge the beaded guard blocking the entrance I came through. Dodge the three daggers he tosses, one skimming so close it slits my shroud.

He cracks out an order that shakes the ground, sending a hairline fissure darting toward me like a lightning bolt. The first whisper of a chasm preparing to pry open and gobble me up.

But I’ve already flung a blade.

It sinks into his eye the moment he finishes his busty order. At the same time, I leap—blasting a dense crush of words.

“JU AATH GRUH!”

The ground—now yawning beneath me like a grumbling maw—snaps shut as the final word leaves my lips.

Gravity grips me.

I roll across the still-shuddering stone. Come to a halt before the guard even hits the ground, his body jerking through its final motions.

I get behind him and take his dead, crumbling weight, using his body for a shield as a hissing, flaming command tries to shake my nerves, spat from someone across the way.

But I’m too far gone, dunked in the icy mindset I lived in for phases. When my existence revolved around a tiny cell, Fallon, and a battle pit where I fought for her food.

Her water.

Bloodstone to keep her from withering from sun starve.

Flames gush at me like a blow of dragonflame, plugging the air with the reek of fried flesh and hair. I choke it back, fill my lungs, then blast a barrage of suffocating words.

A strange, seething voice cries out against my eardrums. Something that sounds a lot like brokenhearted yearning before the flames wither. I imagine I hear that same voice scream in pain before they evaporate in a puff of smoke.

Then . . . nothing.

Lacking the time and patience to mull over the oddity, I shove the heavy body off, refusing to look at the guard’s blistered face as I stand, breath held. Savoring the air in my lungs, I stalk through the bloody carnage, stepping over bits of stone and crooked limbs poking out from beneath the mess.

My mental sound snare is still so wide open that when I come to a lone survivor—a Bothaimian guard twisted on the ground, eyes bulging as he gasps for breath—I don’t hear a thing beyond Bulder’s and Clode’s riotous clamor.

But those bright-blue eyes, they plead with me. Like gnarled hands clawing at me, nails scratching.

I crouch, retrieve a white sword from the rubble that I set against his throat, puffing a single word.

Clode blows breath within the room, into the guard’s lungs.

He gasps, some of the redness easing from his otherwise pale, freckled face. The reek of piss fills my nose, a golden puddle growing beneath him.

I put a little less pressure through the blade, tighten my sound snare, and block the Creators’ songs. “Who were you waiting for?”

“N-not you.” The words are jagged and abrupt. Pitchy, like his voice has not long cracked. “We’ve been here on T-T-Tri-Council business.”

“And the Fade soldiers?”

“Their captain got a lark just after feasting,” he rushes out, speaking so fast he stumbles over the words. “Orders from Bothaim to c-catch and imprison the king. That he’d be here.”

I push more weight down the blade, dimpling his flesh. “Which king?”
 
Any remaining color drops from his cheeks. “Th-the Burn King. Kaan Vaegor, ruler of the north, traitor to his family name.”

All the warmth leaves my veins, an itch flaring at the tips of my fingers as I look around, scanning the carnage. The blood. The bodies.

They weren’t waiting for me.
 
They were waiting for him.

My gaze snaps to the doors ahead, blood dribbling down the rays of sunshine carved deep into the wood like the flow of a ruddy river.

A knot in my mind begins to unravel.
 
Suspicion mounting.

“Please d-don’t kill me. I-I have a little sister. She depends on th-the bloodstone I send her. She’s sick.”

I drop my chin, looking into the boy’s bloodshot eyes. “I need you to pass a message on.”

His nod is so frantic he almost slits his own throat on the sword still pinned against his flesh.

“You will return to Bothaim immediately and tell the Tri-Council that if they lay a single finger on Kaan Vaegor, I will personally blow their precious Citadel to rubble,” I say, a low tremor in my voice, born from the rumble of words on the back of my tongue.

I may not yet be equipped to sculpt as well as Kaan, with anywhere near the precision it would take to construct something so grand as the Citadel, but Creators know I can fuck it up.

“Their prized arches may protect them from the moonfalls, but they will crumble beneath my wrath. Just like every bone in their bodies.” I rip my shroud away as my Other rises, perching just below my skin. Probably contemplating taking over for a swift mastication we certainly don’t have time for. “Tell me you understand.”

The guard flinches. Nods again, taking me in with slow sweeps of his wide eyes, his next words blasted with puffs of milky breath. “I-I understand. I’ll pass the message on. I promise.”

My Other recedes.

I lift the blade and wait for him to scramble up. Though he stands a head above me, something about his posture makes him seem so much smaller.

Wiping some of the blood from his cheek, he glances over his shoulder toward the sunshine doors, seeming to hesitate.

“What is it?”

“I—Please don’t hurt Ahvi. He’s a really good kid. He’s had it worse than most.”

Kid?

Another piece of puzzle slots into place.

 . . . I think I’ve found the protégé Kaan’s looking for.

“Do I look like a monster?”

He opens his mouth to speak—

“You know what, don’t answer that.” I toss my sword amongst the gory rubble. “I swear on the Creators, I won’t harm Ahvi.”

Relief loosens the Bothaimian’s face. “Your, ah—Your message.” He clears his throat. “Who do I tell them it’s from?”

“Prisoner Seventy-Three,” I mutter, charging for the red-splattered yellow doors, drenched in so much blood it drips off me with each stalked step. “Tell them the dragon shat me out real angry.”
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Chapter 61 Raeve

Beyond the doors is a circular chamber with a domed ceiling, immaculately mosaicked to look like the sky in The Fade—each shard smaller than my fingernail, etched in runes barely visible to the naked eye. But I see them.

Sense them.

My steps echo as I move forward, leaving a litter of bloody prints, eyes pinned on what sits at the base of the gently sloping ground.

A makeshift Moltenmaw nest made from branches bound together with dried vines. Similar in both size and shape to the Sabersythe moon I paid tribute to before my Tookah Trial, it has a stout opening that looks almost too small for me to fit through.

I frown, creeping forward. Duck to peek inside.

And still.

Within the nest sits a plump powder-blue egg cushioned by dry foliage and crispy orange leaves. And though it’s shocking to see one up close, it’s the youngling crouched behind it that steals my breath.

Bundled within a white Runi robe that looks too big for his small frame, the young fae is bunched in a knot, chin perched on his knobby knees. A messy flop of silver hair shields the top half of his fine face, and when he lifts his chin, peeking up at me through the heavy strands, I’m struck by startling, equally silver eyes.

The swiftest glance, but it feels like daes. Like he dug into the fabric of my soul, inspected every fiber before threading them back together in the time it took my heart to squeeze through a single hurried beat.

He looks back down at the egg. “Hi, Raeve.”

All the fight leaves my muscles, and I drop—knees striking stone, hands plowing into coarse twigs and vines.

An icy rage boils at the base of my throat, my next words croaked. “Hi, Ahvi.”

Silver hair . . . silver eyes . . .

He’s a child.

My mark—the fae I was ordered to slaughter to “save” The fucking Flourish—is a child.

“I—”

“Came to kill me,” he murmurs past too-pale lips, his voice soft. Distant. Like his mind is far away. “I know.” Chin on his knees again, he tightens his grip on his legs, gaze fixed on the egg. “I’m really glad you’re not going to.”

It takes me too long to realize—

“You’re a Mindweft . . .”

“They say I’m all sorts of things.” He shrugs. “None of them understand. Not like your Other does.”

His words echo, haunting.

Shaking me up from the inside out.

I open my mouth. Shut it. Wish I’d closed the door behind me as I came in, or that I wasn’t wearing so much fucking blood.

That I didn’t come here at all—

“But I’m glad you came.” He nips another glance at me, hugging himself tighter. “I don’t like it here, and I don’t like it at the Citadel.”

My suspicions notch into place like thorns finding purchase in my skin.

He’s definitely the protégé Kaan, Roan, and Pyrok are trying to track down. The kid who can read the Book of Voyd; who runed the arches above the Citadel.

Ahvi nods. “I tried to escape once, but I couldn’t run fast enough.”

Something flares beneath my ribs. An aching urge to do whatever it takes to protect this child. To get him out of here.

Somewhere safe.

“I’m glad you let Kurth go. He’s not like the others. He’s always been kind to me.” Ahvi reaches out, touching the egg’s feathered surface. “He helped me get this.”

The words are slow-stabbing blades.

So he was able to hear . . . everything. All the death that just went on in the busted room behind me.

Had I known—

“It’s fine. I can’t shut it off,” he murmurs, shoulders lifting with another shrug. “I’m used to hearing things I don’t want to hear.”

For some reason, I get the feeling that’s not the case at all.

The egg jolts, almost tipping sideways.

Ahvi smiles. The faintest tilt of his lips, yet it brightens his entire face. Makes him look even younger.

Lighter.

He reaches into the pocket of his cloak and pulls out a silver weald, meets my gaze through the gaps in his hair, then whispers a single word that chills me to the bone.

“Run.”
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Chapter 62 Raeve

“What do you mean run?”

Ahvi shrugs. “I know you don’t like fire, so . . .” He flicks back the lid of his weald. A bright-orange bulb of Moltenmaw flame bursts from the coil, and my heart drops into my ass.

I also don’t like watching folk burn to death.

The egg wobbles again, jolting in the other direction.

“Shit,” I mutter, twisting sideways. I lurch forward and try to smash my upper body through the opening, hoping to drag the kid out.

Ahvi moves his tongue around his mouth, then crunches down on something. My blood ices as a silver sheen ripples out from his mouth, then smothers him like a net. Like a—

Shield.

He peers up at me through his floppy hair, a shy smile stretching across his face. “That’s because it is a shield.”

I still, the backs of my eyes bursting with a flare of sting.

Essi would be so impressed by you, kid.

He begins to lower the weald.

“Wait—”

“Can’t. He’ll die.”

I groan.

He drops the weald amongst the flammable nest, the dried leaves catching light much too fast for my liking.

Muttering a chain of profanities probably not fit for a youngling’s ears, I try to jerk free of the opening. The moment the nest finally regurgitates me, I turn on my heels and bolt for the door, leaping free of the runed tiles—

The nest erupts in a hot rage of flames.

I spin, heaving breath as the dragonfire consumes the sphere of branches and vines, filling the room with an explosion of thick, billowing smoke. A dense shroud that soon hides the rabid orange flames, though they still whip at me, like they’re trying to claw free of the chamber—striking an invisible barrier somehow keeping the blazing chaos contained. Not even a puff of smoke makes it past the doorway.

My heart lodges in my throat as I watch from behind the barricade. Body tense.

Mind wild.

Suddenly—almost violently—the smoke evaporates. Like some great being just sucked it free, flames and all.

The chamber’s walls come into view, illuminated with thousands of silver runes. Then the sloped floor, cradling the crumbly remnants of the broken-down nest and Ahvi . . . sitting cross-legged in the center of it all, still wrapped in his shimmery shield.

A choked sound ruptures past my lips, gaze dropping to the egg in his arms—no longer the same powder blue as it was before.

It’s charred black, bearing a hairline fracture down the side that’s widening.

I edge forward onto the rune-lit tiles, breathing humid air tainted with the smell of smoke. Two steps closer when a cracking sound fills the room. Like bones breaking.

A large shard of the egg comes loose but doesn’t fall away, still tacked to the sticky membrane beneath.

Ahvi smiles, murmuring soft words as he eases the bit of shell free—gentle as I’ve ever seen anyone move. Something that reminds me too much of my Other’s memory.

Of seeing another boy help a silver, wonky-winged Moonplume edge free of its sticky shell.

I spin. Look elsewhere.

Pretend I’m giving Ahvi the space and privacy to bond with his hatchling and not choking on a past I’m not yet ready to look in the eye. Pushing it away.

Gone.

More cracking sounds fill the room as I scratch the tips of my fingers, scanning the carnage I left in the antechamber . . .

Time nips at me.

I passed numerous slumber quarters on my way down here, and although there’s a lot of bodies in that room, evidence suggests there are a lot more soldiers inhabiting this place.

All it takes is one scout to come across the slain soldier in the corridor for a contingency wave to come crashing down on us. Fighting for myself was easy. Worrying about a kid and his freshly hatched dragon will be less so.

Time is of the essence.

“Isn’t he perfect?”

At Ahvi’s words, I turn.

Still cross-legged in the guts of the charred nest, he heaves the fleshy pink hatchling into the air, gripped beneath his disproportionately large wings. The tiny beast is bare of plumage bar a spray of pin feathers poking from between his closed eyes, his crest, and the tip of his otherwise naked tail hanging so limp I’d almost believe him perished . . . if it wasn’t for the garbled squark he makes as he tries, and fails, to lift his dangling head.

“Majestic.” I charge forward, the nest’s remains crumbling beneath my boots. “Time to go.” Crouching beside them both, I wait for Ahvi to release his shimmery shield, then slice into the hem of his oversized cloak, ripping a swath free.

Then another.

Seeming to follow my thoughts, he lowers the hatchling into the makeshift sling, plucking shards of shell from his . . . skin while I ease suddenly flappy wings against the tiny beast’s plump body.

“You said you can’t run fast?”

“I can run really fast,” he corrects, puffing his chest, “just not fast enough.”

“My mistake.”

“I have really bad lungs. They flare up sometimes . . .”

Good to know.

I fold the material over the hatchling and tuck it in until he’s swaddled tight, like he’s back in his egg. Something that seems to calm him a little. “May I?”

Ahvi nods.

I press the squirmy bundle against my chest, then with Ahvi’s help, use the second swathe to bind the hatchling against me. Once firmly secured, I spin, one knee on the ground, hands fist-deep in the ash and coal. “Hop on my back.”

No movement.

I look over my shoulder to see Ahvi’s lips twitched up in a shy smile. “Everything okay?”

“Sorry.” His cheeks flush. “You’ve never done this before.”

I see my mind’s a free-for-all.

Lovely.

I arch a brow. “Do I need tutelage?”

He shakes his head, still smiling as he edges forward. “Just good balance.”

“Well, you’re in luck.”

He binds his arms around my neck, then hoists his legs up over my hips and gives me his full weight—surprisingly light for his height. “Unless Sereme hurts you again,” he murmurs, close to my ear.

I sigh, wrap my arms under his knees, and shove up. Silently praying to the Creators that we don’t come across anything that wants to kill us on our way out.

I reach back and tug Ahvi’s hood far enough forward that it covers half his face, then charge through the busted antechamber, leaping over bits of rubble and bloody limbs.

Past burnt faces and flat, lifeless eyes that stare at nothing.

He may be blasé about the things he saw in my mind, but I know a front when I see it. There’s a quiet brokenness in the nonchalance. In the shoulder shrugs and pretend smiles. In the easy stillness of those who’ve gotten too used to the world bleeding around them, leaning into chaos like a close friend. The only trustworthy thing that’ll be there—dae after dae.

The only thing that won’t die.

This child . . . he needs all the protection I can offer, lest he turn out as cold and bitter as me.

I’m sprinting past the lone soldier in the corridor, still sprawled in the gory remnants of his mulched lungs, when Ahvi says, “Is this a bad time to tell you that most of the soldiers are hiding in the forest, waiting to ambush your Kaan?”

I slam to a halt, absorbing his words like a gut-punch.

Shit.

That explains the empty slumber quarters. The quietness. The soldier who took time away from his station to take a piss.

The contingent I took care of . . . was only the backup plan.

The tips of my fingers flare with so much itch it’s an effort to keep my grip on the kid. “Perfect timing, actually.” I burst forward, powering through lofty corridors as the cold rage inside me simmers.

“I know what you’re planning to do . . .”

Darting left, I jerk Ahvi higher on my back. Something that makes the hatchling squirm, releasing a garbled squawk as I power up a flight of dimly lit stairs. “Think it’ll work?”

I feel him shrug against my back.

Not exactly a glowing endorsement. Unfortunately, I have no other options that don’t also risk his well-being.

Not sure how I keep collecting folk to care about, but fuck me, this is getting out of hand.
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I place my next step on what appears to be a dense mound of moss, only for my boot to sink through it, knee-deep in mud before I find steady purchase.

Dammit.

Glancing over my shoulder, I gesture for Pyrok to skirt farther left as I pull my boot free—slowly. Not that it stops it from squelching loud enough to wake a sleeping dam.

We still, listening for the heavy thump of beating dragon wings. Moltenmaws may be fierce in packs, but they don’t know how to silence their flight like Moonplumes do.

If we were about to get flocked, we’d know about it. But the only sound is the near-constant flutter of disoriented parchment larks flitting about in disarray, seeking a path free of the fuddling mists in their desperate efforts to deliver themselves.

Pyrok lifts the small copper cage to eye level. Inside it, our own parchment lark continues to flutter frantically, trying to wriggle between the thin bars and get to the young protégé. Its nose points through the dense mist too thick for us to see much of anything. The wall could be ten steps ahead and we’d be none the wiser.

Finding a sturdier path through the pale gloom, we continue forward, moving between giant trees we barely see until we’re almost up against them. The quiet presses on us like a hungry threat; the sort of quiet that makes thoughts blare.

As if mine needed more room to scream.

Again, I’m struck with the vision of Raeve cast in too many spent runes to count. So many layers she was almost as luminous as Slátra herself.

I’m haunted by the words that passed between us on the bog’s shore, feeling as though my chest is ripping wide every time I consider the implications—

No.

If I dig too deep, I’ll break apart until I’m just as scattered as Slátra once was. And right now, we have a job to do.

Pyrok grips my shoulder, squeezing.

I glance back to see he’s not watching me, but the lark—now bashing itself against the cage’s ceiling.

The far corner.
 
The back.

I mimic Pyrok’s frown.

Either the cage is broken . . . or—

The hairs on the back of my neck lift.

A whip of wind brings rumbled words straight to my ear. Like Clode just snatched someone’s command and blew it in my direction.

“Gurth aath ahn aileen duh, Bulder . . . huth-uh.”

My blood turns to ice.

I scan the ground, seeking signs of disruption. Bulder’s so diluted in these parts that it takes him a while to pull together in answer to a command. Certainly for something as solid as a stone spear.

There’s the slightest swirl of disruption between Pyrok’s feet—

I shove him back.

He goes stumbling through the mud, almost dropping the cage before he gathers his footing. “What the fuck?” he mouths, eyes bulging as a blade of stone drives up from beneath the muddy depths—right where he was standing. It doesn’t stop until it’s at our shoulder height, sharp enough it would’ve sliced him through.

Our gazes clash with silent correspondence.

We’ve been noticed . . .

I shut Rygun out split moments before something strikes the back of my arm, snuffing Bulder’s song. Pyrok whips his hand up to his chest in the same instance, his fingers coming away bloody.

Iron pins.

It’s an effort not to growl so loud I wake the entire nesting ground, gesturing for Pyrok to retreat toward a nearby tree we can shelter behind. Regroup. Maybe cut these fucking pins out.

He’s two steps forward when a large net snaps up from beneath the mud, catching him in its messy grip. He’s lurched skyward—so deep in the mist I lose sight of him entirely.

My blood runs cold.
 
This is an ambush.
 
FUCK.

Ripping my short sword from the sheath at my hip, I spin, scanning the fog. Squint at numerous smears of red pitched against the white.

I realize I’m surrounded even before the mist pulls away—a brief lull that reveals a ring of Fade soldiers glaring at me through the thin slits in their ruddy helmets, some holding swords or spears. Others, bows with arrows notched and aimed.

Bitter understanding sinks its claws deep.

If I clash weapons with them, we’ll be ambushed by a flood of angry Moltenmaws desperate to flush us free of their precious forest. But if I don’t meet them on this boggy battlefield, we’ll be captured. Likely passed off to the Tri-Council, then executed for my recent misdeeds against the Citadel.

The options are dire.
 
I edge back a step—

The ground shifts beneath me, and I’m snatched skyward so fast I almost lose my guts, cradled by a muddy net now dangled amidst the dense mist.

Sword gone.
 
Blood raging.

Through gaps between the webbing, I glimpse Pyrok wrestling his confines. He meets my gaze, green eyes flashing with disbelief when he sees me in the same predicament.

“Fuck,” he mouths.
 
I’m inclined to agree.

I push out a hand and point up, shaping the word “climb.”

He nods, getting his dagger against the crisscross of thick rope as I fan Rygun’s gifted ember, intending to burn through these fucking ropes. But then the sound of slitting fibers comes to me, twinged with the grate of metal on metal.

Pyrok pauses, meets my stare. “Laced with iron fibers,” he mouths, and I repress a snarl.

If I burn through it, the liquid iron will drip all over me.
 
I’ll probably never be free of it.

I resort to pulling a blade from the hidden sheath in my jacket sleeve—

The hairs on my arms lift, the air becoming still, plagued by a deeper silence than before.

A cold, hungry silence.
 
My heart drops.

Líri slices past with silent precision, moving so fast she’s like a pale streak through the milky haze, the robed rider on her back too small to be Raeve.

I notice the strange way Líri’s holding her claws, like she’s hugging her chest. Or perhaps holding something close to it.

No.

Someone.

The mist clears as the air suctions, like I’m caught in a lung that just pushed out all its breath. In the same instance, the closest ring of advancing soldiers falls to their knees, eyes bulging while they claw at their jerking chests and taut, constricting necks, mouths agape, faces flushed.

Gasping for breath they can’t seem to grab.

Líri’s gone like a blast of wind, leaving Raeve crouched in the mud beneath our dangling nets, wearing a sneer, wild blue eyes, and so much blood that it looks like Fade armor.

My gut knots.

She slashes me with a glance almost sharp enough to cut me free. “Stop trying to die on me!”

Her words are blunted, like they’re banging against walls I can’t see.

She’s catching our sound, preventing it from spreading . . .

Movement heaves my gaze to where a thicker band of soldiers is approaching through the warping wall of mist. I whip my head around, seeing they’re coming from all angles, like a tightening noose.

I’ve never felt such cold, bladed fear.
 
“GO!” I roar with my entire chest.

Raeve snarls, drops to snatch my sword from the mud, then cracks her neck from side to side. The last thing I see before another wave of mist sweeps in, smothering my view of her.

Of the soldiers.

Of everything except the odd parchment lark darting close, fluttering in confused circles.

Then comes the thunk of daggers and hack of blades. The heavy, sloppy thumps of bodies dropping, and Raeve’s voice on the wind, speaking Clode’s language with such poise it’s like she’s weaving a billowy tapestry—each word a gusty stitch.

I rage, slicing the net with violent strokes. But it’s like being caught in a web. The more I hack, the more I get twisted up, the more I need to cut away.

The more my heart feels like it’s about to burst past my ribs.

Another break in the Mist reveals Raeve in the eye of a red storm of soldiers. Teeth bared, she swings through the chaos like she’s made of wind, her hair a black slash in her wake.

All around, folk fall to the briefest touch of her blades, blood spurting from severed arteries while I continue mutilating the net. Others choke on minced lungs bulging past their lips, hands clawed at their throats, weapons forgotten as they collapse in the mud.

The way she moves . . . It’s a deadly dance of precision that sends a chill crawling up my spine.

A body doesn’t move like that unless it’s lived and breathed too many battles.
 
Too much death.

Another sheet of mist sweeps in and blocks my view, and I rage like a dying ember—slashing at my tangled confines.

More clanging. Gurgled screams that taper. The air pressure begins to loosen so much I worry sound is slipping through—

Raeve’s voice lilts through the chaos, tugging the drawstring tight again.
 
The mists whip away.

It feels as though I’ve turned this dagger on myself and shoved it between my ribs at the sight of Raeve almost directly beneath me, on her knees, arched backward. Eyes bulging as she paws at her chest. Like something’s ripping her up from the inside out.

A soldier ambles to his feet behind her. He binds a deep gash in his neck with his bloody hand, stumbling forward, fist clenched around the hilt of a small dagger.

I roar Raeve’s name so loud I taste blood.

With another violent slash of my blade, the net releases me. I drop like a rock, landing on the advancing soldier.

His body crumbles beneath my heft.

So much volcanic rage pounds through my veins that my vision blurs, my movements a feral thrash that barely feels real until I find my hands on either side of the soldier’s helmeted head.

The red metal implodes in my grasp, collapsing with such force his eyes burst from their sockets, chased by a gush of gore.

I loosen my grip, letting him fall to the mud.
 
Rise onto my knees.

Heaving breath, I lift my head and look straight into wide, glacier eyes. Find Raeve no longer knotted in pain, but loose and gaping at me. Defenses down for a split moment before she slams those walls back in place, scrambling to regain her composure.

But I’ve already seen.

There’s the distant twang-twang-twang of pins being shot—

I whip my arm around Raeve’s back and tackle her into the mud with me. The pins whizz past, and we jerk up, gasping.

More of Clode’s airy song gusts from Raeve’s lips as she swipes the mud from her eyes, brandishing me with a glower that suggests she’d rather have gotten pinned than stuffed in the mud.

I laugh low, though I feel no fucking humor. Grab my sword from the bloody muck as Raeve rips daggers from hidden pockets in her garb, tossing them in quick succession.

They find their mark with soft thuds, followed by the wet slap of bodies falling.

An arrow slits toward us. I slash it from the air with a whip of my blade as Pyrok splats into the mud beside us, groaning.

“That hurt,” he drudges out, then shoves up, tossing his muddy hood back from his face with a dash of his hand.

The three of us edge onto a firmer lump of ground, backs facing one another. Though Raeve has Rygun’s small scales protecting her chest, I keep my arm firmly shielding her heart as we scan the fog, searching for movement.

The enemy’s advance has slowed, but I know the beats of battle. Have no doubt they’re regrouping before another surge.

“How many do you think there are?” Pyrok asks, jerking his sword free from the sheath down his spine.

“Over a hundred.” Raeve’s voice is cold precision. “Líri scented the area before she dropped me off. They’re surrounding us like a flood.”

Pyrok and I curse in unison.

“Any bright ideas?” I ask, hoping to avoid pulling Rygun in. The moment he gets a sniff of danger, he’ll be ripping through this forest like he did in Bothaim, and then he’ll have the entire nesting ground upon him.

That, and he’s petrified of the Mists. He’d charge in without hesitation, but his fear would bruise.

“Me,” Raeve bites out, like she’s chewing into a grisly piece of meat. “But I hate it.”

I arch a brow, looking sidelong at her.

“Don’t step off this mound, or you’ll get swallowed with the rest of them.”

“Swallowed?” Pyrok repeats.

Raeve sighs. “Fucking teardrop stone,” she gripes, then lifts her chin and squares her shoulders. She begins lashing through a gutting blend of Bulder’s and Rayne’s languages, woven together like a dance I can’t see, but can feel so deep beneath my ribs that it almost brings me to my knees.

Though I don’t understand the segments that speak to the Water Goddess, I understand Bulder’s. Hear her demand he soften so much he breaks down to a weaker, more vulnerable version of himself.

Tears streak into the filth on Raeve’s cheeks as a ripple pulses through the mud.

The Mists rush away, like Clode arched over and blew her mightiest breath upon us, offering a clear view of the bands of advancing soldiers stopping in their tracks, confusion clear from their pinched brows and widening eyes.

They look at each other.
 
At the ground.

At us.

Over a hundred glinting soldiers, there one moment, gone the next. Gulped beneath the surface so fast they don’t even have a chance to scream before they’re entombed within the boggy nether.
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Chapter 64 Kaan

I open the pliers, squeeze the tapered tips onto the metal earring hook, and twist, manipulating it into a more rounded shape, easing small bits of tension from my trembling hands with each slow clamp of the tools.

With each ply of the metal.

My gaze shifts from my task to the closed trapdoor that leads to the treehut’s lower level, then to the thick puddle of mist that’s still drifting across the ground by my feet. Perhaps the longest I’ve ever waited.

Either I’m not getting answers or Borg’s fallen asleep.
 
Again.

I check that the blood that’s leaking from the pin wound at the back of my arm hasn’t dribbled onto the pallet, then lean farther forward and get back to shaping the hook. Once it’s acceptably round, I grab Borg’s jar from atop the quilt, careful not to disturb his misty tether as I ease the thin metal loop up the jar’s base, all the way to the nozzle. I tighten it with angled twists of the pliers, finishing off when Borg rises up, gathering size and mass until he’s flopped backward across the plush seater like a puffy white throw.

“Any luck?”

My voice is gravel, betraying just how fucking rough my insides feel.

“I have the answers you require,” he drolls with the same enthusiasm Rygun has when I’m trying to coax him from his molten burrow.

“Good news.” I set the pliers aside and sit a little straighter. “What’re you hankering for?”

“Sleeeeep,” he drudges out on a gaping yawn—so wide it almost tears his head in two—before he smacks his foggy lips together, bringing his hand up to dash across his face. “I can still taste the remnants of Roan’s sorrows. So fresh and zesty, and you want to ruin it. For what? You know I won’t give you this very important tidbit of information without tasting your worst—”

“You can’t have my worst. Not this dae.”

I can’t stomach that right now.

“Exactly.”

I open my mouth to speak, but he cuts me off, tipping his head to leer at me.

“You want to plug me full of meager nourishment? Wash this deliciousness from my mouth with the taste of gluttonous regret? Are you trying to burst my seams? Soon, I won’t even fit in that ugly, boring ja—”

I unclamp my hand from around his jar now boasting the three beads dangling down its side.

Red.

Brown.

Clear.

With my next blink, he’s gusted up, arching over me like a haunt. “Whose are they?”

His voice oscillates with an eager shudder, lifting all the hairs on my arms as I study the trio of trinkets I’ve been hauling around for phases. Like a macabre war medallion.

“They were Pah’s before I ripped them from his ear,” I murmur as he hunches forward, pawing at the beads with his foggy fingers. Like he’s trying to grab them. “Now, they’re yours.”

“How—How did you know my style?”
 
“Intuition.”

When Borg looks up, his face is so close it’s an effort to hold his gaze. Slowly, his mouth stretches into a shredded grin so big it dominates his profile.

He chuckles, pulling back to twist and stretch. “Very well, My King. I shall feast on one of your less palatable memories in exchange for the information you desire. What do you have in mind?”

My head kicks back. “You’re going to let me choose?”

He shrugs, splays his fingers, and inspects his wispy nails. “Given your thoughtful gesture, I’m feeling rather charitable. Though don’t expect it to last. The cork still stinks.”

“Noted.” I jostle Pah’s beads with my thumb, thinking. “What about revenge?” I ask, my voice hollow. Tainted with dark thoughts of the memory I have in mind.

Borg wafts forward, billowing against me, sniffing with such gusto I already feel the memory unraveling from the pit of my soul in grating jerks. “Yesss.” He swallows, like he’s salivating, declaring his freshly forged hunger. “This will do nicely.”

“Wonderful.”

“Waaait . . .” The memory stills its splintered pull from my insides. Borg pulls back just enough to meet my gaze again before he briefly scans the room—something akin to concern shadowing his ebony eyes. “You don’t want to numb yourself with your poison first?”

“No spirits this dae,” I grind out, setting his jar on the pallet before I stretch back across the quilt in preparation for the onslaught, closing my eyes—

And immediately see Raeve knotted in agony on that muddy battlefield as death encroached with a blade in his hand. Immediately feel the jagged slice of panicked fear cut me through.

I snap my eyes open, meeting Borg’s eerie stare. “Do your worst.”
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With one final thrash of Rygun’s head, Grohn goes limp, his frayed wings splayed across the cracked orange stone. From Rygun’s saddle, I see the light in the large Sabersythe’s eyes extinguish, blood dripping from his gaping maw.

Puddling on the ground.

If I were in my right mind, perhaps I’d feel bad that Grohn didn’t make it into the sky despite his vicious nature. But I’m not, hazed by lust for Pah’s blood on my hands. For the feel of his bones breaking beneath my grip.

The battle rages in the distance, smoke and screams billowing from Dhomm’s scooped shore north of where we landed while I pull my lungs full, tip my head, and look to the powdery-blue sky.

No clouds.

Just a scatter of moons, the scorching sun, and a churn of wind to bear witness to what I’m about to do. Even so, I pin it all to memory. Each moon. Every breath of wind. The smell: a violent mix of scorched flesh, sweat, and leather.

Rygun loosens his grip on Grohn’s neck, letting his head thump to the ground with the clatter of loosening scales shaken from Rygun’s dripping maw. Shards of red and bronze that glint in the sun’s harsh rays.

Over the sound of my dragon’s deep, billowy breaths, I hear Pah cough and sputter from where he slipped off the saddle, now over the other side of Grohn. Out of sight. Sure sign he’s still alive despite the blast of fire he just endured and the blood smeared across the back of his perished beast.

The tips of my fingers itch.

Slowly, I bind Rygun’s reins around one of his spikes, toss my leg over the saddle, then move down the ropes. I leap the final few feet, landing heavily.

The ground shudders beneath my boots, like Bulder sees straight through my skin into the violence corrupting my soul.

He understands just how little it would take to tip me over the edge; over the weakening barricade holding me back from stepping into the void in my chest and crumbling the world. The perfect sequence sits heavy on my tongue. A violent command with enough force to wreck . . . everything.

I could do it, but I no longer want to make the entire world bleed.

Just the male who sired me.

Rygun shifts back with a ground-shuddering heave, making space for me to move around Grohn’s lifeless body. Pah bludgeons out a few mangled commands to the God of Ground, his words echoing on the dry air as blunt blisters of stone bulge up from the otherwise flat terrain—chasing my steps.

He’s trying to spear me, but convincing Bulder to sharpen into a fine point takes eloquent precision. A sharp tongue.

Something, it appears, Pah no longer has.

I step around the spiked tip of Grohn’s lax tail. See a trail of blood I follow to where Pah is spread flat across the ground, clawing at it with jagged motions, dragging himself toward a large rock he’s probably hoping to hide behind—his legs limp.

Useless.

Guess his lower spine was impacted when Grohn hit the ground. Bit into his tongue, too, going by the blood leaking from his mouth and the way he’s shaping Bulder’s language with such lapsing precision.

I almost laugh at the irony.

He looks back at me over his shoulder, the tips of his bronze crown folded over like bent stems—melted like some of the fire-licked flesh on his once handsome face. Despite it, his eyes still hold the same antipathy I’ve seen since I reached the age of ten and only spoke to Ignos and Bulder.

The same antipathy I’ve seen as he’s buried me, fire-lashed me, beaten me. Done everything in his power to break me.

I won’t give him the satisfaction of admitting how close he came to succeeding. Would’ve, had Rygun not patched me up. Strengthened me inside and out.
 
Another scurried scramble, more blood spitting from his lips with a disfigured command.

I sidestep another blunt squirm of stone punching up from the ground. Another failed attempt to kill me.

Gripping his scorched arm, I feast on his agonized roar as I drag him across the ground and lump him against a rock, wrangling his body into a sitting position. Right in the sun where the fierce rays can nip at his raw, weepy wounds visible through the rips in his red-and-brown leathers.

I crouch, elbows on my spread knees. Watch him cough and sputter for breath before he finally meets my gaze.

A smile lifts his bloody lips; something that must hurt with half his face scorched to the bone in places. “I didn’t know you had it in you.” His words are so weak, rasped and slurred, they’re hard to make out. “To do what it takes to be a king.”

“You and I have different definitions of the word.”

Another wave of screams plagues the air, battering us from afar.
 
His twisted smile broadens. “Sounds the same to me.”

He’s correct. It does.

The difference is, I take no pleasure in the blood I’m having to spill to scrub the stain he created. Nor will I when it’s gone, because my own stain will linger.

A dying scream echoes for eternity. This war, no matter how necessary, will burden me forever.

“The Burn will be cleansed of all traces of superiority you’ve imbued it with.” I fist the beads dangling from his ear and rip them free.

His seethed scream echoes across the plains.

“Folk will be valued on their morals, not the beads they wear,” I say, pocketing his. “When I eventually pass from this world, the crown will go to Veya, who has vowed to the Creators and shall not pass on the Vaegor heritage.”

I take small pleasure in his widening eyes. In the way his upper lip trembles, pulling back from his bloody teeth.

“You, Ostern Vaegor, will be remembered only as the tyrant you are. Because rest assured, I won’t breathe my final breath until I’ve strengthened the north. Built an army strong enough that I’m able to cleanse the world of all your hard, bloody work, then finally take Tyroth’s and Cadok’s heads. Just like I’m about to take yours.”

“They’ll be ready,” he grinds out. “When you come, they’ll crush you because you’re weak. Pathetic.”

His words no longer burn like they once did.
 
Nothing does.

Everything pales in comparison to the continued ache of Elluin’s absence. To the pain of existing in this world without her and the devastating knowledge that her daughter will never know what it feels like to be loved by Elluin Neván.

That’s the biggest tragedy of all this. Pah’s worst offense.
 
“Whatever makes you feel better.”

I pull my small handsaw from the sheath at my waist, its many teeth blunted from being dragged against a stone. Something I boast, letting him get a long look at the weapon I’m about to end him with.

Though he pales, he laughs—cold and bubbling. “You cut off my head and secrets die with me. One that—”

I snatch him by the jaw. “There’s nothing you could offer me worth bartering for.”

Despite his waning strength, Pah claws at my hand and arm. Feeble attempts to fight me off as my blood simmers, Rygun’s fiery violence erupting through me, churning to meet my own. Making my skin stretch and split, struggling to contain the beast-born strength now pumping through my veins.

Behind me, Rygun roars so loud I picture two glassy worlds being ground against each other until they’re nothing but dust on the torpid wind.

Pah’s bloody hands gouge at my chest and arms to no avail, his wide eyes tracing all the sizzling cracks ripping through my flesh as I pry his mouth open, reach in, and grip what’s left of his tongue. “You’ve taken everything.”

I slice.

He blasts a bubbling roar that spills a gush of blood down his chin and chest.
 
I toss the lump of flesh aside. Feast on the potent reek of Pah’s fear as he looks at me through bulging eyes like he finally sees the monster he created. Perhaps realizes my big, warm heart was the perfect catalyst—absorbing the pain and loss he plugged down my throat until it finally mauled me into his worst fucking slumber-terror.

Hissed, wet breaths seethe past his clenched teeth as I push up, fist what remains of his hair that hasn’t been burnt off, and use the firm grip to lengthen his neck. I bring the toothy blade to his throat—not the front. Fueled by the knowledge that he’ll feel blunt slice after blunt slice before he’s finally released from this life.

Pressing the weapon into his flesh, I begin to saw in slow, grizzly drags.

He convulses . . . writhes . . . thrashes in my grip. Releases short, gurgling screams that taper with a gush of blood that paints my hands and the ground in spurts.

Boiling from the inside out, I continue sawing through the gore, lips trembling, gaze speared toward the warring horizon. Toward the many dragons clashing in the hazy sky, throwing plumes of flame amongst explosions of angry smoke.

But I don’t think of the war as I hack through Pah’s tendons to the weakening lament of his burbling screams. I think only of those I’ve lost, remembering Mah’s beautiful smile and warm hugs. Elluin’s fierce love and wild spirit.

Both taken from this world too soon.

The spurt of blood weakens, slowing as I grind through his spine, putting a little more pressure, more intention into each jagged drag.

Until the heft of his body overpowers what little flesh I still have left to saw.
 
The rest tears free.

Pah’s body drops to the ground with a heavy thump, my fingers still tangled through his hair as the frayed flesh drips, drips, drips all over his already bloodied chest.

I toss the saw and exhale, squeezing my eyes shut.

Some of the heat seeps from my veins, the itch at the end of my fingers dissolving, little by little, sharpening my mind with a clarity I haven’t felt since Borg told me Pah orchestrated the downfall of Elluin’s entire family. Since I discovered the male who spawned me conspired to use her as a pawn to dominate the world.

I try to revel in the cool, flooding relief of served vengeance, stomped by disappointment when I realize it’s done nothing to fill the gaping hole in my chest. In fact, that hole feels bigger now that I have nothing else to pin my focus on.

Rygun makes a scratchy sound, some of his flame easing from my bulging veins as I swallow, looking down. Crack the melted crown from Pah’s head, finding it heavier than I expected it to be. Weighty in my hand.

A crown I never wanted. Not once. All I wanted was Elluin.
 
Her touch.

Her love.

Her beautiful, dimpled smiles.

Pah’s unconditional love.

I pinch my lips against the tremble clawing across my chin, threatening to untether me further.

Instead, I’ll make the world a better place. Because that’s what Elluin deserved. That’s what her daughter deserves.

Better.

I move two steps toward Rygun. Pause.

Slowly, I look over my shoulder at the headless body of the male who sired me, opening myself to Bulder.

I whisper a mortared tune, dipping to a hollowed note that smooths, rounding.
 
The ground trembles before a fist of clay emerges like a sprouting bloom, thick fingers unfurling to reveal a small stone mug resting in the dipped palm. Bulder squeezes the water free, leaving a puddle at the base that’s quickly wicked by the sun—the mug lightening to a brighter shade of orange, hardening.

I drop Pah’s head and the crown I can’t bring myself to don, then take the mug, admiring it from all angles. Perfect, I guess. By sculpting standards.

Personally, I think it lacks character. Lacks the same love as the one I made him as a youngling without the use of Bulder’s words.

I set the mug in Pah’s lap, place his burnt and bloody hands around it. “Try smashing that,” I mutter, grab his head and crown, then make for Rygun without looking back.

Only once I’m sat between my dragon’s wings do I urge him to feast.
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Chapter 65 Raeve

“Oh my Creators—Fuck me,” Pyrok grits out from where he’s sprawled across the seater. Chin to his heaving chest, he watches Roan dig for the pin wedged deep in his pectoral. “I thought you’d be—good at this. Kaan didn’t—make a single sound when you—got his out.”

“I’m literally not doing anything different,” Roan says on a sigh. “You, however, are moving much more than he was.”

From the opposite side of the hook-shaped seater, I glance at the trapdoor in the ceiling overhead, snapped shut after Kaan charged up the coiled staircase the moment Roan finished de-pinning his arm.

Not a word was uttered in my direction as we made our way back. Not even when we entered the safety of the tree. But I can feel them there, wedged between us. As tangible as the explosive rage welling behind my ribs, building a little more each time I think of the fucking note still in my pocket.

Orders to kill the youngling cross-legged on the ground beside me with the hatchling in his lap, dangling bits of bloody meat the dragon’s trying to pluck from the air despite his eyes still being fused shut. Probably why he keeps almost nipping the kid’s finger off.

How could he possibly be a threat to The Flourish?
 
A child?

I tuck my freshly washed hair behind my ear and lean farther forward over the bucket of sudsy water, scrubbing my jacket with extra gusto.

The only thing I’m delivering Sereme and The Elding is retribution served in the shape of a blade slamming hilt-deep in their hearts. I’ve lost all faith in them, in the cause. I wouldn’t be surprised if The Flourish is perfectly safe and secure. If this is a thick layer of manipulation. A ruse to—

I don’t know. But I will find out.

“Nope.” I look up to see Pyrok snatch the fine-tipped prongs. Wedging into a sitting position, he pushes muddy hair back from his eyes, then points the bloody tool at his brother. “Go away, you fumbling fuck. I’ll do it myself.”

Roan tips his head, like he’s looking for patience in the ceiling’s swirled grain. “I almost had it.”

Snorting, Pyrok bites down on the cork of his flask, rips it out, and spits it aside. “The only thing you almost had was my fist in your face.” He glugs back what I can only assume is half the flask’s contents. He hisses through his teeth, then plants his chin to his chest and digs through the wound.

Roan tosses his hands. “I’ll prepare my tinctures for you to etch yourself shut.”

Pyrok glares at his brother, now moving down the stairs. Muttering to himself, he gets back to work as I dunk my jacket in the water. Continue brushing the gathered grime from between Rygun’s tiny claw scales that line the garment, wondering if all siblings act this way.

The thought makes something deep in my chest . . . ache.
 
The trapdoor lifts.

Kaan moves down the coil of stairs still dressed in his muddy pants that cling to his muscled thighs like a second skin. He’s shirtless from Roan’s intervention with the prongs, and it appears he cleaned most of the grime from his arms and torso with a cloth that was barely sufficient.

Another step down, and his face becomes visible—mostly cleaned, though filth is still streaked through his loose hair and beard, his eyes like charcoal when they finally drop into view, underscored by shadows.

Striking me.

Something drips on the step he’s stalled on. My gaze lowers to a crimson splat, rises again to the shredded skin across the knuckles of his right hand.

He wipes them on his pants. “We need to talk.”

Pyrok, Roan, and Ahvi all look at me as an awkward tension stiffens the atmosphere.

With a nod, I dunk my jacket in the bucket, then edge past the table. I move up the stairs behind Kaan, my gaze on the constellation of moons inked across his surging back. On the beautiful art now marred by the five cauterized wounds he received in Bothaim.

He waits for me to pass before he closes the trapdoor, shutting us off from the bottom level.

I break away. Pace back and forth between the windows that offer wide views of the thick mist still smothering the nesting grounds, packing the forest full. Since they’re the only source of light in the room, it makes the space feel dark.

Cluttered.

Or perhaps that’s just me, stuffed with so many thoughts and messy feelings my seams are about to split.

“Raeve—”

“I’m blood bound,” I blurt, whipping around to stare at Kaan standing by the trapdoor.

A line forms between his brows. He opens his mouth like he’s about to speak, but seems to reconsider, jerking his chin for me to continue.

“The only reason I found Ahvi first was because I received an order to kill him while we were in the village,” I say, and when his eyes widen, I lift a hand. “Not my finest moment, I know, but it’s important to note the order said nothing about him being a child.”

Again, it looks like he’s about to speak. I cut him off.

“My binder, the bitch, has never liked me. Can’t say I like her, either, given she has a penchant for torturing me until I come to heel. Since I let the Fíur du Ath assume Rygun ate me after the trial, she’s using the bind to tug on my reins. Not the first time. Won’t be the last.”

Kaan crosses his arms, lips pinched like he’s trying to stop himself from interrupting.

Probably wise.

“I used to buck the pain, thinking it was normal. Now that I see otherwise, I need to find a way to cut myself loose of the bind, but that’s not a you problem. It’s a me problem. I just—” I shove my hands through my hair, then stamp them on my waist, not knowing what else to do with them. When that doesn’t feel right, I mimic his stance, crossing them over my chest. “I was going to tell you. I’m sorry I didn’t do it sooner.”

His brows raise in a way that makes me wonder if I should be offended.

Silence drags for so long I grow restless, unfolding my arms, refolding them. Finally, I arch a brow. “Everything okay?”

He clears his throat and pockets something. “Honestly? I thought I’d have to pry that out of you.”

My gaze slides to his ripped knuckles, then drifts behind him to a deep fist print in the column that supports the structure. “You knew?”

“It was just confirmed for me, yes.”
 
“How?”

“I have a pet waif.”

I glare at him, turning over the sentence. Five words I never thought I’d hear pieced together in that way. Not in a million phases.

I didn’t even know that was an option.

“I’m going to need you to go a bit deeper on this.” I scan the space for any sign of the creature, perhaps hiding out in a shadowed corner, ready to toss me an extra dose of spangle shit. “Where do you keep it?”

“In my pocket. Most of the time.”

My gaze spears to the bulge in his left pant pocket. The precise size and shape of a small jar.

I’m no exhibit of good decisions, but that’s a recipe for disaster.

“He feeds me information.”

My eyes narrow, scouring the dark smudges beneath his. “In exchange for?”

“Sips of my memories,” he says too fast. “And you’re wrong. This isn’t a you problem. It’s an us problem. That’s what a partnership is, Raeve. That’s what my málmr stands for.” He reaches back and hooks the thin braid I tethered to his hair, pulling it forward. My uhloo. “That’s what this stands for.”

My cheeks burn from the slap of words I certainly had coming.
 
I pull breath to speak, but he beats me to it.

“The one who controls this blood bind.” A long pause as the muscle in his jaw ticks. “Does she just use the bind to torture you?”

“Yes,” I grit out, trying to imagine a reality where Sereme would deign to get blood beneath her perfectly manicured nails. “Why’s that?”

His eyes pitch black. “I’m trying to discover the origin of all the healing runes you’ve been going to great lengths to hide.”

My blood runs cold, eyes widening as my arms fall to my sides—heavy.
 
Mind churning.

He’s—He’s seen.

“How?”

Kaan frowns so deep his brows almost crush together. “Does it matter?”

Probably not.

I whip around and stalk to the window, staring out through the fog—gently shifting. Distant glimpses of Moltenmaw nests emerge through the pale gloom, the odd colorful beast streaking skyward, screeching to the moons.

I wish I was out there. Not in here facing . . . this. A past I’ve buried deep, no tombstone to mark its place.

Purposefully.

“Who, Moonbeam?” Though sturdy and composed, the question riots. Rabid, like a tick-bitten beast. “I asked you for a name once. I’ll give you one more chance to tell me on your own, but I will find out.”

“Shit,” I mutter to myself as my scalding past nips at me. Memories of a small cell that had everything and nothing at all, shared with someone who taught me how to speak and smile.

How to dream.

Imagine, Raeve. Imagine a world that doesn’t hurt . . .

At the soft echo of Fallon’s words—spoken from a voice too sweet for this fucked-up world in which she had so much hope for—something inside me splits.

Crumbles.

“Not Sereme,” I rasp. “My blood bind is entirely unrelated to the old runes.”

Most of them earned willingly. A teeth-gritted trade-off for the female I would’ve given my life for . . . had Arkyn only asked me to hand it over.

Not that I dare divulge any of that.

“So you remember receiving them? They were after the fall?”
 
“Yes.” I squeeze my eyes shut. “It was after the fucking fall.”

I don’t realize he’s right behind me until he has his hand wrapped around my wrist, using his firm grip to jerk mine from where it’s tucked beneath my arm. He spins me around until we’re almost face-to-face, my hand the only thing between us—raised like a flag.

“Are they the reason for this?”

No point asking for confirmation of his meaning, the skin down the sides of my nails scratched so raw they’re bleeding in places.

My gaze drifts past the messy wounds to his eyes—heavy on me.
 
No, Kaan. My fingers have itched since I woke in that cell; confused.
 
Alone.

Voiceless and powerless.

“It certainly didn’t help.”

He frowns, and I sense the energy welling beneath his skin. The hot-blooded rage barely contained.

“Leave it. Please.”

He pulls me so close there’s no space between us.

I melt against him. Clay softening from the deep knead of his mighty presence, like he has some invisible power over my muscles.

My spine.

My fucking fortitude.

“Why, Moonbeam?” He searches my eyes, back and forth as his other hand splays between my shoulder blades, making my breath hitch. “Why won’t you give me a name?”

Because I wasn’t reborn fearless. It was burnt from me in bits now caught in the clenched fists of a male who stalks my slumber-terrors.

Because that mountain does nothing but snuff life.

“He’s a monster. And—” I break beneath Kaan’s steady stare until there’s nothing left of my self-composure.

Nothing but the cold, dead truth.

“I can’t lose you, too,” I force out. “I won’t. And that’s what he does, Kaan. Arkyn takes and takes and fucking takes until there’s nothing left.”

Time stretches.

He stares at me like he’s hewn from stone—breathless. Unblinking. A heavy swallow is the first sign he’s still alive.

He drops my wrist and grips both sides of my face, exuding such tenderness that I almost don’t notice the slight tremble in his hands as he tips my head and plants a warm kiss between my brows. Lips still brushing my skin, he says, “We will find a way to shed the blood bind.” The steady calm of his tone is at odds with the volcanic heat radiating off him. Something that only seems to happen when he’s barely containing Rygun’s fire. “Then I’m going to hunt this Arkyn down. I will break him or serve him up for you to slit his throat. That’s an oath.”

No—

He releases me and spins, stalking toward the trapdoor while I stand—frozen. Lashed with wild panic. Coming to the horrific realization that I let Arkyn’s name slip.

Kaan’s entirely out of sight before my body finally remembers how to move.

I sprint down the stairs, leaping over the final few to see Kaan stuffing his bags full.

“I can undo the blood bind,” Ahvi says from where he’s still cross-legged on the ground.

I slam to a halt, his words marinating in a swirl of silence as Roan, Pyrok, Kaan, and I look between one another, brows raised.

There’s only one way to break a bind such as mine. Rid the offending jar of its bloody contents and hope it wasn’t diluted at some stage—half dumped into a different jar.

Unfortunately, given the fucker I met in the village was able to torture me using one I’ve never seen before, I believe my bind has been diluted.

Probably numerous times.

Sereme’s not the type to forget to construct a multitude of backup plans. Especially when it comes to maintaining control over the one she seems to despise more than anything.

Me.

“Are you sure about that, Ahvi?” Roan asks from where he’s crouched by the table, his half-mixed tinctures scattered across it. “Dissolving a blood bind . . . It’s considered one of the world’s great impossibilities. It’s why the practice is so frowned upon.”

Ahvi repeats himself, louder this time. And notably slower. “I can undo the blood bind.”

Well . . . shit.

Kaan dumps his bag on the ground and strides closer. “How?”

Ahvi pinches another sliver of bloody meat off the table, dangling it over his dragon’s gaping maw. “A bit like untangling a knot, I guess.”

I’d garner it’s a lot more complicated than that, but sure.

“Time is more stretchy than folk realize.” A shiver climbs my spine as Ahvi drops the meat down his dragon’s gob, wipes his hands on a cloth, then looks at me, that bold silver stare like an anchor plunging deep. “But to remove the bind, we have to be in the place where it was sewn.”

Understanding slaps me so hard my heart skips a beat.
 
“No. Not happening.”

Zero.

Chance.

Ahvi frowns. “But you saved me,” he counters with an impressive amount of grit. “Now I repay the life debt. That’s how honorable folk are supposed to behave.”

This hero shit is exhausting.

“Sure, you can repay the life debt”—he’s rolling his eyes before I even finish my sentence—“by going north with your etching stick and world-saving runes, protecting as many villages and towns as you can before the fall. Simple.”

“I’ll give Roan instructions. He can etch just as well as me.”

Roan puffs his chest, looking like the proudest fucker in the world.
 
“Faster, actually.” Ahvi shrugs. “I get tired. And I’m a pah now.”

I look down at the hatchling now struggling to keep his head lifted. It flops to the side, like his neck just gave out.

“I’ll tell you what’s tiring: Two daes of walking through underground tunnels trying to find said spot where the bind was sewn, because there’s no way I can spot it from above. There are thousands of other collapses that look exactly the same.” I shake my head. “Forget it, Ahvi. I’ll find another way.”

His voice turns panic-pitched. “But it almost got you killed twice in the past cycle alone!”

Dammit, Ahvi.

Everyone glares at me. Even Pyrok, perched forward in the seater with his flask paused halfway to his mouth. As though watching me argue with a nine-phase-old is the most entertaining shit he’s ever seen.

“Twice?” Kaan breathes.

I ignore him, though he’s now staring so hard I feel like Rygun himself has me pinned beneath his claw, snuffing all the truths from my scent.

Arms crossed, I glare at Ahvi. “If you’re going to keep rooting through my head, you and I need to set some ground rules.”

“And if we wait until after the fall, the area might be smashed up,” he busts on. “I won’t be able to do it then. We’ll have lost our one chance to fix things.”

Things?

How many more things is he intending to fix?

Before I have a chance to respond, Kaan’s in front of me with his hands on either side of my face, cutting my view of anything else. “Raeve . . .”

Held by his sturdy grip, I realize how much I’m shaking, the backs of my eyes stinging so much it’s hard to blink the feeling away.

“Do not ask me to put myself before him, Kaan. Do not.”

His eyes soften, thumbs brushing over my cheekbones as my lungs heave, accepting deep punches of breath that make my head spin.

“I have a matter of daes to deliver—” . . . bits of him to Sereme . . . “No. It’s not happening. He’s not going near that drop-off point. I refuse.”
 
Kaan opens his mouth—

Ahvi’s the one who interrupts this time. “It’s the only place I’ll allow you to take me.”

Silence sinks its claws deep.

Slowly, I cast my gaze toward the kid, meeting stark silver eyes. Ahvi looking up at me like he’s boasting the key to my mind, dangling it between us with a cheeky smile on his face.

Except he’s not smiling, and neither am I; trumped by a youngling barely taller than my ribs. A youngling who’s obviously dug through my mind enough that he knows I won’t force him to go anywhere against his will. That I won’t take away his liberties in the way mine have been—time and time again.

If there’s only one place he’ll allow me to take him . . . that’s where we’re going, whether I want to or not.

Which means we’re going to fucking Gore.

“Besides, don’t worry about me. I have my shield. That’s how I convinced the Tri-Council to let me get Gruffin.”

Cute name.

Now, Ahvi does smile—so big and wide it cracks a fissure through my cold, aching heart. “Nobody can hurt me through my shield.”

Nausea surges so thick and fast I pull from Kaan’s grip, move toward the windows, dragging clawed fingers through my hair as I work through steady breaths that do nothing to tamp the rapid beat of my heart.

I don’t like this. Any of it.

Can’t seem to shake the feeling that something’s not right.

“Where did it happen?” Kaan asks, and I shove down images of blood and broken bones. Of bits of brain splattered across the snow-speckled floor.

Memories of how it felt as my heart began to beat so slow I knew it was ticking toward its final thump—

“An abandoned mineshaft.”

“Which one?” Pyrok’s voice is hitched in a way I haven’t heard before.

Ahvi answers for me, perhaps knowing my mind is somewhere cold and quiet. A place I’d hoped never to see again, where I almost fell down the dark pit into which I’d stuffed the memories of everything I’d lost during my escape across the Ergor Plains.

“South of Gore,” he says gently. “The bind was made on the outskirts of the Undercity.”
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Chapter 66 The Scavenger King

Arkyn stops before Kyzari’s cell, locking eyes with the princess. Bold-blue orbs, like crystals glinting in the dark, bearing more life than when he last met her gaze.

When she was hopelessly pleading for mercy that simply does not exist.
 
The pale-blue gown hangs in filthy tatters off her sharpened edges, her long hair whiter than it was. Any warmth shocked from it since he tore through her little parchment pet.

Something Arkyn muses over. Finds interesting.

He flicks the lid on her pah’s weald, releasing a bulb of fire. Closes it again.

“Open the gate.”

His voice moves down the tunnel like a seep of ink.

Kyzari’s brows pinch together. She scrambles to her feet, tucking messy tangles of hair behind her ear as a masked guard clonks the lock open and pulls her gate wide. The hinges squeal in protest.

“Where’s—” Kyzari’s question cuts off with a gasp. Her hand flies to her mouth, eyes on her auntie getting dragged along the tunnel, into the flaming torchlight. A limp weight strung between two of Arkyn’s masked guards.

Blood leaks from Veya’s nose, ears, and eyes, the runes on her temples cut through—disabling them. No longer necessary.

Veya doesn’t fight as she’s backed against the bars on the outside of her cell, tethered in place with an iron chain. The dark dents beneath her eyes underline the flatness in her gaze. The deep exhaustion after three slumbers of sleeplessness.

The vacant hint of failure.

Kyzari’s clamped in wrist shackles, her tether to the ground released. She’s herded out into the tunnel, attached to the bars with a chain short enough that when she tries to jolt toward Veya—to help her—the shackles bite.

Kyzari melts back. Not that it stops her from nipping wide-eyed glances at her broken auntie.

Arkyn looks at the empty meal bowl sitting in the corner of Kyzari’s cell, flicking the weald open . . . closed . . . open . . .

Hope, it seems, is alive again. Sure sign the truth has been shared between them.

Kyzari knows her mah lives. But does she know her pah is not Tyroth—King of The Shade—as everyone believes? Does she know her pah is none other than Kaan Vaegor?

Arkyn almost laughs at the irony, snapping the weald shut.

Fate must want him to have his revenge, otherwise Kaan’s spawn wouldn’t have landed on his doorstep. It smiles on him, Arkyn is sure. Offering the blood of Kaan’s blood to scratch his bloodlust with.

Kyzari peeks up, meeting Arkyn’s stare through matted tendrils of hair. Only the swiftest glance, though he sees a spark of light in her eyes despite the dire circumstances.

He smiles, the tips of his fingers itching so much it’s an effort not to lift them to his mouth and gnaw. “Find it.” Kyzari’s cheeks lose all their pallor, filling him with sadistic glee. “Whoever has the diary will be beaten.”

Veya heaves, like the first breath after almost drowning. She whips her head around, watching the guards pour into both cells.

She screams past bloody lips, mining the strength to wrestle against her chains—veins bulging, tendons stretched. Kyzari, however, goes so still Arkyn half wonders if she’s turned as solid as that glinting stone on her head.
 
Guards rip Kyzari’s and Veya’s straw pallets to shreds, scattering their contents across the filthy floors. One holds up both halves of the torn parchment lark. “What about this?”

“Leave it,” Arkyn mutters, holding Kyzari’s cold stare. “There’s no life left in it anyway.”

Her lids flutter, threatening to squeeze shut. The first sign she’s struggling.
 
The diary is retrieved from beneath Kyzari’s waste bucket, passed to Arkyn from one of the guards, who dips his head in servitude.

The princess finally blinks, sending a tear darting through the dirt on her cheek.

“I thought you would’ve learned,” Arkyn murmurs, waving the diary. “Hope only leads to pain and disappointment.”

The softest whimper slips past her now-trembling lips, but she keeps her chin high, eyes blazing with hope that will soon be snuffed out.

He breaks her stare, turning to Veya, who thrashes like she’s prepared to unsheathe the skin from her hands in the effort to free herself.

“I thank you, sister.” He passes the diary to one of his guards, flicking the lid on the weald, distracting from the itchy, feverish shake running through his fingers. “Had you not come and offered me such clarity, I would’ve gone to great lengths to keep the princess alive, given the diadem requires a host to feed on.” He shrugs. “Knowing I can place it on my Fire Lark is somewhat a relief. I hear she’s grown to be rather competent with the Creators’ songs during her time away. Too competent. The extra shackle will be useful.”

Veya stops fighting, her next words snarled through gritted teeth. “Once Raeve learns the truth, she will obliterate you. Shackle or no. As will Kaan.”

He won’t. He’ll be dead within cycles.

Arkyn doesn’t say the words aloud. Doesn’t admit the trap’s already been laid. He’s not one to taunt fate.

“I agree,” he muses. “My Fire Lark could obliterate me. Except I forged her. She fears little more than she fears me.” With a snap of his cloak, he gives Veya his back and shapes his hand into a tingling fist around his brother’s weald.

A trigger that has Veya trying to lash her shackles loose, screaming with pitched desperation. “Beat me instead! Please! I’ll do anything. ANYTHING!”

Arkyn ignores his sister. Homes his bloodlusting attention on Kyzari, her pretty features marred with loathing.

She stares at him through eyes pitching almost as dark as the Aether Stone, and Arkyn sees his Fire Lark in the way the princess holds herself. In the way she looks at him like there’s a deeper, darker rage welling beneath her skin.

Another treasure, he realizes. She just needed a little buff.

But Kaan doesn’t deserve a daughter. Not when his mere existence snuffed the life of Arkyn’s dear mah. The one fae who loved him.

Treasured him.

Kyzari gathers a wad of saliva and spits on Arkyn’s cheek.

He chuckles, remembering his Fire Lark when she first came to him. Blazing.

Fearless.

He swipes off the spit while Kyzari holds his stare—defiance sizzling in her eyes. She doesn’t falter; not a lick of terror to be seen as he swings his entire body into a fisted throw, striking Kyzari’s temple so hard a cracking sound fills the tunnel, echoing off the walls.

She crumples. Slides down the bars, landing in a rumpled knot of filthy blue material, hair dashed across the ground like moonlight spilled from a cracked jar.

The atmosphere shudders.

The guards look at each other, passing wary glances, but Arkyn doesn’t notice the juddering disruption . . . frothing for more pain.

More suffering.

Bloodlust paints his vision red.

He drops a knee and jerks Kyzari up by the scruff of her dress, her body a dead weight as he whips his arm and strikes it forward, her head snapping back from the force as the softest whimper slips from her lips.

He strikes again.
 
Again.

Breaking his knuckles against Kaan’s young while remembering the flat eyes of his mah when he found her dead on her pallet—gone.

Picturing his pah’s face splitting with each fisted blow, renowned for being almost identical to his second-born son, who now sits the bronze throne.

Wears the bronze crown.

Veya’s shrill screams become distant background noise as Arkyn paints himself in Kyzari’s blood.

Only when her heart is barely beating does he pry back and force himself to straighten, suffocating the feral urge to mulch her into the ground. Rolling his head from one shoulder to another, he draws deep, heaving breaths through his open mouth.

Savoring the taste of his revenge.

“Put her back in the cell,” he drudges out, taking a moment to admire the blood smeared all over his trembling fists before he loosens his grip on the weald.

Pockets it.

The guards get to work on Kyzari’s lock, grab the princess by her ankles, and drag her back into her cell, leaving a crimson smear.

Arkyn’s head snaps to the side at the sound of Veya’s soft, pathetic cry.

Bunched on the ground, she meets his gaze with tears streaming down her cheeks, her face contorted with despair.

“My Fire Lark needs her diadem back.” He delivers his next words like a spread of flames. “You, my dear sister, must keep her daughter alive until the time comes to hand over the stone. Or don’t. Doom the world to ruin. Your choice.”

With that, he spins and bleeds into the dark.
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Chapter 67 Kaan

Cart wheels grind over loose stones, a contrasting symphony to the patter of snow hitting the canopy, interrupted only when Noeve pulls a sizzling draw on her smoke stick.

Other than that, silence.

No howling wind or grunts of disapproval from the big, fluffy colk pulling us along. No creaking of the cart’s old joinery as it’s pushed from side to side, because it’s not getting pushed.

“Strange. In all my phases of carting folk along the Path of Daes, I’ve never known the air to be so still,” Noeve croaks, blowing a long puff into the air, one hand loosely draped around the reins. “Clode’s been grinding Bulder’s edges through here for eons. Most aren’t old enough to remember, but the Path was once twice as wide.” Another deep, sizzling suck. “I had it in mind she planned to keep blowing until she broke all the way through.”
 
Frowning, I look over my shoulder, lifting the flap that separates Noeve and me from the others in the stowage compartment, shielded by the taut leather arch.

Pyrok’s taking up the most space, snoring on his back, sprawled across the plump, feather-filled sacks Noeve’s carting to Gore. An open flask is in his hand, against his sternum, threatening to spill.

I look at Ahvi bundled with his head on a sack, his hatchling coiled in a prickly knot against his chest. Both are half covered by a furry throw, slumbering beside Raeve, who’s perched at the end with her back against the side. One leg dangling out the cart, she’s poised like a dragon protecting her clutch—spine straight, chin high as she scans the path behind us, dancing a dragonscale blade between her fingers. Every now and then, her lips move . . . quietly shaping words I’ve seen her shape before.

“I don’t think Clode has a choice,” I murmur in response to Noeve’s musings, about to drop the flap when Pyrok starts tossing his head back and forth.
 
“I’m sssorry. So sorry,” he slurs through his slumber, face crunched. “Why didn’t you tell me how fuckin’ sad you were?”

Raeve stills, watching him toss his head a few more times before she turns to me, concern swimming in her big blue eyes.

Quick as a blink, she snatches the flask from Pyrok’s lax hand and pelts it out the back. “He’s got more than one, right?”

“At least two others.” I’ve never seen him drink this much, though I can’t remember the last time he came so close to Gore. Given everything, I guess it stacks up. “But he’ll hate you for it,” I tack on.

Raeve seems to weigh it up, mutters a curt “fuck it,” then digs through the deep pockets of his cloak, finding three more flasks she condemns to a misty grave. Releasing a sigh, she shuffles back against the edge and gets back to dancing her blade.

“Interesting, that one.”

At Noeve’s voice, I turn forward, my gaze chasing the gnarly path that cuts through a sea of white. “Raeve?” I ask, flicking up my hood against the bitter chill, shuffling deeper into the cushioned seat that’s a welcomed, albeit unexpected luxury.

Noeve nods. Sucks another breath through her smoke stick. “Interesting name, too.”

My heart stills.

She looks sidelong at me, a gray brow arching up her heavily creased forehead, her next words much quieter than I’m used to her speaking. “She looks like a certain someone I also escorted along this path around fifty cycles ago. Someone with long white hair, much like her late grandmah.” With a tilt of her head, she says, “A coincidence, perhaps?”

I stare at her for a long while before I turn my attention forward again, cross my arms, and clear my throat. “A coincidence, yes.”

Noeve hums, then draws another sizzling puff.
 
My lips tighten. “You see much.”

“When you’ve been around as long as I have, seeing is what one does best.”

“On that note . . .” I glance back to check Pyrok is still sleeping. “Any news on Dothea? I sent her a lark over thirty cycles ago. Haven’t heard back, though I know the Mists are causing problems.”

Noeve seems to hesitate, then shakes her head, keeping her voice low. “I was smuggling folk clear of the city for the queen, but our line of communication sputtered.”

“Damn.”

Another dip of her head before she draws deep and slashes me with a smile. “Onto brighter notes, did you take a good look at my new cushions?” She winks, slapping her hand on the vacant one wedged between us. “Made from raffi fibers all the way from the north. They cost me a pretty fortune.”
 
“Well spent. Never thought I’d see the cycle this cart would be privy to such luxuries.”

Another raise of her brow as she looks at me from the creased corner of her eye. “It was Veya’s suggestion, purchased with the takings from her last crossing.”

My heartbeat thunders at the mention of my sister. “You’ve seen her since I passed through last?”

“A little over thirty cycles ago.”

She must’ve stopped by Gore on her way to Arithia . . .

“Did she say where she was going?”
 
“To see the velvet trogg.”

I still. Pretty sure I hear Raeve choke on a breath, probably listening.
 
“Did she . . . return?”

A single nod has never struck so hard. “Seeming rather pleased with herself. And boasting a silver bangle she wasn’t wearing prior.”

Suspicion mounts behind my ribs like bulging lava. “Did it have jewels on it?”

Noeve’s eyes glint. “Indeed. And a rather unnerving aura.”

“That lying little—” I cut myself off, shaking my head as I snatch a parchment lark diving toward me.

I open it, checking for Veya’s script. Seeing that it’s not hers only riles me more.

She told me she got rid of that damn bangle, then told me she lied. No doubt reluctant to mention she disposed of it down the trash chute in Gore, knowing full well I would’ve forbidden her from retrieving it.

For good reason.

Many folk have been swallowed by that lair. The fact that she survived is a fucking miracle.

“It gets much hotter up here and I’ll need you to travel in the back,” Noeve gripes past her wobbling smoke stick, loosening the collar of her tunic.

I corral the rage of Rygun’s flame I’d accidentally opened myself to, dousing the heat as I pocket the lark, internally chastising myself.

He’s under stern instruction to keep guard over the burrow Líri and Maell are hutched in east of the Path. There are too many scouts near Gore. Too many spies stationed on the plains south of the wall to risk them flying anywhere near our destination.

If I don’t keep Rygun on lockdown—don’t maintain the calm flow ebbing through our bond—he might drop his guard on the others. Make a launch for me just to see for himself that I’m okay.

“Apologies. Won’t happen again.”
 
“Mm-hmm.”

Noeve continues to puff plumes of smoke through the drifting snow while I churn, wishing Borg had something for me on Veya’s whereabouts or well-being.

Anything.

Chances are she couldn’t find the diary and is currently drinking her sorrows in some back alley, ridding drunkards of their riches at a Skripi table. Or perhaps she found an opportunity to gather important intel on our brothers’ military status. But this chest-crushing feeling of not knowing—

It’s hard to breathe through.
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Chapter 68 Raeve

“So you just—what—tossed them over the edge?” Another flurry of feathers float into my lap as Pyrok digs through his second sack of plucked goggin bird plumage, on a staunch mission to find his discarded flasks. “Gone?”

“Gone,” I echo, scanning the thin path streaming in our wake like a creek of snow-crusted mud. “I don’t have it in me to watch you asphyxiate on your own drunken vomit, Pyrok. Way I saw it, it was a matter of life or death. They had to go.”

He stills, like he’s thinking hard, then grunts and resumes his rummaging—gouging through the feathers with gusto. “You’re lying to me. They’re in here somewhere.”

“You think I made a treasure hunt with your flasks? Really?”

Pyrok groans, pulls his head free, and glares at me. Framed in wild red hair dashed with feathers, it’s almost impossible to take him seriously. “I know you’ve been in a shit mood since we left the spawning grounds, but that doesn’t mean you have to dampen mine.”

He’s not wrong. But after two cycles of hard travel, I’ve come to realize things aren’t quite as dire as I thought they were.

Even if Kaan were to discover Arkyn’s residence, it’s not like he’s going to fly Rygun into The Shade to hunt him down. It’s too cold for a Sabersythe so big. He’d have to charter a Moltenmaw, and given the coming moonfall, I doubt there are any to commission.

I have time to beat back his urge to avenge me. To convince him to focus on more important things.

Of which there are many.

I see the endless stream of larks he receives. Saw the tight worry on his face when he dropped Roan in Beluhn with Ahvi’s dense pile of instructions on how to duplicate the runes on Bothaim’s arches. Heard the way his voice caught when Noeve brought up his sister earlier.

My past is a sinkhole that’ll swallow Kaan if I don’t find a way to stop him from inching closer to it. So I guess I’ll just . . . do that.

Find a way.

A bell chimes in the distance, swiftly responded to by Noeve jiggling her own loud enough to toll through the mist.

I open my mouth to question the meaning.

“Signal the path is occupied,” Pyrok mutters, rebinding the bag with a length of string. He stuffs it to the side and groans again, flopping against the puffy pile. “You should care less next time. That’d be great.”

“Tried that. Doesn’t end well,” I murmur as the path begins to widen in our wake. Just slightly, but a sure sign we’re coming upon the other side.
 
I whisper another soft request for Clode to remain still, plying her with compliments over how beautifully she’s controlling her gusty impulses, confused when she doesn’t respond immediately. She’s rarely so distracted that she makes me wait.

“Carts ahead,” Noeve calls back.

Shit.

I’m quick to untie the back flap so it flops down, concealing us. Just in case, I pull the thick throw farther up over Ahvi—still slumbering off his exhaustion from the big journey, rasping through each slow breath.

Worry worms between my ribs.

Kaan may have carried him through the Forest of Harthor and done everything in his power to make the flight easier, but riding a dragon is hard on any body—big or small—let alone someone who has trouble breathing.
 
I push his hair back from his brow so I can more easily see his pallor. Thankfully, his lips and cheeks are pinker than they were when he first sank down against the sacks.

Easing the flap a little to the side, I peek through a thin opening as we swerve around a cart that’s beginning to move out onto the path. Another is wedged behind it . . . another . . . all grinding forward, dragged by restless, snow-dusted colk snorting steamy breath from flared nostrils.

From my vantage point, I have a perfect view of their stowage spaces and what they’re carrying. Mostly folk stuffed in like us, wedged between travel trunks that are wide open, personal possessions spewed through the carts. The travelers are working hard to reorganize their things, some crying, others stony faced as they slash glances back in the direction we’re headed.

Unease is already nipping at me by the time we move around the last cart in the lineup, within which a female fae cinches the binds of her blouse with trembling hands. She plants a fake smile on her face, then spins to take her crying youngling into her arms. Consoles him with soft words and gentle gestures despite the darkness gathering in her eyes.

My next breath burns like frostbite in my lungs.

Ahvi gasps, eyes popping open. Quick to find me, they strike like a slap to the face.

He wears no walls in the brief moment we lock gazes, and I know he’s hearing things he shouldn’t be. Getting dressed in traumas that don’t belong to him.

“I’m here,” I mouth, brushing his hair back from his brow. “It’s okay.”

A lie, of course. We both know it. But he falls into it, relaxing against the sack.

He squeezes his eyes shut, then whispers, “There’s a barricade of Fade soldiers ahead. They’re taking all the bloodstone from folk who want to bide the moonfalls away from the capital. I don’t think they’ll make it easy for us to get past the gates. Not if they see me or find the book in your bag.” He flicks a glance at Pyrok. “Or—”

“Got it,” Pyrok says, meeting my wide eyes.
 
We curse in unison.

“Luiere, Clode,” I whisper, easing my hold on her.

Wind howls—whipping with such violence I realize Clode’s been watching shit go down at these apparent gates with a chest full of screams she couldn’t release.

The cart wobbles from side to side as I stuff my blade away. Begin working past Pyrok and over a small mountain of puffy sacks, just pulling back the partition flap when Kaan grinds out three terse words.

“This is new.”

In the distance, smudged amidst the pale gloom, is the hint of a Fade military cart and the tall, sturdy blockade. An iron gate hung between two thick, heavily runed poles guarded by numerous Fade soldiers—bold in their bloodred armor, vibrant against the bleak backdrop.

Half the contingent appears to be on this side of the gate, half on the other. And though I can’t see their beads from here, I have no doubt some of them are wearing one.

“It wasn’t like this when I came through three cycles ago,” Noeve bites out. Gaze firmly on the path, she aims her next words at me. “There’s a hidden compartment beneath the floorboards, marked with a knot of wood that looks like an eye. Pressing the knot will reveal the lid. I suggest you all get in there. Less questions, the better.”

I drop the leather flap to see Pyrok’s already shoving sacks of feathers aside. Upon locating the knot, he pops the lid, wedges his fingers beneath it, and lifts—exposing the metal hollow beneath. Long and wide, it’s etched in thousands of tiny runes barely visible in the low light.

Pyrok peers into it like he’s staring down the throat of a Sabersythe. “You want us to climb in a metal casket, Noeve? Really?”

“Better than getting blood on my feathers,” she says on a cough. “It’s got an airhole, so you won’t die. But I couldn’t work out the right sequence of runes to make it soundproof. You’ll have to find a way to keep your gob shut.”
 
Pyrok scratches the back of his head, grumbles something inaudible, then grits his teeth and climbs in, reaching up to take the hatchling still bundled in a sleepy ball of prickly pin feathers that have sprouted like well-fed grass.

Ahvi shuffles closer, looking up at me through big, wide eyes. “You know, I could fix that . . . make it really soundproof.”

My smile is instant. “I bet you could,” I whisper, stuffing the compartment with his throw, then our satchels. I help Ahvi edge down into the hollow, about to close them off. “I need you to activate that shield now.”

He nods fast, moving his tongue around inside his mouth. He bites down, the silver sheen of his shield rippling out and around him as I lower the lid.

Relief loosens some of the many knots in my chest.

I’m just shifting sacks back into place when Kaan’s voice comes to me—hard and heavy. “Raeve, get beneath the boards.”

I snort-laugh. “You get beneath the boards.”

Since I know there’s not a lick of hope he’ll actually do it, I don’t bother hanging around and crawl toward the flap. I clamber through, flicking my hood up as I wedge between Kaan and Noeve, my next breath thick with sweet herbal-smelling smoke. “Wow. The view’s much better up here,” I say, plucking a feather from the loose ends of my hair.

Noeve arches a brow at me.

A low rumble erupts from Kaan’s chest. “If someone recognizes—”
 
“Either of us. Or have you forgotten Bothaim? The ambush? Besides,” I say, thinking of the female’s glazed eyes as she consoled her youngling; of the way she discreetly tried to re-ruche the neckline of her blouse, “this is my hunting ground.”

“We’re not hunting,” Kaan grinds out.

“Not if the soldiers behave.” I crack my neck, the tips of my fingers tingling. “Which I’m hoping they don’t.”

“You’re blood bound.”
 
“Hasn’t killed me yet.”
 
“Feather sack. Get in. Now.”

I frown. “Do you want me to die? I’d bet my entire dagger collection that’s the first thing they’ll stab. No, thank you. I’ll have much more fun stabbing them.”

“If you two get blood on my cart, I’ll turn you into cushions,” Noeve mutters around the smoke stick dangling from the corner of her mouth. “I have a newfound respect for the comfort they provide for my sore, sorry arse.”

Probably not a good time to tell her I’m not particularly good at clean, tidy slaughterings . . .

Kaan tugs my hood farther down with more gusto than necessary. “Where’s your veil?”

“Anyone sees my face, or yours, I’ll cut out their eyes.”
 
He grumbles about begging the Creators for patience.

I’ve tried that a few times. Another thing that doesn’t work.

The colk stomps to a halt at the gate with an impatient snort. She shakes her big, boxy head, jostling the shell of snow that had collected on her pelt. Obviously as hackled as we are by this meddling blockade.

A soldier steps up to Noeve’s side, his helmet shielding all but his thin mouth, nose, and the red bead dangling from his ear.

Piercing green eyes fix on us.

“To what do we owe the pleasure?” Noeve pulls on her stick, looking right at the soldier as she blows a smoggy breath free, dousing him.

It’s hard not to smile.

He bats at the smoke, passing an uninterested glance over Kaan and myself. “You headed to Gore?”

“Nearabouts,” Noeve says. “I have feathers from my slaughtered flock that I’m hoping to sell.”

“The city is already at capacity. We’ll require three pouches of bloodstone for your passage in. Precautions, of course, in case you don’t leave before the fall.”

Three pouches? Precautions?

What a load of spangle shit.

Noeve stares at him for a long, tense moment, then clicks her tongue and lifts the lid on the compartment by her feet. She pulls out three bulging brown pouches of bloodstone and hands them over.

Though she’s quick to replace the lid, the soldier’s beady eyes are quicker. “We’ll take whatever else is in there, too.”

I go to tug my dagger from its sheath, only to find Kaan’s hand clamped firmly around my wrist.

Rude.

Teeth gritted, I loosen my fingers, hoping he can feel the displeasure I’m radiating.

“Be my guest,” Noeve says, her tone almost passable for loyal servitude. “There’s nothing I enjoy more than lining our king’s pockets.”

The soldier pins her with a fierce glare, receiving pouch after pouch of bloodstone. “Your belongings will now be scoured for stowaways,” he snips out, as if we didn’t just pay for the passage of thirteen folk. At least.

He and three other soldiers move around the cart without invitation or approval.

“Folk these daes,” Noeve mutters, flicking the butt-end of her smoke stick, dashing ash into the now-churning wind. “They’re all a bunch of mannerless shit scoops, if you ask me.”

Puffy, stabbing sounds come to us, suggesting the soldiers are hard at work slaughtering Noeve’s plump, feather-filled sacks.

Brow raised, I look sidelong at Kaan.
 
He clears his throat.

There’s the sound of material ripping before a burst of feathers whip through the air like an eddy of snow.

Noeve sighs and pinches another smoke stick from a pouch at her hip, lighting the end with a weald. “Shit-eating bastards,” she says, dragging deep while slaughtering the guards on the other side of the gate with a honed glare.

Clode spins and flicks about with the feathers, dancing to her own tune while the soldiers finish their search, finally moving forward. One jerks his chin at us. “Get up so we can check beneath the seat.”

This is getting tiresome.

Kaan’s the first to climb down despite their shit manners, feigning a limp—which does nothing to soften his immense presence, but I appreciate the effort. He moves around the back of the cart and helps a grumbling, bow-spined Noeve down from her seat.

I follow, positioning myself so I have a good view of every soldier. The perfect vantage point to watch Noeve’s cushions get flung to the ground.

I wince.

Clode whips into a shriller, squealier dance, flicking feathers about like it’s a celebration. The tingly anticipation shooting through me suggests things are about to get much more interesting for her.

Kaan moves beside me as the board is removed, the compartment beneath tousled through, not that Noeve seems to carry many belongings bar some jerky, spare smoke sticks, and another three pouches of bloodstone the guards are quick to stash in the back of their own cart.

“They’re clear,” a soldier yells, and they all retreat from the cart like they’re abandoning a freshly torn-up carcass. Showing no inclination to clean up their mess.

Kaan and I are just moving forward to begin picking up the cushions when the faintest squawk comes from the cart.

Heart in my throat, I slice my stare through the contingent, all narrow-eyed, looking between each other. Then to us.

Another shrill, hungry squark seals their fates.

“Beneath the floorboards,” one of them shouts. “They’re hiding something!”

Clode shoves back my hood, like tossing me onto a stage while she languishes in the wing, giggling like the chaos queen she is.

A soldier goes wide-eyed, pointing at me. “That’s the Ath bitch! I watched her get eaten!”

I sigh.

That shit’s gonna follow me everywhere.
 
“Hail ui, Clode, gail arr enuin. Shuie!”

Feathers gather to take the lithe, ethereal shape of Clode jumping up and down, clapping, squealing with glee.

She dances toward the soldier, flicks around with a lash of her gusty hair, and slaps him so hard he pelts off the path like a tossed stone. His dense scream is short-lived as he plummets through the mist, and my hands are already moving, sinking a blade into the eye of a nearby soldier before he even has a chance to process what he just witnessed.

Blood sprays, dousing the colk—nonchalant as she chews cud.

Kaan manages to get Noeve sheltered behind the cart, just powering back into the throng when hissing words streak at me—

I whip around, seeing the green-eyed soldier has a weald open, flames heaving from the tip.

They ribbon toward me like a lashed rope.

Kaan leaps from a spear of stone punching up from the ground, seething through a sentence that veers the flaming threat before it has a chance to snap at me, instead wrapping around the male who charmed it into existence.

He ignites. Becomes a towering inferno of bloodcurdling screams.

I avert my gaze as the rope of flames tightens so much he rips in two. Like Ignos just took both halves in his flaming fists and tore.

More blood sprays.

The smell of burnt flesh fills my nostrils, but I stuff my fear down. Hone it into a weapon of freshly forged rage, then jerk another dagger free, opening my mental sound snare far enough to welcome Bulder’s song.

“RUTHIN UT AHN, ATAH!”

The words leave a grated trail, like I just vomited shafts of stone. Probably because I forgot to tighten my neck muscles first.

Four wonky spears shoot from the ground, up through the guards stationed on the gate’s far side, plowing through bodies to the tune of gurgling screams and choked, wet breaths. In the same instance, Kaan launches forward and hacks into the neck of a male surging toward me, sword raised. One hefty swipe that looks so effortless, yet it’s enough to leave the male’s head wobbling.

Toppling.

It barely hits the ground before Kaan boots it with such gusto it rolls all the way to the edge and plummets into oblivion. The soldier’s body falls to the ground between us, armor clattering.

I turn, scanning the mess of skewered and hacked-up bodies dashed across the path, bleeding out into the muddy snow—some still twitching through their final motions.

We got them all.

Heaving breath through my grated throat, I see Kaan’s hood is shoved back, his face sprayed in blood that’s dripping from his beard. He looks straight into my eyes, and the fierce intensity of his molten stare almost knocks the wind from my lungs.

I stuff my blades away. “This was much more enjoyable than being stabbed to death in a feather sack.”

He grunts, moves toward another lifeless corpse, and smashes his sword through his neck, splashing himself in more blood. “You shaped spears,” he says, jerking his chin at my handiwork on the other side of the gate.

I scowl at them while Kaan continues his ceremonial decapitations, no two spears the same size or thickness. One was way off course, impaling a soldier straight through the base of his skull.

Guess my coordination still needs work.

I point. “I was aiming to shaft him up the ass until it burst out his brain. I’ll try harder next time.” I turn away before Kaan has a chance to respond, scanning the heavily runed, very closed gate. “I hope Ahvi can break us through that.”

His muffled voice comes from the cart. “No problem!”

Wonderful.

Noeve’s clambering back up, having already grabbed her stolen bloodstone and pieced the seat back together, lined with the only cushion that didn’t end up covered in muck. Kaan and I manage a single step forward before she whirls around, spearing us through with a storm-cloud stare. “No.”

We stop.

A skein of water thunks onto the ground, chased by another, before two brown cloths dash through the air and flutter to our feet.

“Rinse first.”

I’m about to argue when Kaan shakes his head in warning, drops to a knee, and gathers the supplies. “She’s more likely to boot you off the Path than she is to let you on like that.”

Right.

I take a cloth and skein. “Cold sponge bath it is.”

Noeve pulls out the half-spent smoke stick she must’ve tucked behind her ear at some stage, pinches it between her lips, then blazes the end. “And you’re both buying me new cushions!” she belts out with a puff of smoke.
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Chapter 69 Raeve

The Ditch is desolate. An empty stage Clode whips through and flicks about, tossing up yellowed posters peeled off the walls. Her shrieks and howls are the only sound other than our footsteps crunching through the crusted snow—so thick I doubt it’s been cleared since news of the impending moonfall hit, with only the odd set of prints dimpling it.

“At least Clode’s enjoying herself,” I mutter as a lone parchment lark flutters past my head toward a veil of mist that smudges the usually clear view between both sides of the wall, making the place feel eerie. Haunted.

A corpse that’s been picked clean.

“Guess the panic set in,” Kaan murmurs, watching the lark disappear into the churning mist—Ahvi on his back, swathed in his filthy white robe that blends with the atmosphere.

The mists part, revealing a hint of the Moltenmaw moon perched in the most opportune spot to crush Gore into the ground, then smush together again, swallowing the view.

“Ahvi, is your shield still up?”

Kaan arches a brow, passing me a warm gaze I’m not sure what to make of. So I ignore it.

Ahvi nods.

Looking in the hollow of his hood, I meet his eyes glinting like silver moons. “Don’t forget to tell me if you catch a hint of anyone’s presence.”

His gaze lifts. “Just fae, or . . .”

I follow his line of sight, hand on the hilt of my blade when I notice a pair of large yellow eyes peering down at us from one of the skybridges ahead, the rest of the large, fluffy white creature mostly blending with the mist.

It blinks. Scurries away with a swish of its long tail.
 
“Anything that’s thinking of hurting us.”

Ahvi nods again.

“Thought I heard one of the soldiers say the city is at capacity,” Pyrok mumbles, peering past the crooked door half hanging off the hinges of a looted bottle shop—his hood pushed forward. Gruffin’s bandaged to his chest like a growth, and though Pyrok grumbled to begin with, he hasn’t taken his hand off the small hatchling. He drops a knee, grabbing something from the rubble that looks suspiciously flask-shaped. “Guess he meant the Undercity.”

Another playful swish of air dances past us, and I pluck a piece of yellowed parchment from the wind, scanning the muddy message:

[image: Image of a proclamation that reads: “Your king Cadok Vaegor has proclaimed that all city residents are to take refuge in the Undercity. Our laws remain the same, as does our hierarchy. Any resistance will be punished. The Crown.”]
“You’re right,” I say. “They’re all beneath.”

Makes sense. The Undercity is more vast than the city itself. It could gobble up Gore’s entire population with a single sip and still have an empty belly. But only a small section is actively mined, the rest derelict, belonging to predators who skulk in from the south and those brutal or broken enough to sketch out a living alongside them.

“It’ll be carnage down there.” I release the note back to Clode, who immediately starts batting it around again. “Many won’t crawl free when this is over. Those who do will never be the same.”

My words seem to echo between the walls like a haunt.

“He’s harmless,” Ahvi whispers, and I spin to look at him. Then follow his gaze back over his shoulder to a busted-in shop, its window shattered, yellow glass spat across the snow like shards of gold.

Despite Ahvi’s words, I shift, positioning ahead of Kaan as a wide-eyed, pale-faced null scampers out through the window’s jagged hole, his red garb torn and filthy, orange hair matted.

He stumbles to a halt atop the shattered glass, heaving breath as he looks at us through eyes set too deep in his skeletal face. A single beat where he seems to reconsider his options before tightening thin arms around the jars of preserves bundled against his chest.

He runs into the pale murk, leaving a trail of bloody footprints in the snow.

The mist opens like a pale curtain being pulled wide. My gaze is drawn to the shadows dangling from the lowest skybridge like washing left to dry. “Creators,” Kaan grinds out as I reach behind him, pulling Ahvi’s hood farther down. Buffering his view of the bodies strung up by their necks, most getting picked apart by fat black rodents who’ve managed to descend the ropes.

I take them in, one by one. Heart pounding like a war drum.

Though some are too far gone to tell, those who still have ears boast the same nick in the shell as I do—not an elemental bead in sight. In fact, most wear the torn and filthy clothing I’ve come to attribute to the folk I used to offer bloodstone to.

Beneath.

“Seems the soldiers had a clear-out before opening the Undercity.” Kaan’s voice is a dark grate that sings to the icy rage licking at my ribs.

I crack my neck. Close my eyes.
 
Squeeze them really fucking tight.

Had Sereme only approved my crusade to slaughter Cadok, this wouldn’t have happened. Had I trusted my gut and taken matters into my own hands, this wouldn’t have happened.

I glimpse Kaan, his molten stare a roil of wrath as he studies the bodies, exuding the same energy I saw when he stormed into the crater to fight for me. But quieter.

A colorful lark flutters aimlessly through the gloom, making my breath hitch.

I know that lark . . .

“Stay right behind me.” I stalk forward beneath the bodies, refusing to look up lest I spur my brewing rage into something uncontainable. Once I can see The Curly Quill in the distance, I slow, ease my ring into my pocket, and slip a dagger free.

We’re a cycle early for the proposed delivery, but—

“There’s nobody in there,” Ahvi says, his words muffled from beneath his hood.

Beside the buoyant relief in my gut, there’s a heavy sinking sensation.
 
I pause, looking back. “What abou—”

“Uno isn’t there,” he says with a compassionate softness that’s so at odds for one so young. “Or Ruse.”

I swallow that information like smashed glass, then move across the colorful confetti of Ruse’s shattered window, scouring the shop’s looted interior.

Creators . . .

Stepping into the cold, musty atmosphere, I edge past near-empty shelves, over the torn bits of more vibrant larks littering the ground. Ruse’s lovely pets, now in pieces with the scattered remnants of her beloved shop.

It guts me more than the shelves.

Reaching the back, I rip the camouflage sheet away, fist clenching when I see the armory is only partially picked at.

Everything happened too fast for even the Ath to predict.

I know Sereme survived, otherwise the serpent bitch wouldn’t have slit my spine as we were stepping down off Noeve’s cart, but what of Ruse and Uno? And other members of the Ath who’ve shown me nothing but kindness? Most of them have lived here, thrived here since well before The Fade lost all its joy. Who remembered a time before Sereme came in all her purple glory, speaking of rebellion and reformation. Of rising from the ashes of a broken world.

What of them?

Pyrok whistles low, moving past me into the armory. “Don’t mind if I do.” He cuts me with a side-eye. “Pretty sure I’m down a few things.”

“I only took your flasks. Anything else you lost yourself.”

I turn, sheathe my blade, and rifle beneath Ruse’s counter, hunting for her ledger. Heart clenching painfully at the sight of Uno’s little nest of furs tucked beneath the looted safe.

Unable to locate the valuable book, nor smell blood or see any sign of a struggle, I decide to lean into my preferred reality. The one where Ruse reached for Uno and the ledger, then ran.

 . . . I have to believe it.

Ahvi wriggles down from Kaan’s back, landing with a wobble as he pushes off his hood. Eyes wide, he takes everything in. “There’s some really good stuff in here.”

I frown, scanning the shop that looks like one of Roan’s explosive runes popped somewhere in the middle of it all, leaving a pretty, botanical mess and only the odd surviving jar.

Someone’s easily pleased.

“I need to go upstairs and check something.” I glance at Kaan, kneading the cramp from my thigh. Residue of Sereme’s last dose of fuck you, Raeve. “Can you—”

“I’ve got him, Moonbeam.”

I set my satchel on the counter for Ahvi to fill and make for the ghastly purple door. I boot it open, charge up the stairs, then through the busted entrance of Sereme’s serpent den, looking around at all her purple shit strewn about.

Also looted.

No warm light spills within like the dae I was here last. Instead, a thin layer of mist slowly seeps through the smashed northern window, softening the floor in a gauzy veil.

At the sound of fluttering parchment wings, my gaze is drawn to Sereme’s purple desk. Atop of which, sitting perfectly square to the piece of furniture, is a small silver cage. Home to a single parchment lark trying to wiggle a path to freedom between the too-tight bars.

My instincts prickle like pins stabbing me all over.

I move forward, unsurprised to see the lark try to follow my location while I walk around to the back of the desk. With a sigh, I unclip the cage door and swing it open, catching the lark as it rushes toward me.

Upon unfolding it, I scan Sereme’s script:

R.

Plans have changed.

We’ll be in touch.

I laugh, drop the note, and swat the cage off the desk with the back of my hand. It clatters across the floor while I roil.

Message received loud and clear:

The Elding’s miskunn had another vision. Me, stuffing a blade down both his and Sereme’s throats.

I slash a dagger through the bulging purple upholstery of Sereme’s beloved chair.

“Guess this place belonged to somebody you’re fond of?”

I look up to see Pyrok strolling through the room, scowling. He scans the space, blindly using two fingers to loosen the pin feathers at the crown of Gruffin’s head, releasing fluffy bursts of pretty blue plumage.

“Oh yeah,” I mutter, jolting the drawers—both locked. “Sereme’s a real treasure.”

I reach under her desk and flip it over. It crashes to the ground, dashing dust and obliterating the silence. Something I only ruin more when I bring my boot down upon the desk’s brittle underside and bust a hole in the wood.

Crouching, I rip away the splintered shards, revealing a cache of unfolded parchment larks I rifle through, hunting for one garnished with the jerky signature of a certain male I’m determined to come face-to-face with. Right before I turn his intestines into a pretty garnish I’ll feed to Líri.

Still steaming.

“This place is creepy,” Pyrok says, scrunching his face at a frame showcasing what looks like a large purple-winged tick that’s pinned to the backboard. “Makes me wish I wasn’t sober.”

“I always walked out of here wanting to stab someone.” Spotting the signature I’m looking for, I snatch the square of pale-brown parchment and refold it down the pre-creased lines. It flutters to life, immediately trying to wriggle from my pinched grip as I turn it around and assess its tail . . . return fold unpinched. “This dae is going to be no different,” I say, lavishing in the thought of the Elding’s blood on my hands.

The fuck.

I unfold the lark and pocket it for later, pausing when I see another note at the bottom of the drawer, signed with the same signature—its scrawled guts bared.

I lift it out, reading:

SEREME.

SHOULD SHE WANT TO SAVE A CLUTCH OF WOUNDED NULLS, SO BE IT. IT IS OF LITTLE POLITICAL INFLUENCE AND DOES NOT AFFECT MY PLANS. THE REQUIRED RESOURCES ARE TO BE PUT TO HER DISPOSAL. I’VE BECOME AWARE THAT YOU’RE USING—

“Raeve.”

I look up, finding Kaan in the doorway with Ahvi beside him, clutching his hand. Immediately, I notice Ahvi’s lips—blue. Hear the heaving rasp of his breath, like he’s battling through each one.

“We need to get out,” Kaan continues. “There’s something that’s spilled down there. His lungs aren’t coping.”

I’m up, punching my elbow back through the window that looks out over the strung-up bodies before he even finishes the sentence.

Purple glass shatters.

“Sheil athin, Clode. Soich.”

She swarms in, gusting the room with a fresh breeze as I pocket the lark and charge forward, take my satchel off Kaan’s shoulder, and root through the clattering contents, pulling out the Book of Voyd bound in a double layer of veils. Precautions, given the book’s apparent penchant for mauling folk to death.

I unbind the second layer, then drop to a kneel, binding the veil around the bottom half of Ahvi’s face. “I thought you had your shield up?”

“Must need some tw—tweaking. I never tested it against . . . powders.” His face flushes, his gaze all but burrowing into the floor. “Oops.”

Creators.

“The collapsed shaft,” I murmur, glancing up at Kaan as I twist the veil into a big knot at the back of Ahvi’s head, “it’s over a cycle’s walk away. Two if we want to take the long route so we can avoid the areas I think will be most populated with city folk. Two cycles . . . through dusty mineshafts thick with dirty air that’s very good at clogging lungs.”

I hope he sees the heavy intent in my stare. The words I’m quietly screaming.

We need to work as a team and find a way to convince Ahvi to abort the fucking mission.

“I’ll . . . make it,” Ahvi rasps, heaving through the thin material. “But Gruffin cahh . . . can’t come. Too many . . . predators down there. And he’s l—loud.”

I put my hands on either side of his face. Stare into stark silver eyes with such fierce intensity I barely recognize myself in the reflection bouncing back in his blown pupils. “You don’t need to do this. I don’t even want you to do this.”

I just want you to be okay.

“Please, Ahv—”

He shakes his head. “You can’t . . . change my mind. The s—song inside me . . . tells me it’s ri—right and it’s all going to be . . . okay.”

My blood chills.

I meet Kaan’s uncertain gaze overshadowed by a heavy frown.
 
“What do you mean by that, Ahvi? What song?”

“It’ll make s—sense one dae. I promise.”

I search his eyes, waiting for more. When he doesn’t offer anything else, I sigh, shove to a stand, and push my hands through my hair as I hold Kaan’s steady stare. “I don’t like this.”

At all.

“Neither do I,” he rumbles, only loud enough for me to hear, bringing his free hand up to tuck a strand of hair back off my face. “But I feel it’s important we trust him.”

I realize, like a sharp stab to my heart, that Kaan would’ve made a wonderful pah. The sort I would’ve been so proud to stand beside. To build a family with . . . if things were different.

If I wasn’t so messed up.

“I’ll mind Gruffin,” Pyrok says from where he’s lounging in Sereme’s chair, flicking through a dusty purple book with his boots kicked up on her upturned desk. “I have shit to do here anyway.”

“I’m okay with th—that.”

I arch a brow at Ahvi, looking far too confident with his abrupt decision. “What if he gets drunk and forgets to feed him?”

Pyrok tosses the book over his shoulder. “That’s rude, and actually, I’m at my best drunk and blissfully numb.” He points at me. “Remember that.”

Agree to disagree.

“The little fucker’s gonna thrive,” he continues. “And I’ve raised a Moltenmaw. Ahvi’s right, not only will he start making a lotta noise soon, but he’s gonna stop sleeping so much and get really fuckin’ hungry. Besides—” He drops his gaze and begins massaging another one of Gruffin’s pin feathers loose. “I know this city. Know the good hunting spots. I’ll keep him well fed.”

Wait . . . what?

I’m about to ask how he’s so familiar with Gore when Kaan says, “This shop is compromised. You can’t wait for us here.”

A little voice cuts in. “Raeve knows a place that’s really safe.”
 
My blood runs cold.

I look at Ahvi, who’s now breathing more comfortably. Makes it a little easier to glare at him.

“Ahvi, we’ve spoken about—”

“He can use the other entrance!” He jerks the veil down off his face so I’m slapped with the full might of his desperate, wide-eyed enthusiasm. “He doesn’t even have to go . . . up. He can stay downstairs the whole time, and I’ll be so happy knowing how safe Gruffin is.”

This kid.

I spin and stalk to the smashed-in window. Stare out past the hanging bodies while repressing the urge to chew the tips of my fingers.

“Creators,” I mutter, realizing he’s right. It is the safest option. Essi spent phases etching that place, making sure it was secure. If I can trust anything . . . it’s her. Knowing Ahvi feels the same hits like a boot to the chest, making it hard to breathe properly.

I squeeze my eyes shut against the sting flaring across the backs of them, waiting for the sensation to ease. When it doesn’t, I make for the door, keeping my gaze on the ground.

“Follow me.”

* * *

The abandoned wind tunnel I’ve only ever been down once before looks different in this bleak light. A tunnel I last entered when I was adjusting my crooked lodgings, making it safe and secure enough for Essi to call it home. Never imagining I’d need to use this emergency back entrance.

Never imagining I’d lose her.

Fail her.

I release a slow, shuddered breath and stop beside a trash chute. Stuffing my head inside, I look up into the gloom, pocket my ring, and open myself to Bulder—grinding my teeth at the drudging sound of his smooth, too-stable song.

Nothing’s stable, Bulder. It’s all fucked.

“Guit atah eh,” I grit out, whipping back before I get clobbered by the plug of stone that loosens from above, releasing the distant scent of buttermin loaf like a cruel taunt wrung straight from the dark pit of my sadistic imagination.
 
I point at the hole, meeting Pyrok’s eyes that are mantled by two raised brows. “If you move in there and spin, you’ll find grooves chipped into the chute. Keep climbing until you can’t go any farther. Turn, and you’ll find a hole that’s probably big enough for you to squeeze through.” I look him up and down. “Just.”

“I’ve never been less assured.” He frowns. “Where does it lead, exactly?”
 
“My living quarters.” I glance down at my hands and dust them on my cloak. Not that they’re dusty, but it gives me something to do.

Somewhere to look that’s not at him or Kaan, who’s standing at the other end of the tunnel with his arms crossed, watching me in the way he does sometimes. When I just know he’s shuffling puzzle pieces, putting them together.

Quietly working me out.

“It’s a secret entrance. Moving through it will make you projectile vomit, but it’s not permanent. Apologies.”

Silence stretches.

I look up to see Pryok staring at me, face slack. “Okay . . . And what if I fall?”
 
“Don’t. It’s runed against getting blocked. The velvet trogg will be picking her teeth with your bones before the cycle’s through.” I look past him to where Ahvi’s cradling his hatchling, murmuring soft goodbyes. “And the kid will never forgive you.”

Pyrok curses, moving to peer up the hole, his next words echoing. “This is fucked, Raeve.”

It’s not ideal for me, either.

“I have an entire armory of weapons in there, working water, a privy, and a place to slumber, but you’ll still have to slip out while Gruffin’s napping and raid for food.”

Pyrok pulls back out, his hair notably more askew. “Anything else I need to be made aware of before I embark on this climb of doom?”

Yes.

I look out on the mist-smothered south just as the sky opens, offering me a fleeting glimpse of the small, wonky silver moon I love so much—tangled with the middae aurora ribbons.

But a smile doesn’t come to me as it usually does at the sight of Hae’s Perch. All I feel is icy grief that squeezes my heart almost hard enough to burst . . . encumbered by the memory I touched in my Other’s den. A moment I lived through her, discarded immediately after I swam back to the surface of my conscious self, not wanting to look it in the eye. To understand it.

But now I understand too clearly.

My Other was trying to show me that she has also loved. Also lost. That we’re more alike than I want to realize—

I look away. Push it all down.
 
Gone.

“There’s one rule,” I rasp, meeting Pyrok’s emerald eyes, vibrant in the dim surroundings. “Do not, under any circumstance, go up through the hatch in the ceiling.”

The words come out cold and hard. Not at all as broken, bleeding, and charred as they sounded in my head.

His brows pinch together. “Dare I ask why not?”
 
“Because I said so.”

I charge past them all, refusing to look Ahvi or Kaan in the eye as I move out onto the perilous path beyond.
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Chapter 70 Pyrok

A dense thump rips me awake.
 
I groan, though it quickly morphs into a dry heave spurred by the taste of vomit still tainting my tongue.

Fucking Raeve and her fucking vomit runes.

I blindly slap around for my looted flask, pop the cork, and tip it above my wide-open mouth . . . only to remember it’s as empty as my current will to survive.

“Creators end me.” I roll to my side so I can wedge onto my elbow, every muscle in my body aching from what was, without a doubt, the worst sleep of my existence.

Raeve invested in vomit runes but seemed to forget the basic necessities. Like a comfortable pallet with even a single fucking feather inside. Or a blanket. Or a pillow. Or anything besides enough blades to wage a war, a few fancy gowns, and some finger-smudged moons on the ceiling.

I rub the ache from my eyes, then reach for the mug of water I glug back, washing the rank taint from my mouth while squinting through the window etched in frosty runes, out toward the south. The Mists have receded for a bit, allowing me to scan the snow-covered plains and the colorful moons above, poised to fuck us all up.

“At least the view’s good,” I mutter, slamming the mug down. Ignoring the ache in my chest that tells me it’s not a good view at all, but the scape of one of my most painful memories. An ache I wish I could burn away with a flask of something caustic enough to make me think less.

I sigh, scanning the horizon. Fail to find a single peek of the aurora ribbons.

Still slumbertime, then.

Checking the hatchling coiled beside me in a prickly knot—thankfully still breathing—I gather I haven’t slept long. Had I, the little fucker would’ve woken me screeching for food. He hasn’t even shat, which is great since he’s using my cloak and shirt as a nest.

At least someone’s getting a good slumber.

I lift the lid on the small wooden box I found beside Raeve’s pathetic excuse for a pallet, making sure the sowgrubs I picked off the wall down in the Ditch are still squirming, munching on the clump of moss I lined the base with. Getting nice and plump to be stuffed down Gruffin’s gob.

Tink. Tink. Tink.

My heart jerks at the shrill sound tapping down from above. From somewhere past that fucking trapdoor in the ceiling I was told not to go through.

Shoving up too fast for my unlubricated brain, I dig through the pocket of my tight pants, weald in hand as I creep up the jagged stairs in the wall.

Pausing directly beneath the trapdoor, I wait.
 
Listen.

Tink—ting-ting-ting . . . TINK. TINK. TINK.

“Fuck,” I mouth, shoving a hand through my hair as I look down at Gruffin . . .

Raeve’s one condition for staying here was that I not go through this door. Under any circumstance. But what if this place is compromised and something dangerous is living up there? Would I be able to live with myself if I don’t investigate, only for Gruffin to get eaten while my guard’s down?

No. I’d be willingly throwing myself on Raeve’s blade.
 
Tink—ting-ting-ting . . . TINK. Ting-ting-ting.
 
“Fuck it.”

I flatten my hand against the trapdoor and push, wincing when the hinges creak.

The sounds dissipate. All the confirmation I need.

I shove the hatch and charge through, whipping around. Take in as much as I can of the open living space in one swift sweep of my eyes.

Roughly hewn. Painted black. A big, open window that’s failing to let the cold in.

The decadent smell of baked buttermin and a taunting blend of spices make every breath a treat, the black kitchenette to my left piled with filthy dishes and—

Loaves.

Stacks and stacks of rich brown loaves.
 
What is going on?

I move around the stone table that dominates the room, spawned from the ground like a crooked mushroom and covered in Runi tools and tinctures. The sort of shit that would bring Roan to his knees.

A lump of glittery black stone catches my eye, split in half, its core a marble of swirling silver. Like its liquid, but not.

I avert my gaze before I vomit again.

Scanning the large stone seater draped in a cushy throw—softened with a thick swab that looks really kind to my aching muscles—I consider the very real possibility that Raeve was fucking with me. Confining me to her cell-like slumbersuite when there’s an entire suite up here, equipped with everything I need to cook a good meal and get more than a blink of sleep. Or maybe it’s because whoever lives up here is just as stabby as Raeve and I’m about to be gutted . . .

Creators, that’ll be unfortunate.

“Hello?”

Amongst the tabletop shambles, the bright-red streak of a feather catches my gaze; glittery. Curly at the tip. Almost the length of my forearm.

Frowning, I reach for it—

There’s a smear of motion. The soft patter of bare feet on stone as someone leaps out from behind the seater so fast I barely have a chance to pull breath before we collide.

Or before it collides with me.

I go flying backward. Land heavy on the ground, my head smashing stone so hard I lose grip of my weald.

Everything blurs, a burst of pain pounding my skull as something cold and sharp notches against my throat.

The world hones.

I register the weight, realizing that whoever collided with me is now atop me.

Blinking away the smear of red, my vision tightens. All the breath blasts from my lungs with a single gobsmacked word.

“Fuck.”

The fae straddling me . . . she’s the most exquisite being I’ve ever seen. Skin white as snow, freckles dusted across her nose and cheeks, features so fine it’s like they were sung into shape by the Creators themselves. And her hair . . . it’s everywhere. Coiled masses of it that fall around her small frame; such a deep, unusual shade of red to match the flecks in her simmering, tawny eyes alight with—

Rage.
 
Oh.

I re-register the blade at my throat. Note that she’s snarling, looking at me like I’m one wrong move away from decapitation. And perhaps that’d bother me more if I weren’t so entrapped by her eyes. By her exotic, spicy scent, and the way her face looks like a Moonplume moon perched amongst a flush of red clouds.

“How’d you get in here?”

Her tone is a sturdy, condemning blow that feels a lot like a slap to the face.

“The back entrance,” I rasp. “It made me vomit. A lot.”

Fuck, I’m an idiot. Why say that? Now she’s picturing me vomiting.

Her eyes narrow.

She pushes the blade so deep I’m afraid to swallow lest the motion slit me open. “There’s no way you know about that. Only me and one other knew. And she’s—” The fierceness in her gaze splinters. “She’s dead. And I sure as spangle shit didn’t tell anyone—”

She goes statue still, eyes widening.

Alight.

She sniffs long and deep, making me wish I’d taken the time to scrub every bit of my body after regurgitating my stomach lining.

“This, ahh . . . This is very stra—” She stuffs her face into the crook of my neck. “Strange,” I finish, all other thoughts bursting from my brain.

The hairs on my arms lift as she draws another whiff, shifting lower—her inner thighs warm against my abdomen.

Soft.

My breathing goes short and ragged, my hands flat and awkward at my sides as I do everything in my power to not move, the blade still poised at my throat. Still pushing deep enough that every bulging pump of my carotid feels like taunting death.

Another whiff, this time atop my sternum, before she uses her whole hand to push my head to the side and sniff my jaw, moving up to my temple, then back down behind my ear.

“Creators,” I grind out. “Please stop doing that.”
 
She pulls back.

“You smell like—” Her words crack, wide eyes glossed over by a sheen of brewing tears. “You smell like Raeve.”

She bares her teeth. Pushes the blade into my throat again.

Harder.

So hard, I’m pretty sure she cuts into me, her next words seethed. “Tell me why you smell like Raeve!”

“Because I was just with her,” I say much slower than I should probably speak, given her fierce demeanor. But something instinctual is telling me to be calm. “I fell asleep for a bit after I made it through the vomit hole. The retching really took it out of me.”

“You’re lying.” A tear slips down her cheek, leaving a wet trail. I almost reach up and sweep it away with my thumb. “She died. She was fed to the dragons. She fucking died!”

Realization strikes like a baton to my ribs.

This is a friend of Raeve’s. And she doesn’t realize Raeve survived her execution.

Shit.

I bring my hand up to hers, gently touching her fingers clenched around the blade. “The king’s Sabersythe . . . He never had any intention of actually eating Raeve.”

She whips her hand away. Pushes up and stumbles back so fast she reminds me of a flitting bird. She stills before the table, legs bare, the rest of her mostly hidden within a large black shirt, though the tips of her hands are visible. Trembling.

Not from fear, I hope.

I push to my elbows, feeling a wetness slip from the stinging cut on my throat. Something her gaze darts to, her brows pinching together before she meets my eyes again.

Slowly, I shift into a crouch, aware that I’m much taller than her. If I stand to my full height, she might thrust her hand forward and give me another reason to bleed.

“Rygun carried her north, to Dhomm.”

Her lips open, the softest sound leaking out.
 
A whimper.

“Raeve is very much alive.”

Her eyes roll to the back of her head, the only warning I get before her body turns boneless.

I leap, cupping my hand under her head just in time to stop it from cracking against the stone.
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Chapter 71 Raeve

The heavy mist churns with the howling wind that bites to the bone, dousing the cold world in ominous tones as I stumble through knee-deep snow, using my arm to shield my eyes. Every indent I leave is smudged with blood from my torn-up feet, my hollow gut growling so loud I’m certain the chattering beasts in the distance will hear it. Will chase.
 
Just like everything else that’s probably chasing.
 
I try not to think about that. Tighten my trembling fist around the key I killed for, the guard’s blood still on my ripped tunic and wedged beneath my jagged fingernails. Still streaked through my frosty hair—stiff like the straw that filled mine and Fallon’s pallet.
 
A lump clogs my throat. Makes it hard to breathe.
 
I work to swallow it down. Come to a semi-steep incline I peer up. “This way feels right . . .”
 
The sharp rocks cut deep into the soles of my feet as I climb—thighs burning. Lungs aching.
 
Heart . . . cold. 

The terrain flattens, shielded by a wall of gray rock sheltering a dense pocket of gathered snow. Perfect protection if I dig into it. Create a hole that’ll shield from the wind and anything else that might be sniffing around, hunting.

“I think we’re safe up here . . .”
 
I wait for Fallon’s response. When her words don’t come, I spin, searching the mist.
 
The rocky cliff I just scaled. 

“FALLON!” My voice blasts, but it’s nothing compared to the heaving thump of my heart, pounding so hard I think it might burst.
 
“I’m right here, silly.”
 
A slight shadow emerges from the pale gloom, scaling the incline in slow but steady motions.

My legs give way.
 
I fall to my knees, gulping breath as Fallon clambers toward me, pushing back the hood of her cloak once she finally reaches the top. Revealing all that beautiful golden hair, like a tousled shroud around her shoulders.

Her green eyes shine in the low light despite the obvious exhaustion on her sickly face. In the darkness beneath her eyes, and in her knobby legs peeking out past the heavy black cloak I draped her in, stolen from the guard whose blood I’m mostly dressed with. “Are you okay?” she asks, speaking past cracked, pallid lips. She lifts her hand and cups my cheek, and I almost buckle beneath her touch—much colder than I remember it being.

“I thought I’d lost you . . .”
 
She drops to my height, brings her other hand to my face, and brushes a stray tear from my cheek. “Never.”
 
My lips pinch together. All I can do to stop the terrible tremble rattling my jaw as I scan her smooth, dainty features. Her eyes—big and pretty like the jewels in Arkyn’s trove.
 
More treasure he’s gathered and stashed in the feasting darkness. I bring Fallon to my chest and bind her in my arms, hugging her so tight I feel some of the pain beneath my ribs release. Frown when I realize she’s shivering, like she’s breaking apart from within. “Come.” I lean back and pull the hood over her head, protecting her from a fierce blow that rips straight through my rags. “I’ve got an idea to shelter us from the hurting wind.” It eases a little, like Clode is listening to me. Something I find strange since she screamed at me not long ago.
 
I spin, locating a shard of bright-blue ice that must’ve fallen from farther up the mountain. A perfect weapon for me to cut into the snow. “I’ll dig us a—” I pause. “What’s the word? Snow . . . something.” Fallon moves around into my line of sight and crouches, smiling. A smile that could mend the world if enough folk saw it. “You know the word.” 

Do I?
 
I squeeze my eyes shut, thinking . . .

“Hut,” I say. “Snow hut.”
 
She nods, her smile growing before she takes the piece of ice from my hands. When she pulls it away, I see it’s cut into my palms, leaving deep gouges that are dripping on the snow. “Rest with me for a moment first? You’re exhausted, and you’re bleeding.” 

“My hands aren’t too bad . . .”
 
“Not your hands.”
 
She points, and I frown down at the fresh wet bloom of blood just beneath my left breast.

Oh . . .
 
“Caught an arrow,” I murmur, letting her ease me down. “I know. We just need to get something tight around it.”
 
Good idea.

I press the key between my bare knees, then bite into the hem of my raggy shift, ripping off a long strip I use to bind around my wound beneath Fallon’s watchful gaze. Once I’m done, she lays beside me in the snow, our arms and legs tangled.

Together, we watch the shifting mist like we’re looking at the moons Fallon drew all over the ceiling in our cell . . . “These aren’t the clouds you spoke of, are they? The colorful ones?” “No,” she whispers, hugging me tighter. “It’s a long walk to see them, but they’re exquisite, Raeve. It’ll be worth the journey. I promise.” I’m about to respond when she lifts my crushed fist. “What’s in here?” I open my fingers, showing her the dull metal key. So complex and jagged. A tool that’s been used many times to take me out of our cell and into Arkyn’s lair to be trained by his fire. To the fighting pits to rip other living beings apart, earning the bloodstone that kept Fallon healthy.

Alive.

“It’s the key that got—” My next words nearly choke me before they finally make it out. “That got us free.” I squeeze my fingers around it again. “When it’s not against my skin, everything’s loud.” Too loud. “You never warned me . . .” “It’s not like that for everyone.” She reaches up, touching the blood that leaked from my ears earlier. When I accidentally dropped the key and got screamed at by the wind.

The snow.
 
Even the ground had something to say, not that I understood any of it. I frown, threading my thumb through the loop that was connected to the chain of others I took it from.

“Perhaps you should have it made into something to put around your finger,” Fallon suggests, and my frown deepens as I consider.
 
I like that idea . . .

“Look, Raeve.”
 
At the excitement in Fallon’s voice—the argent light now illuminating her beautiful face—I turn my attention to where she’s pointing. A cleft tears through the clouds, like they’re soft fabric that just got ripped wide, revealing the dark beyond and the distant hint of a small silver dragon bundled high in the sky. Shielding its face and chest with a wing that looks a bit little for its size, just like Fallon drew. My eyes sting as I take it in, cheeks filling with a smile so big it hurts. “It’s just as beautiful as you said.”

“Yes . . .”
 
I tighten my grip on her hand, squeezing. “I’m sorry it’s not the colorful ones. I know they’re your favorite.” “Don’t be. That one is . . . special.” I feel the swell of her cheek against mine, her words soft, but thick, like she’s speaking past something sitting on the back of her tongue. “You should make a wish, Raeve.” My face scrunches as my eyes squeeze shut, releasing tears that ice against my cheeks. “There’s only one thing I want.”

The words wobble. Broken, shattered things trying to hold themselves together. I turn, bring my hand up to cup Fallon’s cheek, and tip her head to face me. “I thought I lost you . . .”

She frowns, searching my eyes as the cold swaddles us. As I run my burnt and blistered fingers through her hair, easing it back behind her ear with the nick in it. A small, rounded notch I’m going to cut into my own just as soon as I find something sharp enough.

“Fallon . . .”
 
“Yeah, Raeve?”
 
My face threatens to crumble again, exhaustion eating my bones.
 
Deeper.

The very stuff that makes me . . . me.

“I don’t know if I can do this anymore.”

I just want to close my eyes and not open them again. To let the cold embrace me all the way until I feel nothing else.
 
“I’m so tired.”

Fallon pulls me close, planting a kiss between my brows, her next words like icy puffs murmured against my skin. “Remember what I taught you about the things that hurt?”

Push them down.

Do what you must to survive. To keep moving forward.

“Yes.”

“This world is big and beautiful.” She eases back enough to meet my stare, hers harder than ever. “But it’s also ugly and cruel and unjust. There’s only so much a heart can handle before it gives out.

If you carry everything with you, all at once, you’ll break.”

I think I’m already broken.

Her gaze softens, making me wonder if I spoke the words aloud. “It’s okay to push the hurt away for another dae. If that’s what it takes to keep moving forward, let it go until you’re ready to bear the weight.” I don’t have it in me to say I don’t think I’ll ever be ready. That my heart is so hard and cold I’m surprised it’s still beating. “I need you to promise me something.” Fallon’s words blast much fiercer than she looks—so fragile tucked amongst the frosty folds of the thick black cloak, her skin pale like the snow clinging to the tips of her dark lashes.

“Anything, Fallon.”

Anything for you.

“You must do whatever it takes to make it safely across the plains. Do you understand? Whatever. It. Takes.” A heaviness sits on my chest, my next breath a battle. “Why are you saying this?”

“Because there’s so much more for you out there. Things to learn and understand and look forward to.”
 
Something silver glints in her right eye. A distant speck of light that part of me wants to reach for.

Fall into.

“Promise me you’ll live, Raeve. That you’ll keep breathing. That you’ll keep fighting to find the happiness we’ve spoken about. The color. The love.”
 
Why does this feel like goodbye?

I push the thought away, just like Fallon suggested. Bundle it up and take it down to the frosty lake within myself, tether it to a stone, and toss it beneath the already shattered surface. And I allow myself to smile as I tighten my arms and pull Fallon closer. Breathe through her coiled tresses pressed against my cheek, smelling sweet and fresh despite the grime we’ve lived in for as long as I remember. Smelling like all the very best parts of my existence.

My everything.

But it’s a teeth-gritted fight against the urge to tell her I’ll never plant a wish upon a moon. That all the magic she spoke of has already left the world.

That I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to love again.

“I promise, Fallon.” I blink the last of the ache from my eyes, feel its wet residue crystalize against my cheeks as I swallow the lump in my throat. Push it down.

Gone.

“I will live.”

Even if it takes me forever to work out how—

I ease from the dream like stepping from a pool of water—slowly. A little reluctant, and to the gentle motions of Kaan’s thumb swiping something from my cheek. The stingy ache in my eyes tells me exactly what that something is.

Tears.

I sit up, pulling a shuddered breath as I swat my hands across my wet cheeks and clear the plug from my throat, passing a swift scan across the stone hut Kaan shaped for us after Ahvi fell asleep on his back. Hidden, just off an abandoned mineshaft—the walls thick enough we’ve been able to talk openly without fear of being heard.

A spot to rest and eat before we continue the tiring journey through the dark and dangerous depths of the Undercity’s outer roots.

The Book of Voyd is still open by the far wall, shedding its crisp light in place of a campfire, the jagged cleft above letting the odd snowflake sprinkle down. Ahvi’s exactly where we placed him, bundled on my folded cloak with Kaan’s draped over him like a shadow—lined with warming runes. Protection from the cold that’s gotten progressively worse with each step south through the labyrinth mine. Pretty sure Ahvi’s own cloak is lined with them, too . . . but we were being thorough.

Fussing about, trying to make him comfortable.

“Sorry,” I murmur, looking over my shoulder at Kaan still on his side, using his long pack as a pillow—dented where my head was a moment ago.

A frown shadows his eyes. “Don’t be. You—”
 
“Ahvi . . . Has he . . .”

“He’s continued breathing well since you slipped off. He’s perfectly fine.”
 
Relief floods me.

I look at the kid again—at the few tangles of silver hair barely peeking out past the hood of Kaan’s cloak—beyond thankful that it seems his shield works against the dusty atmosphere in the mines.

If it didn’t, I don’t know what—

“Raeve, you both need more sleep before I’m comfortable continuing.”

I nod, working my hands through my hair before I lean back and rest my head against his chest, listening to his heart thump hard and heavy.

Strong.

The silence between us feels hungry. Rather than wait for Kaan to feed it, I do, with a question that’s been weighing me down since I first met Ahvi’s rattling silver stare.

“Do you think Ahvi’s parents are still alive?”

The words are passed quietly, gentle as fluttering sowmoth wings.

There’s a brief reprieve before Kaan pulls a large breath. Like he’s shoring himself. “I . . . think he’d have spoken of them if that were the case.”

I hate how right he is. Hate the heavy likelihood that Ahvi has experienced loss of his own at such a tender age.

I tuck deeper against Kaan, his heart powering through so many strong, perfect beats before he speaks again.

“Was it a slumber-terror, Raeve?”

I rub my thumb across the smooth surface of my replacement iron ring. “Something like that.”

Kaan pulls some loose tendrils back and tucks them behind the ear I cut into. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I think on his question, watching snowflakes sprinkle through the jagged cleft. Imagine the solemn song Rayne’s currently singing—a soft weep that somehow digs deeper than a drenching deluge.

She sees so much.

Perhaps she cries because she’s got nothing else to do with all that hurt?

“Another time. Just—” I let my eyes squeeze shut, my next words a grated whisper. “Hold me tight. Convince me it’s real.”

He’s quiet for a beat before he binds me in his arms, using his fierce strength to give me what I need right now; so close to where I emerged from a lonely trek across the plains. The place where I first broke my promise to Fallon and opened my arms to death, begging it to take me.

A love so crushing I can almost convince myself it’s not going to slip away the moment I fall asleep.
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Chapter 72 Pyrok

I set a mug of water on the low table, passing a glance over the stranger draped across the seater, mostly covered with a thick black throw. Still passed out from her fainting episode, she breathes past barely parted lips—pink like the clouds outside—my gaze catching on the freckle that sits just above the precise bow, slightly to the right.

Perhaps the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen. On anyone.

Poking free of all that hair, I notice her ear is more slanted than most fae ears.

“Huh . . .”

Again, I take in her pale skin and blazing red hair. Features so fine they look . . . otherworldly. “I’ll be damned,” I mutter, seeing an uncanny resemblance to the portrait that hung on the wall in our family’s library before everything turned to shit. Probably still there, but I wouldn’t know.

A coincidence. Surely.

I scratch the back of my head and force myself to look away.

Moving to the encumbered feasting table, I frown at the round stone pinched between a metal clamp. A scope arched over it magnifies thousands of miniature runes that would’ve taken cycles to etch.

And a damn steady hand.

Whistling, I note the dozens of split, shattered, or charred stones scattered about—each appearing to have suffered a different, though equally shitty end—then look back over my shoulder at the slumbering stranger.

Wonder what she’s up to.

I shift my attention to a staircase pressed awkwardly into the wall, leading to another trapdoor I probably shouldn’t go through without permission. It’s one thing to be on Raeve’s hit list, something much worse to ruffle the feathers of an experimenting Runi. Might end up growing an extra bone somewhere.

Or losing one.

In the kitchen space, I lift one of the many loaves and draw a deep whiff, picking up notes of buttermin, sorrin spice, gongnut, something creamy—

Wow.

Slotting a drab on the table, I use Grihm’s dagger to slice myself a chunk, then lift the lid on a brick of golden butter. The type only produced by the fatty milk of fluffy southern colk. And my favorite thing in the world. Last time I had it was . . . well . . .

Before everything turned to shit.

I slide another drab on the table, slather my loaf in a thick layer, then take a large bite of the soft dough. Something that feels a lot like being punched in the mouth with creamy, nutty deliciousness. The salty butter seems to caramelize with each chew, warming the hearty flavors into something unmatched. By anything. Ever.

I groan, eyes rolling into the back of my head . . .

Fuck.

Me.

I pile another three drabs on the table and take another bite, pausing to tally the loaves. Over thirty.

Hope she hasn’t spiked them with something to mass murder the hierarchy. Seems like something one of Raeve’s friends would do . . .

I shrug and pile my plate with three more buttered chunks in exchange for a small fortune, deciding it wouldn’t be such a shit way to die. We’re all doomed anyway.

Moving toward the big hole in the wall that looks south, I notice the aurora ribbons tickling the horizon, marking the coming dae. I pack my mouth full and set my plate on a stone table. Wobbly, like it was shaped by someone who spat a few hurried commands and hoped for the best.

Still chewing, I lean forward to put my head out the window—

“I wouldn’t do that.”

It takes all my willpower not to shed my skin, leap out the window, and plummet to my death.

I look back at the stranger now sitting on the seater, hugging her bent legs, gripping the dagger I left on the table beside her. Not because I wanna die, but because it seemed the right thing to do.

Meeting her unusual gaze feels a bit like staring at the sun. Hard to hold. Don’t know why.

Swallowing, I study the hole in the wall again. Notice the runes etched all around the jagged edge, some painted with blood. Most, actually.

Oh.

“More vomiting?”
 
“Death.”

All the warmth drains from my face, and I slide back a careful, very precise step.

“Not a nice one either, if my etchings are correct. Which they usually are.” Her gaze flicks to the shattered, burnt, and busted stones on the table, back to me. “Well, at least by the time I reach the final prototype.”

Right.

“You’d get on well with my brother.”

And by well, I mean they’d collaboratively find creative ways to blow things up, melt tables, probably fix some things, too.

Smart-folk shit.

She tilts her head, watching me for so long I wonder if she’s working out how to politely tell me to get the fuck out of her home. Probably.

Needing something to do with my hands, I retrieve my plate of loaf, lift a piece, and toast the air.

Like an idiot.

I stuff my mouth to smother the moment, moaning as I chew, flourishing her with appreciative hand gestures.

She looks from my hearty stack to the pile of gold drabs I traded, back to me. A small smile pulls at her lips. “You’re different.”

A sudden kick to the cock would shock me less.

I raise a brow, hoping she’ll elaborate without me having to speak through my overburdened mouth.

“I—ahh, lived in the Undercity for a while.” She shrugs, gaze dropping to the dagger in her hand. “Pass out around unfamiliar folk down there, you don’t wake the same. You certainly don’t wake richer.”

In the aftermath of the statement, it’s hard to choke my mouthful down.
 
I look around. Set my remaining loaf back on the plate. “You shouldn’t say that sorta stuff ’round me,” I mutter, wiping the crumbs from my chin with the back of my arm.

She frowns. “Why not?”

Makes me wanna charge down there and rip out some fucking hearts.

I shrug. “Just shouldn’t.”

Silence sits in the room for so long I pat my pockets, hunting for a flask that doesn’t exist. I resort to crossing my arms, trying to look casually unfazed by the overbearing clarity I’m currently experiencing.

“So,” she says, tucking a tendril of hair behind her ear. Not that it stays there. “Raeve’s alive?” The hitch of her voice pecks at my chest. Makes me wonder if there’s hurt there.

Shit I probably don’t wanna know about.

“Yeah. She’s a bit like one of those blue trash beetles that keeps scurrying around despite everyone taking stomps at them.”

She snorts. “You’re comparing her to a cocklerbug?”

“She made me vomit so hard I almost died. Until I stop smelling bile, she’s a cocklerbug.”

The stranger smiles so wide I see the full length of her canines, the rounds of her cheeks going bright red. Such a breathtaking contrast to the way her eyes welled earlier. “Actually, that was all me . . .”

Oh.

“Well, you’re not one of those.”

Another stint of watchful silence has me scratching the back of my head, wishing I was half as smart as she obviously is. Then maybe I’d know the right things to say. Not “I’ve been vomiting” and insinuating she’s some sorta crawling vermin.

“So, ahh . . .” She tucks the same bit of hair behind her ear. Again, it doesn’t stay. “Is Raeve coming back here, or . . .”

“All goes to plan, she’ll be back in a few cycles. And minus the blood bind I’m guessing you didn’t know about?”

Her brows crush together, any softness cutting from her features. “Of course I knew. I also know they’re impossible to sever without—”

“She’s with Bothaim’s protégé.”

She pales. “You mean the youngling King Tyroth traded for the Tri-Council’s favor?”

I nod. “The kid’s had unlimited access to the Book of Voyd.” Her eyes grow so wide I’m sure I glimpse something looking back at me from within, wondering if I should’ve given away so much sensitive information to this . . . stranger.

Too late now.

“He seems to think he can remove the bind. Dunno how. He rattled on about time being stretchy or some shit.”

Her lips silently shape the word wow before her gaze drifts to the window. Stays there. Although her eyes are open, watching the view, it feels as though she’s elsewhere. A bit like Roan gets when he’s in his head, muddling through something.

“I would very much like to meet him.”

“He’s a good kid.” I reach out a hand. “I’m Pyrok, by the way.”

She blinks heaps, refocuses, then sets the dagger down and clasps my hand in the manner of Fade folk—hers so small and smooth.

Such a contrast to mine.

“Essi,” she says, boasting a half smile that’s like a lightning bolt in the room.

Static.

I let go, worried I’ll break her delicate bones if I squeeze too hard. “Short for anything?”

She nods but doesn’t elaborate. I don’t push, knowing what it’s like to keep your real name buried.

Chewing the inside of my lip piercing, I look out the window, scanning all the heavy moons in the sky bunched above Gore from battles long passed, perched to obliterate us all. I don’t care so much about myself, and knowing Roan’s safe is a heavy lift of relief, but my sister—

Past shit be damned, I need to find her.

“So, small question. My only way out is to vomit what’s left of my guts up while edging down a trash chute?”

Another slow smile spreads across Essi’s face. Mischievous.
 
Warm.

A feeling that spreads into me like a gulp of something too good to be true.

“I’m sorry. I was younger. It was funny at the time.”

I look out the window, waiting for the weird feeling to dissipate. It doesn’t.

“Is everything okay?”

“Course.” I flash her a smile; one that usually has folk writing me off. Either ripping off their undergarments, deciding they wouldn’t mind a fun fuck they don’t have to invest any emotional substance into, or labeling me as the unserious friend.

Instead, she frowns.

I clear my throat. “Any advice on how to weather the blow? The runes really knocked me around the first go. I need to find my sister, but it’ll be hard to do from the guts of Gore’s resident velvet tro—”

A familiar squark cuts me off, shrill and demanding.

Hungry.

Essi all but stills, her eyes slitting toward the trapdoor that leads to Raeve’s space.

“Excuse me.” I jog to the stairs. “I’ll, ah . . . be right back.”

I move down into the suite, aware of Essi’s trailing presence despite her oddly silent steps. Coming to Raeve’s shitty pallet, I crouch beside the little beast, who’s wide awake, flapping about.

Beak open, Gruffin warbles at the ceiling, half his pin feathers now boasting a blue tuft at the tip. He’s gonna be a pretty beast, but if he screams any louder, we’ll get flocked by a thunder of wild Moltenmaws and that’ll be that.

I flip back the lid of the small wooden box, pinch a wriggling sowgrub, and stuff the fluffy thing straight down Gruffin’s gob. Only for him to spit it out with a pointed flick of his forked tongue.

“You little mite. Now’s not the time to be fussy.”

I try a smaller one, which proves to be easier for him to eject. The third try, Gruffin strikes before I even drop the grub and barely misses my fucking finger.

“Dammit. Maell lasted on these until her pin feathers had completely bloomed.” I gather all the runaway grubs and stash them in the box while Gruffin watches me—head up but wobbling about. Looking like he’s brewing another piercing warble. “He’s probably hankering for something more like what his parents would’ve brought him in the wild. Something bloody.”

“I can help with that.”

I look back at Essi seated on the stairs with her shirt pulled over her knees, her long red hair making it look like she’s caught in a flame. “Really?”

She nods. “Stay here.”

Turning, she flits up the stairs like she’s made of air. I can barely make out her footsteps once she’s in the livingsuite, though I do hear the trapdoor snap shut.

Twice.

When she appears again, dashing down the stairs, the last thing I expect to see is a fluffy white crowl leg dangling from her bloody fist, strips of meat frayed around the pale ball of bone. Like it was only just dislocated and torn from the hip of a freshly slain beast, without the use of any blade. At all.

All the warmth drops from my face. “You just had that lying around?”

Last time my voice squeaked like that, I was pubescent.

Her cheeks flush almost the same color as her hair.

She dips her chin and scratches her brow with her non-bloody hand, peeking up at me for only a split moment. Like she’s shy. “You never know when a fresh carcass will come in handy.”

Right.

Not weird at all.

I accept the leg. Use Grihm’s blade to slice bits of bloody flesh from around the ball and drop them into the little beast’s wide-open maw.

Gruffin gobbles them down and immediately opens for more.

“Well, that works.” I cut off more strips that I barely get a chance to dangle before they’re snatched with growing gusto. I frown. “A bit too well, actually.”

I keep cutting—faster. Getting less and less careful with the shape and size of my strips, realizing it doesn’t really matter. The fucker’s gonna choke it back anyway.

Although Moltenmaws aren’t known for overeating, I start to doubt that logic as Gruffin clambers out of the nest. Wobbly but keen-eyed, he prowls toward the fleshy leg—tail flicking like a limp whip.

“Shit me. Hold on, you’re not supposed to be walking yet,” I rush out, forced to slit the shin open and access the strips of muscle when he starts trembling all over. Something Moltenmaws typically do when they’re about to stab you with their tail prong. “Fuck.”

I toss the blade aside and rip into the meat with my bare hands, finding it just a touch faster. Likely the difference between keeping my fingers and not.
 
Beads of sweat gather on my brow when I reach the bone, scraping off the tattered dregs with my fingernails. I wave the final scavenged mouthful over his head—

His eyelids droop.

He makes a soft trilling sound and clambers back into the makeshift nest, does a wobbly spin that drags his lengthy tail into the bowl, tucks his head beneath his fluffy blue wing, and goes still, aside from his deep, slumbering breaths.

I release the biggest sigh of my life, letting the last bit of meat slop to the ground. “Thank fuck,” I say, falling back on my ass, looking at what’s left of the ravaged loin. Then up to where Essi’s crouched, watching through wide eyes. “Thanks for the meat. Pretty sure you just saved my life.”

“You’re welcome. I—” A shyness sweetens her features. “I really like how you treat him. Like he’s your own.”

“Thanks. I’m pretty sure he wants to eat me.”
 
Another warm smile.

Another warm feeling in my chest.

I look away, setting the stripped haunch on the ground so I can wipe my bloody hands on my pants. “He should be set for a while after that.” Surely. “I might use the opportunity to hunt for my sister.”

And something else to drop down the little mite’s gob.

I glance back at the hole of doom, dreading the moment I squeeze past those puking runes . . .

“If you give me some of your blood, I can etch you safe passage in and out of the main entrance,” Essi offers with an eager hitch.

I frown. “The main entrance? Are you sure? You barely know m—”
 
“Certain,” she says, cutting me off. Nodding so fast I feel like I’ve won some mythical award for hacking meat off a bone.

“Okay, well, I appreciate it. Thank you.” I pass her a half smile. “Throwing up that delicious loaf might’ve broken my heart.”

Her face goes red.

She opens her mouth, closes it, then dashes into Raeve’s washroom, returning with a mug and a strip of linen. Crouching before me, she grabs my dagger, cleans off the blood with the hem of her shirt, then takes my hand in hers and spreads my fingers flat—her touch firm but gentle. Movements hypnotic. So much so that I almost forget to ask the important questions.

“You’re not going to bind me to an object or something, are you? Make my blood boil every time you pass a flaming weald over it?”

She frowns, looking at me with such innocence I’m struck breathless. “Why would I want to do that?”

“I—Sorry.”

It’s all I can blurt instead of you can do anything you want to me. Because I don’t want that. A handful of hurried heartbeats with Essi and I can already see she’s not someone you dash through the flames with, trying not to get burnt. She’s someone you set yourself on fire for.

Unfortunately, that’s not for me.

“Don’t be. You’re cautious. I admire that.” She drops her gaze and sets the tip of Grihm’s blade against a crease in my palm. “My parents weren’t cautious enough. Now they’re dead.”

She drops the words casually, like they’re bundled in so much wool they hardly make a sound, then presses on the blade. The pinch of sting pales in comparison to this deep sense that Essi’s had it bad. That she’s been through things I’m not sure I want to know.

Or maybe I do. Maybe I want to hunt every fucker down who’s ever bruised her existence—

“You want to find your sister?” she asks.

I look up from the welling red puddle in my palm to see Essi’s gone stone still, her wide eyes on the cut.

“Correct.” I tip my blood into the cup, wrap my wounded palm, then use my teeth to rip a split in the bind, securing a knot. “That’s the plan anyway.”

“You won’t find her . . .”

Her ominous tone ices me to the core.
 
“What do you mea—”

She peers up.

At the sight of her blown pupils, I still. Suddenly feeling as though I’m in the presence of something bigger than this room. Like I’m pushed against the wall, struggling to find the space to draw breath.

“I’ve smelled this blood before,” she rasps, brows pinched together above imploring eyes. “When I etched blood-runes for Queen Dothea Vaegor.”

My sister’s name strikes like a blow to the gut.

Well . . . shit.

I scratch the back of my head while I stare at Essi, trying to work out what the fuck just happened. How she discovered who I am by the smell of my blood alone. That’s not normal. Even for a self-taught Bloodlace, which I presume she is.

“To locate her, you’d have to break past my runes. Which is impossible.”
 
My heart hitches. “You know where my sister is?”

Essi nods. “She’s well. And safe.”

Relief heaves a weight off my chest. Like Bulder himself has been sitting on me for much longer than I care to admit and only just stood up. “But the moonfalls—”

“She’s deep beneath, in a city of caverns engineered to withstand the impact of any fall.”

Fuck.

For a moment, I don’t know what to do. How to sit or what to even look at.

I heard Dothea disappeared. Though I’d hoped for the best, some deep part of me assumed this was a recovery mission. That Cadok had finally done the thing I’d feared the moment I watched the two meet eyes across the colorful dance floor so many phases ago, well before I was forced to yield any claim to the stone throne.

That he’d broken my beautiful, naïve, too-trusting sister beyond repair.
 
“I’m hoping to get back there soon,” Essi says softly. “You could join me if you like?”

Her sweet offer churns my gut so much it’s like I just shoved past those regurgitating runes again.

I push the feeling down. Force my features into a mask of nonchalance. “How soon?”

“Not sure.” She hands me Grihm’s blade, twirling a curl around her pinkie finger. “I’ve been working on something I need to perfect first. It’s safer for me to do it up where there’s less folk around.”

I’ve dealt with Roan’s antics for long enough to know what that’s code for:

Whatever she’s working on is dangerous. Less folk around equates to less possible casualties if shit goes awry.

“Well then.” I drop my gaze to the stripped loin and blow out a sigh. “We’re gonna need more meat.”
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Chapter 73 Raeve

Our journey through the dark, dusty tunnels and caverns is plagued with too much silence, buffed only by our muffled steps. Such unfortunate, necessary silence that there’s not much else to do but walk, blink, breathe, and . . . think.

Too many times, my thoughts turn to Essi and her big, miraculous mind. Of how she spoke of these tunnels with the unsettling familiarity of someone who’d made too much peace with the darkness.

Too many times, I push those squirming thoughts away. Refocus on the placement of my feet, my steady breaths, and quietly wrestle through each honed slice Sereme graces me with—the persistent bitch.

We pass through a lofty chamber knobbed with fossilized dragon bones protruding from the walls, presumably a flush of bloodstone once. The resting place of a perished beast who didn’t make it into the sky—didn’t have the chance to so much as curl up and solidify—its ancient remains so heavily mined the cavern resembles a tooth cavity riddled with nooks and crannies. Thousands of hiding spots for nesting predators. And though I can’t see more than the odd glint of eyes peering out from the dark, I feel their attention like soft scratches on my skin.

They don’t advance. Not one creature prowls down from the shadows or shows any sign of intention to hunt us. Something I’d find strange, were it not for the volcanic energy rolling off the large, formidable male constantly three steps behind me, carrying Ahvi on his back.

These creatures are survivors. I have no doubt most of them are hungry, but survivors know what to spend their energy on. Know the difference between a potential meal and a definite death. As someone who’s come face-to-face with many of the beasts that dwell this side of the wall, I’ve seen that decision weighed more times than I have the energy to count.

We move down the throat of a tight tunnel threaded with a brisk, south-born breeze that nettles my skin and turns our breaths milky.

The tunnel begins to lighten.

I slow, hand poised on the hilt of a dagger as we round a corner, coming to a cavern flooded with moonlight shafting down through the collapsed ceiling. Snow sprinkles through the jagged clefts above our heads, tilled by the twisting wind that plays with my hair and tousles the filthy hem of my cloak.

My heart kicks hard and fast as I scan the familiar surroundings in all its frosty detail.

The path ends here. Perhaps a skybridge that once stretched from one side to the other, swallowed by the collapse.

My gaze plunges all the way down a tumble of snow-covered boulders and old shattered dragon bones to the bottom of the gaping cavity, a dark hollow wedged between the stones, shaped a bit like a crisscross that lost an arm. Entrance to a lower shaft that weaves beneath the collapse like the stretching roots of a tree.

Though the angular hole looks small from way up here, I know from experience that it’s big enough to climb through without a single command to Bulder.

“This is the right place.” Clode takes my voice and bounces it around the cavern’s many jagged edges. “That gap between the stones right there,” I say, pointing, “that’s where we need to be.”

From just behind me, Kaan mumbles a series of familiar and unfamiliar words in Bulder’s busty language, and in a sequence I wouldn’t have thought of. Rocks shift and soften into a staircase fit for a palace, woven between the dragon’s ancient remains like a shrine, each step appearing to be of equal height.

Seems I’ve still got a lot to learn . . .

“What were you doing all the way out here, Moonbeam?”

Kaan’s deep voice rattles the silence again; my entire body responding to the words. Like I’m a Creator; his voice, a baritone key to my chest cavity.

My heart.

I swallow. Unbunch my fists and tuck loose tendrils of hair behind my ears. “I’d escaped from someplace,” I murmur, moving down the stairs, drowning thoughts of a snow hut I shaped with a shard of ice and bloody hands. Of waking from a frosty sleep to find Fallon cold and stiff beside me.

Gone.

“After making my way across the Ergor Plains, I climbed down through that hole right there,” I say, pointing above our heads. “It was storming so bad I was forced to find refuge in the lower shaft.”

“A carter dropped you here? In the middle of a storm?”

The outrage underscoring his tone is palpable. Like he’s preparing to murder some poor folk who doesn’t even exist.

“Of course not. That’d be bad for business,” I say, scanning for any sign of predators. The collapse is just big enough for an adolescent dragon to claw through. We might survive a chatterling attack, but a wild Moonplume seeking shelter . . . well.

We’d be dead before we had a chance to react.

“So you weren’t with a carter?”

“No.”

“Then how did you get across the plains?”

“I walked.”

His steps halt.

“Moonbeam, that would’ve taken—”

“A while,” I finish for him. So long, that by the time I clambered all the way down to the bottom of this cavern, I could barely lift a limb.

Not that I say that.

Nor do I tell him the first time I saw my own reflection was in one of the shop windows in Gore, just daes after Sereme saved my life.

I remember the fierce slap of shock. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see, but I’d pictured myself visually strong and capable. Sturdy.

What I saw was the opposite.

I reach the cleft between the rocks, dip my head, and edge through, leaping down into the sheltered tunnel. Heart in my throat, I wait for Kaan and Ahvi to follow as I scan my surroundings, seeing old blood still splashed all over the rough-hewn walls.

This is it.

The spot I thought I’d die.

I look left to the small ingress I recoiled within, then balled up like a dying dragon; starved, feet sliced up, body littered with wounds that had begun to fester.

Wounds in my heart that had done the same.

My thoughts delve toward the many carcasses I have strewn about the shore of my internal icy lake, stuffed under rocks or pushed in dark corners I so rarely glance in the direction of. I exhume one from where it’s wedged between two rocks and examine it—the bones stripped so bare of emotion they’re chalky in my hands:

The masked guards came while I slumbered. Tried to capture and drag me back to Arkyn’s lair.

Part of me nearly got on my knees and begged for it. To go back to that small space where I existed with my beautiful Fallon. To be alone with her memory, rather than out here where she was so very absent.

I’d given up, I remember that vividly. The feeling of wanting to do nothing more than fall into the void. I knew it was wrong, but I was weak. Drained.

Most of all, I was so very fucking lonely.

I couldn’t understand the Creators then, despite how much they screamed. But I had . . . her.

My Other.

She’d taken over. Done terrible things I barely registered while I recoiled away. Took a blade to the gut in the process—something I noticed when she slipped back beneath my frosty lake, leaving my body so much colder than it was before she’d risen.

I’d emerged to find Sereme amidst the dark tunnel like a smear of color against the dim, tapping her fingernail against a jar dangling from a chain around her neck—much faster than my fading heart was beating.

I had the fleeting thought that Fallon would’ve loved her jacket in all its shapely purple elegance, with bursts of fluffy purple feathers poking out the trim. Like a Moltenmaw. Was thinking about that when Sereme told me she could stop my heart from giving out, but that I first needed to drip my blood into the vial.

I told her to fuck off and leave me to die in peace, but then she spoke of revenge. Painted such a pretty picture that soon fell apart in my hands, like a sodden piece of parchment—

“Has this cavern changed much since you last entered?”

At Kaan’s voice, I jerk from the memory, spinning. Find both he and Ahvi have made their way through. “No. Why?”

While Ahvi wedges my satchel off my shoulder, taking its weight, Kaan scans our surroundings with fierce eyes, brows pinched as he scents. “I’m trying to work out how someone who had the power and knowledge to stitch a blood bind discovered you all the way out here, where even the Underfolk don’t dwell.”

I open my mouth, about to speak when his words sink deep enough to find proper purchase.

Actually, he’s got a point.

Frowning, I look down the dark tunnel, picturing Sereme in her perfect purple coat that bore not a single speck of dirt. Her hair was coiffed—smooth and clean. Not at all like the Undercity residents, or even someone who frequents it. Something I know now, but then . . . I didn’t think anything of it, given everything was new to me.

“I’ve never thought of that,” I hate to admit, rooting through my pocket for the unfolded lark I’d all but forgotten about. The pale-brown one I found in Sereme’s desk but didn’t finish reading.

I flatten it against my palm and skim the text by the crisp light seeping in through the hole we clambered through:

SEREME,

SHOULD SHE WANT TO SAVE A CLUTCH OF WOUNDED NULLS, SO BE IT. IT IS OF LITTLE POLITICAL INFLUENCE AND DOESN’T AFFECT MY PLANS. THE REQUIRED RESOURCES ARE TO BE PUT TO HER DISPOSAL. I’VE BECOME AWARE THAT YOU’RE USING THE BIND TO MAIM HER MORE FREQUENTLY THAN WE DISCUSSED. THERE WILL COME A TIME TO POKE

THE BEAST, BUT WE’RE NOT THERE YET. YOU FORGET, YOU HAVE ONE JOB: KEEP HER UNDER CONTROL, PLUCKING THE POLITICAL WEEDS THAT POSE A THREAT TO MY RISE, UNTIL I’M READY TO BRING HER HOME. SHOULD YOU FAIL ME ON THIS, I WILL BE MOST DISPLEASED.

ELDING.

My blood becomes a gushing torrent.

This correspondence . . . They’re talking about me.

My gut knots as I go back over specific lines until I feel like the tunnel’s tipping.

Kaan eases the lark from my grip, and I watch him read it, brows pinching into a deeper frown with each line he skims. “You found this in Sereme’s office?”

I nod. “Something doesn’t sit right . . .”

“I agree,” he murmurs, folding it into a tidy square he tucks into his pocket, cutting a look both ways down the tunnel as he blows warm air into his hands. “Let’s get this over with.” He turns to Ahvi, now sitting cross-legged on the ground with his cloak puddled around him, rooting through my satchel, surrounded by bottled tinctures, an empty mug, a wooden bowl, and the Book of Voyd—unbound, split open at a seemingly random page. “Ahvi, is there something we can do to help?”

It takes me too long to realize he’s set himself up exactly where I dripped my fucking blood into that vial.

“Not really. It’s mostly me things.” He pulls his hood back just enough I’m able to glimpse his eyes from behind unruly silver locks, reminding me of the aurora ribbons in this low light. “But I need Raeve over here so I can begin mapping out the binding loops.”

Right.

I do as he said, planting myself exactly where it happened. Perfectly placed to watch Ahvi tip things into his bowl, seeming to measure by sense alone. Something that has me contemplating every decision that led me to this very moment.

The mixture begins to puff smoke over the sides, though a sprinkle of dirt scooped off the ground immediately snuffs that.

I fold one arm across my abdomen, using my other fist as a chin rest. “This seems wildly unprecise . . .”

“Precision is a cage we put ourselves in.” Ahvi shrugs, picking a strand of hair from his head. “Not everything needs a recipe. Sometimes all that’s needed is a bit of heart.” He drops the silver strand. The moment it strikes the surface, the mixture explodes with millions of shimmery particles.

Like a burst star.

I stare, unblinking. Unable to scratch the sense that I’m witnessing something . . . magical. Something both Fallon and Essi would’ve appreciated. Certainly more than me.

Ahvi leans forward, wedges his fingers into my boot, and pulls out a blade. My brows lift, then crush together when he uses said blade to poke the tip of his finger.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I say as Kaan pinches the offending object, frowning deeply. In the same instance, Ahvi drips his blood into the shimmery mixture. “You said nothing about using your blood.”

“Just a drop.” He passes me a fleeting glance, wipes his bleeding finger on his floppy shirt, and begins stirring the mixture with a stick of coal I’ve never seen before. “I won’t miss it.”

I’ve seen enough shit to assume otherwise.

I glare at Kaan, mouthing, “I DON’T LIKE THIS.”

“No need to yell,” Ahvi says, using a brown feather I’ve also never seen to paint the thin liquid in a circle around the Book of Voyd. He branches off in a line that draws in my direction, then circles me. “I’ll need some blood. A lot, actually.”

“Out of the question.”

“Yours,” he clarifies with a roll of his eyes, holding up the mug. “Not mine.”

Oh.

I whip out a blade and slice through my palm. Kaan hisses a curse, like I somehow offended him.

I crouch, dribbling the red puddle into the mug. “How much is a lot?”

Ahvi glances up from where he’s using the feather to paint shimmery runes around the book, just within the circle surrounding it. “Half a mug?”

Creators. He’s obviously got a fucking mural planned.

Kaan’s skein thumps to the ground beside my foot, and I arch a brow, glancing up at him as I bite the cork free.

I sip until it’s empty, all the while bleeding into the mug. Once it’s half brimming with my viscous offering, I pass it over, allowing Kaan to bind my hand with a strip torn from his shirt. As he works to stem my bleeding, Ahvi uses my blood to fingerpaint a noose of jagged runes within the shimmery circle surrounding me.

“So,” Kaan murmurs, knotting my bind, simultaneously watching the runes take shape like they’re an encroaching army, “what’s actually happening here?”

An important question I’d purposely not asked. Ignorance is bliss and all that.

Ahvi peeks at me, the swiftest glance that somehow feels like the slash of a silver blade.

I raise a hand. “Maybe we just . . . leave it to the unknown—”

“I’m unthreading the bind, but it’s like pulling a spine from a body. Everything crumbles without it.”

My gaze snaps to Kaan’s, his face losing all its color.

Questions, it seems, are underrated.

“You know what, Ahvi . . .” I shift my stare to him, “I’m quite attached to my spine.”

Though his cheeks swell with a smile, he doesn’t look up, still focused on his bloody task. “I’m not taking your actual spine. A time spine. Like tugging a thread between this moment and the one where you gave Sereme your blood.”

I blink at him, then meet Kaan’s perplexed stare. “I’ve never felt more stupid.”

Ahvi giggles, like a chime. “You’re not. It’s really complicated. I only understand it because of the song inside me. It helps the runes make sense in my head.”

Kaan and I pass each other another look.

“Okaaaay,” I say, watching Ahvi slash and slick my blood across the ground like he’s charming a language into submission. “So you tug this time thread, then what?”

He paints three more runes, then slows with only enough space for one more, getting halfway through the angry-looking shape before he peeks at me, chewing his bottom lip.

Something that looks too much like a nervous twitch.

My heart is already trying to bust free by the time he seems to find the courage to speak. “These runes create a cage that momentarily manipulates time. Because you’re standing in the cage, you’ll—Well . . .”

“I’ll what, Ahvi?”

His cheeks burst red. “You’ll revert to how you were the moment before you made the bind.”

I gape, certain I’m misunderstanding. “You don’t mean—”

“Physically. Yeah . . .”

My blood runs cold, panic rising so hard and fast saliva gathers beneath my tongue. “Nope.” I’ve dropped a knee before my next blink, gripping Ahvi’s wrist, holding his offending hand at bay so he can’t finish the final rune. “Not happening.”

“But it’s the only way!” he blasts. “I didn’t warn you because I knew you’d say no. But you have to do this, Raeve. You have to.”

He doesn’t get it.

I was almost dead when I dripped my blood into that vial—something that gave Sereme a tether to save my life and shackled me to her whim in the same ugly beat.

Without the bind, I would’ve been a skeleton garnishing this tunnel for eternity.

If my body breaks down to the state it was in before the drip, I’m gone. With no blood-binding tether to stop me from slipping over the brink while I’m mended, this cavern will be my final resting place.

Ahvi’s brows pinch together. “I do too!”

I frown. “Do too what?”

“Get it!” He uses his free hand to point at the Book of Voyd, and realization stabs me so hard I drop my other knee to the ground.

He’s binding me to the Book of Voyd. To the mythical object that’s apparently mauled folk to death over the phases.

Creators, I really need to start asking more questions.

“Okay, let’s take a moment”—or a lifetime—“to think this through.”

“It’s going to work out,” Ahvi says with too much enthusiasm. Like he’s trying to convince a youngling to take their tonic despite knowing full well it tastes like spangle shit. “I promise.”

“Can somebody do me the honor of explaining what’s happening?” Kaan grinds out, a tremble in his tone. Like he’s one loosening pebble away from falling into a rockslide.

Same, honestly.

Trepidation packs my chest full. A feeling that only intensifies when I look up and realize Kaan’s arms are shaking. Probably the reason he’s got them crossed. To try and hide it.

“It’s . . . a little hard to explain.”

“Try.”

Tell him I’m about to be blood bound to a vicious, fae-eating book? But that first, he’s going to see me torn down to the weakest, most vulnerable version of myself?

I’ve never wanted to do anything less.

“Raeve’s afraid of you seeing her in such a vulnerable sta—”

I clap my spare hand over Ahvi’s mouth. “You little traitor.”

A slit of pain hacks through my chest. Like Sereme just took a blade, stuffed it between my ribs, and dragged it sideways—straight into my Creators-damn heart.

The bitch.

My body becomes one big plucked nerve, squirming into an agonized knot like a stabbed serpent.

My pulse is a drum pounding in my ears. So hard and fast I barely hear a sound beyond the violent THUD-UMP–THUD-UMP–THUD-UMP. But I see Kaan’s mouth move as my shoulder strikes the ground. Read the words that bludgeon past his lips as he crouches behind Ahvi, helping to unlatch my spasming hand from around the poor kid’s wrist.

“DO IT! NOW!”

I’m still coiled in agony as Ahvi looks at me through wide eyes, mouths the words “I’m so sorry,” then dips his finger in my blood and slashes a ruddy line on the stone.

Completing the final rune.
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Chapter 74 Kaan

The runes ignite.

I tear my hands through my hair, heart rupturing at the sight of Raeve drenched in the silver light oozing from the active runes, clawing at her chest like she’s trying to peel back her skin and rip out bits of herself.

Ahvi shuffles back and hugs his knees, eyes wet and wide. “I’m so sorry,” he repeats, rocking, peering at Raeve knotted on the ground.

“Not your—fault,” she bites out between full-body convulsions, each teeth-gritted jolt a storm striking me in the sternum with a rage of lightning bolts.

She finally loosens.

Chest heaving, she begins to untangle from the knot of her twisted limbs. “Count your . . . daes, you . . . serpent bitch,” she mutters, then plants her hands on the ground and shoves up, all the softness ripped from her face, replaced with a mask of cold, deadly rage.

She clears her throat, swiping the dirt from her cloak as she straightens, squares her shoulders, then slits her gaze at the ring of runes casting her face in a silver sheen. “It’s not working.” She cracks her neck one way. The other. “I don’t feel anything.”

“You will . . .”

Ahvi’s soft words echo through the tunnel like a haunt.

Tense silence slips by while we wait.

I hunt every movement; note every blink, every lip twitch, every breath of motion, finding nothing out of the ordinary while she crosses her arms and taps her foot on the ground.

I frown, still watching Raeve as I turn my head in Ahvi’s direction. “Are you sure—”

Raeve’s breath hitches. She squeezes her eyes shut and drops her chin to her chest, the fall of her loose hair hiding most of her face.

With a snarl, she snaps up her hood and whips around, giving me her back. And though the action is swift, something about her hands needles me. Like they’re not hers at all, but akin to spindly branches clawing at the mist.

Skeletal.

Ahvi meets my gaze. The briefest glance, but all the confirmation I need that I’m not going mad.

Jaw clenched, I charge forward, circling Raeve in the effort to look her in the eyes again. But with each step I take, she turns a little more, keeping her face shielded from my sight.

“Raeve.”

“Sire.”

“Why are you hiding.”

“It doesn’t count as a question if your voice doesn’t hitch at the end,” she says, voice rougher than usual. “Meaning I’m not obliged to answer.”

I grind my back molars, still chasing her as she continues to turn, keeping her face just out of view. Something that feels morbidly poetic.

“Why are you hiding?” I try again, prepared to give it to her in three other languages if she fucking asks for it.

She wobbles, then buckles in unison with my heart. All the breath punches from my lungs as her knee strikes the ground, one emaciated hand slamming down to steady herself, looking like a web of bones splayed across the stone.

My entire body twitches forward—a knee-jerk reaction I couldn’t stifle if I tried—but Ahvi’s hand latching on to mine halts me from lurching past that ring of runes and pulling her into my arms. I hadn’t even seen him move.

“No,” he rushes. “You can’t. The runes might get angry and stretch things they shouldn’t.”

Creators.

Helpless, I watch, trembling with the need to hold her tight. Protect her. An urge that only exacerbates when she, too, begins to shake.

Blood dribbles from somewhere within her hood and splats on the ground, making me feel like a frayed thread. “Raeve, speak to me,” I grind out. “Give me something.”

The rugged desperation in my voice bounces off the tunnel’s walls.

“I’m”—cough-cough—“fine. Feel free to”—wheeze—“take a wander and enjoy the sights.”

An icy wind gusts down from above. Carries an eddy of snow that congeals into the shape of a feminine face and long, billowy hair.

The apparition tightens her lips and attacks Raeve with a blast of wind that shears back her hood.

My heart pumps needles deep into my skin as I scour her hollowed cheeks and twiglike neck; so emaciated that even a Shade-borne predator would struggle to find anything to pick at. Blood slicks her cracked lips, her skin so translucent that every vein is a blue, bulging track I can see too well, her sunken eyes bearing none of the crisp color they usually strike with. Like a waif sipped and sipped and fucking sipped until only the scraps were left.

 She looks at me from between limp strands of black, a desperate, vulnerable ache in her gaze that fucking flays me.

Her fingers curl into the pale hood, yanking. A feeble attempt to tug it forward that offers me a jarring view of her hands—now boasting big, weepy welts. Like frostbite. Or—

Burns.

She tugs the hood again, trying to cover up.

“There’s no point,” I say with my entire chest. “Moonbeam, please. Put your energy into breathing.”

She opens her mouth to speak, but then her eyes widen and she jerks, folding. Like someone just booted her in the gut. More blood spills from her graying lips and dribbles down her chin.

Splits my heart in two.

She binds her arm around her middle. “That’ll be the”—cough—“stab wound.”

My knees give way, striking stone, gaze dropped to where her hand is fisted into the folds of her cloak, like she’s trying to claw the petals closed on a ruddy flower.

Blood squelches between her fingers, turning her white cloak red and sodden as it seeps and seeps—

Too much.

She’s losing too much.

My thoughts are confirmed when I look at her throat. Watch that thick vein that feeds up just below her ear work its way through slow, uneven beats, each one a heavy stomp to my chest.

I watch with bated breath for the next . . . the next . . . the next . . . feeling more powerless than I ever have. Helpless to fix this. Caught in one of my soul-destroying slumber-terrors, unable to claw free.

And still . . . the blood continues to pour.

Panic floods me.

I look at Ahvi, now kneeling by the Book of Voyd, feather in hand, tipped with that sparkly substance he used to paint the runes surrounding the ancient tome. “Do it!”

“I can’t!” he blasts, wide eyes flicking from Raeve to me and back again. “She’s still got a ways to go.”

“But she’s almost dead.”

He winces.

Raeve groans.

I snarl. Realize she waited until the final fucking moment to drip her blood into Sereme’s vial. Probably just before she was about to draw her final breath.

“You stubborn female.”

“Not the . . . right . . . time,” she wheezes, easing back so both legs are folded beneath her. The moment she finds balance, her head wobbles, eyes rolling. She blinks tight, then pops her lids wide open, battling to stay awake.

All the while, I battle not to unclench my fists, claw my hands into the ground, and rip the fucking world apart.

The runes sputter like a dying star, losing all their shine. I don’t wait for permission to lurch forward and pull her close, groaning at the feel of her. All bones and nothing else, her breaths plagued with a deathly gurgle.

A sadistic haunt. The perfect weapon shaped to slit my chest and flip me inside out.

A flick of Ahvi’s feather completes the ring of runes surrounding the book, causing them to take on the same luminosity as the others lost. When Avi looks up, I notice there’s no color left in his cheeks or lips or fucking anywhere.

His blood. He said he wouldn’t miss it.

He lied.

“Ahviiii—”

“You have to willingly put your blood on the book,” he says to Raeve, ignoring my heated growl—its residue still blazing my throat. “You have to want to live.”

The entire world seems to still as she looks at me, meeting my stare with startling precision. She draws a long, gurgled breath, lifts her bloody hand, and rasps, “I . . . do.”

Two small words have never held so much power. Have never felt so monumentally groundbreaking.

She slaps the book.

A force of glacial light explodes from the runes in a pulsing rage, blinding me. Sinks through my skin and bones, weaves through my marrow, and makes my lungs feel solid.

Until it stops.

With Raeve still held tight against me, I blink away the glare, trying to make out the shape of things.

Raeve’s head has lolled to the side . . . her eyes closed . . . mouth open . . .

My heart caves in on itself.

“No—”

Ahvi crumples sideways.

I punch my hand out in time to cradle his head before it strikes the stone, frantically feeling for both their pulses. Finding Ahvi’s.

Not Raeve’s.

“Moonbeam . . .” I shake her, smooth the hair from her face. “Wake up.”

Nothing.

I give her a jolt. “Raeve?”

Not a twitch.

Panic mauls through the contents of my chest cavity.

I pull her face to mine, kiss the spots where her dimples sleep. Press my ear to her chest.

Shake her . . . hard.

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t breathe. Doesn’t open her eyes and look at me or crack a smile and slit me with her words. Doesn’t do anything but lay slumped against me, limp just like Mah was when I wove her arms around her newborn daughter and pretended she hadn’t left us both.

“WAKE UP!”

The world tunnels, time stretching as something inside me tears through—so fucking slow I feel every fiber give way . . .

Give up.

A languid death that starts in the very core of my being, works its way out, and spreads like a plague.

I realize I’m screaming, crushing her close, as though I can make her whole again—

A thump in her chest. Weak . . . barely there . . . yet it feels like a punch. So hard and sturdy I’m certain it happened.

Certain it was real.

Please be real . . .

I guard my breath, face dug into the crook of her neck while I wait and hope to hear another, begging the Creators to make . . . this . . . real.

I’ll do anything.

Please—

Bud-ump. Bud-ump. Bud-ump. Bud-ump. Bud-ump. Bud-ump—

My face bunches.

I lean back just enough to cradle Raeve’s cheek, swiping my thumb over the swell of it; less gaunt than it was. Slowly plumping back to her regular, healthy form, coloring with life.

“You’re here.” I kiss the cold tip of her nose. The smooth skin between her brows. “You’re okay—”

Something pinches my shoulder.

Bulder’s song disappears so fast I immediately know I’ve been pinned.

Lifting my head, I watch numerous folk push runed shrouds off their shoulders, emerging from invisibility. Garbed in black cloaks and bronze beaked masks, they surround us from all angles, some looking down the scope of bows with their springs notched.

An ambush . . .

Shit.

I slam a wall between myself and Rygun. Launch over Ahvi and Raeve, shielding them as a series of strings loosen.

Twang-twang-twang-twang-twang-twang-twang—

Pins pelt the stone, pelt me—piercing my unguarded bits while a volcano of blistering rage brews beneath my ribs.

It takes too long for the pins to stop spraying.

I lift my head, narrowed eyes slitting from folk to folk while I solidify the wall keeping Rygun out with another hardened scale. Anything to stop him from charging south into the cold. All the while, I gather the bit of flame he gifted me when we became Daga-Mórrk, feeding it. Feel its surging might split my skin, scalding me from the inside out—

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

I whip my head around. Look back over my shoulder in time for two of the masked folk to shift, like curtains drawing to reveal a fae with pale hair pulled back, a long purple coat tight against her curves.

A white bead dangles from her lobe, swinging with each clipped step she takes in my direction.

She stops three long paces out of reach, lips curling at the corners as she looks down at me from beneath lowered lashes heavy with black paint. “Not if you care for the well-being of your niece, that is.”

The mention of Kyzari reels me, snatching every bit of breath from my lungs.

My next words taste like dragonflame. Charred and roiling, they scald my tongue on their way free. “Who are you?”

Her smile grows. “The one who was just relieved of that spiteful bitch you’re protecting. Keeping such a beast on my leash has been tiresome, I assure you.”

Sereme.

I snarl, muscles bulging as my skin splits with violent threat. The masked folk pull spears from their sides, jolting them forward. Over thirty sharp points homed in our direction.

“Careful, King.” Sereme ticks her head to the side, gray eyes narrowed. “I’m not afraid to use force.”

“Neither am I.”

The lie is so bitter I almost choke on it.

Though I’d very much like to leap up and slash through her decorated contingent—cave their skulls until I’ve painted the tunnel in their brains—I refuse to expose Raeve or Ahvi to any of the fuckers surrounding us.

Raeve didn’t want to come here. Didn’t want to risk dissolving the bind for fear of putting the kid in danger. If anything happens to either of them, I couldn’t live with myself.

They’ll have to cut me off in bits.

“My niece,” I growl between seethed breaths that shift my entire body—two very different words echoing in my mind:

Raeve’s daughter.

Raeve’s daughter.

Raeve’s daughter.

Sereme lifts her chin. “What of her?”

“What do you know?”

She raises a pale brow, then pulls a lark from her pocket, dangled from pinched fingers as she casts an order to her left. “Take this to him. And grab the book.”

A spear is lowered, the order abided.

I snatch the lark from meaty fingers, noting the slight tremble in the male’s grip before he gathers the Book of Voyd amongst the folds of his cloak and slinks back into formation.

Maintaining my defensive stance, I unfold the lark, slash my gaze around, then quickly skim the text—my heart thumping harder, faster with each word I choke down:

[image: A note that reads: “Come, Kaan Vaegor. Share a meal with me. Or I’ll slit your niece’s throat.” Signed “Kyzari Vaegor”]
Sereme pulls a vial from her pocket, shaking it. “Princess Kyzari will die if you don’t drink this potion, and if the three of you don’t come with us,” she says, her words distant, hard to grasp over the roar in my ears. Over the feral panic gnawing on my ribs. “The choice is yours.”

“You’re fucking mad. Kyzari bears the Aether Stone,” I hear myself speak, barely feeling my lips move as my gaze homes on her signature.

On four small words hidden within the swirls that boil my blood.

[image: A note that reads: “Kill the sadistic fuck”]
“Yet none of us really know what that does, do we? Rumored to protect the world, yet here we are, staring down the blade of an impending moonfall unlike anything the world has previously seen.” Sereme shrugs. “Come or stay. It’s your conscience.”

I snarl, crunching the note in my fist as I tighten my grip on Raeve.

I won’t risk the life of her daughter.

“If you give me your word that Ahvi and Raeve will not be maimed, I’ll come quietly.”

Sereme rolls her eyes, laughing as she says, “We were never going to hurt the child. We simply require him to protect The Flourish. Ordering Raeve to do what she does best—to kill—was the only scenario in which the miskunn foretold this particular outcome.” She cracks a gleaming smile. “Had I not been going to great lengths to torture her over the past seven cycles, you would not have accompanied them to this very spot.”

Her words claw past my skin.

I’m the prize Raeve was employed to deliver . . .

For some reason, the Ath are after me.

“Why?”

Another click of her tongue. “You’ll see.” She holds out the vial full of purple, swirling liquid, looking down her nose at me as she waits, still smiling.

The grin of someone who’s won.

“Take this to him,” she orders one of the guards.

I seethe as the vial is carried to me, dropped in my hand. Still holding Sereme’s smug stare, I pop the cork and drink the smoky contents in a single loathing gulp.

A cold seeps through me, blunting all my edges until everything feels smooth, bare, and . . . numb. Dulling my sense of Rygun’s flame until I’m left clawing at my internal darkness, blind and senseless while I search with panicked desperation.

Though I feel it’s still there—somewhere—I don’t know where. Can’t pull from it.

Weald it.

Snarling, I toss the vial so hard it shatters on the stone.

“Contain him,” Sereme purrs, gray eyes glinting. “You’ll find him quite amicable, I’m certain.”

I growl as six folk step forward, grab my arms, and jerk them behind my back, snapping a pair of runed shackles around my wrists. I’m hauled to my feet, lifted off Raeve and Ahvi bunched together like hatchlings suddenly exposed. Looking too weak.

Too vulnerable.

Raeve’s slumbering face—smooth and without strain—is the last thing I see before a sack is pulled over my head. Something hard collides with my temple, and then—

Nothing.
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Chapter 75 Grihm

Fingers strained within a divot, I dig my head beneath my stretched arm, hunting the red-stone cliff for somewhere to wedge my soft climbing shoe—my spiked soles discarded within my stuffed pack below. Too loud for the final ascent despite the poor hearing of the beasts that dwell in this fucking place.

This.

Fucking.

Place.

The dense, cloying air is hard to choke down despite my purifying shroud and the phase of breathing exercises I worked through in preparation. Fierce heat from the leering sun radiates through the heavy smog that presses in from all directions, making it feel like I’m in a kiln. Soft pottery being fired free of every last dribble of moisture.

It’s not far from fact.

I shook the last drip from my skein too long ago. Haven’t stumbled on so much as a muddy puddle since, plaguing my climb with moments I’m certain everything is going black despite my eyes being wide open.

If I don’t find water soon, this will be for naught. But I’m sure I heard the Great Silver Sabersythe thump free of her burrow while I was preparing a discreet shelter at the cliff’s base earlier.

This might be my only shot.

Internally, I curse, unable to find anything sturdier looking than a thin ridge of stone without begging for Bulder’s help. Something that’ll draw too much attention. My cloak—the exact tone as the rugged terrain—may smudge my shape, the smog extra protection against the razor-sharp eyesight of a Sabersythe, but their lethal sense of smell is unmatched. Should they notice the vibrations of my presence and begin sniffing in my direction, I’m done.

I grit my teeth and set my toes against the ridge, tense my arm, and begin to shift my weight—

 The rock crumbles.

My pulse pitches as I plunge. Immediately slash my pickax into the cliff, biting deep into a preexisting crevice that slows my descent, then stops it altogether. The shriek of metal against stone is still grinding through the smog while I hang from my clenched fist like bait dangling from a hook.

Heart in my throat, I ply myself with deep breaths, ignoring the tearing strain in my arm as I force myself to calm. To wait—listening for the thump of beating wings . . . a roar . . . any sign that I’ve been noticed.

Nothing.

Only the distant rumble, sizzle, and hiss of an angry nesting ground.

I search around until I spot a sturdy-looking cleft to wedge my foot into, easing the weight from my arm—slowly. At one . . . with . . . the rock as I guide my foot into the jagged gap.

That was too close.

After a few more deep, steadying breaths, I regather my poise and continue my sluggish ascent into the blinding swirl of red and gray, every muscle trembling by the time I pull up into the burrow’s gaping mouth.

I slink to the side and press against the wall—gouged from where Ahra’s scratched her face and body against it, broadening the hole. One of very few wild Sabersythe dams renowned for maintaining a single den rather than switching to accommodate her growth.

Some believe she’s been waiting for something. I hope that’s true; that I’m somehow part of that plan.

Crouching, I notch my pickax at my belt and use the loose end of my shroud to dab the sweat from my brow, working to regain my breath while I examine the burrow’s massive gape.

A wave of anxious nausea clenches my gut.

I’ve never seen Ahra myself, but this burrow is almost equal in size to the ones Rygun favors.

She’s bigger than I was expecting . . .

Somewhere in the distance, a volcano booms, causing a seismic shift in the air that blasts against my skin.

I pull my cloak farther forward, squinting as I cast my gaze into the cave’s dark throat. Despite hearing Ahra leave earlier, I listen for any rumbling sounds. For any sign she’s bundled at the end, nesting on her eggs—

The mountain trembles. Bits of stone loosen from above and crash to the ground, shattering.

Fuck.

I open to Bulder and murmur a quiet, calming lullaby:

“Kurth do arn, Bulder. Kurth do arth atin nahl goril arn.”

Though the burrow stops shaking, I can’t guarantee my own safety the moment I step down that tunnel. Couldn’t the moment I stepped foot in Gondragh. Bulder’s too focused on his ongoing war with Ignos—battling punch for punch, neither winning nor losing—and barely has time to turn his ear.

If the burrow collapses, that’s it. I’m dead.

But I’m not turning back.

Once I’m certain the mountain’s not about to catch an erupting cough from the nearby peak, I fist my silver dragonscale blade and step into the darkness, moving by sense alone. Tune so deep into Bulder’s song that my mind sketches out the shape of the curving tunnel and the bits of fallen stone I step over, avoiding a stubbed toe or a rupture of sound that might toll the end of me. So many fallen bits scuffed by Ahra’s most recent retreat. A gully in the mess that suggests she was dragging her tail as she exited.

I utilize the clearance, making for an easier journey.

The dark gives way to a warm glow bleeding through from ahead, causing the many silver scales scattered across the ground to glint like stars in the southern sky.

The tunnel yawns, inviting me into a giant domed cavity lit by a slow glug of magma seeping down a cleft in the side. But that’s not what holds my focus. Nor is it the tens of thousands of scales littering the floor like a treasure trove.

It’s Ahra’s nest.

A crater in the ground large enough to cradle the bundled dragon. Right in the middle, it bulges like a castle bound in a moat. A mound that should boast three scaled eggs . . . but doesn’t.

I pull my shroud down, choking a breath plagued with the smell of rotten death as I scan shattered bits of shell and the decomposing remnants of what was within . . . the large boulder that’s busted a trail down the mound and into the nest’s hollow, bits of crumbled shell still stuck to its edges like a guilty conscience . . .

All the fight bleeds from my bones.

I slug forward, tumble down into the nest’s bowl, the roaring blare in my brain making it hard to hear, feel, or think.

I find my feet. Clamber up the mound while I gag on the hot reek of small, mangled things I don’t want to see, but force myself to look at anyway.

Beautiful despite their brokenness. Mostly silver like their dam, though two bear a smatter of dark-red scales.

My knees punch into the sharp ground.

I drop my dagger, hands trembling as I reach out and touch a shard of silver shell, its texture not unlike the tiny scales of the young it once swaddled—lying crushed beside the shattered remains.

A heavy sadness threatens to bury me beneath its monstrous weight as my mind tumbles back. Stabs into the dae the Fate Herder nudged me toward a merchant who was polishing a silver dragonscale.

I figured obtaining one of Ahra’s future eggs was meant to be. That losing Inkah—going through all that pain and agony—it all had some fucking purpose. A thought that kept me moving forward in the darkest times, when bashing myself against the world failed to numb the gaping hole in my chest.

When I learned Ahra had laid a clutch, that spark returned. The promise of new life. New hope.

Smashed.

A distant thud-ump preludes a gust of smoggy wind that blasts down the burrow and swirls within the cavern, but I don’t stand.

Don’t run.

The ground vibrates with the force of Ahra’s heavy landing as I lift a larger piece of shell from the messy grave. Gently set it atop the face of one of her young, hunting for more bits appropriate to repeat the process for her other two.

Dragons don’t bury their dead that don’t make it into the sky, but if there’s one thing I know about the moons, it’s that most are set with tucked heads and all have their eyes closed.

I can’t imagine there’s anything more painful than living in the wake of such a loss as this, but I do know the pain of seeing the emptiness of an open gaze that no longer registers you.

Covering the face of the final young, I grab my blade and slide back down the mound, into the nest’s cavernous hollow. Sit stagnant while I cradle the weapon, waiting for death to consume me.

Ahra’s deep, ragged breaths fill the void, while the void in my chest throbs. A hole I selfishly thought I could fill.

Now I feel like a tick in a tomb. A parasite come to raid something sacred.

I deserve my coming end. Realize this is what the Fate Herder meant for me.

Guess it knows I should’ve died with Inkah all those phases ago. When we were flushed from Arithia for refusing to drop the knee to the new regime, iron-pinned and chased by a thunder of military Moltenmaws that threw fire at our backs, herding us past the wall, toward the sun.

Until Inkah plummeted.

I close my eyes as I think of how they left us there, frying beneath the sun that feasted on my beautiful Inkah in ravenous, welting bites. I wish they’d put her out of her misery. Instead, she agonized over keeping me under the shade of her shredded wings, her keening a pained tune I’ll never cleanse from my soul.

When she broke our bond—plied me with the last of her strength in her final bid for me to survive—my honor forbade me to stay. To spit on her sacrifice and make my grave beside her. Leaving her alone on the plains was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and my biggest regret. Fate must register that.

Finally setting things right.

I keep my head down, my hair a pale shroud blocking sight of anything but the dagger in my calloused hands. Ignore the titanic presence shifting into the cavern in ground-shuddering steps as I fall into that gaping hole in my chest.

I’m struck from the side, losing grip on the dagger as I catapult across the ground. Only brought to a halt when a massive claw crushes down upon me, talons speared into the stone either side of my head.

Struggling to pull breath amidst the searing exhales exploding against my face, I look up into the steely, narrowed eyes of the Great Silver Sabersythe—her face a little smaller than Rygun’s. Less boxy, with fewer tusks and horns.

Her scales—

Spectacular.

Like she’s dressed in thousands of crested plates of armor, all glinting in the flush light coming from the magma glug. Even the horns and tusks that curl and slash from her face and spine are the same argent tone; metallic looking, like she was smelted into shape by an otherworldly caftsfolk.

Her statuesque beauty doesn’t make her any less imposing. Not as her nostrils flare, drawing huffs of my scent, her rumbling sounds rivaling that of the active volcano we’re burrowed in.

But it’s hard to see her as a vicious, fearsome beast after placing bits of shattered shell over the open eyes of her perished young.

No.

All I see is the deep, rendered ache in her eyes, scarcely veiled by the understandable rage at finding an intruder sniffing around her hatchlings’ grave.

Kilíth was wrong. She’s not rabid.

She’s just a mourning dam breaking herself against the world. Trying to distract herself from the immeasurable loss of her young.

She tightens her grip, talons closing around my back and poking through my leathers as I’m lifted before her face. Those silver eyes narrow, reflecting me—so limp in her grip, waiting for her to eat me.

The air seems to swoop around us, alive and watching. Perhaps sadistically waiting for me to grow tense with anticipation. To scream.

Perhaps Clode doesn’t realize I’m already dead inside.

With a snarl, Ahra tosses me. A simple flick that sends me pelting through the air.

I smash against the wall, crumble to the ground. Groaning, I roll over just in time to watch her heave her large but somewhat emaciated body into the bowl, tattered wings dragging like a silver cloak frayed at the hem.

Releasing a rusty rumble, she bundles down, coiling around her trio of smashed eggs.

Within me, a wild rage gnashes.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

My words crack, ricocheting off the cavern’s vast confines. But Ahra just nestles her head beside her eggs and lowers her lids, like she didn’t hear me. Or doesn’t care.

Not acceptable.

I intruded on her place of mourning. There’s nothing more dishonorable.

My end is a penance I’ll gladly pay.

I snarl, wobble to my feet. Stumble forward and throw my arms wide, baring my chest. “END IT!”

She opens one eye, looking right at me for a single heartrending beat. Then whips her tail out and slashes my feet out from under me.

I land flat on my back so hard all the wind knocks from my lungs.

When I finally draw breath again, it’s seething between clenched teeth.

I rip off my cloak, almost strangling myself as I yank off my face covering without first untangling it from around my neck. And I charge.

Leap.

Land on her back in a tumbling roll of untethered rage.

Her energy shifts, and she rumbles low—the sound a volcano makes before it cracks the head off itself and spews.

She pushes up and shakes, trying to loosen me.

I clamber between twin ridges of parallel spikes running down either side of her spine—in a spot I know she can reach. Can whip around and chew me off, like a pesky itch.

She’ll do it. I just have to piss her off enough.

She churns, hurls her body about, but my grip is mortar. Another rumbling growl as she tosses her head, then looks back over the arch of her flared wing and crushes me with that silver gaze, going stone still. Akin to my beautiful Inkah the moment after she tore her presence from my chest.

Two breaths blast me, and Ahra’s eyes narrow with . . . something. Something I’ve caught glimpses of in my own reflection since I came across that merchant with the silver dragonscale.

Then we’re no longer in the nesting cavern, but charging down the burrow in bounding leaps, into the compressing dark. We launch into the smoggy sky, then plummet with such force my organs pinch in on themselves.

Ahra throws out her wings. Catches the air.

She tears through the swirling ash and smoke with catapulting heaves. Releases a roar that rivals the warring booms of the nearby peaks.

A jarring tilt forces me to tighten my grip as we spear vertically, slashing free of the smog I haven’t been able to see past since I came to this Creators-forsaken place. Straight toward the blistering sun, like she intends to pierce through its middle and pin it to the sky.

Forced to turn from the blinding brutality of its harsh rays, I tuck my head, finding footholds against her spikes so I can press flat against her scales. Desperate to avoid the same death Inkah suffered.

She gave too much for me to get chewed by the fucking sun that chewed her.

Ahra banks, spins. Taunting me with the searing rays. Forcing me to climb farther up, up, up—using her spikes as a ladder until I’m perched between her wing buds.

She steadies her ascent, wings pounding in rhythm with my thrashing heart as something . . . scratches at me.

Within.

A long, hooked talon that gouges across my heart and sends shock waves through my chest. The only warning I get before it feels as though a claw punches through my ribs, fists the pumping organ keeping me alive, and squeezes with such dominant might I crush—caving inward like the shell of an empty egg.

I’m still gasping from the shock when an argent essence floods me. So mighty and vast I’m paralyzed.

Wide-eyed, I stare at the silver aurora wiggling through the sky, feeling like I’m falling through a darkness that has no end. A silent hollow that’s so lonely and quiet I want to scream.

Then we are falling.

Pitching forward, tucking wings, and plummeting toward an active volcano, like diving at the world’s fiery eye, our fall becoming faster—

Faster.

I should be scared, but all I feel is her. The fathomless outline of Ahra’s mind, her bottomless heart, and the vast chasm of her grief—so hungry it threatens to swallow me. Probably would were it not for the song her soul whispers. A strange, echoing melody that binds around me like those silver ribbons tangling with the moons above.

A song I tune in to, pinching eternal secrets like a thief.

I realize that unlike me—scratching for meaning and purpose in my grief like shoveling through a wound—this ancient being knows her fate. Knows she can’t fall into her loss, because there are things that must be done. Alone . . .

Unless someone chooses to ride with her.

Though I sense that one strong shake would loosen her from my chest—that she’d give me the death I crave, perhaps flinging me into the volcano where it’ll be over in a blink—there’s not one part of me willing to let her embark on this journey alone.

I know how alone feels.

Instead, I lean into the great honor and harden around her presence like a solidifying moon, accepting the symbiotic beat of our hearts as we plunge into the volcano’s crater, cut across the pool of bubbling lava, and heave skyward again—emerging together.

As one.
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Chapter 76 Raeve

I lift my heavy lids, seeing a constellation of—

Moons.

Between slow blinks and blinding bolts of pain that split through my left temple, I study every finger-smudged orb on the dark-gray ceiling, mostly drawn by someone I love.

Loved.

I squeeze my eyes shut, open them again. Almost hear Fallon’s chiming words as she points out each of her favorite moons, trying to explain their soft or vibrant colors. The ones she wished upon the most when she existed beyond this small dark cell.

My eyes sting, these welling tears too warm, too real.

This is a dream.

Always, always a dream.

The rolling weights in my skull cause my head to tip. I squint through the smeary gloom, making out the bundled shape of . . . someone.

I think. Maybe I’m seeing things.

A long blink sharpens my vision a little more. Reveals a slight fae tucked on her side on a torn-up pallet, facing away from me, trembling through her labored slumber. Her pale hair is puddled on the ground, filthy and matted—

Fallon.

My throat grows so thick it hurts to swallow, a whimper worming past.

She’s here. In my dream.

Alive.

I gather the energy to roll onto my side and drape my heavy arm over her body, heaving her against me. Gasp at how slight she is.

How small and cold.

She loosens, relaxing into my embrace as I draw on her familiar yet unfamiliar scent, her next breath the soft shudder of relief. Or perhaps that’s mine.

“I’m . . . here,” I slur, blinking so heavy it’s like stones are stuck to my lids.

Another bolt of pain strikes my brain, making it feel mulched. Despite it all, I summon the energy to maneuver our bodies so my back is to the bars. So Fallon is tucked against the wall, farthest from the door.

Safe.

She continues to rasp, battling each slow breath as she so often does when I dream we’re back . . . here. Rarely healthy. Rarely is she singing or smiling or making up the silly games that kept us entertained. Things she so loved to do at the start, when hope was still alive in her chest. Before—

No.

I tighten my arms with all the strength I can muster. Refuse to think of what I don’t have right now.

Instead, I accept this dream for the gift it is, nuzzling Fallon’s hair as I hum my calming tune. Nurture every pump of her heart and her floral, buttery scent that’s not as I remember, but settles the rage itching my fingertips and turns each breath into a keepsake—slowly nursing the tension from my muscles.

The restlessness from my soul.

She’s here. So am I. And for whatever reason, I feel . . . peace.

Whole, beautiful peace.

If only it could last beyond this dream.

Another deep temple throb rolls my eyes into the back of my head, dragging me under.

Away.

To where a persistent parchment lark nuzzles me, seeking warmth. Only to rip down the middle the moment I cup it in my hands.

My dream shifts to a place of black, blue, and white. Of memories both warm and so very, very cold. I dream of a stabbing pain in my chest that doesn’t fade, but pales in comparison to the desperate rage burning in the very same spot.

The dream drains . . . until there’s nothing left.

A deathly hollow that’s bludgeoned by a roaring love. A wild force of silver light that nuzzles so deep within my soul it recasts the essence of my being, turning me into something . . . other. Something only hindered by the bounds of my mind, pitted by a different sort of cold.

Something—

Whole.
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Chapter 77 Silver Ribbon

The ancient silver Sabersythe soars across the Loff, scales aglitter like the crush of a thousand stars. In her wake, the equally silver ribbon droops and sweeps about, trailed by the other threads—tangling as they dance.

Together in their misplacement.

It dips almost low enough to kiss the tip of a lookout perched atop a rounded, rust-colored mountain . . . nipping at the heels of the magnificent dragon now scooping into the coppery embrace of The Burn’s illusive capital. Urging her farther south with delicate flitting motions.

The Sabersythe doesn’t jolt or even so much as slash her tail at its presence, already so innately familiar. For it was she who the ribbon gave some of itself to so many phases ago.

Not that the Sabersythe seemed to mind. She gleaned the gift for what it was.

A plea for help.

The ribbon may be pretty—ever orbiting the world that does not spin, helping folk track the passage of time—but it’s not there by choice. It’s shackled to the sky. For the ribbons were once part of something more.

Something whole.

And threading the many lost pieces of Caelis back together could not be done without solid entities to do the stitching. The ribbons know that. Have been doing their part to make things right.

Slow-going as it is.

Another dip. Another herding flick as the Great Silver Sabersythe cuts past the Imperial Stronghold for the first time in eons.

Folk flood the streets to watch the once-in-a-lifetime spectacle. Many gasp when they notice that, riding between her massive wings slashing the air like axes, is a white-haired fae with a tense jaw, staring south through eyes like cuts of ice.

The silver ribbon hopes Grihm understands—if not now, then eventually—that everything has a place, a purpose. And some things . . .

They were always meant to be.
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Chapter 78 Pyrok

I swing the heavy sack up through the entry hole and let go, breathing a sigh of relief when it thuds against the floor inside. Still gripping the ledge, I use the back of my free arm to wipe the sweat from my brow—

A gust of wind powers past me so fast it almost smacks me off the wall.

I slap my other hand up and claw at the ledge while my heart takes big, fisted swings at my insides, wondering if Clode saw the opportunity to try and make me shit myself and thought, Fuck it. Why not?

Gulping breath, I look down past my ruffling cloak to the jagged ground far below. To the toothy stones poking up from the snow, perfect for spearing through falling bodies. A grisly end I’d very much feel before gurgling my final breath.

Not for the first time, I curse Raeve’s questionable choice of lodgings.

If I’m going to keep up with Gruffin’s growing appetite, I need to construct some sort of pulley system. Or eventually fall to my death trying to haul a sack of plump vermin up here every dae, twice a dae.

I sigh and heave past the glamour hiding the hole, into the warmth. Glimpse Essi from the corner of my eye—hunched over her worktable, just as she was when I left.

Just as she’s been since the aurora rose and fell, then rose and fell again.

Swinging my other leg up, I shift into a seated position and work to catch my breath while unlacing my boots. “If you heard me squeal out there, no you didn’t.”

When Essi doesn’t respond with one of her usual quips—or at all—I kick off my second boot and move through the room, shucking off my bow, quiver, and satchel of looted supplies. The moment Essi’s profile comes into view, I stop.

A smile breaks across my face.

I take her in: eyes shut, hair a bloodred blast about her face. Her cheek is pressed flat on a stack of leather-bound books she was pawing through before I left, mouth open as she breathes soft and slow.

About time.

I dig into my pocket, pulling out two perfectly round rocks I found down in the Ditch. I set them near the books and begin shifting uncorked tinctures aside in case she moves in her sleep. Slipping the etching stick from her loose grip, I’m about to set it down when my gaze homes in on the glossy red tip . . .

Blood.

I frown, noticing the bandage around her left hand.

“Fuck, Essi.”

Teeth gritted, I lean forward and look through her scope, shaking my head at the minuscule blood-soaked runes she’s etched in the stone.

Whatever she’s up to, I don’t like it.

“Sqwarrrrk!”

I step back, crouching to see Gruffin nesting at Essi’s feet amongst a coiled throw, one ruddy eye slit open.

Watching me.

I scratch the crest of thick feathers rising above his eyes. “I should’ve known she’d smuggle you up here while I was out.”

He tilts his head, requesting a neck scratch. Fluffs himself as I abide—his feathers darker at the base than I was expecting them to be. Such contrast to the powdery ends, iridescent in certain lights.

In truth, he reminds me of a velvet trogg: blue and really fucking hungry.

I dig my fingers deeper, and he shivers all over, fluffs his wings, then tosses them wide, showcasing their vast and floppy span, now half as wide as my own stretched arms.

Impressive for such a young buck.

While he’s distracted, I take the opportunity to crack some of the remaining pin feathers beneath his beak. “Just remember, you eat her, you’re out.” I flick a bit of calcified sheath away. “You’ll be taking your first flight through the vomit hole so fuckin’ fast.”

He makes the same scratchy sound Maell makes when she’s spotted something she wants to prey on. Except I fed the little fucker before I left. And based on the pile of stripped carcasses beside his makeshift nest, Essi’s also fed him since.

He tucks his wings, arches his head back over himself, and starts pecking at the bones, flicking them about when he finds them stripped. One hurtling carcass away from waking Essi from her first nap in daes.

With a deep sigh, I drag the laden sack over, sit on a low stool, and get to work skinning the furry rodents, stripping meat as I go and dropping it straight down Gruffin’s ever-ready gullet, saving the organs for him to pick at later.

We fall into the swift rhythm we’ve perfected over the past few daes—one where I don’t fuck around and he marginally avoids amputating my fingers.

Once his sternum is bulging so much I’m worried it’ll burst, he coils against Essi’s foot, tucks his head beneath a wing, and goes back to sleep.

Another sigh as I wipe my bloody hands, looking in my sack at the meager three remaining rodents that took me half the dae to catch.

“Shit.”

Perhaps they’ll last longer if I stop stripping the meat and just hack them into chunks?

I scratch the back of my head, looking at Gruffin. Decide his throat’s too small to stuff my arm down if a bone gets stuck. Which leaves me only one option:

Hunt the plains for something bigger and meatier than the common vermin.

“Forgot how tiring this is,” I mutter, wishing the others were back already. Not for the first time, I wonder what’s taking so long, agitated by the knots in my gut that’ve made my appetite dwindle as fast as Gruffin’s has grown.

I pad around for my looted flask, then remember I haven’t been able to find anything to fill it with. Because the world is ending, everything’s gone to shit, and Raeve and Kaan are probably dumped in a snowy ditch somewhere. And I was the stupid one who offered to stay behind but didn’t ask which direction they were headed.

Idiot.

Scrubbing my face with my hands, I glance at Essi. Consider relocating her onto the seater before I leave so she can have a more comfortable sleep. Except she might take it the wrong way.

Probably shouldn’t.

I empty the sack, then fill it with the stripped carcasses that’ll make good bait. Knotting the top, I look toward the exit, trying to summon the energy to move. End up shifting the stool out from under me and flopping across the ground—joints achy, lids heavy from staring down the line of arrows, hunting the rodents that’ve found their new lot in life feasting on the slain folk trussed up in the Ditch.

It’s hard to see the rodents and not the fae they’re chewing on. Harder to shake the sense that I should find something to do about it rather than sit back and pretend it’s not my problem.

Suddenly exhausted, I let my eyes shut.

Just a little rest. Then I’ll gather my shit and go catch something meaty.

Fucking hate going south of the wall. Everything wants to eat you. Even the ground has an appetite for swallowing things that move. And Pah’s out there somewhere in a snowy grave I was never able to find.

I blindly bat around and grab a pillow from the seater, stuff it under my head, then put a mental timer on myself.

One hundred counts, then I’ll get back up again.

I only make it to twenty-two before exhaustion yanks me under.
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Chapter 79 Raeve

The handler shoves me.

Hard.

I hit the bars with such force the tender skin on my hands ruptures, bursting my freshly mended burns. Another handler pins me in place, firm knuckles and a blade pressed between my shoulders as I wait for the door to be unlocked, seething, looking at Fallon balled on her side in the far corner. Facing away, in the same spot she was when I was dragged from this cell kicking and screaming. Impatience eats me while a third handler fumbles with the ring of keys, finding the right one to push into the lock. Finally, the door swings open. I’m shoved in, the ground shackle retethered to my ankle, the ones around my wrists removed. The usual shit, but I bounce, wishing they’d hurry. “Bloodstone,” I order as the lock clunks shut, knowing he’s out there in the tunnel. Watching, as he often is.

“I fought,” I press, looking through the strands of my wet and tangled hair, toward the darkness beyond the bars where the lantern light fails to reach. “The bloodstone I earned. Give it to me.”

“Apologies, Fire Lark.” Arkyn steps into the light and flicks back his hood, revealing his half-melted face, watching me down the line of his hooked nose. “But it seems the bloodstone is no longer necessary.” Of course it’s necessary. It always is.

Fallon’s sick with sun starve. Without the sun she’s used to, she needs the bloodstone to stay alive.

Arkyn flicks his tattered cloak and turns, charging down the long tunnel. “Wait,” I blast, gripping the bars, wedging my face into a gap. Heart thrashing as he disappears into the dark. “Wait! . . . ARKYN!” I snatch my pan and bash it against the bars, over and over. Scream for him to come back. To give me what I earned. My throat is raw, his footsteps long faded by the time I turn, crawl onto the ground beside Fallon, and pull her close—believing Arkyn will come back with the bloodstone.

He has to.

I won’t fight for him again until he does. Will threaten to stand in the pit and let the beasts eat me, earning him nothing but a souring crowd.

It takes me too long to calm the rapid beat of my heart and my swift, sawing breaths. Too long to realize Fallon’s chest isn’t moving.

“Fallon?”

Silence.

I frown. Grasp her shoulder and give her a gentle shake. “Hey, Fallon. I’m back. Wake up.”

Nothing.

“Fallon.” Another soft shake. “Please. This isn’t funny . . .” She doesn’t answer. Doesn’t breathe. Doesn’t smile or sing or speak to me about all the wonderful things we’re going to do when we’re free. When we finally get the chance to live. I edge apart, breath held as I gather the courage to slowly, gently roll her onto her back—

Something in my chest splits at the sight of her lifeless eyes, wide and brimming with fear. Her final moments cast in her terror-stricken gaze and the line of dried vomit that’s dribbled from her cracked gray lips. I become so still I’m certain one soft blow will shatter me, wrestling the realization that my beautiful friend . . . my everything . . . she died alone in the cold, putrid dark. She died afraid—I see it written in the twist of her face. Afraid and without me here to comfort her. To hold her and sing to her and help her mind go somewhere else. Somewhere warm and bright and full of the colors she loved so much—Something hits me in the chest. Like a fist of flames just punched through my ribs and pummeled my heart. A dense sound moves up my throat as I feel the organ catch light. Feel it sizzle, spit, and seethe until it’s withered down to a hard lump of char.

The panic in Fallon’s unseeing eyes; the reek of vomit I somehow missed; the knot of her features and the deathly chill of her skin . . . I dispose of it all so deep within myself I’m certain I’ll never find it again. Pulling our blanket up over Fallon’s shoulders, I bundle her against my chest and hum my calming tune. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll get us out of here,” I whisper between choruses, sweeping the hair back from her face as I tangle our legs together, giving her every bit of my warmth. “You’re going to see the sky again. I promise.”

I’ll make it happen. Even if it’s the last thing I do.

I fall into consciousness the way I imagine a moon strikes the ground—so hard and fast I shatter within. Splitting apart from the slumber-terror’s violent echo. A terror that felt so real and sharp despite being such an ugly

fucking

lie.

Fallon didn’t die in our cell. I broke us free. She got to see the sky again, then died in a snow hut I dug for us both—hugged close to my chest while I slumbered.

Not alone.

I scramble to gather the terror’s jagged pieces, bundle them up, and stuff them back down beneath my icy lake with swift and steady motions.

Gone.

I release a shuddered breath of relief, though it’s short-lived as I open my eyes on too-familiar surroundings, becoming brutally aware of the iron shackle biting down on my ankle. Of the rough-hewn ceiling decorated with inky moons.

“Fuck.”

I’m back.

No wonder I was fever-dreaming about this place.

My lungs power, heaving stagnant air so fast it lightens my throbbing head. Fear blisters me from the inside out as I muddle over what this means. What I’ve forgotten or lost this time.

What happened after I lost consciousness?

How long has it been? Based on the hungry ache in my gut . . . a while.

Have the moons fallen yet?

Is Kaan here? Ahvi—

My heart rips at the thought, cold panic flooding in. A lethal wound I bind up, whetting my unruly emotions into a relatively smooth blade. Because I refuse to accept any reality where they’re here. In this place.

I

fucking

refuse.

I’m able to blink away the panicked haze enough to register the frail female hugged tight against my chest. Not Fallon. Her hair is too white and long, her scent all wrong.

Yet—

I dig my nose into her tangled, blood-crusted locks, scenting rain on hot stones mixed with the sweet spice of blooming vurillo flowers. The sort that’s grown in the large atrium in . . . somewhere. A place I must’ve been, the scent familiar in a way that makes my chest pang like a plucked string.

The stranger shudders through a rasped breath. Not unlike the sound folk make when they’re tiptoeing toward death.

Heart in my throat, I wriggle away enough so I can tilt her back, pull my arm out from under her head, and rest it on a tuft of dirty straw. I begin brushing the matted hair off her face, then pause, heart pinching at the sight of a delicate silver diadem nestled against her brow—No. Attached to it. Like it’s growing from her.

Understanding strikes me with such force my mouth drops open.

The Shade’s Princess. Kyzari, I think her name is.

Kaan’s niece.

Right here.

In my fucking cell.

“Creators . . .”

My gaze drifts to the black stone set within the ornate diadem, right in the center of her bunched brow.

The Aether Stone.

I reach for it, then hesitate as something inside me jolts. Like two worlds just smashed together beneath my ribs. An icy numb seeps through me. The feeling that often comes before my Other rips me back, dumps me into her frigid nest, takes control, and finds some way to fuck with my life.

Except she doesn’t.

Instead, I’m flashed with the vision of someone with long pale hair caught in a swirl of snow, weeping as she tried to pry that very diadem from her brow, tucked in a ball so small I worried she’d disappear—

The memory dissipates, leaving a gasp in my throat and an ache in my chest that feels like an open wound.

Do I . . . know her?

Is that what my Other’s trying to tell me?

I’m quick to clear more of the hair off Kyzari’s filthy and beaten face, half expecting to see the features of the same unfamiliar fae—

It’s not her. Definitely not.

Instead, I trace the curves of a thin nose, high cheekbones, fine chin. Of pale, shapely brows . . .

She’s beautiful. The most beautiful fae I’ve ever seen.

Just looking at her hurts. Makes my sternum feel like it’s being crushed beneath the heel of a boot that’s giving more and more of its weight. Something that makes no fucking sense.

I brush my thumb across her long, white lashes, failing to fathom why I ache to see her open her eyes and look at me. To see the shape of her smile. Hear her laugh.

What’s wrong with me?

Frowning, I press my hand against her fevered brow, my next words a grated whisper. “Do I know you?”

Someone gasps, chased by the sound of scurried motions.

I spear my gaze into the corner of the dark cell beside ours, finding a fae hiding in the shadows, bunched in a slow-rocking knot—a shroud of full-bodied hair tangled around her face and curled shoulders.

My heart stops, then smashes so hard and fast it makes my ribs feel like they’re caving in.

Thick, curly hair . . .

Freckles streaked in blood . . .

Glistening ember eyes—hollow. The hollow that comes to folk after they’ve been here for too long . . .

“Veya?”

She blinks, releasing tears that streak through the filth on her cheeks as she nods.

My stomach flips.

“What are you doing here?”

“I—” The words sputter, like this place has already stuffed her mouth full of stones. More tears slip down her cheeks, and I curse beneath my breath.

Veya’s eyes widen as footsteps echo down the hall. Many.

Heavy.

Panic wraps its hands around my throat and squeezes.

“I’m s-so sorry,” Veya rasps, and a sinking sensation drops through me at the desperate pitch of her tone.

“For what?” I frown. “What happened? Does he have Kaan?”

Her face crumbles at the mention of her brother.

Please, no . . .

Please—

“I wish I knew. But . . .” She spears a glance down the tunnel, and I glimpse the remnants of a rune cut into her temple—struck through. “He knows everything, Raeve. He—” Her gaze flicks to Kyzari, more tears welling as she gasps, hands coming up to claw at her jaw and mouth. Like she’s trying to rip the words free and pass them to me.

“He did this?” I press, jerking my chin down at the princess. “Arkyn beat her?”

Veya nods, binding her knees with her arms. She drops her head and begins to rock again, tucked so small she could easily be mistaken for a tortured child. Bearing none of the fierceness I saw from her back in Dhomm. None of the swagger.

A flower stripped of everything but the stalk.

I look from her to Kyzari, back again, something inside me boiling up. A fierce cold that burns, spreading through the veins in my arms until it’s settling at the tips of my fingers—alive.

Waiting.

The steps continue to echo, growing so loud I know they’re but a few turns away as I look down, heavy with a strange yearning to sweep Kyzari up in a hug. To harden around her like a dying dragon and protect her with everything that I am.

Knowing better, I do the opposite. Because in this place of greed and pain, Arkyn scavenges everything but bones and blistered souls. He takes happy, living things and chars the fucking life from their eyes, turning them just as broken and lonely as he is.

And those I show affection for . . .

They end up dead, no matter how hard I fight.

I ease Kyzari into the corner, almost certain she’ll fall apart the moment I let go. Like a fissured moon that’s barely holding shape. Since I’ve never been very good at holding things together anyway, I lift Kaan’s málmr from around my neck and slip it over her head, resting the carving in the scoop of her clammy hand. “Your uncle’s málmr. To keep you safe and strong,” I murmur, tucking the frayed blanket up over her bladed shoulder. “Look after it for me.”

Her fingers twitch as the thundering clamor of booted steps intensifies.

I unclip my cloak, drape it over her, then pull away. Take a moment to check my hidden compartments for blades while I move to the front of the cell, finding them all empty.

Not unexpected, but still disappointing.

While cracking my neck from side to side, I prepare for whatever onslaught is coming. Focus on packing down my fear, slowing my breaths, calming the rampant beat of my heart. The pulsing pitch that’s trained to anticipate pain, but only when he comes.

This was once a busy place. Chances are it’s just a bunch of guards coming to stuff another poor soul in one of these vacant cells. Someone who’ll eventually get the chance to bash themselves to burning death in the Pits of Khindard or be eaten by a razah. Or survive, only to be healed and tossed back in over and over again until death finally offers a reprieve.

I wait by the bars with bated breath, hands fisted to stop from picking the skin that cushions the sides of my nails. Instinctively, my feet want to push back—away. To scurry into the corner where he can’t get me. But I force myself to stand strong and sturdy, doing everything to block Kyzari without being too obvious.

I resist the temptation to look over my shoulder. To check on her. Ensure the princess is still breathing.

Pretty sure it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

The guards finally stampede into view, each cloaked in black and wearing identical bronze masks—hooked like a beak. Enough soldiers to bring down a dragon.

Definitely here for me.

I scan the growing contingent halting before the bars of my cell, failing to spot Arkyn—his absence a dense weight lifting from my shoulders. “Come to dance?” I ask with a flippant lilt to my voice.

A lie I paint myself in.

Two guards step forward, one bearing more chain-laden shackles, the other boasting a key that looks awfully similar to the one I stole the last time I graced this fucking place.

I take one look at it and arch a brow.

“The last guard who poked one of those in my direction had his heart ripped out and stuffed in his mouth. Then I used the beaked part of his mask to flay him like an eahl, ripped out his intestines, strung them around his neck, and hung him from this very bar.” I tap my nail against said bar. “Pre-warning.”

A tense pause.

Someone in the back clears their throat as the stout guard with the key steps close and slides it into the lock. “Your pyre,” I mutter, hunting for any sign of weapons. Unsurprised when I find none.

Strength in numbers. Whatever it takes to get me from point A to B unscathed, it seems.

I wonder how these fuckers feel knowing they were sent as sacrificial meat?

The lock clunks open. At the same time, someone flicks the lid on a weald and hisses a flaming sentence that withers something inside me.

Fire ribbons from the instrument, coiling around my body so fast I barely have a chance to blink before I’m caught in a flaming grip that licks too close to my skin. I feel the same writhing force within me, in the form of wild panic.

Statue still, I snarl, vaguely aware of Veya’s screams. Of her standing by the bars of her own cell, bashing her food pan against them.

CLANG

CLANG

CLANG

Extra shackles are clamped around my wrists and ankles, others loosened so I’m no longer tethered to the ground. But it takes a remarkable red bead to charm a coiled rope of flames to drift in a certain direction while maintaining its shape, or so I’ve learned from observation. Meaning there’s a chance they won’t keep this up during my entire relocation.

I feast on the flare of hope, waiting. Body taut as I work to calm myself. Compose my mind into a thick shield for this fucking heat to bounce off.

Tense moments beat by—

The fire sputters into a ribbon of lingering smoke.

I unleash—elbows striking chests and masks that clatter to the ground, loosening teeth that are spat to the floor in a spray of blood.

Someone’s face caves from the forward thrust of my head.

I sink my teeth into the neck of the red bead, blood gushing into my mouth as I tear off a hunk of flesh and spit it aside.

Barging through the open doorway, I wrap my chains around someone’s throat, the dense choking sounds music to my ears. Though the satisfying pop of his neck breaking really tops it off.

Really has me dancing despite my pesky restraints.

Another face caves—this one a victim of my thrusting elbow. A femur snaps beneath my boot as I use my shackle like a hammer, cracking someone’s skull open, then whip around and repeat the trick on another creeping up behind me.

I set my sights on the stumpy key bearer jingling every time he shuffles behind one of his comrades, using them as a meat shield.

You’re mine, shit stain.

Another snapped neck before I snatch the bearer’s mask, exposing a red-dappled cheek I claw my nails into, about to rip off his face when something hard collides with my temple.

The blow of pain is blinding but temporary, eased by a cold dark that swarms from all angles.

I drop like a rock.
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Chapter 80 Reave

I wake with an icy roar coiled on the back of my tongue, wrestling it into submission as I slash my gaze around. Take in the sturdy stone table before me—long and stretched left—heavy with a mix of rusty pitchers, ornate plates piled with food, and dozens of crooked, broken, or tarnished candelabras. Each holds pillars of weepy wax tipped with writhing flames. Collectively, they cast the table in a threatening orange glow, raging against the cold, oppressive dark of the feasting cavern I know too well.

Voiding my rabid fear, I work to clear the remaining fog from my brain, squinting through the forest of flames that know the taste of my skin. Home my focus on the presence I sense across the table, looking straight into volcanic eyes blazing beneath a pinched, sweat-dappled brow—

The candle before me sputters with my frosty, whimpered exhale.

Kaan.

Creators, no . . .

I scour the chains wrapped around his body and the dense stone chair he’s bound against. Chains thicker than his biceps—like the ones used to hold dragons down while they’re bled into the ground—etched in glowing runes that seem to flicker with every flex of his bulging muscles.

My desperate gaze stills on the puncture wounds in his arms that look like they’ve been dug through, then messily stitched up. Whips to the deep gash in his head and the dried blood smeared down the side of his bruised and beaten face, his mouth stuffed with a gag that’s a black strike across his profile.

My gaze lifts, heart shredding into a mess of fleshy tatters at the softness in his eyes. Desperate fear directed at me.

I snarl, wrestling the shackles cinching my wrists together behind my chair’s stony backrest—the cold cuffs so tight they chafe. I try to kick my feet, but they’re equally shackled, tethered to the ground.

Fuck.

I open my mouth to tell Kaan that we’ll find a way out—that I’ve gotten free before, so it’s possible—when a chill crawls up my spine, lifting the hairs on my nape.

My very essence recoils, squirming into a tightly muscled knot. Kaan’s eyes are no longer soft and vulnerable, but lit with blistering rage, directed on the male I sense at my back.

The Scavenger King.

Conductor of my slumber-terrors.

His menacing presence heckles every nerve ending, like Clode in the gravity of a hungry flame. Too familiar with his sadistic lust for shrinking his prey.

I want to scream. Tell Kaan to present calm and composed and give him nothing to hunt. But I can’t even hook his attention, nor can I bring myself to move—so stiff in the heckling atmosphere of the male who knows every weak seam in my soul.

Who loosened the threads to make them so.

Reaching around me, Arkyn sets a tarnished plate on the table, exposing me to a view of his hand—wiry. Gnawed on.

Capable of horrific things.

My heart labors as I look at it; watch him spin the plate until it’s exactly where he intends it to be.

“Ahh, there you are.” Arkyn’s voice sizzles my nerves so much it’s an effort not to flinch, bile surging as the back of his hand strokes the line of my jaw—Kaan’s muffled sounds heaving with intensity. “How nice of you to wake for me.”

The violent thud-ump of beating wings pounds the air before a whetted shriek slices down.

I swallow, knowing she’s up there. A beast I’ve never seen but have so often felt the watchful gaze of, her possessive intrigue now scraping across my face like a claw.

“Calm, Cliár.”

Arkyn’s order blasts through the cavern as he moves into my peripheral, toward the head of the table. He turns with a dash of his tattered cloak, draping against the intricately carved seat I heard he scavenged from some poor fuck’s tomb.

“Apologies, Sire.” He flaps a hand at Kaan, then digs into his pocket, pulling out something he flicks between his fingers. A copper weald. “I’d offer you a plate of food, but you already have your mouth full.”

Kaan’s eyes widen on the instrument, all the color draining from his face before he thrashes, blasting stifled words I can’t make out. All the while, my heart drums. Like Bulder has his fists in my chest, busting them about.

Stop fighting, Kaan. Please.

That’s exactly what he wants!

“Yes, I know. I said we’d share a meal.” I can hear the smile on Arkyn’s face as he balls his hand around the weald, then sets his chin on his fist. He lifts his other like a claw, using his thumbnail to gouge the ravaged skin on his fingertips. “But since seeing just how much you’ve grown to look like Pah, I’ve decided I’m not interested in hearing anything you have to say. You’ll just have to sit there and listen. Think you can manage that . . . brother?”

My breath catches.

Kaan’s brows crush together as he searches the darkness within Arkyn’s hood, the statement appearing to have stumped him as much as it has me.

I was under the impression Kaan only has two brothers. Cadok and Tyroth.

Two brothers.

One sister.

A pah you could wipe the floor with.

My gaze cuts between the two, taking in Kaan’s confusion and Arkyn’s air of nonchalance.

Is Arkyn a half brother? If so, why is Kaan only learning about this now . . . chained to a chair within a cavern that knows the fried reek of torture?

I focus on Arkyn, seeking his tells, when Kaan’s earlier words come to me like an echoing premonition, filling me with a cold, sinking sensation.

Revenge is the loneliest deity of them all, Moonbeam.

Creators, is that what this is? What drives the Scavenger King? Feral lust for some manner of revenge?

“This one, however . . .” Arkyn’s head turns in my direction, and I meet ruddy eyes burning within the shadow of his floppy hood. “Why, I love nothing more than to hear her words. But she so rarely speaks for me. Only when she wants something. Isn’t that right, Fire Lark?”

The name mocks my flesh with the promise of pain.

From the corner of my vision, I see Kaan’s eyes bulge. See him stiffen, like the room just filled with mortar.

Arkyn clicks his tongue, then slams the copper weald on the table beside my plate. So hard and loud I flinch, repressing a shudder as he lifts his hand from the instrument—boasting it. A quiet threat glinting in the firelight.

As if I needed a reminder of exactly what he’s capable of.

He taps his finger against the weald . . . again . . . again . . . then snatches a serving spoon stuffed in a pile of steamed vegetables and scoops some onto my plate, loosening me from the coil of anticipation screwing into my soul.

I exhale through my nose, slowly, taking the small reprieve to scour the table. To hunt for something—anything—that can help get us free. Get Kaan free of this twisted, fucked-up situation.

My heart hitches at the sight of the pale-brown parchment lark I dug from Sereme’s desk, tucked between bent candlesticks, still bearing the fold marks from when Kaan pressed it into a square.

Arkyn must’ve scavenged it from his pocket . . .

“Good eyes,” he murmurs, then leans forward and plucks it off the table, revealing the uhloo I gifted Kaan coiled behind it.

Severed.

My blood becomes ice, causing my pulse to slow, then stop. Long enough that my vision blurs.

Arkyn cut it free . . . because he knows it’s mine. That it came from me.

And it’s quite possible he knows what it stands for.

Meaning—

I stifle a whimper as Arkyn presses the lark back into shape. It wriggles in his grip, frantically flitting about in a manner that sends a chill shooting down my spine.

He pinches the return fold and tosses it free.

The lark bounces in a tight circle, gathers its bearings, then darts straight for Arkyn, swoops into his open palm, and lands, tipping sideways.

I stare at it, confused.

That lark was to Sereme, from the Elding.

My gaze cuts to Arkyn, his smile gleaming at me from within the darkness of his hood. Like a taunt.

A poignant

stabbing

taunt.

My heart slams into something solid.

Arkyn’s the Elding.

I choke on the poisonous theory as jagged pieces begin piercing into place, too fast for me to inspect properly:

The blood bind.

Sereme’s love for the Elding, and her equal hate for me.

The special treatment I never asked for.

Understanding stabs deep, purging the blood from my face until I’m so lightheaded the room’s wobbling, threatening to topple my chair onto the ash-dusted ground.

If Arkyn’s the Elding, that means—

This is The Flourish.

This is where I’ve been funneling folk with the promise of a better life away from corruption and heartache. The same place that’s snapped me across its knee like a stick more times than I can count.

This.

Fucking.

Place.

My breaths come hard and fast, slitting through flared nostrils as Arkyn pockets the lark, then pinches the uhloo, lifting the braid like a dead serpent. “You really thought you could flutter away from me?” he asks, voice mocking, serving to make me feel even more stupid, naïve, and—

So, so blind.

“You should’ve known better, Fire Lark. Truly.” A smirk is thick in his voice as he dangles the uhloo over a lit candle, lowering it.

The tapered tip of my braid kisses the small flame—

The fire gobbles, surging in strength and size while it purges twirls of smoke. While my throat grows so tight it feels like his hand is around my neck, squeezing the life from me.

Arkyn flicks the still-flaming braid, and it arcs through the air, disintegrating as it falls back to the table. “I’ll never let you go.” He snatches my fork and, in one swift motion, plunges it into a pile of bloody meat on the table before Kaan.

I flinch, picturing that same fork stabbing into his chest.

“You’re MINE,” Arkyn belts out, the words boring through the cavernous space, bouncing off the walls. Tearing into me like a mob of flesh-hungry beasts.

I’m statue still, not daring to move. To blink or even breathe. Only once Arkyn turns his attention to the fork, raises the slab of meat, and slaps it on my plate, do I allow my lungs to fill—almost choking on the smell of my fried hair.

Arkyn continues building me a plate of food, meticulous in his motions, muttering about how delicious it all smells. About how he’s missed our meals.

The last of my uhloo turns to smoking cinders as I dare to meet Kaan’s gaze, crushed by the primal ferocity in his eyes screaming all the words he’s too gagged to say.

I discreetly shake my head and quietly beg him not to bite. Not to feed into Arkyn’s sick, sadistic games. Kaan doesn’t realize it yet, but we’re tiptoeing the fine edge of a very sharp blade. That his supposed brother is unhinged and erratic, all too willing to bash my heart in the hopes of getting the shape he craves. What’s worse, he knows my weakness: Anyone who’s broken past the igneous outer shell of the withered organ in my chest.

Anyone I love.

For Arkyn, this is so much more than a feast. It’s carefully plated torture he’ll force us to sit through until he’s done with his fucked-up meal. All we have the power to do is mitigate the repercussions.

Footsteps thump from behind, and Kaan’s gaze slides from mine, widening. He releases a relieved groan, renewing his stiff battle against the chains binding him like a metal fist.

My heart drops.

“Forgive me, Sire,” comes a deep voice. “He’s finished with the throne room. Where would you like him to rune next?”

He . . .

Rune . . .

Arkyn’s stare sizzles the side of my face, watching me with honed intrigue. Despite the smashing beat of my heart, I resist the urge to look. To turn and check who’s speaking, and who might be standing beside him.

To show any sign that I’m invested in Ahvi’s welfare.

It’s probably too late to hide my love for Kaan, but I can spare Ahvi. Pretend I’m not aching to peek back over the chair’s backrest and scour him from head to toe. Tell him it’s going to be okay.

That I’ll make this okay.

Time becomes intangible while I count the runes on Kaan’s hefty chains instead. Watch them flicker with each wrestling surge, his sweat-dappled skin tightening every time one lights up—veins raised and angry looking. Like the runes are hurting him.

“Sire?”

“He’s to get started on the fighting pits,” Arkyn announces. “If they’re not protected by the rise, there will be consequences.”

Bile surges so hot and acrid it’s hard to swallow while keeping my face blank.

Unaffected.

A tight, suffocating mask Arkyn picks at with his cutthroat gaze, the quiet stretching well after the retreating footsteps fade.

So long it starts to itch.

“You thought he’d be dead.”

Arkyn’s blunt observation pulls a plug in the back of my throat, loosening a spigot of unwelcome tears that fill my eyes and spill.

He uses the pad of his bloody thumb to squash a bead against my cheek, frowns at it, then sighs, rubbing the moisture between his gnarly fingers. “You think me such a monster, Raeve?”

Yes.

I shake my head. Slow, so as not to startle him.

A stiff-necked lie.

He sucks air between his teeth, like he sees the motion for what it is:

Placation.

Tension wells like a rising dam. My heart labors, then feels as though it pops when he finally shifts again, using his hands to pluck another strip of meat and drop it on my plate.

I almost gag with relief.

“Well,” he murmurs, “it’s important you know that it was never my intention for the child to die. The miskunn foretold certain outcomes based on the information we provided you and the actions of your binder. It was just a little game, Fire Lark. Another song for you to dance to.”

I pinch my lips together. Feel his words plow through my ribs and mangle the contents of my chest cavity.

Another bit of meat is slapped on my plate, so hard blood splats against my cheek and neck. “Though I must say, I loathe being forced to resort to such measures to simply GET. YOUR. ATTENTION.”

His words explode against me with such force I physically recoil. A knee-jerk reaction that makes my face blaze. In its wake, I cower from Kaan’s pressing stare as he wrestles and gnashes through muffled words that hold no shape.

I’d do anything for him to turn away. Hate that he’s seeing this side of me, broken in like a trained colk turning to the tug of my reins . . . giving Arkyn my full, undivided attention.

A desperate attempt to douse his welling rage.

“Apologies, Arkyn.” Another muffled scream batters me from across the table. “I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just a lot to take in.”

Arkyn’s smile gleams, his next words gentle. “What lovely manners you’ve learned. Apology accepted.”

A scoop of wet vegetables slop upon my plate while my dignity shrivels up and dies.

“You’ve always been a force, Raeve.” He sucks the meat juice off his fingers and thumb—a rowdy slurp. “Since I found you stumbling south with that crack in your skull. Your eyes were so dark and determined.” He wobbled a finger at me. “You would’ve made it wherever you were headed, if only to die on the doorstep.” A shrug before he pinches something flaky that he scatters over my meal. “Had I not saved you.”

I doubt that’s how my Other saw it at the time, but sure.

He grabs an urn and dribbles steaming gravy over my mound of food. “I was told the blow had busted your memories beyond repair, but knowing what I do now . . . Well, I think they’re in there somewhere.”

He slams the urn back on the table in front of Kaan, sloshing him with gravy. It must burn, but he doesn’t even flinch, eyes on Arkyn, who pinches a tendril of my hair and twirls it around his finger in a way that makes my skin crawl. Makes his pet trill from the darkness above, like she wants to leap down and gouge my fucking brain out. “Such bold, beautiful rage doesn’t simmer without a source.”

I stiffen, pitted with paralyzing unease.

He knows something. He doesn’t dance around a point unless it’s sharp enough to bleed you dry.

“Not that I’m complaining,” he rushes, leaning back to pull a familiar dragonscale blade from within the folds of his cloak, so dark red it’s almost black.

Rygun’s.

One of the blades that was in my sheath.

He leans forward across the table, using the blade to slice through a lump of bread. “Your many victories have filled my coffers and granted us safety during the coming falls. And were it not for your efforts in The Fade, eliminating certain threats that would’ve otherwise hindered progress, well,” he says, his next words nails pounded into the soft, fleshy bits of my soul, “there’d be no beaded army ready to purge my brother’s forces the moment I charge on Dhomm.”

Kaan makes a dense sound while my thoughts churn like a storm of razorblades, slicing back to a memory. Something Arkyn once said about the bronze crown.

Kaan’s crown.

Sometime soon, I’ll wear my bronze crown, and you won’t ever have to hurt again. I’ll be on my rightful throne, and you’ll be by my side, enjoying the spoils of your battles.

Dread kicks me in the gut so hard I lose breath, watching Arkyn slice bits of bread away like flaps of skin.

The crown has been Arkyn’s target this entire time. Since I first fell into his clutches, he’s been using me, scavenging resources, all with the goal of usurping the big-hearted king who brought The Burn back to life after the ruthless rule of his pah.

Now Kaan’s here. Chained. His life threatened.

And it’s all my fault.

I rot amongst the realization, too ashamed to meet Kaan’s blazing gaze as Arkyn pierces a slice of bread and brings it close, flopping it beside my plate. “As the great prophet Geisé Líarth-atan once etched on a scroll I scavenged from his sealed tomb, ‘Before we can harvest our rewards, the world must burn.’” He slaps the dragonscale dagger on the table, snatches the weald, flicks the lid, and hisses a scalding word. “Vaghth.”

I freeze.

My Other shifts, rising near the surface of my skin when a shred of flame rips from the weald and settles in Arkyn’s clawed hand.

“Only then can new life rise from the ashes.” He peers over the roil of fire, eyes all but burning a hole in Kaan’s face as he brings the flame so close to my cheek I can feel its hot hunger flicking at my skin, trying to taste me. “With Raeve at my side, bearing me strong heirs the likes Pah only dreamt of.”

Kaan bucks and roars, savagery contorting his face while I sit with a stiff spine and bile surging up my throat. While I choke on my shock and putrid repugnance for what Arkyn has in mind, all while trying to prepare for the first melting stroke.

For him to dish me the same pain he once felt.

Arkyn snaps the lid back down on the weald, opens it, closes it again . . . strumming my already-roaring pulse. When he slaps the instrument on the table, it’s a teeth-gnashing effort not to flinch.

Bringing the roil of fire a little closer, Arkyn swallows, likely salivating over the thought of mutilating me to the tune of Kaan’s desperate, muffled screams. Leaving me confused when he clicks his tongue, then mutters a seething command and crushes his hand around the dying flame.

Little relief comes, his hand still smoking as he sweeps some of my loose hair back behind my ear. “Not yet,” he murmurs—too fucking close—his breath a hot shudder that batters the side of my face.

He peels away, snatches my cutlery, and begins hacking up my meal into bite-sized chunks, relieving me of just enough space to pull a breath. My gaze flicks between the weald and his hands while he shovels meat and gravy on a fork, then brings it to my lips.

My stomach knots with such revulsion I almost garnish the bite with a spray of spew.

“Open your mouth.” His command booms, drenched in a demoralizing tone. “I suspect it’s been daes since you last ate, and you’ll need your strength.”

He might as well be asking me to kneel.

My gaze lifts on instinct, finding Kaan’s. Falling into the too-vulnerable craving to seek shelter within the eyes of the male I love.

Though his features are rippling—like a beast is just beneath his skin, threatening to burst free—his gaze is a soft landing that reaches across the table and gently lifts my chin. Such intentional tenderness despite his obvious pain, worry, and rage.

Arkyn grabs my jaw, jerks my face in his direction. Flattens his nose against mine and roars a single bludgeoning word. “EAT!”

“I’m not hungry!”

He stills. So does the air, like Clode just poised to listen. All the while, I silently chastise myself for being so fucking stupid. For biting.

The repercussions are instant.

With trembling, untethered ferocity, Arkyn pries my jaw open and pushes the fork past my lips, stuffing my mouth with the warm meat and stodgy sauce that dribbles down my chin. He drops the utensil, slams my head back against the headrest, clamps my teeth together, and pinches my nose—the point clear.

Choke the food down or suffocate.

Kaan jerks against his chains, roaring as I chew. Swallow. Gag it all back up, then force myself to swallow again.

Arkyn’s grotesque smile is saccharine.

“Your words have grown clearer since you left me,” he murmurs well after the mouthful is finally gone. Well after my breath is spent, my chest bucking for air. “I’d been told such things. Hearing it is something else.”

He releases me, uses a napkin to dab the gravy from my chin while I gulp breath so fast my head goes light and airy. While Kaan’s ember eyes cradle me from across the table, pulling me close despite the chasm between us.

Arkyn pushes up, tosses the napkin at Kaan’s face, and stalks to the table’s shadowed far end, his billowy cloak making the candle flames flicker and flare. Over a hundred tiny fires that dance for him. “I wonder,” he calls from the dark, “how good is your reading?”

His tone needles.

“Courtesy of Veya,” he continues, snatching something off the table, “I have the perfect treasure to test your capabilities.”

Kaan thrashes and snarls with surging ferocity, perhaps realizing Veya’s also been rounded up.

Caged.

Arkyn chuckles, moves back, and plows his arm across the tabletop. My meal slops to the ground, plate clattering with a pitching echo as he slaps a book on the stone.

No, not a book . . .

A—

Kaan stills. Goes deathly silent as my blood chills, gaze hungering over the swirled design painted on the cover. A beautiful, near-perfect depiction of Kaan’s málmr, the two dragons bundled together like a moon.

My fingers twitch with the desire to brush across the leather. To feel the pages flick beneath them, bring the diary close and breathe its ancient scent. Because that’s what it is, I recognize.

Ancient. The diary of someone lost to the world.

My exhale is a shudder.

Slowly, I look up, straight into Kaan’s catastrophic eyes—unsaid words battling between us. All the confirmation I need that this diary belonged to Elluin. To the version of me he fell in love with so many phases ago.

The me he lost.
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Chapter 81 Raeve

“This is the diary of Elluin Neván.” Arkyn leans over my shoulder, his breath sour like the reek of rotting fruit. “Former Princess of The Shade.”

Former princess . . .

The Shade . . .

The statement crumbles in my head like a ball of crushed parchment, making it hard to understand. A sentence stripped of its shape, words floating on a long-forgotten wind.

“Well, until she became queen,” he murmurs, lifting the front cover to reveal a scrawled entry written with such beautiful, delicate handwriting. Letters that resonate . . . within. Little pieces of a puzzle I want to pluck off the page and cradle close to my heart.

Mine.

Those words are mine.

A lump gathers in the back of my throat, painful to swallow past.

“Not that she ever signed off as anything other than Neván,” Arkyn mumbles, turning another page with a careless swat I want to strangle him for. “So much intrigue!”

The world around us smudges as I meet Kaan’s gaze through the flames, the haunting weight in his eyes telling me everything I need to know:

He, too, has no idea what’s pressed between these pages.

Surely something terrible for Arkyn to be so giddy.

“You know what, there’s a lot of unnecessary drivel. I’ll paraphrase.”

Kaan’s eyes ignite, his muscles flexing against the chains constricting his bulging might while Arkyn continues to turn through the entries.

“It starts a bit boring, really. Elluin loved her brother—blah, blah, blah. Felt responsible for the injury that crippled him.”

The words maim—a thunder of dragons swooping down, slashing me.

“She tames a mature Moonplume at nine phases, before even hearing the Creators’ songs. I must say, that’s impressive,” Arkyn continues, flicking forward another page. “Then she dons the Aether Stone and becomes the subject of an arranged binding, carted off to The Burn after her entire family is poisoned in their sleep, and things get really juicy.”

“Stop.”

I scream it. Blast it loud.

Hear it ricochet off faraway walls.

Arkyn lowers, pinches my chin so hard I feel the bloom of a future bruise, and turns me to face him—his answer a smooth whisper blown against my face. “No.”

Against my better judgment, I hold his merciless stare like our swords are crossed.

He tsks and lets go.

I gasp, chest heaving as he averts his attention to the diary again, flips forward a few pages, then stabs the tip of his ravaged finger against a line of script. “Ahh, yes, then she meets him,” he seethes, and recites straight from the parchment: “‘Kaan Vaegor—the eldest son of the King, only recently back from the Boltanic Plains to watch over Dhomm while his pah helps Tyroth secure his foothold in Arithia.’” Arkyn lifts his head, attention homed on Kaan jerking against his chains with renewed might, blood dribbling from where they’ve worn through the skin in places. “She’s wrong there. Eldest son, you are not.”

Kaan stills.

Arkyn hums, looks down, and brushes the page aside. “You know, had Pah not disowned me and ordered his dragon to chase me across the plains for being such a great disappointment, Elluin would’ve fallen in love with me. Not you.”

Kaan jerks so hard his heavy stone chair grinds across the ground, his flickering chains seeming to squeeze. Not that Arkyn so much as looks up, his attention wholly on the page he just landed on. “Ahh, yes. Here you gave her a trinket of your love. Then she fucked you.” He clicks his tongue three times, shaking his head. “Disgraceful, given she was promised to our brother.”

The words clang in my ears.

With quiet violence, things begin slotting into place. Building something too painful to look at.

Too devastating.

“To think he bound with her thinking she was untouched.”

I jerk from the sunken memories of a male moving inside me. Not Kaan.

Someone else.

Somewhere cold. Familiar. Regally ornamented, the sky beyond the window heavy with luminous moons—

A sound slips up my throat.

“I know,” Arkyn drawls, shaking his head. “So much for family values.” Again, he flicks the page. “Believe it or not, it gets even more interesting. Here, our dear pah discovered your affair.” His attention spears at Kaan, now parchment pale as he stares into the shadows of his brother’s hood.

All the confirmation I need to know this is new to him. That he wasn’t aware.

Arkyn shrugs, looking down again. “Seems you weren’t careful enough, brother.”

Kaan sits statue still, a haunted look in his eyes that won’t meet mine.

Never have I wanted them on me more. Have I wanted to surge forward, wrap my arms around him, and hold tight. Tell him we’re in this together. That we’ll get through this together. Because we have to.

Because—

Something small, soft, and wet is tucked snug against my chest, squirming, nuzzling my breast.

I drop my head and kiss a sodden tuft of white hair. White, like—Someone’s.

Someone I loved. Except this love is different. A love that eclipses all the rest, blazing in my chest like a wild flame—

“Blah, blah, ‘he told me Kaan is not fit to rule a kingdom and unworthy of a crown,’” Arkyn drones, ripping me from the memory like pulling a bone from its socket. “To which Elluin spat in his face and spoke some trop about choosing her own king or nothing at all. Things escalated, he tortured her, threatened our sister. Threatened you, yada, yada. ‘I felt fear like I’ve never felt before—’ Ahh, yes. Here we are.” Arkyn clears his throat, like he’s preparing to pass a speech to a crowd.

Part of me already knows what he’s going to say. As though the words are etched on my heart and soul. Threaded through the marrow of my bones.

Have been for a long time—since I woke in my cell beneath this mountain so many phases ago—just waiting for the dust to be blown free.

My face is already crumbling, heart breaking as Arkyn recites straight from the page: “‘He said that if I left the next rise to prepare for the binding ceremony, he’d offer Slátra safe passage back to Arithia. Alternatively, he’d leave her hutch unguarded as I’m dragged across the plains, and I’d be forced to watch her kill herself trying to follow me home. Then he got real close and looked at me like he could see straight through my skull. Told me he’d been informed that my bleeding is late—something I hadn’t considered until that very moment.’”

Kaan makes a dense sound, like he just got punched in the gut.

“‘He said this is the only way my youngling will have a chance at life. That if Tyroth believes he sired the small seed apparently growing in my belly, all will be well. Otherwise, there will be nowhere Kaan and I can hide where they won’t find us. They’ll hunt us down for this filthy dishonor we’ve bestowed upon our families.’”

Kaan finally meets my gaze as twin tears slip down his cheeks. As my own loosen.

He stares at me with eyes that bear a crushing amount of pain, the pile already sitting on my chest now growing too heavy to breathe beneath. Because I already know the outcome. Already know how this ends.

With Kaan not knowing he had a daughter now caged in the same cell I lived in for phases. A beautiful daughter—raised by his younger brother in The Shade’s decorated capital—whom I hugged and cradled moments ago without knowing she was mine.

Ours.

A daughter . . . born of our undying love, into a world that’s left her beaten, broken, barely clinging to life. Into a world that’s failed her.

Just like I’ve failed her, by not listening to Kaan. Not letting him tell me the “important truths” I so desperately wanted to avoid.

By cowering from my past—

“In the next entry, Elluin leaves a note in her lover’s sleep space, telling him Tyroth is the more gifted Sire. A better fit for her to breed strong young.” Arkyn huffs out a laugh, glancing at Kaan. “Can’t argue that.”

I feel the cold spill of my Other shifting.

Rising.

Listening.

“I have Kyzari in Raeve’s old cell,” he continues, lifting his hand to flex his fingers into a ball, “and she broke like a twig beneath my fist—no doubt because she’s got your weak blood diluting my Fire Lark’s. As we speak, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s pulling her final breaths.”

Kaan’s muffled roar shakes the air. Gnashing like a caged beast, he thrashes against his chains, more blood painting his skin in slow, dribbling strokes.

I don’t roar. Don’t speak a single word.

Instead, I go deathly silent—a river that just cut a path into The Shade and solidified. A quiet ferocity injecting through my veins . . . or perhaps it was always there. Waiting.

Knowing.

My essence shifts around it, sharpens. Forges me into something that should frighten me, given the urges now wrestling with my heartstrings, stretching them long and tight enough to anchor the thumping organ.

I’m not frightened. All I feel is cold-blooded rage.

“Then Elluin leaves for Arithia, destined to perish on her birthing pallet moments after she pushes Kyzari from her womb, spouting words about her undying love for you.” Arkyn looks up from the page, straight at Kaan still battling himself bloody against chains so tight they’re creating deep grooves in his flesh, making his veins look like they’re about to burst. “Don’t worry, brother. She tried to run from me, too.” He tsks. “I’m sensing a pattern here.”

Though the words hit, they’re blunt. Impervious to the sheets of armor shifting over my heart, my own pain becoming a small, silent thing in the wake of Kaan’s agony and the knowledge that our daughter is suffering in my cell. Perhaps moving through her final moments without us there to hold her tight.

To comfort her.

“Final entry—and it’s a good one.” Arkyn lifts the book, waving it before dropping his gaze to read straight off the page. “‘I’ve heard from one of his loyal aides that a Bloodlace has arrived on dragonback this rise. If she’s here to test my youngling’s blood once I give birth, the paternal line won’t draw in Tyroth’s direction. It’ll draw north—to Kaan.’”

Another muffled roar.

Another screech as Kaan’s chair grinds against the ground.

“Interesting,” Arkyn muses. “Makes me think Tyroth’s not as blind as you both thought he was. Now shut up for this last bit. It’s good.” Another dramatic clear of his throat before he continues: “‘I want to curl up with Slátra—to be with her while I labor—but I struggle to move on my own anymore. All but stuck on this pallet where Mah and Pah died. Where I pretended to conceive a youngling that was already seeded inside me—’”

Kaan’s sounds grow so thunderous he almost drowns out Arkyn’s voice.

Arkyn sighs, his head ticking to the side as he looks at Kaan through eyes lit with the fire of a thousand flames. “Why do you have to ruin everything?”

The question is chased by a hiss of hungry words that snatch a stream of flame from the jungle of candlesticks, tethering to Arkyn’s hand. Then he’s whip, whip, whipping Kaan’s arms, chest, and shoulders, the motions heaving with growing ferocity, slashing with wild vigor.

Kaan’s beautiful skin flays in the wake of each bloodlusting slash, filling the cavern with the smell of burning flesh, his roars morphing into a mangled scream—something in his eyes and the twist of his face making me picture him so much younger. A child, being ripped apart by the flames of a pah who had no love to give. Only pain.

The sound I make is more beast than fae. An almighty wail gored from the pit of my aching chest, coupled with flickers of something that feels like the flames of an ancient, icy beast.

Arkyn stills, heaving breath as he glares at me from beneath his hood, pupils so blown all the red is almost gone from his eyes. “You never made such sounds for me.”

“You will stop,” I growl—a serrated slice unfamiliar to my ears.

He chuffs. Whips his arm back—

“YOU. WILL. STOP.”

Around us, the mountain trembles. Even the whip of flame in Arkyn’s hand seems to squirm as he stills, watching me with sizzling intensity.

“You will stop hurting him, and I will give you anything.”

Kaan sobs through a groan, somehow more agonized than the sounds he made while the whip flayed his flesh.

I don’t let it sink in.

He’ll always put me first. Though I respect that with my whole heart, it’s my turn to be strong for him.

Arkyn swallows, salivating, his intrigue sharp and scratching deep. “You know there’s only one thing I desire, Fire Lark . . .”

For me to fight for him.

Burn for him.

“I know.”

“Will you give yourself to me willingly? A show to rival everything else?”

Again, Kaan’s chair grinds against the ground, the muffled sound of my name coming to me over and over. From the corner of my eye, I see him trying to catch my attention. Get me to look at him.

I don’t.

There’s only one way to buy the time to do what needs to be done without Arkyn ripping the male I love apart—beating his bloodlust against him until there’s nothing left—and that’s to keep him entertained. Keep his hands full, mind busy with his other obsession.

Me.

I smooth my face. Poise myself before I dare to speak again.

“Yes, Arkyn. I’m yours.” The words are ash in my mouth, but they have the desired effect:

Arkyn’s eyes widen with salacious glee.

“Take what you need, and then I’ll dance the Pits for you. Give them a show unlike anything they’ve ever seen.”

Kaan roars.

Head tipped, Arkyn savors a hearty breath through that hooked, melted nose poking out from the darkness of his hood, then snaps his chin to his chest. When he looks at me again, all the red has gone from his eyes. “Clear the table!”

I tame the rabid beat of my heart as robed and masked folk rush in from the surrounding darkness, clearing the giant slab of Arkyn’s scavenged bits and the remainder of our uneaten feast. I’m ushered from the chair with all the precautions befitting someone who just half ripped through a contingent of handlers, bound in a bundle of chains before I’m shifted to the table, tilted back, and lowered upon it.

Kaan’s gaze blazes my side, his muffled sounds hurting me so much more than I’ll ever let him know.

It occurs to me that he may think he’s about to watch his brother have me. But to this dae, Arkyn’s taken no sexual liberties from me, even though he’s taken almost everything else.

No. To the Scavenger King, sex isn’t intimacy.

That’s not what he craves.

The guards finish tethering me to the table, shifting back into the shadows as Arkyn flicks the lid on his copper weald, releasing a bulb of fire he gathers into his clawed hand with a few hissing, scalding words. Another click before he pockets the instrument, cradling a hungry flame that churns in his hand like a ball of molten stone, igniting his face otherwise hidden beneath his hood.

Igniting his savage smile that pulls at all the tightest bits of his smelted cheek.

He rolls his head, breathes long and deep, more fire forging in his eyes. A scalding promise of what’s to come.

I harden my heart before I finally tip my head to the side and meet Kaan’s volcanic stare. Try not to implode beneath it.

“Close your eyes,” I say, heart clenching. Then louder, more insistent, desperate to cut through his roaring thrash. “Kaan, please.”

He stills, making a sound much like a dying dragon before he presses his eyes closed, tears slipping down his cheeks that split my heart in two.

I look to the shadows above; to where I know Arkyn’s beast is roosting, readying to enjoy the show. Darkness I used to hide amidst.

Not this time.

This time, I close my eyes and go within.

I carve a giant hole in the ice crust atop my lake that’s big enough to swallow the mound of bundled fear I refuse to acknowledge, but not before the first smear of flame sweeps down my arm, blistering my flesh in a way that’s supposed to prepare me for the blazing pits I’m to return to.

Battle amidst.

I stiffen, distantly aware of Kaan’s strangled roar as I clench, jerk, and twitch in the wake of the melting trail—the reek of burnt flesh becoming thicker.

More cloying.

All the while, I continue to stuff, stuff, stuff my fear away—

Gone.

I follow it at a distance. Swim quietly down into my deepest, darkest depths—past a swishing silver entity I don’t dare turn toward—and retrieve a frosty memory to hide within. Memory of a small snow hut I dug for me and Fallon not long after we got free of this place.

Except Fallon’s not there.

It’s just me, alone, bearing wounds from my battled escape. It’s just me, bundled on my side as I try to hug myself to sleep, humming my calming tune over and over again. And although I imagine talking to someone I promised to save—to free—I’m simply speaking to myself, making a promise that I will live.

Because that’s what Fallon would’ve wanted. What she would’ve asked of me at this moment, here in this snow hut I built big enough for the both of us . . . were she actually here. Had I not been forced to leave her dead and alone beneath a mural of finger-painted moons, draped in the cloak of the guard I slaughtered for an iron key I used to escape.

That’s what she would’ve wanted, had she not died alone in that cell while I beat myself bloody in a battle pit for Arkyn’s selfish gains.

But I can no longer hide from my past; stuff the pain away and pretend things ended differently. That I left an empty cell behind and that Fallon got to see one of the moons she loved a final time before she died.

She didn’t.

I untangle the memory from the stone I bound it around, tethered so tight it would’ve stayed forever drowned had I not swam down to face it. I set it loose, letting it replace the softer one I built for myself. Feel the hurt plunge deep.

The loss.

Then I swim to the spot where I last spotted the stone that looked like a lump of coal, knowing what it is. What it contains, should I just give it substance to feast from. Something I believe my Other was protecting me from, waiting until I grew ready to face the Creator who’s spent so much time hurting me via Arkyn’s bidding. Something I could’ve gone an entire lifetime without.

Except Kaan’s burnt and beaten, chained to a chair, being preyed on by his bloodlusting brother.

Except our daughter’s lying half dead in the same cell that took my Fallon.

They are mine, I am theirs, and they will see the sky again. Or Creators hear me, the world will rupture beneath my fingertips.
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Chapter 82 The Scavenger King 

Arkyn moves into his suite, its walls obstructed by near-toppling piles of treasures he’s scavenged over the phases. Mostly things other folk wouldn’t blink twice at were they to stumble across them. But Arkyn knows better than most that some of the world’s more precious treasures are often things that have been lost or tossed away.

Forgotten about.

He pockets the scavenged copper weald and stops before a stout cage, crouching to flick a metal bar. The miskunn coiled at the back twitches, digging deeper into itself as it turns its head, silver eyes wide.

Despite the bars protecting it from the bloodlusting male, it tremors.

Arkyn chuckles low.

He rubs his hands together. Palms still tingling with satisfaction from armoring his Fire Lark for the first time in phases, he moves through a doorway, into his overstuffed office lit by a raging hearth. Pauses when he sees Sereme perched on a pale wooden stool before his desk—back straight as an arrow, hair coiffed, coat clinging to her body like a closely shaved pelt.

At the sound of his footsteps, Sereme stands, spins, and drops into a low curtsy. “Elding.”

For a long moment, Arkyn scans the space, noting that there is less dust in the air. That his desk has been tidied, one of his scavenged vases now polished and displaying a purple spray of dried lacyloom blooms—so at odds with his muted surroundings.

Before his ornate seat is what he assumes to be a meal capped with a shiny silver dome, another on the table before Sereme.

Very presumptuous.

Arkyn moves around the desk like a seep of ink. “Those don’t grow this far south,” he murmurs, flicking one of the lacylooms. Some of its petals break free, dusting the table.

“No. I picked them near the wall and dried them on our journey here,” Sereme says as she sits, tone rich with saccharine devotion. “A gift, from my post to yours.”

Draped upon his chair, Arkyn reaches forward to dance his fingers over the pointed tips of his crown sitting atop the desk—something he came to retrieve on his way to the fighting pits. Now he’s growing itchy with the unwanted presence of the female seated before him.

“Given this is, in fact, my post, you seem to have made yourself quite comfortable.”

Sereme opens her mouth, closes it. Clears her throat as she leans in, lifting the dome from Arkyn’s meal. “I thought we could enjoy a—”

“I’ve eaten.”

Her cheeks redden.

Slowly, she sets the dome back down, bringing her hands to her lap. She weaves them together, struggling not to fidget beneath Arkyn’s shadowed gaze. “Forgive me, Elding. I presumed—”

“Wrong.”

The rest of Sereme’s sentence sputters behind pinched lips, something brewing in her keen gray eyes. Something Arkyn recognizes—an emotion that often brews in his own chest despite his efforts to hide it.

Insecurity.

She lifts her chin, sitting impossibly straight. “I understand you’re upset about—”

“Your failure to keep me properly informed about my Fire Lark’s trial? Her supposed execution?”

“Incorrect,” she’s quick to push between pinched lips, her tone bitter-tinged. “I struck her name off on the ledger. It’s the fault of others for not passing the message on.”

“Is that so?”

“It is,” Sereme snips. “Besides, I knew she’d find a way to claw back. She always does.”

“Interesting.” Arkyn’s eyes narrow on the fluttering point of Sereme’s carotid as she sits otherwise statue still. “My Elding Squire sent a lark I’ve just recently received. Reported you appeared surprised when he hand-delivered you my latest orders. But perhaps he was mistaken?” he asks, tossing her a bone she eagerly snaps up—face softening.

Posture easing.

If only a little bit.

“Indeed.” She huffs out an exasperated sigh, reaching up to smooth her perfectly coiffed hair. “Despite Raeve’s . . . burdensome ways, it’s been a trialing time functioning without our sharpest Elding Blade while she’s been off enjoying her sabbatical, given the many preparations you’ve kept us busy with.” The slightest lift of her chin. “When do we plan on moving forward with the invasion?”

We?

Arkyn arches a brow, digs into his pocket, and pulls out the small smog-filled jar he found amongst Kaan’s belongings, setting it on his desk for later inspection. “After the moonfalls,” he murmurs, flicking the beads dangling down the side. An action that draws Sereme’s keen gaze. “Once the dust settles.”

Falls prophesied to be any dae. Maybe even this dae.

Anxious to end this before the big event, Arkyn dashes his hand toward the exit. “Now find somewhere else to be. I’m about to host a battle the world will sing about for eons.”

Sereme hesitates, her attention darting to the other door. The one that leads to Arkyn’s sleepsuite. A door she no doubt anticipated him herding her toward after they finished their meal.

Something she shouldn’t have expected.

As Arkyn knows, expectations are often the cause of great pain and disappointment. A lesson he learned when his pah brought down his boot upon a most precious egg.

“And what of Raeve?”

A tilt of Arkyn’s head as the fire writhing in the hearth seems to lean into the conversation. “She will be the main act, of course.”

Sereme’s eyes harden. “And after that? What will you do with her then?”

Arkyn raises a brow and sits deeper into his seat, deciding the fight can wait, given this conversation suddenly grew intriguing enough to pique his otherwise frayed interest.

He lets the silence speak for him, waiting for Sereme to grow uncomfortable enough to submit herself into elaboration.

It doesn’t take long.

“You’ve gotten what you wanted,” she snips past tight lips. “I feel it’s time to cut her free, before she turns her blades on us.”

Again, Arkyn dances his fingers across the tips of his crown. “Your attitude has shifted since you lost control over her.”

Sereme scoffs. “The word control is one I’d use lightly. Yes, she’s been a valuable asset, but everything has a shelf life. She’s grown bold from the lengthened leash. She’s powerful, unpredictable, dare I say rabid at times.”

Little does Sereme know, that’s exactly what Arkyn loves about his Fire Lark. The moments her eyes ink over and she unleashes that savage bloodlust in its full glory. Something that always makes him feel as though he’s a little less alone in his depravity.

There’s a reason he makes his disciples wear masks: so he can’t see the emotions that sizzle in their eyes, nor the way they twitch when he opens his mouth to speak. The opinions of others burn almost as much as the phantom sear of his scars that often haunt him in his slumber.

“I know what you have planned, Arkyn. But I fear it’ll only rile the beast.” Sereme reaches across the table and flattens her hand on it, brow pinched. “So long as Raeve’s here, we’re both in danger.”

Arkyn tilts his head. “What would you have me do?”

“Put her down,” she snarls, as though the words were already coiled on her tongue, ready to pounce. “Once she steps into that pit, don’t let her out again. Keep summoning the razah until there’s nothing left of her.”

Arkyn looks at the ornate bottle hanging from the chain strung around Sereme’s thin neck, wondering if she mourns the loss of the bind. As Raeve’s handler, she was indispensable. But now?

She’s nothing but an easy target his Fire Lark is itching to sink her claws into. Sereme, it seems, has realized that.

“This is the moment, Arkyn. Everything we’ve been working toward these many phases. You have the Burn King. A powerful army prepared to overthrow the capital that now stands with no crown. Coffers full of bloodstone and gold.” Her other hand comes up to grip the bottle. “You have your queen, ready to take the throne beside you.”

Arkyn’s fingers still their quiet strum.

Sereme doesn’t seem to notice the way his eyes darken. If she did, she’d do as he earlier suggested and leave.

Fast.

“My queen, you say?”

A firm nod. “But there’s no room for three on that throne. I will not share an armrest with Raeve. It’s time to take what’s yours by birthright and keep the monsters stuffed in the dark where they belong.”

The commanding clip of Sereme’s tone does nothing to soften his regard. Instead, it deepens the hole she’s shoveling.

If she despises monsters so, she shouldn’t have climbed beneath the covers with one.

“You’re right.” The words are slow. Contemplative. “There is only room for two.” Arkyn shoves to a stand. “Take off your necklace and follow me.”

Sereme’s eyes widen before her brows pull together. “Why?”

“Because I said so,” he jabs, moving through to his slumbersuite with an air of nonchalance.

A brief hesitation before Sereme follows in the wake of the Scavenger King’s tattered cloak, pausing to primp herself in the tarnished reflection of an ancient bronze breastplate, seemingly expecting him to lead her to his fur-laden pallet. Slowing when he walks straight past it and strides through a doorway at the back of the suite, through a shadowed tunnel.

It takes too long for her to voice the question Arkyn can sense squirming behind her lips. “Arkyn . . . where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

The answer is gobbled down like scraps tossed to a stray, their footsteps echoing off the close walls. His heavy and thumping; hers the persistent tap of heels clipping against stone.

The tunnel finally opens to the outside world—a solemn stretch of thick white snow lit by the luminous Moonplume moons hanging overhead, the odd puddle of mist drifting with the lazy breeze.

A mild slumbertime, quiet aside from a pack of chitterlings bickering in the distance. Even so, Sereme shivers, rubbing her arms from the bitter cold. “What are we doing out here?”

The question loosens from her blue-tinged lips with puffs of breath, making her appear vulnerable.

Weak.

Things Arkyn finds offensive. This female thought herself fit to be his queen, but here she is, cowering from the cold.

The world will eat her up.

“We’re here because I no longer have use for you,” he states with a sigh, picking dried blood from beneath his stubbed nails. “Your mouth is warm but your assumptions itch more than my fucking fingers do, and I’ve grown bored of your presence.”

Each foreboding word leeches more color from Sereme’s face until she’s as pale as the Moonplume moons, eyes round to match their shape.

She reaches forward and grips his bicep. The right one, which was almost entirely eaten by dragonflame so very long ago. “Arkyn, please—”

“Get your hand off me.”

She recoils from the fire now brewing in his eyes, a tremble taking her over that’s not born of the brisk, biting wind—perhaps falling into the realization that she’s being discarded. That the male renowned for scavenging things, for treasuring the trash of others, is tossing her away.

Arkyn lifts his chin, looking down at her beneath lowered lids, wondering how she’ll fare out there in the cold, dark world. If she’ll fall or thrive.

If she’ll drop to her knees for someone else and try to suck her way back to the top.

“Long ago,” he utters, flicking another curl of dried blood onto the snow, “the male who spawned me cast me onto the plains and told me to run. He, too, saw me as a tool to be sharpened for his own ambitions and nothing more.”

Sereme sucks breath to speak, hushed by a flippant dash of Arkyn’s hand.

“You, I see, care only about what I can provide you,” he states, tone cold and bland—the words hanging moons between them . . . jolting. Threatening to fall.

To destroy.

“Given you no longer have anything I desire in return, it’s your time to run.”

Sereme wobbles back a step, her purple boot punching a hole in the unblemished snow stretched behind her. “Arkyn, my love—”

Cliár erupts free from her burrow in the mountain—a blast of flame, screeching as she cuts through the sky. Her splayed body eclipses a moon like a blazing smear, leaving a wake of ruddy stardust.

Sereme staggers at the sight of the ancient, mighty beast, hand to her chest while puffs of panicked breath all but cloud her face.

The Elding Bird slices sideways and banks, the slumbering world awakened by the heavy drum of her feathered wings.

She tucks tight. Plummets toward the mountain’s rocky base.

Arkyn catches Sereme’s bulging stare as a hooked grin peels across his face. “I said run.”
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I wake to a wet carcass slapping me across the cheek.

Groaning, I toss it aside, but the un-rhythmic sound of flapping wings and the click-clack of claws scratching against stone pop my eyes open.

I shove up so fast my head spins. Stuffing down the tufted throw I don’t recall tucking over myself, I rub my eyes and blearily scan the space, hunting for the blue beast. Find him astride the bag of carcasses that now has a hole torn through the side. A hole Gruffin’s head, neck, and front claws are stuffed in while the fucker roots through the bloody contents—wings wide for balance, tail poised above his head like he’s preparing to stab something with his prong.

“You’re a fucking menace, you know that?”

He yanks a carcass out by its stripped spine and thrashes the skull against the ground as though he can sense the brain within, trying to crack it free. Like splitting the shell of a nut.

“Creators,” I mutter, dragging my hand down my face.

He’s one step closer to eating us in our sleep.

Seeing Essi has shifted from her seat, I turn to check the seater she sometimes coils on—also empty.

“Essi?”

My only answer is a ravenous squark that hackles me the wrong way at the wrong fucking time.

I make for the stairs that lead to what I believe is Essi’s suite, pointing at the little mite on my way past. “If you ate her, you’re done.”

“Sqwarrrrk!”

I’m three steps up when I catch sight of something pale fluttering in my peripheral. A parchment lark, nodding against the window frame, trying to merge with one of the runes Essi filled with my blood when she granted me access to the dwelling.

I frown, cross the room in four long strides, and snatch the lark. It wriggles in my grip, like it’s just as confused as I am about its apparent attraction to my blood-soaked entry rune, making it hard for me to open the thing. Once it’s finally flat, I skim the text, my frantic pulse slowing when I recognize the handwriting.

But then I register the words.

Gruffin was stirring and I didn’t want to wake you, so I went to get him some food.

Be back soon!

E.

My heart pitches from left to right.

She’s only left once since we met. With me, to find more round stones after the last one spontaneously combusted into a cloud of black dust. She usually avoids leaving the dwelling at all costs, and now she’s gone hunting for game?

This makes no sense . . .

A distant howl lures my gaze out the window as the Mists shred apart, revealing a lone fae with long red hair limping across the plains, making for the wall. Dragging a dead snow wyrm behind her in a makeshift sling.

My next breath feels like a stab.

Essi . . .

Another shift of the Mists, and I squint, glimpsing a sleek white crowl skulking in her wake like some skeletal slumber-terror—nose to the ground, its patchy pelt almost blending with the snow. Another larger beast creeps up beside it, pausing to tip its head, crank its long maw, and release a scratchy howl that sends a shiver up my spine.

I’m armed, boots on, and out the fucking window before reality sinks its claws too deep.

Crowls don’t hunt in duos. They hunt in packs large enough to take down an injured dragon, hiding in swaths of mist because even the waifs don’t like the taste of their corroded souls.

But their favorite food is lone, wandering fae.
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I sprint across the plains, my cheeks and fingers numb from the cold by the time I draw close enough to lock eyes with Essi, seeing flashes of shame in hers. Of failure.

None of which makes any sense.

A surge of panic urges me on as I note the way her arm is bound around her abdomen. The spray of red on her pale cheek.

She’s bleeding.

Shit.

A blow of wind, and the Mists encroach, threatening to wrap their foggy wings around us. Barks and cackles rake my nerves, the crowls no doubt conversing about our impending slaughter. Something that will absolutely come to fruition if we don’t get the fuck out of here.

I run harder, faster—my boots hammering the snow, punching holes that almost swallow my shins.

Essi drops the strap of the laden sling. Takes three more wobbling steps and sinks to her knees, cloak puddling like a pool of ink. She lifts her hand from her waist and looks at the blood dripping from her fingers—so vibrant against the pale surroundings. The same red as her locks gusting about like a Sabersythe flame.

The sight does something to me. Punches through my chest, grabs my heart, and stuffs it in the snow.

She looks up—at me—exhausted resignation clouding her eyes as a shape emerges at her back. A large crowl gallops free of the Mists, its powerful gait at odds with its knobby limbs and sunken bits between protruding bones.

Teeth bared, it snarls—white eyes pinned on Essi.

Rage explodes behind my ribs.

I rip out my sword and leap. The beast leaps too, claws splayed, maw wide and frothing for Essi’s blood.

“DROP!”

She flattens against the ground.

I collide with the crowl in a clash of swiping claws and slitting steel, knocking it back, landing so hard a jolt lashes my spine. Guts spray as I hack the scrawny beast in two with a mighty heave of my blade.

I’ve barely regained my balance before another comes at us from the side.

With Essi still flat against the ground at my back, I whip my blade around just in time to sever the beast’s neck.

More blood paints the snow.

Another wail of wind churns the mist into a blinding vortex, smudging our view of the wall.

Of our exit.

“This fucking place,” I hiss past clenched teeth, spinning to see another beast prowl into my line of vision. It sniffs the air, tips its head, and bays to the sky.

I groan, easing into a deeper stance as the Mists come to life with a symphony of hungry howls.

Gaze narrowed on the beast’s unnerving eyes, I help Essi to her feet. Keep my left arm shielded across her while I survey our surroundings, watching multiple crowls skulk free of the swirling Mists—five.

Seven.

Nine.

Hunched low, their lips pull back from dripping maws as they take turns snapping at the air, hunting our weakest point.

“The moment the Mists part,” I murmur, eyes darting about, trying to anticipate which one might attack first, “I need you to run.”

“I don’t want to alarm you, but given how much I’m bleeding, there’s really not much point—”

One of the smaller crowls lunges into the open, striking for Essi’s side.

I whip around.

Essi’s gasp puffs against my ear, her fingers clawing into my bicep as I growl, thrusting my sword up like a pike. The beast impales upon it, screeching while its flesh, organs, and bones give way to the sharp intrusion.

It hits the ground with a mighty thud.

“Too late,” I grit out, using my boot as leverage to slide the corpse off my blade. “Consider me alarmed.”

The Mists chatter, scream, and growl, painting a grim mental picture of the pack’s vast size, eliminating almost every option.

Except one.

I stab my blade into the ground and reach into the pocket of my pants, still scanning the tight noose of snarling predators. “I hope you don’t have a thing against fire,” I mutter, retrieving my weald. “And apologies. This is going to get ugly.”

Essi pulls a soft breath as I flick back the lid and open myself to Ignos, struck with his hissing, spitting language—ravenous as always. Ever ready to chew something to ash.

“Geish athhh vill-vah sheith vakath, Ignos! Eeth atash éno—vui!”

The God of Fire roars in savage delight, not a moment’s hesitation before he plumes from my weald, expanding in a gushing torrent that churns around us. A whirlpool of flames, hungry to consume.

Panic erupts; screams, yaps, and howls cutting through the incinerating clamor and the greedy melody of a gorging god.

The air swelters, sour with the reek of burnt flesh and hair. So potent I almost gag.

At my back, Essi wobbles, sagging her weight into me, making me feel more important than I’ve ever felt in my entire dreary existence.

I stand a little straighter, find her hand and squeeze as the world around us burns, hating that she’s being forced to witness this. Wishing I could shield her from the dying sounds and the fucking smell.

She squeezes me back in silent acknowledgment, but then her grip loosens, her hand slipping free as she steps forward.

Away from me.

I spit another sizzling order at Ignos, just looking over my shoulder when the air shifts, lifting the hairs on the back of my right arm. I spin to see a flaming crowl, charging blindly, trying to escape the fire chewing on its hide.

I rip my sword from the ground and slash, decapitating the beast, ending its misery—

A shrill roar dominates the sky, and I become chillingly aware of the rhythmic thud-ump of beating wings. The daunting sound of a hungry dragon.

Creators, not now . . .

I look up, heart hitching as a ruddy Moltenmaw spears through the smoke, flicks out its wings, then carves its outstretched claws through the flames, snatching a fiery crowl.

“Fuck.”

That could’ve been Essi.

I need to get her out of here.

I turn, intent on tossing her over my shoulder and making a run for the wall, only to see her wobbling toward the barricade of fire. I have a split moment to process the vision before she steps into the flames.

And disappears.
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“ESSI!”

I fall to my knees and crawl through the sloshy snow, feeling twelve phases old again. Watching Mah walk out across that skybridge, taking a very precise step over the edge as I screamed her name. As I watched her collide with the ground in the fucking Ditch so far below, then never move again.

“ESSI—No . . .”

This isn’t happening.

THIS ISN’T FUCKING HAPPENING!

Ignos begins to waver, and I look away from the spot where Essi disappeared, too scared of what I’ll see. Her lifeless body in the slosh—ravaged.

Dead.

More Moltenmaws flock the scene, like a thunderous storm churning above. No doubt drawn by the stench of fried flesh, they screech, swooping down to snatch roasted beasts. Some draw so close their barbed tails almost whip me in their haste as I slump to my heels and tear at my hair.

She just—

SHE—

A screeching roar fills the smoggy air.

The hairs on the back of my neck lift, and I look up—

Into the bright-red eyes of a dark-purple Moltenmaw diving at me, claws splayed and ready to snatch. A buck, based on his gargantuan size.

The rhythmic thump of his beating wings bashes air against my skin, tilling ash and embers, fanning the dying flames.

This is it. The fucked-up end I’ve been waiting for since the dae I failed to realize what Mah was about to do. Since I trailed her through the castle like a rowdy shadow, groaning about an argument I’d had with Dothea, missing the flatness in her eyes that appeared sometimes . . . when she fell into thoughts about our younger sister who died too soon.

Until it was too late.

Until she was looking sidelong at me as the wind tangled with her bloodred hair, her foot sliding forward.

Until she was falling away while I screamed for her to come back to me.

I don’t cower. Instead, I tip back and look the Moltenmaw right in those ruddy fucking eyes. I bare my throat, hands fisted as I tense every muscle in my body and scream two blasted words.

“FUCK YOUUUUU!”

Something collides with my internal barrier with such might I jolt from the impact. A flash of panic busts through me before a screeched roar attacks from behind.

There’s a gust of air. A bellowing heave. A flash of yellow-and-gold-threaded plumage, swooping almost low enough to touch.

My heart thunders, then slams to a stop as Maell collides with the beast nearly twice her size, but not before the foreign dragon whips its tail forward and tries to stab me—poisonous barb glinting in the firelight.

Too close.

Claws slash, beaks snap. Orange flames are thrown as both dragons battle for dominance, Maell screeching her wrath to the world while I’m crushed by fear for her safety.

For her life.

She’s too small for this. Too sweet and tender—

“Maell! Retreat!”

I lift my internal wall and scream it through our bond. Get nothing in return, her attention homed in on surviving each blow of flames.

Each pronged stab and open-mawed attack.

“RETREAT!”

The roar comes with a spit of blood.

A second much smaller Moltenmaw with the same purple plumage joins in the smash of flames and snapping beaks—like warring mountains.

Heart racing, I stagger to my feet. “MAELL, RETREAT!”

Their movements become so fast and flurried they’re a churn of wings, stripping into each other with their claws and maws, spraying red across the snow.

Fear rings my fucking neck.

Maell’s never shown interest in attacking another dragon. Has never felled anything other than a pending meal.

More blood splatters, accompanied by a spill of yellow feathers. A sight that mauls me to shreds as Maell’s adrenaline begins losing its edge, her movements growing slower . . . weaker . . . the larger beasts dominating the fight with their synchronized attack.

“MAELL!” My face screws up, lips peeling back from my teeth. “RETREAAAAAT!”

A flare of pain in my abdomen has me looking down.

I peel back my cloak to see my shirt slit through. Rip the gap wider and instantly regret it, realizing the purple Moltenmaw didn’t marginally miss me with his tail barb . . .

He got me. Dug an inch into my gut and whipped it through, diagonally across my abdominals. A gory slash that exposes my innards, now barely contained within my body.

“Fuck.”

One wrong move and I’ll spill everywhere . . .

Maell screams.

My gaze jerks up, hunting her through the smoke, my heart caught in a clamp that keeps crushing.

I wobble, certain the world’s shaking. My knees punch into the snow as I gasp dense breaths, like I’m breathing past a cloth that keeps gathering more muck.

Which probably means—

Another gut-churning glimpse at the wound, and I notice the red veins of Moltenmaw venom branching from the slash, weaving across my skin.

I groan, imagining what it’s already doing to my organs.

I know I haven’t got much time before I can no longer move. Before my body gives up, leaving me paralyzed but still awake and aware. The perfect meal to be tossed at warbling hatchlings, unable to fight as I’m slowly torn to shreds.

Probably the worst way to die.

Fuck that buck. If anyone’s eating me, it’s Gruffin.

Wind gusts forth, shoving back the Mists. I look up at the wall ahead, my vision wavering, splitting as I hold my guts together and gather the energy to stand.

I stumble through a graveyard of smoking carcasses, haunted by Maell’s shrieks that score me to the bone . . .

‘Retreat!’ I scream internally. ‘Please, Maell! Please listen.’

A guttural sound drudges out of me, not born from my torn-up gut, but from the squeaking sounds she’s making. The agonized cries to the sky.

To me.

‘Live . . . Please . . .’

Only silence echoes back.
 
My legs stop working.

I keep my arm bandaged around my gut as I topple forward and splash into the brown muck that reeks of dead things, blinded by a thrash of pain. As if someone’s claws are in my belly, tearing me down the middle, ripping a seam wide open.

My vision clears, gaze hones. I hiss wet breath, then cough it back up with a bloody splat.

Teeth gritted, I lift my spare arm, punch it forward, and drag myself through the mud—eyes trained on the wall. Too aware of the eerie numbness working its way through my muscles, swallowing me in increments.

Immobilizing me.

Warm hope drains from my veins, replaced by bitter resignation.

I’m not going to make it . . .

My next breath is thicker. Barely sufficient to keep the darkness from gathering at the sides of my vision.

Mah died with her face to the ground.

I don’t want to die like that.

I shore myself, using the last of my strength to heave onto my side, then flop to my back, sucking breath past gritted teeth—fast.

Then slower.

Time stretches, twists, and toils as I stare up at the Moltenmaw moons through tangles of thick smoke and luminous silver ribbons . . .

Even in their death, the dragons are magnificent. Unlike me, withering in the filth. Fitting, given how easily I gave up on Dothea. On a territory that probably needed me, not that I have much to offer.

Still . . .

There’s a smear of movement to my left, and I tip my head, the entire world jerking with the motion, making my body convulse with a retch. I manage to keep my split guts in check while I scour the inferno I created, right at the spot that took Essi.

There’s a thump. A ripple in the air that makes my heart hitch.

Makes a shiver climb my spine.

The fire begins to writhe, swish, and grow, pulsing with life. Like a hatchling just cracked from the flames, now stretching its wings. Tipping its head.

Releasing a trebled cry.

For a moment, I wonder if Ignos is playing games, shaping himself into big, fluttery beasts. Realize it’s far simpler than that as the flames gust back to reveal a mythical Elding Bird tossing its wings wide—all blazing red feathers and a golden hooked beak. A picture torn straight from the pages of my imagination—undoubtedly—appearing just as Mah spoke of them every slumber before she tucked Dothea and me into our pallets and bid us to sleep soundly. Just as I spoke of them to Roan after he was bastard-born into the family, scurried into the shadows the moment he was cut from his mah’s lifeless body.

Guess the poison’s already made it to my brain.

The incredibly detailed apparition lifts its wings and whips them down as it leaps, bursting from the flames like launching from a nest, gusting hot air against my skin that feels real. It tears upward in pulsing increments—embers dribbling from its tendrilled wings and tail like drips of lava that sputter before they hit the ground—then pierces through a dense cloud of smoke that churns in its wake.

Gone . . . as though it was never there at all.

It wasn’t, to be fair.

With little else to do but wait for life to bleed out of me, I stare at the swirling smoke for what feels like forever, crushed by the pained sounds of wrestling dragons.

And I wait. For what, I don’t know.

Maybe for this fuckin’ pain in my chest to stop.

But it doesn’t. Instead, it gets worse as a small, shapely figure sprints free of the smoke-swathed dimness crushing me from all angles. She’s dressed in smears of muck and ash, not that it does anything to mask her long, vibrant red hair.

Not that anything could.

Essi . . .

Even in my imagination, her beauty is unmatched—rushing toward me in that fluttery way she moves, like she’s made of air. I can’t help but wish we’d had more time together. That I hadn’t failed her by passing out on the ground at her feet, sleeping while she was out hunting the plains that’ve already swallowed too fucking much.

She falls to her knees at my side, panic struck across her face as she takes me in through wide eyes.

Even the close proximity of her apparition makes my skin prickle. I can feel that. Meaning I’ll feel myself being eaten if I don’t bleed out beforehand.

Great.

Hands shaking, she reaches up and tries to tuck her hair behind her ears. “Shit-shit-shit,” she mutters, then pushes up what’s left of my shirt, her flesh meeting mine. Too warm and real.

More than I deserve.

She examines my wound. Rips my shirt wider to inspect the rest of me, tracing the lines of those red veins of death with her damn beautiful eyes.

“I’m—s-sorry.”

“Save your breath,” she growls, her attention fixed on my bare torso.

If I had more control over the hallucination, I’d have her looking into my eyes until the very end.

I use the remaining dregs of my strength to lift my hand and cup her face.

She pulls a sharp breath and finally meets my eyes, hers swimming with something I think I searched for my entire life. “Don’t look at me like that,” she bites out, dropping her gaze to my wound. “You’re not dying.”

My hand falls from her face. Energy spent.

You’re wrong there, luv . . .

Perhaps I say it aloud because she snarls, then straddles me. All the breath shoves from my lungs as I look up into her fierce eyes, wishing all my dreams came true when my heart wasn’t sputtering out.

When hers was still beating.

“I’m not dead!” She snatches my hand, flattens it, then splays it across her chest, right atop her hammering heart that’s pecking at me—hard and fast.

All this proves is that my imagination is being really fucking kind to me.

“Creators,” she mutters, then digs her fingers into my wound, shafting me with a very real lance of pain. Like she just scooped up my loose guts with a flaming spoon. “I’M NOT DEAD, DAMMIT!”

I think I roar, though in truth, I don’t have the breath to make such a sound—staring so hard at her face my eyes start to ache. I map the freckles on her cheeks, all exactly where they’re supposed to be, her big eyes hardened by a jarring amount of determination. The same look she gets when she’s working on those damn stones, but more intense.

Finally, I look at the freckle above her lips—too right. Too perfect for me to dream up.

Meaning—

A pained sound moves up my throat.

“But you’ll be dead. Very soon, if I don’t do something to fix you. Your innards are almost spilling.”

“You—F-ffflames—”

Her hand slaps across my mouth, pinning it shut. “Save your energy,” she growls, the urgency in her voice binding me so tight it’s hard to breathe. “I’m going to mend you, but I need you to trust me.”

I don’t think she realizes how much power she has over me right now. She could ask for my soul and I’d put a fucking bow on it.

I manage a nod.

Her eyes cloud with something that looks a bit like shame before she brings her wrist to her mouth and bites deep, pulling back as glossy red wells to the surface of the crescent wound. She hesitates, mutters a few curse words, then thrusts her hand forward and presses the wound to my lips, coaxing her blood to dribble on my tongue. Filling my mouth with a metallic spill of warmth that’s tinged with the taste of smoke. Like her essence is . . . burnt.

I frown. Try to mumble my confusion against her flesh.

“Shut up and swallow!”

Her voice breaks against the command.

Eyes locked with hers, I abide, letting my muscles contract. Her blood moves down my throat like an oil slick catching light as it sinks, becoming hot—

No.

Blazing. Like I just gulped from a bucket of lava.

The fire swells with a fluttering rage until it’s thrashing against the tight confines of my gut, intent on melting me from the inside out.

I open my mouth to ask what’s happening—what she did to me—but all that comes out is a roar.

Essi grips my hand. Cups it to her cheek. Nuzzles my palm as her eyes fill with tears that overflow, stripping clean trails through the ash on her cheeks. The last thing I see before the fire consumes me.

And I fall, flailing into the dark.
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Chapter 86 Kaan

Another shrill scream pitches into my holding cell, one of the many that fringe the arena.

I heave my chin from my chest, looking through messy streaks of sweat-laden hair. A dribble of blood seeps into my eye, distorting my already broken view of the blistered fight pit ahead.

My gaze snags on a razah—hunched and gnarled like a scorched, crusted fae bearing no ears, nose, or hair, as if it’s all been sizzled off. It’s slit mouth gapes, full of more jagged teeth than a dragon, beady eyes homed in on its fleeing target: A female fae with blistering welts all up her legs, fear hot in her wide eyes. Her long hair is a pale streak as she sprints across the arena, making me picture Kyzari. Not my niece, like I’ve been led to believe, but my own flesh and blood.

My daughter.

The beautiful proof that the love her mah and I shared was fucking real.

It hasn’t sunk in yet, still floating on the surface like a gift I’m too afraid to pull within for fear it might fall apart in my hands. Because that’s exactly what it might do.

What she might still do.

The fleeing fae stumbles, the motion threatening to tip my guts.
 
“Get up,” I scream, muffled through my gag.

GET UP!

The razah lunges. Tackles her, quick to dip its head and rip a shred of meat from her leg.

Incapacitated, she howls. A sound that shreds me, hauling a whimper up my throat as she claws at the smoldering ground. Dragged backward across the jagged terrain, toward a volcanic boil that gulps them both to the clamor of my muffled screams.

Not Kyzari, I remind myself, over and over.

Not Kyzari—

But she’s someone else’s daughter. Perhaps someone else’s love, or their meaning for existence.

Someone else’s everything, now gone.

I yank the thick iron cuffs suspending me to the ceiling, activating their runes. Almost welcome the gnawing pain that flares in response, making the cold metal cuffs feel like toothy jaws sinking through my flesh and bone.

A cruelty, I guess. It pales to the masticating ache in my chest. Like those same shackles are clenched around my heart, chewing every time it beats.

I do my best to void the unquenchable agony; to compose myself as other victims get torn up. Guts ripped free, slopping against the steaming ground. Their dying screams are drowned out by the roar of a ravenous crowd I can’t see from down here. Hoots and howls that linger well after most of the beasts have skulked back into their fiery wombs, fresh meals in tow.

I shiver despite the heat, still haunted by that cold seep numbing me from within. From that vial of liquid Sereme forced me to ingest, a second and third dose since fed to me against my will.

It’s entirely possible it’s having the same effect on Rygun, that he’s none the wiser of my suffering, but I’m not taking the risk, forging more of myself—of my essence—into a scale I pack upon the internal wall cutting him off. A wall I’ve been reinforcing, now so thick it’s held even in the moments I’ve lost consciousness.

Rygun is mighty, but this far south, the cold would claim his life. A slow death, but it would prevail.

If he catches a single sense that I’m in danger, he’ll hunt me down. Turn this into an even bigger tragedy.

I set another solid scale in place—

Arkyn moves past with a fine-tipped crown hanging from his hand. He pauses before the barred gate, his frayed cloak billowing in the hot, sulfuric exhaust wafting off the arena, making his hood flutter. Pushing it off, exposing the back of his head—not unlike Pah’s was when I hacked it from his shoulders. Patched with swatches of dark, stringy hair, the rest a gnarled swirl of flesh unmistakably scarred by the touch of flames.

Solid proof that Pah’s Sabersythe chased him across the plains and charred him from the outside in.

Silence weighs between us as Arkyn watches the final fae square off against a small razah that’s pawing the ground . . .

“Mah told me stories of these beasts when I was young,” he mutters, so quiet I imagine he’s mostly speaking to himself. “Said they’re the rabid spirits of perished fae, minds mutilated by their bloodlust, bodies cast in fire. Reforged by Ignos in a manner nobody truly understands. They never tire of the battle. If they’re slaughtered, the embers swallow them, only to spit them out whole again. Or they feast. Grow.”

The razah lunges, manages to swipe the young fae to the ground, and rips out his trachea in a blur of motion—all to the crescendo of howls from the bloodthirsty crowd. Screams and hoots that echo well after the final beast has dug back into the molten boil that spawned it.

“This horde has grown bigger and much stronger since my Fire Lark fled me.”

I want to rip the name from his mouth; carve it into a weapon and flay him with it. Tear him apart, limb by limb, for what he’s done to my family.

I yank at my shackles, stilling as a grate on the far side of the arena begins to grind upward in jerking increments. Slowly, it reveals the shapely form of someone shrouded in the darkness beyond.

My heart lurches. Breath halts.

Up and up the gate grinds until it resembles a wide-open jaw.

She steps through the billows of smoke and steam that taunt me with only glimpses. First, her feet—strapped in leather footwear that lends itself to movement. Certainly not protection from the rugged terrain of near-molten rock blazing in the arena.

Another churn of smoke reveals almost everything from her neck down, clad in battered plates of silver armor that cover only bits of her body—her shoulders, breasts, and the curve of her hips. Frayed white material hangs beneath it like a skirt that’s been ripped short, her hands clenched around twin daggers, all distorted by the ripples of heat and brume rising from the volcanic arena.

“Marvelous, isn’t she?”

I ignore Arkyn as I’m gifted with a view of her face, mostly covered by the streaks and swirls of an ornate silver helmet that cages all but her eyes, jaw, and lips. Her pale skin is unblemished, bearing none of the burns that ate her to the bone in places, no doubt mended in the smear of time since she was carried from that table with a stare so blank I’m sure she’d tucked somewhere deep. But I know it’s Raeve. Even though her movements are more animal than fae, a litheness befitting some elegant beast.

Even though her eyes are black.

I grind my teeth into my gag, desperate to scream her name and feel her gaze on me. For her to know that I’m here.

That I’m with her.

As she stalks toward the heart of the arena, the volcanic stone awakens, throbbing with luminous heat beneath her steps to the gasps and cries of a murmuring crowd. My pulse pounds when flames stream up to gather between her shoulder blades, going from red to yellow to stark, flaming white—like tattered Moonplume wings streaming in her wake.

She steps over smoggy mounds of red and gray stone with the poise of an apex predator as the crowd falls into a heaving chant. For her.

“Fire Lark!”

“Fire Lark!”

“Fire Lark!”

“I always wondered why Ignos chose to honor her here,” Arkyn fawns, leering with obsessive intrigue, appearing enraptured by her presence in a way that makes me sick to my soul. “I guess I can begin to make sense of it now that I understand her heritage.”

I want to roar. Grind him into the ground and tell him he doesn’t understand.

He’ll never understand.

“I can see how much you love her. I, too, know how it feels to have something you love taken. But look at her,” he preens, watching Raeve stop on a knoll of smoldering rock, chin falling to her chest as those blazing wings envelop her like a wispy cocoon. “She’s far too much for a soft-hearted fool like you.”

The words gouge. Much deeper than I’ll ever let him know.

“Fire Lark!”

“Fire Lark!”

“Fire Lark!”

Arkyn lifts the toothy crown, sets it atop his head, and spins.

Breath strikes the back of my throat at the full sight of his melted face. Looking like some thin, gnarled version of Pah.

“She will learn to tolerate me in your absence.” His face twitches as I take him in, like he’s judging every sweep of my eyes. “But first, she must be properly broken, like any loyal beast.”

I snarl. Thrash.

Don’t see the thin pocket blade in his hand until it’s slitting across my chest, drawing a shallow wound that yawns with every flexed jerk.

By the feasting glee in his eyes as he watches my skin open, by the shuddered pull of his breath as he draws another slice, he believes I’m suffering in the wake of his blade—oblivious to how numb I am.

Physically.

How fucking hopeless it is for him to think any amount of pain can deter from the cystic wound in my heart. From the knowledge that Raeve is in a fighting pit, prey to a monster who just flayed her past wide open, then stuffed its corpse down her throat for his own sadistic pleasure. From the knowledge that my daughter is currently in a cell nearby, beaten up, perhaps wrestling to stay alive.

Kyzari should be in my arms. I should be crushing her so close she forgets the pain, making her feel safe.

Loved.

“I would’ve enjoyed ending you, brother . . . but I’ve grown attached to the itch at the tips of my fingers.” Arkyn lifts the blade and steps back, examines his handiwork, then sets it against my sternum and starts another grueling slice. “Parting with my bloodlust simply for the satisfaction of stealing your final breath seems wasteful. Besides, I’d rather watch her do it.”

My gaze snaps up, pulse roaring.

“Fire Lark!”

“Fire Lark!”

“Fire Lark!”

“Given you believed her little note all those phases ago—let her flutter off with your offspring in her womb—she deserves the right to end the male who failed her when she needed you most.” A sadistic smile pulls the corners of Arkyn’s mangled mouth, gone in a blink. “But first, a parting gift. So that every breath you pull until your last, you think of me.”

He pushes the small blade between my ribs, angled toward the bottom lobe of my right lung. Despite the sharp stab of pain, my muffled roar is all for her—because he’s right.

I failed Elluin. Failed Kyzari.

Just like I’m failing Raeve.

She’s going to be forced to kill me, and I know she’ll never recover. This will be the end of us both, one way or another.

Arkyn twists the thin blade, like having a finger between my ribs, prying them farther apart. “With your death, I prove myself stronger than you, even if Pah was too blind to see it. That, I will feast on for the rest of my daes.”

He rips out the blade.

I gasp, too shallow. Not nearly enough air to keep my head from spinning, my next breath sharp, coupled with an aching cough that tastes like metal and oozes blood from the fresh stab wound.

A sure sign he punctured my lung.

My vision splits as I look past the monster intent on destroying my family. Hone my focus on Raeve, barely visible through the swirl of smoke.

I glimpse her eyes—open. Looking through the grate at me, black glimmering with flecks of light just visible from this distance. Confirmation that she’s given herself to Slátra.

Or perhaps Slátra took her by force. Perhaps she’s aware of what’s been ordered of Raeve and has taken the task of ending me. Protecting Raeve, as she always has.

As I hope she always will.

“Fire Lark!”

“Fire Lark!”

My view is broken by Arkyn shifting back, nodding to his guards. They sweep in, bind my wounds in a stretch of black material, knotting brown leather armor on my shoulders, chest, and thighs, half covering my burnt and tattered pants.

Someone moves forward with a bronze mask, but Arkyn raises a hand. “No mask.”

The smooth order sends a ripple of unease through the cell, like the threatening swing of an ax. Everyone stills. Even those knotting the patch of leather to my right bicep, covering a large welt.

“They need to see his face. His death in the arena will stand as payment for his war crimes against the Citadel.”

I seethe through my gag.

A deal, no doubt. In exchange for the Tri-Council’s support of his rise to power in the north.

Clever.

I just hope I’ve done enough for my folk in the time I’ve sat the throne. That I’ve flushed enough freedom through their veins so they won’t simply slide their hands back into the shackles I freed them from.

That they’ll fight for the goodness we’ve worked so hard to cultivate.

The guards finish knotting me in, stepping back as Arkyn presses almost close enough for me to cave his head in with a bash of mine.

“Now, I’m going to tell you what I told Raeve.” His head cants to the side. “If you want your daughter and our sister to survive, you will put on a show for my audience to distract them from the coming falls. Something they’ll speak about for eons to come; a stroke of vengeance served by me in this dark and trialing time. Only once I’m satisfied, once I nod from my balcony, will my Fire Lark offer you the reprieve of an execution.”

All the fight leaves my body, every muscle turning soft like my flat lung.

He wants me to fight the mah of my child; the love of my existence.

He wants me to strike her—hurt her for the sake of my sister and daughter.

Sick.

Sadistic.

Fuck.

“Do you understand, brother?”

My nod is not instant. It’s not passed to him with ease. But it comes, because that’s what she would want. What Raeve would demand of me.

Do whatever’s necessary to ensure Kyzari and Veya survive.

Arkyn slides his bloody blade between the gag and my cheek and slices the wet material free. “SAY IT!” he roars past glinting canines, his eyes wide and bloodshot, temple plagued by bulging veins.

“I . . . understand.”

Never have I spoken words so rotten, chewing back a million others I want to force-feed him until he chokes. But I lack breath. Lack heartbeats to spend on him.

All I want is for him to step out of the fucking way so I can see Raeve again. So I can love her from afar with what little time I have left.

“Good.” He turns to leave, then stops, looking along the line of his shoulder at me. “Tell me, how did it feel?”

Perhaps he sees my confusion.

“Ending Pah. Taking his head.” A pause, then, “Tell me how it felt. In detail.”

Hard to miss the fevered desperation in his eyes. The greedy hunger for me to relinquish some of the pleasure he thinks I stole from him. Except revenge doesn’t bring you any sense of peace. Being rid of a vengeful itch only lifts a veil, revealing just how hollow and lonely you’ve become in the wake of your rampage.

Without Rygun, a broken kingdom to nurse back to health, Slátra’s shattered pieces to eventually hunt down, and the promise I made to make this world a better place for Kyzari while Pah’s head still hung from my fist . . . I might’ve gone south, close to the place Elluin drew her final breath, and dug myself a shallow grave. Then buried myself in it.

I clear the blood clogging the back of my throat and give Arkyn my truth, not that he deserves it. “Not as—good as I’d—hoped.”

Disappointment inks his eyes.

He whips his head around and looks back at Raeve still standing on that rocky knoll, loosely wrapped in tattered wings of white. He sucks air through his teeth, then goes, leaving me alone with a ring of guards ready to usher me into the arena.

To be slain by the one I love.
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Chapter 87 Veya

“She’s dying!” I smash my food pan against the bars with such might, the reverberations judder through my marrow. The pan clamors like a tambourine while I glare at the masked guard standing against the far wall, arms crossed. Waiting for Kyzari’s diadem to crack off so he can deliver it to Arkyn.

To Raeve.

“Don’t you have a fucking heart?”

My only response is the shrill echo of my desperation swinging around and punching me in the face.

Not a twitch. Barely a sign he’s even breathing.
 
Anger consumes me.

I whip my arm back and smash the bars, again and again and a-fucking-gain while I scream and snarl. “SHE’S”—smash—“FUCKING”—smash—“DYING!”

My face crumbles, hand swinging forward one final clanging time. Eyes squeezed shut, I press my head against the bars and allow my chest to cave. A deep, heaving sob as I fold down into a heap.

I failed her. Gave Kyzari the diary to give her hope, and it took her life—

The sound of fluttering wings whispers down the tunnel, and I look up. See a small parchment lark emerging from the darkness, gently curving toward mine and Kyzari’s cells. It wiggles faster, wings flapping harder the closer it gets.

For the first time since the shift swap, the guard shows signs of life and charges at the lark.

“I don’t think that’s for you, asshole.”
 
Silently, he continues powering forward.

I drop the pan and shove up, snarling as I move to the corner of my cell, clinging to the bars with clenched and shaking fists.

The guard swipes for the lark, but it dances sideways through the bars of the cell three doors down to the tune of his hissing curses. My heart beats in the base of my throat as it darts from cell to cell before finally wiggling into mine . . . moving past me.

I catch it anyway—the poor thing so weathered and beaten up I wonder if it’s been tossed around in a storm or three.

“You’re not allowed to receive messages,” the guard says, his words muffled behind the mask. “Hand it over. Now.”

He moves closer.

I dance back, far enough he can’t reach through and snatch me. “Can’t hear you,” I mutter, and he snarls, kicking the bars as I flatten the pleats, revealing the message within:

Kyzari.

I’m sorry for how our conversation ended. You came to me for help,

and I failed you.

Please forgive me.

Where are you? I’ll come, wherever it is. I understand you may not want to see me, and though I respect that, I have something I need to talk to you about. At the very least, please send a response so I know you’re safe.

Kaan.

I swat loose tears from my cheeks before I refold the lark, wondering if he’s yet been made aware that Kyzari’s his daughter. If Arkyn’s tortured him with the information; given him everything before he snatches it back. Before he boasts that she’s half beaten her to death, and all because of me.

I took Mah from Kaan, now I’m taking his daughter from him, too—

A short, rattled inhale stills my aching heart.

I spin, gaze snapping to where Kyzari’s bundled beneath Raeve’s white cloak, pressed against the bars keeping us apart—my breath caught. Every tendon strung tight enough to snap.

Please, no. Please, let that not be what I think it was . . .

Her back expands with another wet sound that shoots ice through my veins. The slow rattle of impending death.

I swallow the hard ache in my throat, biting my bottom lip to still its tremble. Knowing there’s only one thing I can do for her now.

Hold her. Ease her toward the end with a softness she never got from this world.

I ignore the leering guard now leaning against the wall again and settle on the mess of filthy straw beside the bars, wedge my arms between them, then pull Kyzari close—more difficult than I imagined it would be, her body a dead weight that’s tricky to maneuver. I try not to think too much about that, tucking Kaan’s lark into his daughter’s clammy hand—right atop his málmr—then nuzzle as close as the bars allow.

I begin telling stories of Elluin’s time in Dhomm.

Laughing, I speak of the dae we got swarmed by a flight of muri beetles; of how even Clode refused to help us sweep them away. Though perhaps it was because Elluin was giggling too hard to pronounce the words correctly.
 
I tell her of how—despite wearing the Aether Stone—Elluin could mold flames into blooms so hot they turned white, like the vurillo flowers born of The Shade. The ones that still grow in her late grandmah’s atrium.

My throat grows thick as I tell her of how I once glimpsed Elluin in the dead of slumbertime, tucked in a dark corner of the Imperial Fortress, surrounded by the blooms. Weeping.

The only time I ever saw her fissure.

I move on, sharing stories of Kaan. Of when I was young and lost and how he loved me with all that he had . . . weighted by soul-crushing guilt when I realize I had so much more of him than she ever will.

Her breaths become shallow. Less frequent.

I hold her tighter, squeeze her hands in mine. Beg for every beat of my heart to bolster hers, despite knowing it’s futile.

“You’re so very loved, Kyzari.” The words are choked past a clogged throat. “I’m here. I’m with you.”

You’re not alone.

A heavy, clattering thump has me looking toward the guard, now sideways on the floor. Motionless. Like he just toppled over and fell asleep. I’d believe that was the case, were it not for the bloody puddle that’s swelling beneath him.

I frown, the sound of jingling metal making my skin prickle.

My gaze narrows on two small, clawlike, pale-pink hands nudging a ring of keys toward the lock on my door. Hands that are unattached to any sort of body, hovering all on their own.

Guess the Mindweft fucked me up after all.

The air wobbles like a tossed cloth, falling away to reveal a miskunn stretched tall, tail poised, big pink eyes narrowed on the task of pushing one of the many keys into my lock—seeming oblivious to the fact that its obscuring shroud just crumpled to the floor.

“Who are you?”

The miskunn stills. Its eyes slowly roll in my direction before it blinks, tail swishing once, tipped with the telltale tuft of a female, her woolen tunic patched with many colorful pockets that look good for hiding things. “Uno . . .”

“Well . . . what are you doing?”

She tilts her head to the side and frowns at me, tail flicking. “Rescuing, of course.”

My heart skips a beat.

Rescuing . . .

“Am I hallucinating?” I ask in a wobbly voice that betrays the hopeful hitch of my pulse.

Please don’t be hallucinating . . .

“No. But we must move fast or the princess won’t get there in time to not die.”

Frozen, all I can do is stare, watching Uno work her way through the keys.

I should be more relieved, but one look at Kyzari—lips tinged blue as she rattles through breaths growing progressively more shallow—and I’m certain there’s no coming back from this.

She’s dying, be it here or—

Anywhere but here, in this cell that feels like a tomb.

I shift into action, gently untangling from Kyzari while Uno releases the lock on my cell, pushes the door open, and scurries in on all fours with the ring of keys dangling from her mouth. She gets to work on my shackles while I take in the filthy state of her feet, eyes widening on the splatters of blood in her mane.

My gaze shifts to the guard and the growing puddle of crimson now seeping into my cell . . .

Creators. I mustn’t get on her bad side.

The shackle falls away, revealing the weeping chafe wound. “Thank you,” I whisper, bursting to my feet.

“Veya’s very welcome.” Uno scurries out the door, leaps over the puddle of blood, and gets to work on the door to Kyzari’s cell, cycling through the keys with nimble hands.

Once in the tunnel, I collect Uno’s shroud and toss it over my shoulder, keeping watch despite the eerie silence.

Unease nettles my skin. “It’s so quiet . . .”
 
“Yes. Moonfall is coming. Many.”

The sentence is soft, but it punches so hard I feel the blow from my chest all the way up into my slackening jaw.

“When?”

“Soon.”

The knowing hitch to Uno’s voice sends a shiver up my spine. “Are we going to be safe outside?”

“No choice.”

I open my mouth, snap it shut as the lock clunks open, then rush in and fall to my knees beside Kyzari. Uno gets to work, and I frown when I notice she’s not working on releasing the actual shackle. Rather, she’s targeting the lock that connects Kyzari’s ankle cuff to the chain that’s tethered to the ground.

I point to where the thick iron clamp has already worn through her skin in places. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather she not be wearing that when she—”

“Must leave iron shackle on. If Veya wants to live, that is.”
 
I’m about to ask what she means when the lock clicks open.

Uno goes deathly still, aside from her tail—flicking forward to rest against Kyzari’s face. Her eyes widen, pale pink morphing into an unseeing, iridescent swirl that makes my skin prickle, her pale complexion lightening so much she almost turns see-through. After a long, heart-pinching moment, she blinks her eyes back to normal. Her tail slackens, though her tone strings tight enough to snap. “We must hurry. Or die.”

“Creators.”

“You will carry.” She rips a bright-pink button off her tunic and tosses it on the floor. “Uno’s too small.”

Deciding not to question the button thing, I pocket Kaan’s lark, then work my arms under Kyzari. Push up with her tucked limp and clammy against my chest, passing Uno a strained smile. “Small, but big brave.”

Her responding grin is all glinting pin teeth, lighting up her face. Perhaps the most terrifying smile I’ve ever seen.

“Which way?”

Uno scurries ahead, looks left and right down the gloomy passageway, tail poised. “I thinks this way . . .” She darts left and pauses, bringing her frail hand to her mouth. “I thinks.”

“Worth a shot.”

We rush down the damp serpentine tunnel that seems to go on forever, only sparsely lit by the odd lantern or flaming torch. The moment we pass a drinking well gushing down the side and into a rough-hewn basin, Uno perks up. “Yeses. This is right.”

She scampers ahead.

I trail the rhythmic bounce of her tail tuft, like a pale paintbrush flicking through the darkness. Pull Kyzari closer, tuned in to her slow breaths.

If they grow too shallow, too dense, I’ll stop, drop against the wall, and let her pass with my attention wholly on her. Not running.

We come to a fork in the tunnel. Uno peers down all three passageways, tips her nose, and scents each option, tail twitching as an anxious tension stiffens between us.

“Any clues?”

“Uno not know—” She whips around, spine arching into a defensive position as the hairs on the back of my neck lift.

I turn in time to see a huge silver creature prowl free of the gloomy tunnel we just came down, moving with all the flexing might of an adolescent Sabersythe. Twin sabers protrude from its wide maw, catching light from the flaming sconces, its mane a cluster of ribbons toying with the stagnant air.

My heart slams to a stop.

Fate Herder . . .

Uno hisses like she’s ready to go to war, perhaps forgetting she’s small enough to be used as a dusting cloth by the massive majestic beast. Or a sock.

Its slit eyes home on Kyzari, and every cell in my body stills.

I squeeze her against my chest, about to join Uno and fucking snarl at the thing, but then the beast whines, dropping low on its haunches until it’s almost flat with the ground—just beneath my eye level.

Uno’s hiss loses all its power.

The beast inches close, whining in such a way the backs of my eyes sting. A whine that suggests it’s in pain.

Despite it, I move back. Match it step for step until my shoulders hit a wall.

I spin, shielding Kyzari with my body. Growl as the beast sniffs me, then probes me with a gentle nudge, its warm, wet tongue dipping out to lick the side of my arm . . . right next to Kyzari’s face.

Movement draws my eye to the Aether Stone, like something inside it—

Glinted.

Frowning, I look over my shoulder, back into the Fate Herder’s big eyes, its slit pupils going round like twin moons. Its ribboned mane tides forward to cushion Kyzari like a pillow . . .

What the fuck is going on?

Another whine, and I mutter a curse before I tilt my body and offer limited access to Kyzari’s cheek.

The Fate Herder nudges me farther from the wall so it can slather her entire face in a few big licks. Like an adoring pet.

I look past the beast into Uno’s wide, watching eyes.
 
She shrugs.

Another rattling breath taunts the serpent of anxiety coiled in my chest.
 
The Fate Herder leaps back, snarling as it hunches low and prowls in slow but steady arcs, herding us toward the right tunnel—all the softness gone from its demeanor.

Leaving only the fierce, savage command for us to obey.
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Chapter 88 Kaan 

I’m brought to my knees before the rising bars, a sword’s tip pressed into my exposed nape. My iron cuffs are removed, offering a burst of hope that’s quickly extinguished as I recognize the pressurized pull at my eardrums, just like it feels beneath the arches in Bothaim.

I don’t bother hunting the walls for the neutralizing runes they’re no doubt riddled with, preventing communication with the Creators.

Choking on a blow of smoke and the smell of baked blood, I’m booted forward onto my hands and knees. Embers chew through my palms while the bars stab into the ground at my back. I work through a series of short, rasped breaths, gathering enough energy to push up, sitting on the heels of my boots.

I lift my head.

The crowd heaves a collective gasp, murmurs and jeers punching down from the thousands of leering folk packed on the tiered balconies. Given the ilk these fighting pits attract—those loyal to the values of my late pah—I’m unsurprised to see most spectators leaning forward, eyes bulging with hate and sadistic glee.

“IT’S THE SAVAGE KING!”

“KINSLAYER!”

“TRAITOR! KILL HIM!”

In the space between Raeve and me, the swirl of smoke ebbs and flows, thinning enough I’m able to see her clearly. Our gazes clash for a beat that feels like eternity, those glittering black eyes ripe with concern, yet challenging me to shore myself.

I dip my head in a slight nod, and her gaze slits toward a jutted balcony. No doubt where Arkyn’s seated.

Watching.

From somewhere out of view, drums begin to thump so hard the ground shudders—like Bulder’s heart is beating beneath us. The crowd roars, smacking their hands against the balustrades as bits of the rugged terrain begin to blister and bulge.

Those flaming wings unfurl, spreading to the gasps from a besotted crowd; over a thousand folk preparing to feast on the sight of my death. Still ravenous even after watching so many nulls spend their final breath on a gurgling scream for help.

For mercy.

Raeve rolls her head to crack her neck rather than tip it side to side. Another terse reminder that I’m not about to battle the love of my existence, but the ancient being I’ve long believed gave everything so Elluin could return to this world. Somehow.

“KILL HIM!”

“SLIT HIS THROAT!”

“GUT HIM!”

Bulges of magma burst, caved by clawed hands that punch from beneath.

Another wet breath crackles through my throat as something glints in my peripheral; the tip of a metal handle protruding from the rubble. I grab the hilt, drawing the charred blade free. It’s heavier than a sword this size would feel were I not actively bleeding, feeding most of my waning strength into the scaled wall keeping Rygun out.

Over a dozen razah claw free of their molten wombs. They tip their heads to shriek and snarl, gnashing the air as their beady eyes roll about, finding purchase on their chosen target. Mainly, they look at her—vulnerable atop the knoll she’s standing on. Perfectly placed to be surrounded, then preyed on by the pack.

No doubt her intention.

As the heaving, salivating majority begin to prowl in her direction, my upper lip tightens.

I kick forward a step—

She growls, raises a daggered hand, gaze pinned on her approaching foe. Quiet command to keep my back to the wall, focus on my own opponents, and not give her something else to worry about.

With a snarl, I drop to a defensive position. She does the same, spinning as she eyes the beasts now circling her.

At once, the razah stampede, kicking up stones and embers in their nimble haste. My gaze whips between my own approaching foe and Slátra’s converging horde, heart in my throat when the beasts reach Slátra first—too fast.

The crowd roars with fiendish delight as she launches into battle with a snarl on her lips and a savage glint in her eye, moving with the swift, violent stealth of a beast plucked from the top of the food chain.

Time stretches, slowing. Every shift of her body smooth, shadowed by the flaming white wings that swish and flick with her motions.

She doesn’t toss her blades like I’d hoped she would, instead using them like claws, pulling close to the charred monstrosities screeching for blood. Like she relishes in the feel of their dying breaths on her skin.

I almost crush beneath my fear, certain it’s only a matter of heartbeats before a claw swipes out and slits her somewhere she’s not scaled in armor. But the fierce, ravenous beasts that dominated the pit in the previous fights now look almost paltry—yowling as their throats open or their innards spill. Convulsing as their heads roll.

With each swift and messy slaughter, Slátra peels away from their crumpling bodies with only the odd proximity burn that seems to spur her rage.

The remaining razah don’t stand a chance.

I pool my attention on the two beasts powering in my direction as the crowd turns their bellowing hate from me. Turns their famished affections on her.

“FIRE LARK!”

“FIRE LARK!”

“FIRE LARK!”

Their idolization for the nickname packs me full of rage, and I roar while hacking through the abdomen of a squirming razah, splashing myself with blood that burns. At the same time, the other beast lunges, my spare hand coming up to grip its throat—squeezing.

It gnashes at my face, its breath the putrid exhausts of a geyser full of rotten meat, tongue lashing past gray teeth. Its throat finally collapses, and the beast goes limp like a doll.

I toss it aside, looking up. See Slátra sprinting toward a retreating beast with another hot on her heels, hunting her with concerning speed.

I throw my sword.

It whips through the air, and the crowd gasps as it plunges into the back of the trailing monster’s head. With its dying screech, Slátra spins, sprayed by the boiling blood of her prey’s slit throat.

She doesn’t flinch, gaze roving from the slain beast to the blade wobbling in the back of its head, to me—also wobbling. She snarls, tosses her own limp kill aside, then scans the arena. I do the same, realizing—

It’s just us left.

Just us, and a scatter of bleeding bodies being swallowed by the ground.
 
Even the crowd has grown quiet, waiting. No doubt wondering what will happen next. If they’re about to see the Burn King fall, or their beloved champion.

I know the answer. So does she, evident in the way she looks at me. With a depth too other to be fae. A guttural compassion born from something that knows so much more than us simple folk can possibly comprehend.

Working through a series of short, rattling breaths, I traverse the jagged terrain, finally coming upon the last beast I slayed. I wrench my sword from its skull just in time to save the weapon from being sucked in by the smoldering blister reclaiming the razah.

Slátra begins to circle, and I catch her discreet nod from the corner of my eye.

Except that’s the love of my existence. Even those glinting black eyes urging me to do what it takes can’t make me see her as anyone other than Raeve. Other than the broken princess I fed in a hall, playing the songs that used to make Mah smile, hoping to see some light in her eyes. To give her a little strength to keep going; keep fighting to live.

The thought of swiping this sword at her, of spending my final moments pretending to try and maim her . . . it goes against the grain of my soul.

But our daughter’s life is on the line. So is Veya’s.
 
Slátra prowls closer.

Feeling the cloying pressure of Arkyn’s scrutiny, I sweep my blade in a wide arc. Though the crowd gasps, the action bears none of the gusto required to inflict any wounds.

Slátra leaps away, growling beneath her breath as she stalks around the back of me. “We must make this believable!”

I tip my head, face screwing. Repress the urge to obliterate the lump in my throat with an anguished scream.

Again, Arkyn’s perusal heckles my skin.

Sensing Slátra’s approach, I let my head drop forward and heave a gurgled breath, then whip around and launch. Somehow manage to catch her off guard, knocking her to a patch of cool ground—straddling her hips with my blade poised at her throat.

Her wings sputter, shock and respect blazing in her eyes. Until I press my forehead to hers, ignoring the bellowing crowd. The corpses being swallowed by the ground. The burning blood on both our bodies.

“I love you, Moonbeam.” My voice breaks against the words, eyes stinging as the vision of her distorts. “Can you hear me? I love you. And I’m sorry . . .”

I’m so fucking sorry.

Her eyes flare.

She shoves with unnatural strength, sending me skidding across the stone to the gasps of the bloodthirsty crowd. I somehow manage to cling to my sword.

Slátra leaps up. Continues to circle me as I roll onto my side, onto my hands and knees.

Battle my way to a stand.

“Fight me, Kaan Vaegor.” Her voice is barely loud enough for me to hear—spoken from between near-pinched lips—but the words hit like a spray of stones. “You must fight me.”

I turn, tracing her prowling motions. More deflated than my lung that’s squeezing through fast, crackling breaths. “I can’t bring myself to—hurt her.”

She rips off her mask and tosses it aside, black hair billowing with the smoke. “You’ll do more damage if you don’t!”

I sob. The sort of sound Pah would’ve beaten and burned me for.
 
Frowning, she looks to the ground and scans the smoldering terrain before she kneels, gripping the hilt of another weapon. A smaller sword grinds free, lifting a weight from my shoulders.

Sword to sword . . . I can keep her at arm’s length.

I’m attacking the weapon, not her.

I raise mine, all the confirmation she needs to launch forward with savage composure.

We fall into a clanging battle like Raeve and I fell into our dance at the Great Flurrt—every shift of our bodies an intimate give and take. Except we’re dancing with blades, slashing at each other with all the gusto of two folk fighting death.

The crowd blurs.

Their cheering clamor dissipates.
 
Everything feels a little less heavy.

Again, Ignos gathers between her shoulder blades, those flaming wings an extension of her body, flicking and dancing with our explosive duel—our teeth bared, screams and snarls blasting free.

But try as I might, it’s hard to forget that each clang brings me closer to being parted from her. Knowledge that makes me feel like I’m about to be shoved down one of the dark holes Pah tormented me with. Only this time, no escape, no matter how hard I stutter and scream.

This time, Raeve will be in the hole with me. Eventually. She swore her grief would be loud if I left this world first, and I believe her.

The thought makes me stumble, the crowd gasping as I realize I’m entirely out of breath—chest blazing, so much wetness leaching through my binds that I’m surprised I have any blood left for my heart to pump.

My sword clatters to the ground.

I fall to my knees, hands plunging into embers I barely feel as I try to catch my breath, lungs squeezing through short, sharp jerks.

A torched parchment lark flutters past, snatching my attention. It wobbles straight for Slátra and splashes against her arm, making her flinch.

She snarls, looking up into the crowd.

I follow her gaze toward the jutted balcony crowned by flaming bowls of oil, finding Arkyn perched behind the gnarly balustrade, topped with his macabre crown.

He dips his head, a silent command that pitches ice through my veins.

It’s time . . .

I drop my chin, grinding breath while I listen to Slátra collect my sword off the ground. When I lift again, she’s before me, fisting dual weapons while a gusty storm of embers tangle with her loose hair, whipping it about.

On my knees for her, I rest my hands in my lap, chest wrestling with each wet heave.

She raises both swords, sets the blades at my throat—one on either side—my skin tingling, heart hammering with such explosive might I’m certain the entire world can hear it.

For the final time, I savor the fullness of those red lips, wishing I could see them smile. See those cheeks dimple from the force of it.

What I wouldn’t give for a proper goodbye. To dig my nose to the crook of Raeve’s neck and plant a kiss behind her ear—

I stop torturing myself, closing my eyes so she doesn’t have to bear the brunt of my vacant stare once the deed is done.

“Do it,” I growl, leaning into the cool press of the blades.

I don’t bother begging her to love Raeve. To care for her or protect her. The fact that she’s taken this burden upon herself tells me she’ll do everything in her power to keep Raeve from shattering.

“Look at me, mate of my Precious One . . .”

A pained lament moves up my throat, but I do as she says. Only to see those flaming wings stretched so wide and proud I can almost picture her as herself.

“When you see Raeve, tell her that my heart still beats with hers.” Her cheeks fill with a melancholy smile. “And that I’m waiting for her to come to me.”

“Wh—”

Slátra closes her eyes, and those flaming wings sputter before a silver shimmer tangles around both her hands. Something I’ve seen before . . . when we were in Bothaim.

She jolts, then gasps; the heaved breath of someone starved. When she opens her eyes again, they’re bold, startling blue—focusing, scanning me with frantic haste, slitting across the arena, the crowd.

Me again.

Relief softens her gaze, warms her face. And it hurts. A punch to the ribs that almost caves them in. Because although this is everything—seeing Raeve is everything—I’d hoped she wouldn’t be the one to have to end me.

She drops the swords to the heckling tune of a disgruntled crowd, and panic flares.

“Raeve—”

She steps close, grips both sides of my face, then kisses me—hard.
 
Soft.

Everything in between.

Her lips and tongue taste like embers—something I don’t question as I fall apart beneath her spell, like being serenaded during a war.

Quietly, I pray she’ll do it now. Slip a dagger through my heart while I’m tangled with her, in the only spot I’d happily die.

She pulls away, tilts my head until our foreheads are pressed together, then looks at me with an aching abundance of . . . of—

“I love you, too,” she pledges with such assertive poise, it’s like she’s slamming a stake in the ground and hoisting a flag atop it. “And you have nothing to be sorry about.”

I struggle to catch any air in the wake of her declaration, opening my mouth to speak—

Everything shudders, rumbling in synchrony with panicked screams from the crowd, like something huge just hammered the mountain from above.

Like a moonfall.

Raeve’s eyes widen, and I look over her shoulder, up past Arkyn’s terrace. Even he scans the distant ceiling etched in glowing runes supposed to protect against the moonfalls.

Another full-mountain shake causes a storm of squeals and cries.

I push to my feet, wobbling. Frown when I sense a flicker within myself, right where Rygun’s flame sits. A single pulsing flicker that seeps through my veins like a glug of warmth.

The tonic’s burning off again . . .

Raeve spins, giving me her back. “Put your arms around me.”

I do as she says, flattening my hands against her abdomen, aching with the closeness as I ask against her ear, “What are you doing, Moonbeam?”

“Ending this,” she grits out—confident.

Determined.

“But Kyzari and Veya—”

“Won’t make it out of that cell alive unless we break them out ourselves. I’d stake the fucking world on it.”

There’s no sadness in her tone. No uncertainty. Nothing but potent abhorrence for the male on the terrace above, now leering down at us, skewered by Raeve’s bladed stare.

Arkyn leans sideways, passing some words to one of his masked followers, stilling as Raeve begins to raise her hands—both looped in those luminous silver ribbons.

She makes twin fists, flips them over, then lifts her little fingers. A universal fuck you that causes a collective gasp.

“Raeve—”

“Guthh in thaissah vaugh, Ignos!” she belts out, a sizzling sentence that pitches my pulse—every word executed with the perfect hissing vitriol of Ignos’s ravenous accent. “Geist shooth baghh, shekin tah!”

Her words echo, chased by a listening quiet pebbled by the odd mocking laugh. But she has their attention.

So they all see the exact moment every ember or smoldering stone ignites, throbbing with glee. The hungry chuckle of a Creator unleashed, preparing to sink his teeth into a meal . . . answering Raeve’s call to arms.

Meaning they all realize, at the exact same moment, that they’re caught in the cage with a beast unleashed.
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Chapter 89 Raeve

Gloved in the silver tendrils I scavenged from my Other’s den, I hold Arkyn’s blazing stare. Flash him a sharp smile I hope he feels all the way to the bone—the fuck.

With Ignos poised, waiting for me to point him in the direction of his promised meal, I stretch my internal sound snare, making room for Bulder’s song that batters me like a rockslide.

“Buth du dunth, Bulder. Hoth-ot túe!”

He makes a grumbling sound, like he knows what I’m planning and isn’t at all interested, but reluctantly abides.

The ground jolts, then begins to shudder.
 
A dense crack rends the air.

The crowd screams, folk scrambling as the arena splits before us. Like invisible claws just grabbed hold and pried it wide. With a firm grip on each other, Kaan and I manage to maintain our balance, perched right on the crumbly edge of the gaping, red-hot wound blowing hot breath and smoke into the cavern.

Seems my directional coordination still needs some work.

Kaan urges me back a step, away from the hungry promise of an endless, scorching fall while I listen to Bulder drone on and on about Ignos feeding on him like a parasite, still shuddering. I commiserate, threading him words of relief. Promise to tend his wounds with a smoothing song once we’re done busting up this fucking place and saving my family.

He releases a rumbly sigh, but lulls, opening wider.

I smile, offering Ignos a willing meal of yummy stone down in the guts of the crumbling gorge deep beneath the mountain. Request that he feasts with a ferocity like never before, not that he seems to need encouragement.
 
Every ember in the arena blinks out like a tiding wave swallowed down the ravine’s gullet, casting us in a near darkness that sends a screaming storm of unease through those who are yet to escape the overpacked balconies.

Kaan’s lips brush my ear, his voice crackling as he says, “I know what—you’re doing, Moonbeam . . .”

He should.

He taught me a lot of the words I just used.

“I know my directions are shit, but I don’t have time to get them exact,” I say, voice not my own, but rough. Tribute to the tremble shaking me from the inside out, like an addict hungering for a hit of blood-bubbling revenge. “The entire crowd was chanting for your death. I could hear it from—” all the way down the bottom of my lake. “Never mind. If a few die from the splash, they deserve it.”

“It’s not them I’m worried about.”

Oh.

Oddly sentimental, given everything.

Bulder grumbles about a bellyache, desperate to dispel the magma now churning in his gut. Great start, but I need him positively miserable.

I ply him with a silty coo, coercing him to swallow the urge to projectile vomit everywhere, then meet Arkyn’s glare through the rippling heat waves—knuckles white as he fists the balustrade. Looking like he wants to do the cowardly thing and flee but can’t quite bring himself to rip his feverish gaze away. “Sorry to say, but I’m planning to really fuck him up.”

“That’s not—”

Another loud crash shakes the mountain from above. A single plug of stone cracks free and plunges to the screams of a panicked crowd bottlenecking through the exits.

I look at the constellation of shimmery runes etched all over the ceiling, a smile hooking my lips when I notice a pattern looped around the hole that now acts as a wind and snow tunnel for the churning storm outside. A pattern that suggests Ahvi designed the fortification with a weakness.

My smile is short-lived as a single black talon pierces the opening, then scrapes up the sides, like it’s trying to use the defect as a means to pop the top off the mountain.

A black talon I recognize.

Behind me, Kaan stops moving—his arms stiff as stone bound around my abdomen.

Not a moonfall after all. But Rygun, trying to reach Kaan.

“Shit,” I mutter as the talon retreats, only for a smoldering eye to peer down through the hole—pupil tightening on Kaan with crushing devotion. Rygun’s roar bludgeons the air, siphons down, and busts through the cavern, pitching.

Kaan wobbles, more of his weight leaning into me while blasting foreign commands that get lost in the clamor, his cracked voice betraying him. In his panicked haste, four words slip out in a language I understand:

“TOO COLD FOR YOU!”

Out there, yes, but in here . . . not so much. And although the runes appear great for keeping things out, I doubt they’re as good at keeping things in.

Kaan roars another series of desperate commands, going silent when I reach back and set my hand on his cheek—anchored to the flaming boil of anger, hurt, and cold-blooded rage festering in my heart.

I strain my neck and tongue, lashing hissed and hardened words in perfect, harrowing synchrony. Orders to both Ignos and Bulder that grind and sizzle and melt off my lips.

Both Creators are quiet for a beat, as though poised in shock. I picture them looking sidelong at each other, thinking, before they shrug, deciding to shake hands rather than punch each other in the gut for a change.

The ground rumbles. 

The mountain shakes.

Clode giggles, like she’s watching it all unfold while feasting on the preserved souls of her enemies.

Holding Arkyn’s ruddy stare, I lift my chin and deliver a surging command. “Luvth at uin shiith, Bulder ahn Ignos. Nailen!”

A spew of magma erupts from the ravine with volcanic force, taking the shape of both statuesque gods standing back-to-back. Bulder, dense and shoulder-heavy. Ignos, lithe yet powerfully built, with a fury of flaming hair.
 
Arkyn recoils from sight as I spit a final, seething command. Eight potent words he can fucking choke on. “Lahvuu de ahn balcoon aht nah . . . shúneruin rath!”

Bulder and Ignos turn in synchrony, crank their smelted fists, and power them at Arkyn’s balcony. Bludgeoning blows that crack, crumble, and melt the platform—over and over again. Breaking it down with hot swipes of vengeance while I boil from the inside out; picture each swipe a sizzling slash to his rotten soul.

Picture each swipe another strike not served by smelted puppets, but by Kaan . . . Kyzari . . . Veya—

Fallon.

By every folk he deemed less enough to siphon into these pits for the enjoyment of the more fortunate, more powerful folk he so desperately wanted to prove himself to.

Until the balcony resembles a burst cyst. A dripping, gaping wound Arkyn couldn’t possibly survive.

Feverish triumph pumps me full yet somehow leaves me starved.
 
Rygun roars so loud the air shudders.

I look up. “Duith ashh uin luvth. Busta!”

My boisterous command sends a titanic fist punching up at the ceiling. Cracks through like the shell of an egg, tossing bits of rock that rain . . . falling from a jagged hatch to the blustering storm beyond.

Inviting it in.

Snowy, cyclonic winds spiral down; such contrast to the hot stone beneath us.

Rygun bungs into the hole and begins to muscle through, packing the cavern with his immense, huffing presence to the harrowed screams of the caustic crowd. Folk who’ve come to feast off the suffering of others. Of Kaan.

My bloodlust salivates.

I bolster my neck muscles, sharpen my tongue, and lash another series of snarled words. My igneous apparitions churn, swiping at the balconies, snatching the screaming horde like they’re mere bugs on a sill.

One by one, the screams extinguish, but the rage within me continues to roar.

Rygun finally breaks through. Crusted in ice, he looks like he’s wearing armor—any visible scales so matte they seem to absorb the light. Though I only get a split moment to take him in before the Creators heed my plea to saturate him with big slops of magma.

He releases a thunderous roar.

Now dripping molten stone, he gouges his talons into the hot, mushy walls and clambers around the internal façade, wings splayed, dragging his belly through the melt. Like a pestle, slowly grinding around the edges of a deep-dipped mortar. As he moves, he pours into the carnage, mauling the remaining folk that still have something to stand on, yet to siphon through the over-clogged exits.

He doesn’t feast. Just gnashes them like he’s stuffing his face in a bowl of meat, then flicks his head, expelling what’s left. Offering them a similar end as the ones they came to watch battle for the right to live in this callous fucking pit.

All the while, I sing to Bulder and Ignos, Kaan’s grip on me tightening. I think he might be speaking to me—yelling, even—but I can’t hear anything over the heaving throb in my ears.

The rest of the world tightens into insignificance as I urge the Creators on with commands that begin burning me from the inside out, bursting with the gluttonous need to scrape every last bit of Arkyn’s filthy fucking essence from beneath this heavy mountain. Like tearing out a caustic heart, its arteries dangling from the charred organ withering in my clawed hand. That’s what I picture as I sing.

Sing.

SING—
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Chapter 90 Veya 

We’re herded to a jagged exit that’s gasping snowy breaths of frigid wind. A snowstorm like I’ve never seen. Unfortunately, Uno doesn’t hesitate before launching into the churn, immediately lost to it.

Shit—

I whip around, glaring at the Fate Herder. “This can’t possibly be right!” 

He drops low and snarls, shoulders bunched with the threat to pounce.

I shake my head, lips pinched as I hastily tuck Raeve’s cloak around Kyzari, pulling the hood up over her head. Another warning growl has me reciprocating the sound before I step out into the dark and howling onslaught, powering through the cakey snow.

All but blind.

Nauseatingly disoriented.

Fucking freezing.

Though I can’t hear Rayne or Clode, I get the sense that something’s off. Feel it in the messy blows that cut through my garb, my lungs chafing with each chattered inhale.

We won’t survive long out here. Already, my fingers and toes burn from the cold, limbs shaking so much that every step through the blustery dredge feels like a battle won. And I’m wearing boots. A long-sleeved shirt. Pants that are runed to beat back the worst of the cold. The little miskunn, however . . .

“UNO! WHERE ARE YOU?”

A screaming plea, lost to the wind’s holler. But the roar of a distant dragon cuts through.

A burst of orange luminosity catches my gaze somewhere ahead. Like a lid just flicked back on a boot-sized fire weald. Though something tells me it only appears that size because it’s far away.

The battle pits?

Another snowy gust breaks my view, and the Fate Herder nudges his dense head between my shoulder blades. Hard. Urging me forward with such might I almost catapult into the snow.

I lack the gusto to complain, my concentration spent on keeping Kyzari tucked close, keeping steady as I edge forward, hoping the boisterous fucker’s not herding me straight off a cliff.

“UNOOO!”

Something tugs at my pants.

I look down to find the little miskunn staring up at me, holding a tiny jar of captured moonlight that must’ve been tucked in one of her pockets. Her big pink eyes are luminous against our flurried surroundings, her lashes, fur, and tunic thick with matting snow and ice.

“Uno found the place!” she belts out. “Follow!”

“But—” I glance back, only to see the Fate Herder is no longer behind us. Like he bumped me with his head, then grew sick of the cold and deserted.

Bastard.

“Quicklys!” Uno throws out a hand, pointing.

I squint ahead. Spot a dark smudge in the distance, likely an outcrop protecting the hollow beneath from wind and gathering snow.

Shelter . . .

Again, Uno tugs my pants. She leads me forward in plowing increments, my gaze pinned to the luminous beacon caught in her fist.

I’m numb all the way to my knees by the time we step into the outcrop’s meager shelter, shards of stone and stripped bones crunching beneath my boots. All the evidence I need to assume we’re finding refuge in some carnivore’s lair.

No Runi. No mending tonics or tinctures.

Just stone, bones, and a scant reprieve from the storm.

Any bit of hope I had about Uno’s proclamation of saving Kyzari sputters like a doused flame.

If there’s anything worse than dying in a cell, it’s dying on layers of bones belonging to equally unfortunate beings.

I work my throat against the lump of grief clogging it and use the edge of my boot to shove some remains aside, creating a nestlike divot to gently lay Kyzari in, folding Uno’s shroud as a pillow for her head.

Teeth clashing, I ease the hood aside so I can see her face. And immediately regret it. Unable to bottle my sob at the sight of her blue lips and waxy features.

I’d believe she’s already passed, were it not for the way her eyes shift beneath her lids. Like she’s hunting the darkness for something.

She works through another crackling breath, and I tuck frosty hair back from her slit cheek, doing what I can to hide the bruise on her temple. Like a splat of ink that’s taken over a third of her beautiful face. “It’s okay,” I murmur—a blatant lie.

There’s nothing okay about this.

It shouldn’t be me here right now, comforting Kyzari through her final breaths. It should be Raeve and Kaan and a pallet so warm it feels like a hug.

It should be them.

A metallic jingle lures my attention to Uno, hunched over Kyzari’s shackle as she works through the keys, testing them. Seeking the right one. I take Kyzari’s hand in mine, appreciating Uno’s efforts to make her more comfortable.

The lock clunks open.

The storm loses all its breath, the last of the snowflakes drifting down to dust the mountainside, then . . . nothing. Just a silence so stiff that every shift of my body clamors.

My skin prickles with the sense that we’re being watched, and I cut my gaze around the plateau beyond the sheltered ridge, finding no leering predators. I open myself to Bulder, but he’s equally silent. The sort of quiet he demonstrated before . . .

Before Slátra fell.

A sense of foreboding unfurls within me as I look up. See the heavy clouds now shredding apart, dissipating so fast I hardly believe it’s real. Moonlight floods the sheer mountainside, spilling off the graveyard of bundled Moonplumes clustered together, tangled with the middae aurora.

Uno tugs my sleeve.

I meet her wide eyes, brimming with reflections of the luminous moons. “Veya should go. Find a rock to hide behind.”

She wants me to leave Kyzari? Let her die alone?

Really?

I ease onto the ground beside my niece and cup her cheek in a manner that allows me to keep a finger on her weakening pulse. “There’s no honor in that,” I say with blunt determination. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Veya does not underst—”

“No. Not even a moonfall could rip me away.” 

Uno hisses. “I warned.”

She pulls the shackle off.

My heart grows heavy as Kyzari’s eyes pop open, staring right at me, but not actually seeing. No doubt the lucid moment that’s had by some before they succumb to death.

Tears well in both our eyes, her face twisting in a way that makes me feel like there’s a mountain on my chest.

“I’m here,” I whisper, sweeping my thumb across her cheek. “I’m with you, darling.”

You’re not alone.

Her hands come up. Trembling, she wedges her fingers around the edges of her diadem and pulls—like she’s trying to pry it free. When it doesn’t budge, her face crumbles further, hands clawing, fingers digging so deep she gouges her skin, a swell of tears streaking from the corners of her eyes.

I take her hands in mine, bundle her fingers around Kaan’s málmr still strung around her neck, and gently squeeze. “It’s okay,” I whisper, choking on each strained word. “You don’t need to worry. I’ll get it where it needs to go.” 

Her body shudders with a whimper, and something flashes in her eyes before she pulls a long, rattled breath that makes her chest rise all the way. Then her lips begin to move, murmuring a string of lyrical words I’ve never heard before.

“Hov ahka nuieljuak. Hov-at haquil. Nuieljuki taf maruli.”

The atmosphere shudders, its reverberations moving through my flesh and bones, taunting nausea to claw up my throat.

“Gov tuu, gelunith vat kin jist, hov-at haquil, Caelis.” Her song becomes more desperate. Strained. “Guithin-dahl mai. Quialhn. Tuu tahn atharuilé—”

I frown, searching her unseeing eyes wrought with frenzy.

Something’s not right . . .

“Uno, did you see this in your foretelling?”

My only response is a hungry silence. Like how it feels in the presence of a Moonplume, but more intense.

Edging up, I hunt for the miskunn, finding only a trail of footsteps. Little craters that dimple the snowy plateau, leading behind a rock that resembles a gray canine. As far as protection from a moonfall goes . . . pretty useless.

“Un—”

An icy force bludgeons me with such might I pitch through the air. Like being slapped by the seismic boom that pulses from an erupting volcano. Except there’s no fucking volcano here.

I tumble, plummet. Crash face-first into the hard-packed snow, all the breath exploding from my lungs.

Everything hurts, but nothing compares to the pound in my ears. Somehow both the loudest sound I’ve ever heard—drowning out anything else—yet ghostly silent.

Around me, the snow peels back in disintegrating layers that fall victim to the pulse. I’m pushed, hair whipping into my eyes and mouth, tugging at the roots. It takes me too long to realize I’m sliding backward—something that reminds me of being tossed and shoved by the waves while playing in the Loff when I was young.

I glance over my shoulder. See the ground fall away.

A cliff.

 Fuck.

With a sneer on my lips, I dig my fingers into the stone, finding divots to wedge my toes against—steadying.

I dare to look up. Squint through the strange, chaotic storm—

Nothing looks the same.

The rocky outcrop is gone, as though the tip of the mountain just cracked off and toppled into oblivion. Kyzari’s at the epicenter of the ongoing explosion rippling through the atmosphere like heat waves, still lying exactly where I left her. Still singing. Still clinging to Kaan’s málmr.

But she’s not looking at me anymore.

She’s looking up as streams of silver light seep from the Aether Stone like oil on water. Thousands of them, ribboning all around, weaving together, congealing into the shape of a broad-shouldered being on his knees beside her.

A striking, otherworldly male draped in a silver cloak that’s frayed at the hem, gusting with the pulsating waves.

He boasts a swathe of pitch-black hair, ebony skin, and startling silver eyes that glint like distant suns, alight with equal amounts of fury and devotion. They sweep over Kyzari, inspecting every bruise, cut, and speck of dirt she’s marred with.

Those silver ribbons continue to sketch out the shape of him as, with the gentleness of a rising aurora, he eases Kyzari into his arms—his mouth also moving in silent verses. Words I can’t hear but can feel etching against my skin, like runes.

He curls his arms, crushing her limp body against his barrel chest in such a way that I picture Bulder hugging Rayne, trying to keep her in one piece . . . even though it’s hopeless.

An ooze of silver light seeps from the being, into Kyzari’s many wounds, and I gasp, looking up. Meet those unbridled silver eyes.

It only lasts a beat before I’m expelled like a mouthful of spat meat.

I drop my chin, exposing the back of my neck in submission as I spear my gaze to the ground, feeling minced. Like I just got torn through.

Another tide batters me with such force my skin almost rips off my bones, the sheer power making it impossible to breathe.

It peels my fingers up . . . up—

I’m flung across the plateau, flailing. Manage to claw into a divot and stop myself from skidding past the plains, and probably all the way to Ovlaeve.

The surge loses enough of its punch that I’m able to draw breath, gulping it back while I find somewhere sturdy to wedge my boot and look up through my lashing hair, petrified of what I’ll see.

I sob, realizing it’s all in vain. Because amidst the heaving gloom, the two have shifted.

Kyzari’s no longer limp, lifeless, and crushed against the male’s chest.
 
No.

She’s on her feet with her hands flat on his chest, her white hair billowing. Her skin . . . unblemished and lit with a healthy, luminous glow.

The male smiles with tender relief, his hands moving over Kyzari’s face. Like he’s mapping the shape and feel of her. She cups one, then steps closer, and the atmosphere pulses as he binds her in his staunch embrace, one hand splayed between her shoulder blades. The other cradles the back of her head and eases her into the crook beneath his chin with such benevolent devotion my eyes burn.

Still singing, Kyzari melts into the embrace, looking more at ease than I’ve ever seen her.

More at home.

And I realize how stupid I was to doubt her when she told me her heart already belonged to a Creator. It all makes perfect sense now.

This is him.

The God of Aether.

Immense wings begin to lift from amongst the billowy folds of what I thought was just a cloak, flicking out into a dominant silver stretch—almost the exact shape as Rygun’s, but frayed and droopy. Like bits have been torn free.

As they stretch, I glimpse the dark undersides, the leathery membranes like windows to unrecognizable skies. Gloomy voids speckled with stars and strange-looking moons and—

They gust forward, encompassing Kyzari in an intimate embrace, the two fitting together in a manner that makes me think of Kaan’s málmr.

Two perfect parts of a whole.

I’m so enraptured—breathless from the blunt force of their catastrophic love—that I don’t notice some of the moons jiggling from their lofty perches and plummeting toward the snow-covered plains.

Until the first one strikes.
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Chapter 91 Kaan

Raeve continues to belt commands with the vengeance of a scorched Creator. Her molten champions thrash about, further hollowing the pit that’s starting to resemble a volcanic boil.

Every bit of pain evaporates in the aching wake of my relief as I crush Raeve’s arms against her chest and dig my face into her taut neck. “You got him,” I say, squeezing. Trying to get her to exhale without blasting more words. “There’s nothing left. It’s done.”

She sings louder.

Harder.

The mountain continues to melt around us, slopping down the ravine, refueling the manifestations.

Expanding them.

Although Rygun’s delighting—rubbing against the hot, viscous walls like he’s trying to reach a deep-seated itch—Raeve’s skin grows hotter by the beat. As though she’s lit with a fever.

“Moonbeam, enough!”

The champions melt, losing shape. Plunge back down the chasm they spawned from, even though Raeve’s still singing.

She snarls, busts from my grip, and charges forward, hollering down into the gullet with all the rage of a rabid dragon. “Luvth at uin shiith, Bulder ahn Ignos! NAILEN! NAILEN! NAILEN! LUVTH AT UIN—”

I lunge forward and whip her around, away from the edge. Her chest heaves as I grip either side of her blood-splattered face and look down into pitch-black eyes that bear no specks of light.

Not Slátra. Just a sure sign she’s toeing too close to her bloodlust.

Her brows knit together while she gulps the smoky air and tries to jerk from my hold.

“It’s done,” I repeat, quietly pleading with her to let go. To come back to me. “It’s done, Moonbeam. You did it. We’re safe. We’re alive.”

Her features soften.

She wobbles, and her gaze slips around the melted pit.

No more words come. No seething songs to the Creators. Just the slightest shake of her chin while she pulls short, sharp breaths through her nose, like she’s trying to calm herself.

“We’re alive,” I repeat with more composure than I currently possess. “We’re. Alive.”

Some of the blue returns to her eyes.

She brings her hands up over mine. “You’re okay,” she whispers as moonlight floods the pit and paints her upturned face. “Tell me you’re okay.”

“I—”

A fierce shriek has me looking up, seeing a massive gold-and-red-feathered beast nudge free of a gaping hole in the molten basin. It leaps, tossing out its wings with a spray of melted stone—gusting skyward, tilling a stir of embers.

A beast that looks like an—

“Elding Bird,” Raeve rasps as it powers toward the breach she and Rygun forged. An exit to the cleared sky above.

The beast churns, exposing its back to us.

My blood chills at the sight of a familiar figure perched between its wings, boasting a crown of pinned teeth, tattered cloak snapping about.

Arkyn.

He somehow survived.

Raeve goes stiff in my firm grip, her shock and rage palpable in the tension strung between us, blooming against me like a blow of flame. At the same time, Rygun arches up and postures, baring his teeth as he releases a chesty rumble.

A summoning challenge to meet him on this battlefield he’s claimed dominance over.

Arkyn cuts a glance between us all, then blasts a string of fleeing commands the Elding Bird seems to lash its head against, protesting. Rather than allow her to dive and face us with honor, he spurs the creature skyward, revealing just how spineless he really is.

How cowardly.

A familiar itch flares at the tips of my fingers.

The Elding Bird explodes free of the pit, then cuts north toward The Fade, out of sight. Raeve jolts in my grip, snarling. Like she’s hungry to spawn wings of her own and hunt them down.

To chase her revenge.

I grip her shoulders—

The ground lurches with such force we almost lose our footing, then tremors . . . like a full-body shudder. Something I’ve felt only three times before.

My heart compacts like a stone in my chest.

“No . . . not yet!” I growl, looking up at the scatter of Moonplume moons nesting above us. Watch in cold-blooded horror as a smaller one wobbles . . . wobbles . . . then plummets, drawing out of sight, dragging a flaming gash through the sky. A similar wound opens through my chest, my heart laboring so hard and fast it feels like my ribs are caging a rabid beast.

We’re not ready . . .

We still have to find Kyzari. We still have to save our daughter.

“Creators, protect us all,” I rasp, then close my eyes. Squeeze them as the mountain quakes from the force of the nearby fall, coupled with Bulder’s drudging lament. Like he just caught an arrow to the gut.

I swallow, compose myself as best I can, then tilt Raeve’s head so she’s forced to look at me. In her drawn face, gritted teeth, and wide, unblinking eyes, a battle wages.

The same battle that’s waging within myself.

Should Arkyn escape, history will repeat itself. He’ll hibernate, scavenge his way back to power, and rise again. He’ll come for our family—of that, I’m certain. None of us will be safe so long as he lives.

But our daughter needs one of us.

Right now.

I cup Raeve’s cheek, her jaw tensing beneath my bloody palm. “Rygun will gladly carry you north so you can hunt him down.” The world jolts again, almost sending us to our knees. Or perhaps it’s the weight of this moment; this impossible decision about to cleave us apart. “If you want to be the one to end him, Raeve . . . he’s yours.”

Time stretches while she searches my eyes, back and forth like a pendulum, her pupils so blown they’re dark mirrors to the shedding sky. To the breaking world beyond.

Until a bleed of blue vulnerability makes my chest ache, coupled with a slight tremor in her chin. “I don’t want that.” Her voice is cracked through, becoming stiffer. More sturdy. “I just want her.”

The declaration packs me full of compounding relief and deep, primal pride.

This time, she’s not choosing to chase death. But life.

She’s choosing our daughter.

She’s choosing love.

I bind her close, press my lips against her forehead, and squeeze my eyes shut. “Go to her, Moonbeam.”

Unsaid words follow, strung through the tightening of my arms and the devout tremble taking me over. A silent promise tilled from the very fiber of my being, screamed with every shuddered breath I expel against her.

I will end the male who used you. Tortured you. Who tried to melt all the softness from your soul. For you, for our daughter, and for anyone else he’s wronged.

I

will

end this.

“But your wounds—”

“Are a hindrance, not lethal,” I rasp, pulling back just enough so I can see her eyes, lit with the reflection of another moon streaking free of its perch. “I’ve survived similar injuries without prompt intervention.”

She seems to hesitate, her upper lip twitching. Like she wants to say something.

Again, the world jolts, the air no longer clean, but smoggy enough to make me cough if I didn’t keep swallowing the urge.

Raeve strikes a clinical nod. “I love you,” she pledges, and I breathe her words.

Let them fuel me.

Echo them before I plant a final kiss on her lips. “Go. Find her. And tell Kyzari that I—”

“You will tell her yourself,” she commands with a regal fierceness that makes me want to drop a knee, then she steps from my reach in a way I imagine a muscle rips from a bone.

Reluctantly.

“Whatever it is, Kaan Vaegor, you will tell her yourself.” She swallows, blinking back tears that ruin me. “I’ll make this right. I swear.” With that, she whips around and sprints, leaping between molten pools as she makes for a dripping archway and disappears.

Gone in a breath.

The moment I lose sight of her, my lungs convulse, gouging through a series of sodden coughs that shred me. By the time the attack abates, I’m breathless, head hung, trying to focus on my center of balance while the world continues to shake and scream. Trying not to fall without Raeve here to keep me sturdy.

Her absence leaves only the pain; every slit, burn, lash, and the stab wound in my lung now raging.

I wobble—

Rygun’s tail hooks me, preventing a deadly tumble down the puffing ravine. I hadn’t even noticed his approach.

He nudges me with his snout, snuffing my bloody binds.

I draw a crackled breath, looking into his too-dark eyes. Embers starved of air. “Ew shathta mal—hein ák,” I drudge out.

You shouldn’t have come.

He blows a huff in boisterous defiance.

Shaking my head, I grip one of his tusks to steady myself while I sink within—no longer cold and numb as I was from the tonic. Not since the last of its effects burnt away as Rygun was clambering through the hole Raeve created.

I move across the shattered remnants of the barrier I built in the hopes of keeping Rygun oblivious to my pain, then tore down the moment I realized he’d come.

That he’d flown into the cold for me.

I press my hand against the wall I found behind the one I busted down. A scaled barricade the likes of which I’ve never seen, the same burnt-blood tone as Rygun.

His wall.

‘Luk uhn mei bárk úin. Ruif.’

Let me back in. Please.

Externally, he pushes me with the smooth part of his jaw, nudging me toward his flank with firm but gentle urgency. Clear command for me to hurry the fuck up and mount.

With a sigh, I make my way around him, pausing to pull a sword and dagger from the rubble. I slide the former into the unused sheath at my back, tucking the small blade into my leathers.

Reaching what’s left of the saddle ropes that haven’t burned away, I sweep my hand over a patch of Rygun’s scales still bearing none of their shine, and freeze—finding them ice cold despite the lava baths.

“Rygun—”

He snaps at my back. So close I feel the atmosphere squirm away from the crunch.

I throw a snarl over my shoulder, grit my teeth, and set to climbing the ropes—each painful push and pull fueled by determination to end this. To take Arkyn’s head, then get Rygun somewhere warm.

To survive so we can make it back to our family. So I can tell Kyzari that not a dae has passed that I haven’t wished she was mine . . . since the very dae she entered this world.

Not.

One.

Dae.

I clear my throat, toss my leg over Rygun, and settle deep into the tattered saddle blanket, no reins or strap left to grip. Instead, I do it the old-fashioned way, leaning forward to fist two of the many spikes that run parallel down his spine.

Rygun heaves beneath me, lifting his head to cast his gaze toward the smoggy red sky alight with the blasts of a wounded world. He stretches his wings and powers them in deep, billowing thumps, body tensed as he launches into the air.

“Lukith—kai hik atuín—da zun,” I wrestle out between sharp breaths.

Let’s chase him toward the sun.
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Chapter 92 Raeve

The world continues to shake, as though some giant is tossing it from hand to hand. With each violent jolt, fissures explode through the endless tunnels like cracking glass, raining shards of stone. Plugging the humid air with powdery dust that clogs my lungs, making me hack and heave.
 
I don’t falter, sprinting north through the warren of reeking dungeons I’ve been handled through so many times the path is chiseled on my soul.
 
Unlike every other time, the cells are overburdened with folk screaming for help, many bashing their food pans against the bars. Arms pushed through, hands snatching the air.

Thankfully, it doesn’t take me long to come across a pair of Arkyn’s masked guards charging through the tunnel, flaming torches in hand, bellowing for the prisoners to shut the fuck up. They’re so busy belting out orders, using batons to smash reaching fingers, they don’t hear me approach. Probably don’t even register my presence until they’re dropping to the ground with broken necks.

Everyone in the nearby cells falls into a watchful silence as I search the guards’ cloaks. “Free as many as you can,” I say, tossing one of two plundered keychains into the most convenient cell.

A young null catches it, wide green eyes peering out at me from the darkness. An older female behind her asks, “Do you know what’s happening up there?”

“The moons are falling.”

I don’t stick around for the words to hit.
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Chapter 93 Kaan 

The moment we explode free of the molten crater, Rygun churns.

We hunt the fading trail of embers left by the Elding Bird; a trail that shoots north toward The Burn, arcs west, then cuts south like a flaming arrow.

No . . .

My heart plunges as we pulse in place. As Rygun’s head swings farther left, his body twisting until we’re pointing toward Netheryn. To where, in the far-off distance, Arkyn’s beast is cutting a path through the blasting tumult like a ruddy glimmer in the dim.

“NEI, RYGUN! NEI! HUK ATÁH TUÍL ÁHN-UH!”

I bellow the words while also blasting them at his internal blockade. Orders for him to hold ground. That we’ll find another way.

“HUK ATÁH TUÍL ÁHN-UH!”

He roars in raging defiance, tosses his head, and powers his wings with such force my head knocks back, charging south while I bellow myself breathless. Thundering orders he ignores, chasing the sputtering trail left by the Elding Bird’s wings and tail feathers.

Dread knifes me, cutting deeper than a physical blade ever could.

I stop screaming. Come to the sinking realization that there is no point.

Rygun’s hunting, and nothing I say or do will stop him from doing his part to avenge me and my family.

That, above all, is something I understand.
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Chapter 94 Raeve

The farther I get from the arena, the scarcer the dungeons become. Like Arkyn had everyone moved close, preparing for a phase of unhindered battles. Perhaps entertainment to keep his patrons hooked in the fall’s aftermath, all the while worming into their political pockets.

A thought that makes my fingers itch with the urge to rip his fucking face off. Something I hope Kaan’s doing at this very moment.

I’m coughing on blows of dust while powering down the last turn of tunnels, leaping over widening cracks and fallen rocks, when a thought occurs, making my heart wedge so high I almost choke on it.

What if he moved Veya and Kyzari?

No. He wouldn’t.

Had things gone to plan, he would’ve carted me back to that fucking cell that’s taken so much already. He would’ve stuffed me in there, still wearing Kaan’s blood, and left me to watch our daughter rot as another means to break me in. I’m so certain of it that when I come upon my empty cell, finding Veya’s just as scarce, I stumble. Catch myself against the bars.

The keys clatter to the ground.

The world jolts with such might I’m knocked to my knees, lashing my hand against the bars as I bare my teeth and scream.

“FUUUUUCK! . . . FUCK-FUCK-FUUUUUUCK!” I heave a bladed breath, teeth gritted as my face crumbles. “Fuck,” I say, much quieter this time. Wrought with pathetic, poisonous defeat.

Until I register the cold puddle of blood beneath me. The dead guard on the ground behind a large, fallen rock.

I scour the scene, hope pitching through my veins.

Did Veya reach through and kill the guard? Get the keys? Get Kyzari out?

My gaze snags on a pink button tucked amongst the scattered straw of Kyzari’s pallet, and my lungs hitch.

Uno, you little marvel.

I’m on my feet, through the open door, Uno’s button in my clenched fist as I bat the powdery air and scan for more clues. Perhaps something to point me in the direction they went.

A creamy piece of parchment catches my attention, the hint of a small wing plying me with another gulp of hope. Until I push the straw away and see the signs of a once-crumpled beak. The tiny tear in its wing. The long and messy rip, straight through its middle—

My legs give way.

The world pinches in.

Everything goes numb except the stinging burn in the backs of my eyes and the crush of my caving chest.

Somehow, I force myself to move. Manage to reach for the front half of my beautiful little Nee, no longer full of fluttering life.

No longer . . . here.

I touch her beak—familiar, pressed between my fingers so many times.

Almost trembling too much to trust myself, I lift her little body and place her in my palm, shifting the straw around until I spot her other half. Spot those three dainty letters for the first time since I pinched her return fold and abandoned her.

[image: Handwriting reading: nee]
I squeeze my eyes shut, releasing warm tears that slip down my cheeks.

My thoughts back in Dhomm—I was right.

Nee was meant for me all along. She was mine. A message from my daughter who needed me. And I sent her back, heavy with a cold, dismissive reply she must’ve received while in this cell.

This.

Fucking.

Cell.

I groan, turning. See it all through different eyes.

I could’ve prevented this. Could’ve pinched the return fold when Nee first came to me five phases ago. Let her lead me to Kyzari. Except I didn’t. Immediately rejected the notion that anyone could possibly need me.

I could’ve prevented this . . .

Another shudder rocks the world.

Despite the rumbling gusto that threatens to knock me over, I hardly register the tunnel collapsing at my back. Until a brisk blow of wind strikes me like an open-palm slap to the face. As if Clode whooshed all the way down here from the cold outside just to beat me up.

I open to her song, about to scream at her to do her fucking worst, but before I get the chance, her shrill, panicked tune slits my eardrums with the force of a razor blade.

“Geil shoole! Marlúe!”

Come quickly! Please!

I frown over my shoulder, seeing the way I came is now caved in. The other direction, barely a shard of stone out of place. Like Bulder and Clode are working toward the same initiative.

“Sheith liu tail uin KYZARI,” I respond, about to grind out the same words in Bulder’s language. Make them both aware that there’s only one place I’m interested in going, so they’re either taking me there or they can find someone else to fix their shit.

“Yeil!” Clode shrieks, her next words a lightning charge to my heart. “Savei luin uil. Marlúe!”

Yes.

She needs you.

Please.

I’m on my feet and out the door before I pull another breath, pocketing my beautiful, broken Nee as I chase Clode’s haunting hail.
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Chapter 95 Kaan

With each thrash of Rygun’s much bigger wings, he draws closer to the retreating Elding Bird.

Deeper into the frigid cold.

All around us, moons continue to pitch—fast and flaming. Their living brethren carve through the chaos while they roar and screech for their falling ancestors. Fiery blooms shoot up with every collision the ground endures, the Ergor Plains now masked by angry smog. But all the fire in the world couldn’t warm the side of the world that’s never been touched by the sun.

My bare hands are stiff and seizing around Rygun’s frosted spikes, my sweat and wet, bloody binds crystallized by the time we draw close enough that I’m able to make out the black smudge of Arkyn’s frayed cloak whipping in the wind. Victory feels close enough to touch . . . until a wobbly surge of Rygun’s wings makes my insides pinch.

Panic flares.

I lean hard left while he works to right himself, my chest in knots as I come to the daunting realization that he’s worse off than he’s letting on.

“Nei. Huk atáh TUÍL.”

He tosses his head and roars, a stubborn battle cry coupled with a series of ferocious flaps, spurring us forward with savage intent.

“HUK ATÁH TUÍL. DAHN NAH.”

Rygun doesn’t respond, like I’m not even here, cutting over the Moving Mists that dimple as they swallow moon after moon, belching tumors of flame and shattered stone.

Ahead, the Elding Bird takes a jagged path through the chaos—showcases a concerning amount of tact and agility—dodging a few violent ricochets.

Rygun follows its erratic path, each gouging sweep of his wings bringing us closer . . . closer . . . until we finally draw near enough for him to strike the Elding Bird with his flames.

“Varoughin ail, Rygun!”

He fills his chest with a heave of breath, then throws forward and blasts a spray of sputtering embers, chased by a screeching lament that chills me to the bone.

He can’t produce a flame . . .

He’s grown too cold . . .

He tosses his head, growling his frustrations. At the same time, I bellow desperate commands at the pip of a nearby moonstrike, attempting to charm the flaming explosion to rend in our direction. Beg it to douse Rygun with enough heat to melt the ice clotting his blood.

All I get is silence. Like Ignos is too distracted to listen.

“Sheish tah, Ignos. Vush. Vush hiss tha!”

Do something. Please.

Please help him.

“VUSH.”

No response . . .

With a plowing gust of Rygun’s wings, he presses forward, stretches his neck, and snaps down on the Elding Bird’s spindly tail feathers—the sound reminiscent of cracking bone.

They flick just out of reach, like a dance.

The beast whips its head around to glance at us, slit pupils tightening in a way that makes me feel hunted, even though we’re the ones chasing. Arkyn does the same, tensing his body, digging deeper into the creature’s feathered plumage. The only warning we get before the Elding Bird flips, slashing its claws into Rygun’s tender underbelly.

The wall between our shared heartspace tremors with such might a scale chips free. Allows me to feel those claws part his flesh and hack through the muscled meat of his abdomen.

Rygun kicks his head back and roars like never before. As do I, looking over my shoulder in time to see the Elding Bird flip around, then dive headfirst toward the Mists, Arkyn still perched upon its back.

No—

“Duin kai. Atáh marus thun atka-ain.”

Don’t chase. Wait for them to re-emerge.

I scream the same request down our bond, into the echoey darkness beyond the tiny hole. Get nothing in response but the tingling sensation of his wild thirst to make me and my family safe.

With a gnash of pain-riddled rage, Rygun tilts forward and skewers toward the Mists that almost took his life so very long ago. Toward the Elding Bird, washing us with the embers dribbling from its plumage.

“Atáh duin. ATÁH DUIN!”

With every pitched beat in my chest, Rygun gains on the sleeker, but much lighter beast, his maw splitting wide.

Ready.

He snaps down, again just shy of the swishing tail as the Elding Bird punches a crater in the Mists and disappears. A foggy mouth we power into, like one of the falling moons. Encased, as though we’re caught in an avalanche of white and lost, fluttering larks—a few not diverting in time to avoid slapping against my face, arms, or hands, leaving the odd paper cut.

I’m crushed beneath nauseating fear, picturing Rygun bogged in the ground beneath Miel Et Muíem so many phases ago, thrashing into a deeper grave.

“Hals, Rygun. HALS.”

HALT.

He throws out his wings.

I compound against him, heart pounding at a ferocious speed as he slows to a steady coast through the eerie dim. I push up and twist, hunting for signs of the Elding Bird. An embered trail.

Something.

But all I see is white bruised with distant flares of flame, each explosion chased by Bulder’s agonized groans.

We need to get out of here . . .

“Gash utun ath, Rygun. Ruif.”

Fly toward the sky. Please.

Through the tiny gap in his wall, I show him visions of us being struck by a moon before we have the chance to finish this. He tosses his head in disgruntlement, but I feel his resolve in the loosening of his body.

He tilts, powering skyward as a single ember floats before me—

Splayed claws spear down at us from above.

They clamp down on either side of Rygun’s neck to the tune of a shrill squawk, the Elding Bird now using him as a perch, its back to me. A maneuver that grants unobstructed access to Rygun’s defenseless face.

I feel the moment the first peck strikes, gouging into his right eye. Feel it pulp beneath the force of that hooked golden beak. The sound Rygun makes is shrill and cracked through; a shuddered screech loud enough to bleed a heart.

The world blurs. Everything but the plume of feathers flitting back and forth as the Elding Bird continues to stab.

Stab.

Stab.

That, and the black smudge of Arkyn’s frayed cloak being smacked around by the wind.

I push up, steady despite Rygun’s chaotic motions. Like Clode is softening my traverse along his icy, spiked neck.

Snarling through short, sharp breaths, I dodge the tail feathers, biding my time until the beast squats down against Rygun’s neck before I leap, fisting ruddy plumage. Something I expect the Elding Bird to notice, except it’s too busy trying to burrow through Rygun’s brain, each pierce ripping out more of him.

Rygun continues to pound his wings, screeching. A plea that drives me forward, muscles burning as I strain to drag my body up . . . up . . .

I draw close enough to whiff Arkyn’s body odor. Hear his seething commands to kill.

Kill.

KILL.

I pull the sword from the sheath at my spine, hating that it’s come to this as I raise it high, then stake the weapon deep into the Elding Bird’s plumage—fast—gouging through the tough exterior, into the softness beneath. In the next beat, I launch, snatching Arkyn’s cloak. Jerk him back against my chest, reaching for my dagger—

The Elding Bird snaps its head around so fast the motion blurs.

I stare down the bloody, open maw of the beast, past layers of piercing sabers all pointing back toward its contracting gullet. Its red tongue is a blade that flicks up as the beast makes a wet hissing sound, like a serpent preparing to strike.

Arkyn heaves and bucks within the confines of my iron grip as I gouge my boots against the sword plowed into the bird’s back, fist a handful of feathers, and scream, “SHATHUN, RYGUN.”

SHAKE.

His roar is a blast of assent before he tosses about, like a snapping whip. With only two points of contact, the Elding Bird bears the brunt, lashing so hard it’s forced to release, vaulting through the mist and smog. It flounders, wings pulsing in frantic disarray, threatening to throw us loose.

Arkyn’s crown flings free.

I crunch closer to the bird, digging my knees in.

Lose track of which way is up or down.

Pah’s words bang about my head as my grip begins to fail, telling me how fucking weak I am. I rage against them, fists clenched on both my thrashing brother and his screeching beast, digging my boots against the sword’s knobbed hilt.

We begin to stabilize, Rygun nowhere to be seen as Arkyn seethes flaming commands that seem to go unheard. I release my fisted hold, whip my arm around Arkyn’s neck, and squeeze.

His voice tapers into a choked gurgle as he writhes and bucks against me, then jolts.

I feel a sudden blow to my gut, like he just thrust his hand back and landed a blind punch. For a split moment, I think that’s all it is.

A punch.

Until I’m hit with the familiar flare of warm, stabbing pain. Register the foreign object now lodged in my abdomen.

I roar, about to loosen my hold on his beast—to free my other hand and risk falling into the flaming nether to snap Arkyn’s fucking neck—when Rygun hits from the side.

It happens so fast all I see is a hot, cavernous throat and a slash of glinting teeth before he bites down on the Elding Bird to the popping, crunching tune of breaking bones and its shrill, harrowed screech.

Arkyn convulses, choking through a roar while I wrestle to keep him contained, the sound so grieved it bleeds past my hard, vengeful outer shell, plucking something that twinges.

Rygun’s plumed breaths batter my leg as he growls through his messy mouthful, then tucks his wings and careens toward the veiled ground with such plummeting velocity, I realize he has no intention of landing safely.

My heart pitches so hard and fast the world smears into a ruddy blur.

He’s going to drive the Elding Bird straight into the solid, unforgiving ground. Break the beast against it.

Break himself in his desperation to finish this.

I turn, staring deep into his sooty eye as he finally lifts that wall between us, like wrapping his ribs around the most tender part of my soul—exposing me to his side of our shared heart. Usually a chamber of roiling, ruddy flame, it’s now empty, bar a single ember glinting in the gloom.

My throat clenches so hard my next breath chokes.

He’s driven himself to his limit . . .

This final act is everything he has left . . .

Rygun’s gaze softens, and through our bond, he urges me to let go. To jump. Save myself. When I don’t respond, he bellows it—like clawed fists pounding against my soul.

I offer him a sad smile. “Aburr—ath tuíl, Rygun.”

We’re in this together.

He snarls through his mouthful, then tosses his body in a mighty shake that loosens my grip on the Elding Bird’s plumage. With a pained cry, I fall away from Rygun with Arkyn still clenched against my chest, screaming for his beast.

The Mists move too quickly between us, and I flex my anger into my hold on the male responsible.

We plunge for a moment. A lifetime.

Rygun strikes the ground first. Though I don’t see it, I hear him roar in unison with the thunderous collision and Bulder’s dredging clamor.

My own impact feels like a slap compared to the pain radiating through our bond, all my breath battering loose as we tumble through the snow and ice. By the time we slow, I’m rippling with so much blood-bubbling fury I’m numb and blind to everything but the sniveling male in my grip.

I land atop Arkyn, knees either side of his ribs, one of his arms pinned. The other claws at me, the ground jolting with another fall that paints the Mists red.

The seismic blast strikes with an orange glow that illuminates every gnarly contour of Arkyn’s half-melted face.

His eyes bulge as he chokes breath, his hand no longer clawing, but raised between us like a shield. “I’m your blood. I’M—”

I snatch his wrist. Slam my palm against his jaw with such might I almost pop his head off his spine.

His eyes flash with fear as he flails with desperate, tensing might, grinding out muffled sounds of distress while he tries to buck me off.

I wonder if he’s seeing Pah, too aware that of us all, I’m the one who bears the most resemblance. Perhaps he even thinks I’m about to pull on our Daga-Mórrk bond and cast him in Rygun’s dragonflame.

But I’m not Pah.

Even if Rygun had any flame to spare, I wouldn’t. Nor will I gnash words at the Creators until Ignos finally listens, offering him this male’s flesh like he so eagerly offered Raeve’s. But I will avenge my family and put an end to Arkyn’s misery; the only cure befitting one so irreparably riddled with bloodlust.

My hand tightens around his jaw.

Arkyn’s eyes widen as he blasts another series of sounds against his clenched teeth. Silenced, in the way he silenced me while I watched him burn Raeve to the bone.

“You hurt my love,” I grind out, then release his arm, crunch my hand into a fist, and swing at his face, feeling his cheekbone crater.

He makes a pitched sound that trembles, his hand slashing about, trying to snatch and shove at me. But I’m a mountain of iron will.

Immovable.

“You hurt my daughter.” The words rumble with the ferocity of a growling dragon, and my fist collides with his jaw this time. Strikes so hard his entire face changes shape, blood and teeth spraying as his head tosses.

Another slash and strike of his hand, weaker now.

“You imprisoned my sister.”

Punch.

“Maimed Rygun.”

Punch.

He chokes through a series of gurgling noises while he claws at me with nails too blunt to rip at my skin, legs thrashing, body contorting. Eyes wide and shot, blistering with panic as he no doubt realizes his moments are precious few.

His heartbeats limited.

I’m struck with a pang of pity that reminds me I’m not dead inside. Let it fester. Let it leech any remaining warmth from my heart before I lift my blood-soaked fist again. “You are no blood of mine,” I snarl, then punch my knuckles so deep inside his face that his brains mulch free, blood splatting my cheek and chest as I’m struck with the reek of his piss and shit.

Without pause, I crack his neck, then fist his hair and lift. Rip out the dagger he struck me with, using it to slice through his neck in short, slashing drags.

It loosens much slower than Pah’s did, without the help of a serrated edge, the snow stained with a pool of red by the time his upper body finally flops back, still leaking like a faulty spigot.

I drop his head.

The act doesn’t need a moment to sink in. Its claws are already entrenched, wrenching my guts up my throat.

Moons are still striking the ground as I twist to the side and vomit.
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My lungs labor as I chase the near-constant blow of smoggy, blustering wind through a warren of juddering tunnels, up, up to an exit in the mountainside.

I skid to a stop, eyes wide. Stare through the strange, rippling waves in the air to the busting world beyond.

Moons pitch through the flushed sky, leaving burned streaks that look like open wounds. Every time one strikes the ground, a mushroom of fire and stone erupts to Bulder’s aching laments. Such pained sounds that I picture his bones being dismantled, smashed, and melted.

I look up. Map the sky still riddled with moons.

How many more blows can the world take before it’s uninhabitable? Before—

A chill swishes through me as my Other perches high. Something urges my gaze south, to where Hae’s Perch is wobbling in place, as though invisible hands are trying to jiggle it free—thieving a most precious silver egg from its nest in the black.
 
“No . . .”

Please, no. Please stay right where you are—

It topples . . . drops. Slow at first, then faster, chafing the sky while my knees threaten to buckle.

My Other pushes so close to the surface a familiar numbness threatens to pull me under. She stops on the precipice, watching through my eyes like she’s peeking over a windowsill. Together, we trail that little wonky moon as it makes its final journey, pitching past the arched horizon before its distant collision shakes the world.

A rough sound moves up my throat, more beast than fae but very much belonging to both of us.

Clode shoves me from behind.

I stumble into a gusting clamor that threatens to pick me up and toss me off the mountain. Drop low to claw into cracked clefts in the stone, innately disturbed by the deafening bluster. Like an exhale that never stops to inflate again.

But there’s something else.

An echoey undertone that clogs my brain so full I want to compact down and cry. Instead, I snarl, trying to work out if Clode sent me through the wrong tunnel or if she has, in fact, grown to dislike me enough to torture me, when a splitting sound rends through the squalling racket.

The ground beneath me slips away.

I plummet with it, screaming. Not with fear, but frustration.

Clode absolutely just coaxed me out here so Bulder could toss me down the mountainside.

Assholes.

All the breath is punched from my lungs as I collide with something hard, leathery, ice cold, and . . . moving. Undulating beneath me like—

“Líri . . .”

I open my chest, let her presence flood me. She laments, the sound tapering to a giddy honk while I gain purchase, settling my feet against her wing buds. I manage to curl my fingers around her reins before she banks away from the deluge of rock and snow that’s falling toward the thick, fire-lit smog that’s started to gather across the plains.

She cuts from side to side, then shoots up, as though she’s about to power us beyond gravity’s grip, offering me a daunting view of the plains, pocked with hundreds of fiery collisions as far as the eye can see. Shock waves undulate through the dense and dusty cloud of exhausts rising with each ferocious strike the ground endures.

My heart crushes at the sight, panic rising. Finding it hard to believe that anything’s going to be left by the end of this.

Líri flicks around and halts with a forward tilt of her body. Tilling her wings, she drops her head and neck, allowing me an unveiled view of the mountain’s flattened peak. What appears to be the epicenter of the rippling waves.

I squint through the gale to its core, heart stopping at the sight of a light-blue gown I recognize. Long pale hair whipping in the surge. Kyzari . . . bound within the broad, muscled embrace of a winged being the likes of which I’ve never seen.

Protective rage has my upper lip curling back from my canines, but then I look deeper.

Harder.

See the tender way he’s cupping her cheek; the yearning in the soft slants of Kyzari’s face; the gentle tilt of her head as she looks up at him, lips moving with words I can’t hear, though I can see the intent in her gaze.

Love.

With deeper observation, I realize those ripples are undulating not just down into the mountain’s crevices and across the plains, but also upward. Toward the remaining moons still precariously perched in the sky, some threatening to wobble . . . free—

“Fuck.”

The moons . . . They’re falling because of them. The strange energy rippling from the doting pair is shaking the atmosphere with enough might to dislodge the moons, ripping them to the ground with catastrophic force.

My heart jolts in synchrony with another pitched plummet.

My daughter is destroying the world . . .

“Creators,” I murmur, something almost leaning forward and whispering in my ear. Telling me the moons will keep falling until the sky is empty if something doesn’t change. If that strange, blustering clamor doesn’t dissipate.

I tense my jaw, flatten against Líri, and nudge her forward. She presses her wings close to her sides and dives—body sleek, powering headfirst toward Kyzari, straight into the surging current that threatens to strip the skin from my bones, each breath a gasped battle. Despite it, Líri keeps strong and streamlined . . . until the blare packs a raging punch and snatches her wings from her body, prying them wide enough they catch like a sail, tossing us sideways.

Líri doesn’t cry out in panic or pain, but with every frantic jolt, she releases a raging honk, like she’s chastising the sky. Telling it to leave her alone.

Another battering wave; another chaotic bank. Through it all, I glimpse Veya struggling to crawl toward Kyzari, body pressed against the rocky plateau that’s void of snow or anything loose.

She surges forward with teeth-gritted effort, face muscles strained, her hair a brown streak threatening to rip from her scalp. She makes a foot of progress, silently roaring at the tumult—

Another blast sends her skidding, and my heart mimics the motion, feeling as though it’s about to explode from my chest by the time she finds purchase again—farther back than where she started.

A smear of vibrancy draws my gaze to a jagged gray stone that’s slowly crumbling. To a small, colorfully dressed miskunn bundled in its waning shelter.

Uno . . .

We lock eyes, just long enough for me to realize she’s foreseen this. Hopefully she’s also seen us all survive.

If we can get close enough, perhaps I can ask for instructions?

A brief gap in the undulations has me urging Líri down again. She tucks her wings so flat against her frame she’s a luminous arrow plummeting almost directly for Uno’s dwindling shelter, nearly there before another ripple strikes.

Líri skids sideways. Gouges her claws so deep into the ground we come to an abrupt halt. Only my cramping grip on her reins keeps me from being torn off and tossed through the sky.

She drops low, her mane, tail, and tendrils whipping in the gusting bellows as I edge down her side, into the nook of shelter created by her arched body—gulping big blows of much-easier breath.

I peer into the turbulent surrounds, noting that Uno is as far away as Kyzari and her doting companion.

It’s not going to be efficient for me to crawl across to her first and ask for helpful tips, dammit.

Guess I’m going in blind.

I’m just about to edge into the raging open when Veya comes skidding toward us, screaming. I snatch her wrist moments before she can shoot off the cliff, then jerk her into my arms.

She crumples, releasing a heaved sob that speaks a thousand words.

“I can’t get to her!” She looks at me through bloodshot eyes, hair windblown, cheeks slapped red from the cold. “I’m so sorry, Raeve. I—”

“Helped get my daughter out of that fucking cell,” I holler, dragging her farther into the shelter.

She blanches, eyes widening, her lips shaping two quiet words I can’t hear over the clamor:

“You know.”

I nod.

“I’m going to fix this,” I belt out with more confidence than I feel, unsteady in this unfamiliar terrain. Fearful that Kyzari was the one who tore Nee in two. That she doesn’t need or even want me.

Not anymore.

Either way, we have to stop the moons from falling before there’s nothing left to save.

“Stay here!”

I edge past Veya, open myself to Clode, and begin to sing a sturdy tune. The most flawless fucking song that’s ever graced my lips.

She abides, forging into a shield to soften the destructive force radiating from Kyzari, her responses spoken through gritted teeth. Like an adamant but slightly pissed-off charge into the worst of it.

I step out behind her, away from the shelter of Líri’s crouched form, squinting into the icy blast.

The tumult is a hundred fisted blows beating me over and over and over again, threatening to rip out my hair, almost tossing me to the ground despite Clode’s help. But by some miracle, I manage to push forward a single victorious step.

Shifting a mountain would feel like less of a conquest.

I pause, breathing hard, mapping out my next step as I regather my gusto. Punch my other foot forward—fast so I don’t risk toppling over. All the while, I gust Clode with tales of her beauty and prowess. Marvel at her fierce strength and poise. Beg her to hold; to get me there.

Another wobbling shift forward. Another.

Every step is a burning strain, the skin on my cheeks pulled back, hair threatening to strip from my scalp the closer I get to Kyzari.

But I don’t stop. Don’t falter, even when another boisterous assault whips all the breath from my lungs.

The winged being shifts. Turns his head to look back over his broad shoulder, past the wake of his fluttery cloak and the pitched arch of his silver wings, eyes striking me. Bold.

Challenging.

His mouth moves, inaudible to me. Though I think maybe she can hear him . . . remembering the way she was looking up at the being. With eyes full of love, hope, and relief—

He’s soothing my daughter. He’s singing a song that’s bringing her comfort.

He’s doing something I’m not sure I’ve ever had the chance to do for her myself.

I don’t battle the envy that pounds into my gut. Instead, I feel the strike. Feel my breath sputter from the force of it. Because with that envy, there’s another emotion nesting beside it, gently holding its hand.

Gratitude.

He’s here, embracing her, eyes brimming with a wealth of protective adoration. He’s loving her with such force the world is wrecking around them.

And I realize, quite suddenly, that our daughter found her great love before we even found her. That in the time I’ve been gone or lost in the unknowing—in the time Kaan has spent believing Kyzari is the daughter of his brother—she’s outgrown her youth.

We missed it. Every little bit.

It was taken from us—from her beautiful, big-hearted pah—and we’ll never get that back.

It’s with that thought that I break, chest cracking as I move farther forward. With it, Clode’s song sputters from my lips, her shield dissipating so fast I expect to be immediately tossed through the sky.

I’m not.

Even at her strongest, she was no match for the billowing surge that barely bolsters in her absence. Meaning I was charging forward by the force of my own desire to be close to Kyzari.

Another step, and I’m almost in reaching distance of—

Him.

Almost close enough to lift a hand and brush my fingers across the billowy membrane of his magnificent silver wings, just to the left of where they protrude from between his shoulder blades.

I don’t ask his name. Don’t need to when it somehow echoes through me.

Caelis.

But at such close proximity, I notice he’s not quite whole, seeing Kyzari through him when I focus hard enough—her eyes closed, cheek pressed against his chest.

Those silver ribbons streaming from the stone on her forehead are actively stitching Caelis into existence . . .

Frowning, I meet his eyes again.

The world around us loses shape, smell, sound, leaving only two startling silver orbs reminiscent of Moonplume moons. Making me feel as though I’m suspended somewhere between the ones still left in the sky, alone in the hollow of a silent blackness that feels eternal.

A part of him I can’t see—can barely sense—eases forward and gently blurs the lines between us, exploring my soul, peeking through its deepest, darkest corners. Parts of me I certainly haven’t taken the time to explore or straight up ignored.

Purposefully.

He mulls over some areas, like flicking through a dusty tome that’s piqued his interest; is delicate with other, more tender parts. So careful not to cause me any pain or discomfort that I ache to weep.

It’s like being unpackaged from a box, everything lifted, peered through, bound in a soft cloth and set back down again. And although I should feel intruded on—too seen—neither of those feelings come.

Because as he’s reading me, he’s also feeding me verses of himself.

Of a loneliness more endless than the sky; of a crushing, mincing, hacking pain like nothing I thought imaginable, yet somehow paling in comparison to the deep sense of betrayal that’s wedged between his ribs.

Coming to my intention, he pauses, passing me glimpses of his vast and unfathomable love for my daughter—like he’s aligning the two, weighing them—before he retreats the same way he came. Gently and without pain, leaving a quiet sense of . . . permission.

I heave breath as the world comes back into horrific, imploding shape, tears streaming.

Heart pulped.

I dip my head in silent gratitude, but don’t let the moment linger, fearing that if I do he’ll change his mind, decide I’m unworthy, and toss me off the mountain.

My step forward is immediate, through him.
 
Straight into Kyzari’s arms.

She gasps, tipping her head to look at me. Startling blue eyes that catch my heart and cradle it, hauling a whimper up my throat.

She stops singing. Stops breathing.

Doesn’t so much as blink as Caelis plumes back within the stone, eradicating the strange clamor, leaving us encased in a frigid silence that frightens me to the core. Despite it, I hold her with every ounce of my being, one hand flat between her shoulders, the other coming up to touch the side of her face—mended.

Healthy.

Alive.

“You’re here,” she chokes, searching my eyes with such frenzy I’m sure she’s hunting for something in them, I just wish I knew what. Wish I knew her tells and quirks—anything about her. “You came.”

I open my mouth, close it. Struggle to find the right words to speak to this beautiful, grown female who’s looking at me like I shaped the world hand in hand with the Creators.

I didn’t.

All she’s had from me is a lark telling her to shore up when she no doubt needed me the most.

I look at Kaan’s málmr still strung around her neck, swallow, lift my gaze again. Failing to think of something more delicate to say, I decide to go with the cold, painful truth . . . because she’s not a youngling I need to keep things from, masking ugly realities with pretty words. She’s a grown adult, and we missed it.

We missed it all.

“I wish I got here sooner,” I whisper, brushing my thumb over her brow in a way I’m certain I’ve done before.

Her eyes widen, tracing the motion of my hand. Aside from that, she’s motionless. So still I wonder if she’s forgotten to breathe. My thought is confirmed when her eyes roll into the back of her head, and she faints, crumbling.

But I catch her.

For perhaps the first time since I brought her into this world over a hundred phases ago . . . I catch her.
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My gut finally stops convulsing.

Spitting blood and bile onto the snow, I realize the world hasn’t trembled in a while . . .

Have the moons stopped falling?

I lift my head, squint through the smoggy gloom, pumping my lungs with short, rattling breaths that only serve to clog me further. A barking cough threatens to slice me open, jerking the two stab wounds that have grown impossible to ignore.

No point checking them. I’m certain the light feeling in my head isn’t due to what little I’ve consumed since we were captured, but the constant leak of blood oozing from my drenched bindings. Like the wounds held breath as best they could until my job was done.

I’m thankful for that.

Avoiding the gory twist of Arkyn’s mutilated mouth and his flat, unseeing eyes, I tear a strip from his cloak and bind it around the bottom half of my face to stop my lungs from clogging with dusty pollution. All the while, most of my conscience is within, cradling Rygun’s remaining ember. Blowing on it. Begging it to flare. But no matter how hard I try, it continues to sputter.

My need to be with him explodes, pumping me full of the strength I require to stand and blast a belted word, searching the surrounding gloom. “Rygun!”

His ember loses a little more of its luster—

Panic rages as I whip around, hunting for a sign of which direction I should search. Anything.

“Rygun!”

Another chest-ripping cough threatens to disable me, but all the hurt in the world has nothing on the realization that my dragon is dying. He’s dying, and I’m not there to tell him it’s okay to push into the sky.

To leave me.

Because he won’t; not without me there, urging him on. He’ll die alone in the frigid dark for the predators to pick at. For his blood to leach into the ground, fossilize, and eventually be scavenged by greedy folk, his valuable scales and tusks fought over until all that remains are his bones . . . forever lost in the snow.

I choose a direction and stumble forward, chest jerking. “Rygun!”

Something begins to take shape ahead, emerging through the gloom, making my breath catch. But any hope is crushed when I see it’s too small to be Rygun, using its left wing like a foreclaw, hobbling.

I freeze.

The Elding Bird’s beak pierces into view, still red with Rygun’s blood. I expect it to snap forward and end me, but it’s not looking my way. Instead, those bloodred eyes are narrowed on the broken body at my back, while soft keening sounds slit the silence.

I stagger to the side as it trudges past, offering a perfect view of its crushed and tattered wing painting a bloody trail through the snow.

With a scratchy lament that echoes my own agony, the beast collapses beside Arkyn, the tip of its beak resting against his chest.

It shudders.

Popping, snapping sounds distort the silence as it begins to compact down, claws retracting into feet, wings wilting into delicate hands bundled together. Its body tightens in places, feathers melt into slopes of pale, naked skin, its beak retreating to form a delicate face.

I fail to make sense of the shapely fae lying coiled beside my slain brother in place of the Elding Bird, with her head on his chest, cushioned by a spill of red hair . . . wondering if I’ve lost more blood than I thought. If I’m seeing things.

That has to be it.

She releases a gurgling breath, then goes deathly still with my sword lodged in her back—

Groaning, I turn. Stumble down the bloody trail she left.

“Ruif, Rygun.” Darkness gathers at the edge of my vision, pressing in. Threatens to clap together. “RUIF . . .”

A rumbling exhale comes to me. Almost splits my chest.

I run, unsteady through the bloody snow and smog on legs that barely feel. Come to the edge of a crater the Elding Bird must’ve clambered free of, based on the bloody gouges in the steep, icy terrain.

It’s an agonized stumble into the bowl, some of the skin ripping from my arms as I’m forced to slide down the majority until the terrain flattens again. I surge to my feet, power forward through the powdery gloom. Release an anguished sob when a hill of jagged darkness begins to take shape, lumped on a mess of luminous moonshards.

Staggering around Rygun’s crumpled wing, I move toward his right claw—outstretched, his scales frosted over.

Like he’s made of ice.

I groan, coming to the side of his face that’s been pecked at, his eye gone. All that’s left is a pulped hollow leaking blood into the snow.

Falling to my knees, I press my hands against his jaw and look up at his remaining eye, straight into his dying soul. He releases a drawn-out exhale of relief that guts me.

I open myself to the Creators and pull a crackling breath, then belt a stream of desperate requests. But only silence comes. Like they’re too crushed with mourning for their battered world to listen.

Again, I hiss at Ignos. “Vaugh—aith ish-áth, Ignos. VISH AITH.”

In the quiet that follows, the cold knifes deeper. A thousand icy swords of it pointing toward my dragon, pushing past his scales.

Turning within, I dare to look at his remaining ember, barely glimmering with life. My own side is lit with only the single flame he gifted me; that tethered us together and kept me alive at a time my heart had given up.

Without second thought, I lift the flame that binds us, its molten roots pulling taut. “Ew tua zin-ath—ooshá.”

You can still survive.

I move to pass it back to him and sever us for good. To give him enough energy to move somewhere hot. Perhaps one of the fresher moonfall sites—

He feeds me a memory. Vision of me smothered in blood, clinging to the Elding Bird as we tumbled through the warring smog. As he urged me to let go and save myself, only for me to refuse, screaming, “Aburr—ath tuíl, Rygun.”

We’re in this together.

Then, he slams a scaled wall between us, blocking me out.

Feeling his jaw clamp down on me would hurt less.

“Ruif!”

The plea sputters with more blood.

I wobble.

With a thunderous groan, Rygun scoops me into his claw. It’s only once I’m off my feet that I realize I had nothing left to keep me upright.

That my body is failing, too.

I relax into him, letting my muscles loosen for the first time since Raeve slumbered close on our journey through the Undercity. Before everything changed.

“Lukith át—utun ath tah—tuíl, Rygun. Ruif.”

Let’s go to the sky together. Please.

Rather than lift his wings, he pulls me to his chest. So close, I’m pressed against his cold scales, the slow thud-ump of his heart hammering beside me.

He makes a droning sound that tells me everything. That he very much wants to bury us in the above—together—but lacks the energy to try.

My heart cracks as he uses what little he has left to shift in small but mighty motions, bundling into a loose knot reminiscent of a moon. He sweeps his wing around me, leaving a shredded window to the sky barely visible through the dense smog. But there. Something for me to focus on while humming the song Mah so loved to hear. The one I played for her while she was bringing Veya into this world, hoping it brings Rygun some sense of peace.

But I also hum it for a different reason.

So I can tune out the sounds of his staggered breaths, not wanting to live these closing moments wondering if this will be the final thump of his heart. If this will be his final inhale.

Not wanting to hear the sounds of him solidifying around me, down here in the snow, so very far from the sky.

Wanting to, at the very least, believe we’ll drift off at the same time, swaddling myself in ignorance until the moment we’re cleft apart.

I think of Raeve. Think of our daughter.

Pray to the Creators they’ve found each other at last—that they’re together. A thought that bolsters me as my lids grow almost too heavy to keep open.

Something shifts above. A piked shadow so big I’d almost mistake it for Rygun’s spirit soaring skyward . . . were it not for the silver scales glinting from the light of the scattered moonshards.

A mighty roar cleaves the silence before a gentle darkness takes me.
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Chapter 98 Raeve

I turn the dial on the lantern dangling from my hand, filling the cramped sleepsuite with warm light. Illuminating Ahvi, curled in the center of the large pallet that’s pressed into the corner of the room. Looking peaceful, safe . . . were it not for the bulky Fate Herder coiled around him like a fluffy silver nest.

I sigh, set the lantern on a small side table, and toss out a folded blanket. Leaning over the beast’s twitching tail, I drape Ahvi in the thick throw, tucking it up over his shoulders. As I do, the Fate Herder pulls a deep breath, released with a low rumble. Earning himself my seventeenth side-eye since I discovered he’s wedged his way into our unorthodox family.

Just when I thought I’d shaken the troublemaking asshole, Ahvi informs me he’s a sort of pet of his. Now I guess we’re stuck with him.

Ahvi yawns, his voice still thick with sleep as he says, “Hi, Raeve.”

“Hey, kid.” I sit, reaching over to tuck messy swathes of silver hair back from Ahvi’s face—still too pale for my liking. “You feeling okay?”

Beside him, the Fate Herder opens both eyes, looking at me from beneath heavy lids.

“Not you,” I clarify. “You’re on parchment-thin ice. Eat him and I’ll turn you into a floor rug. Or a taxidermy.”

Ahvi smiles. “I told you, he won’t hurt me.”

Lucky for him. I, on the other hand, might have to start sleeping with one eye open, if our past encounters are anything to go by.

Ahvi digs his fingers into the Fate Herder’s ribboned mane, and the beast closes his eyes, easing into a saw of purrs. “He’s a friend. I promise.”

I frown.

“How did you become friends?”

He glances at the silver tendrils tangled around my hands, bright in the dull light. Tendrils that overrode the nullifying runes in Arkyn’s battle pit, as I assume one did in Bothaim.

Tendrils that saved us.

“It’ll make sense soon enough,” he whispers, his smile going from warm and bright to . . . something else. Melancholy, perhaps.

Something I don’t want to consider too deeply. Not when everything feels just a little bit steady.

“Okay.” I smooth my hand over his cheek. “I’m right through the doorway. Get some more sleep.”

He nods, cranks another yawn, then closes his eyes and immediately begins breathing long and deep. Healthy inhales, thanks to the purifying runes etched all over the walls, shimmering in the low light.

I dim the lantern, casting them in near darkness, then move through the arched doorway separating the two sleepsuites, into the larger space.

Two lanterns offer enough light for Pidra to do her job—the white-robed Fleshthread fussing about Kaan’s still unconscious form on the closest side of the massive pallet. Over its far side, Kyzari’s beneath the pale furs, also unconscious. Kaan’s wounds, visible; Kyzari’s . . . not.

Pidra presses a fresh bandage to Kaan’s chest, covering one of two wounds having to be mended in increments. Courtesy of weapons that penetrated more than just muscle and skin.

I lean against the doorframe and watch every movement she makes with cutting precision, picking the skin down the sides of my nails.

She looks over her shoulder at me through pale-green eyes, skin pinched at the corners, dark dents beneath them. Tribute to how hard she’s been working since . . . everything.

“How’s Ahvi?”

“He has a little more color.” I take her pallor in, now almost gray to match the thick, wiry braid that falls all the way to her hips. “The purifying runes have helped a lot. Thank you. I’m not sure he would’ve had the energy to do them himself.”

A tight nod before she turns back to her task. “I’m almost done here. If you take a seat in the corner, I’ll work on your wounds—”

“Not urgent.” I cross my arms, hiding the shabby bandages I used to wrap the burns on my hands. “You need rest. I’m fine.”

A lie, of course. I’m not fine. But my biggest ailments . . . she can’t help with those. Of that, I’m certain.

Pidra sighs as she knots off the bind. “As you wish.” She tucks her tinctures into an ash-smeared satchel, begins gathering the bloody rags lumped beside the pallet.

“Leave them, Pidra. I’ll discard them.”

She frowns, though her eyes quickly soften. She offers a small smile and nods, perhaps aware of Sereme’s caustic vial.

Of how viciously it’s been used.

Arkyn may be dead, but I doubt all his followers were spurred by fear or coercion. Some believed in him. Believed he was going to better the world.

When options are slim, even the most rotten meat seems palatable.

And beneath this mountain lives an army of Fíur du Ath we haven’t begun to pick through. Not to mention we’ve yet to locate Sereme. I’m not letting a single drip of Kaan’s blood out of my sight, lest the bitch find a way to sink her serpent fangs in him.

“I’ll be back once I’ve had a meal and slumbered. Then I should be fit to rethread his muscle fibers back together.” She lumps her bag on her shoulder. “I’ll check in on Veya on the way to my suite.”

“That would be good, thank you.”

She offers me a knowing dip of her head as I move to open the door for her. The moment she’s out, I clonk it closed, then slide the dead bolt shut, releasing a slow, shuddering breath.

The slightest fissure.

I clear my throat, steady myself, and move around the pallet. Crouching beside Kyzari, I lean close and whisper against her ear. “I need you, too . . .”
 
She doesn’t respond, tucked somewhere deep. Perhaps hiding from things that shouldn’t have happened. From hurts that should never have happened.

The tips of my fingers tingle as I study the slants of her beautiful face, certain I would do anything to take her pain away.

Anything.

I sweep her hair back from her brow, feeling around the diadem latched to her forehead like a fucking parasite, wishing I could rip it off. It’s supposed to be some great honor to guard the Aether Stone, but I can’t shake the feeling that this is no honor at all.

That despite everything I saw atop that mountain, bearing the diadem’s weight is somehow hurting her.

I try to move the feeling aside, but it continues to gnaw.

Lips pinched, I reach into my pocket and pull out little Nee. Still just as lifeless as she was the moment I found her in the cell, but in one piece again—stitched together with a fine white thread I pulled from the cloak Kaan gifted me.

Unfolding her, I reveal the words inside . . .
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I pleat her back into shape, pausing after I press the final fold in place, breath held as I wait to see if she’ll take flight this time. But she just lays there, unmoving in my hand.

Gone.

I take small comfort in the fact that although Nee is lost, Kyzari and I found each other. I think that’s what Nee wanted from the moment she was first folded into existence.

The thing that made her special.

She was the quiet stitch urging us together, gently tugging. I just wish she was here to see all her hard, fluttering work pay off. To be with us as a family.

I tuck Nee into Kyzari’s loose grip, then ease a pelt up to her chin. Moving around to the end of the pallet, I climb on and nestle between her and Kaan, resting my head on his shoulder.

He shifts, and my heart hitches as his arm comes up, reaching over his abdomen to settle on my waist, compacting me with so much solid emotion it aches to breathe. He tips his head to the side, opens his eyes. The first time I’ve seen them since we said goodbye in the pit.

My chin begins to shake as our gazes meet with such tender force that capturing a falling moon would feel less significant.

A dense, choked sound catches behind his trembling lips when his gaze shifts past me to where Kyzari is. To where our daughter lies—breathing.

Alive.

He squeezes his eyes shut, face crumbling. Though he doesn’t make a sound, I hear it all.

His relief.

His pain. 

“Rygun—”

“Not now,” I murmur, bringing my hand up to cup his jaw, his beard thick beneath my fingers. A rough unkemptness I gently smooth.

His throat rolls before he nods, silence slipping by. When he finally opens his eyes again, he looks at me with a gaze full of ache. “Slátra wants you to know that her heart still beats with yours,” he says, the words thick like syrup. “And that she’s waiting.”

I try to respond. Swallow.

Try again.

“I know,” I finally rasp, moving my fingers farther up his face until the tips of them brush his bruised and split cheekbone. One of too many wounds. “You should go back to sleep. You need it.”

His face threatens to buckle again, every muscle in his body tensing hard like this rocky mountain we’re entombed beneath. “I’m afraid I’ll open my eyes and this will all be a dream,” he rasps, voice cracking. “That you’ll both be—”

“Sleep,” I implore, painting my finger down his nose, over his cheek again. Mapping all the slants of his face. “Please, Kaan.”

He searches my eyes, a line forming between his brows. “Those words hold too much power on your lips, Moonbeam.”

“Really?” I offer him a smile that’s much lighter than I feel. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Lie,” he murmurs with the slightest lift of his lips. The ghost of a smile, gone in a beat.

He reaches up, brushes his calloused thumb across one of my dimples as his body loosens, features softening.

He finally closes his eyes.

I lean forward and kiss both his lids, and a dense sound moves up his throat before slumber pulls him away, somewhere he can hide a little longer. That’s all I want for him right now. For his soul to have a chance to breathe before he faces the harsh realities of everything that has come to pass.

Again, I look at our daughter, her chest rising and falling in slow but steady beats. Again, I wonder how I missed it all.

Everything.

How it came to be that she resorted to writing those three lonely words on a parchment lark she sent to someone who had long since passed. What pain she must’ve been feeling at the time. What horrors she must’ve gone through.

The tips of my fingers tingle. That side of me that’s been feral for bloody vengeance since the dae I came to beneath this mountain is perched forward on its haunches, frothing for the answer.

For its anchor.

I reach over, use my thumb to smooth Kyzari’s brows before planting a kiss between them.

Her pale lashes flutter in response.

I take her hand in one of mine, Kaan’s in my other, drawing strength from their presence as I close my eyes and drop within myself, gently removing the tendrils tangled around my hands. With heavy gratitude, I set them on a rock, then disassemble the stony pyre I piled upon the splinter on the shore of my internal lake.

Exposing its stark glow.

Lifting it close to my chest, I move toward the stretch of ice capped across the lake, using my free hand to carve a hole that’s big enough to slip through. Not a single hesitation hinders me while I swim down into my depths, coming upon my Other’s luminous den . . . where a massive Moonplume is bundled on her nesting perch, radiating an argent luminosity I’ve only seen from one other.

The small wonky one I loved so much.

Her wing is fanned around her, leaving only her tail visible from this angle—draped on the perch’s border.

I don’t dart away or try to hide. I don’t rush back to the surface. Instead, I swim closer, lower on the perch’s edge . . . filled with a quiet melancholy that threatens to shatter me. Because there’s a silence down here that tells a deathly tale. No deep, rumbling breaths.

No heartbeat.

She’s here but . . . not. Because I lost her, too.

I lost Slátra, too.

With that heavy stone lodged in my chest—a weight I realize has been there since the moment I woke as Raeve—I reach forward and drag my fingers along the leathery part of her tail.

The feel of her is so familiar that it’s like coming . . . home.

I smile despite the prickly pain in my eyes, that smile growing when the touch sends a shiver through her body.

I move farther around the perch, dragging my fingers along her frosty skin, feeling the fine creases slip by. When skin melts into the silky tendrils of her tail tip, I hug the silver splinter closer to my heart, struggling to swallow. Even more so when her tail lifts slightly, the silken threads closing around my body like a loose embrace, the shift slow and tender, cracking me through the middle.

Her wing crimps closed, and my chest tightens as her pale lashes fan into view, then glitter-kissed orbs so fathomless I feel as though I’m falling. Unsure of why, exactly, I expected them to be milky.

Blind.

So achingly relieved they’re not.

Too many emotions battle for purchase as I take her in with greedy sweeps of my eyes. She’s two-thirds the size of Rygun, radiating an ancient ebb, as though her soul’s been tempered by time.

Or perhaps by too much loss.

I flatten my spare hand between her slit nostrils. The very spot I believe I may have rested my head on when we were together in the sky. Her lids flutter the moment I make contact, eyes softening with an emotion that looks like relief. A similar feeling echoes within me, like a mountain just lifted off my ribs.

Slátra tilts her head, offering the side of her face. Asking for a scratch, I think.

My smile is instant, fingers coming up to twist around her long tendrils, digging into where they spawn from her jowls and rubbing deep. Somehow knowing her pressure points, like my hand is two steps ahead of me.

Or perhaps it’s two steps behind.

Her eyes close in quiet content, and she releases a trilling sound that settles something within. Like soothing hackles that have been raised for phases.

I’m struck by how easily I could lose myself down here. How simply time could drain away. That with Slátra, in this strange place that’s so cut off from the world, I’m filled with a deep sense of belonging that desperately tries to weigh me down with confirmation. Tries to reaffirm something Kaan said to me after he showed me that big, beautiful silver moon he’s been working so hard to piece back together.

As though listening to my thoughts, Slátra opens her eyes, and I’m struck with the heavy intent in her gloomy gaze. My heart thunders as she shifts, uncoiling to reveal a marbled, two-toned stone at the center of her dipped nest:

Silver and black.

Both our memories melded together.

I study it from afar. “Is that—” I look at Slátra, silence nesting with us as I try to push the thickness farther down my throat. “Is that the reason we missed it all? The reason I lost—”

The word clogs, choking me. But I feel it in my chest. Feel it sitting there like an icy moon lodged between my ribs.

You.

Slátra moves her head close again, and I feel her thoughts radiating through me like a quiet whisper to my soul. That she was never lost to me. That she’s with me now.

Together.

My face threatens to crumble. “Always?”

Her response is a lonely echo that seems to go on and on.
 
I nod, even though I want to scream.

Thrash.

Cry.

To run away from this hurt and never look back.

But I swore I wouldn’t do that anymore. That I was done hiding. Running from the things that sting and from the ones I love.

Swore I would be strong in all the ways that matter most.

I move deeper into the concave dip, sit cross-legged beside the lonely stone, and set the splinter beside it . . .

A gift for a gift.

Slátra shifts, slithering around me to form the shape of the snug nest, easing so close I could tip forward and rest my head against her snout.

I hold her steady gaze, bolstered by it as I lift the stone and bring it to my chest—letting the past infuse me like a gulp of icy water. Taking me somewhere cold and dark, into a body weak and riddled with pain.

I realize, quite suddenly, that Slátra’s showing me the moment I met my daughter.

The moment I brought Kyzari into this world.
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Elluin Nevan Past

“That’s it, Your Majesty. One more push—”

Slátra’s deep bay cleaves the sky outside, urging me on. Through our shared bond, the same urgency echoes like a raging roar.

I bottle a scream, using it for leverage to bear down, feeling my body stretch as my youngling’s shoulders ease past. The rest comes smoothly, and with a gush of relief.

All my muscles melt so abruptly my head falls back against the headboard.

I gulp shuddered breaths as nervous tension fills the room . . .

I pushed for so long. Too long, by the looks my birthing maids pass to each other, quietly moving around the pallet like white-robed ghosts.

A deafening quiet prevails, ruffled only by brisk patting sounds.

Panicked murmurs come from the two maids looking down at my youngling on the pallet between my parted legs. A pallet that’s already claimed too many of my loved ones.

It will not claim another.

It will not claim my child.

I leverage up against the stone headboard, looking at the maid trying to rub life into my limp, lifeless young. “Give me the child.”

“Your Majesty, we’re doing everything we can.” She looks up, all the color gone from her face, and I see the truth in her solemn stare. She believes my baby is too far gone.

Slátra roars loud enough to rattle the windowpanes.

The maid dashes a nervous glance at the open balcony doors. “She’s—She’s been without for too—”

“GIVE HER TO ME.”

A bulge of blue flame pours past the doors, casting the room in an azure glow.

The maid flinches, then rushes into action. Snips our cord and swaddles my daughter.

I tear open my slumbershift to the tune of beating wings, buttons popping from nape to navel, revealing my naked breasts. Some of the maids drop their chins, as though to offer me privacy.

I know better. Know they’re hiding the tears in their eyes. Proof they’ve already lost hope.

They believe mine is useless. I don’t accept that.

Silver light floods the suite, Slátra skimming so close to the palace I’m battered by the cold waft of her beating wings as my daughter is set upon my chest. I don’t waste time looking at her features, taking her in or smelling her—quick to unwrap her from the bind and drape her limp body across my breasts, using the crook of my arm to cradle her head.

I rub her back in firm but gentle strokes, singing the song Mah sang to me in this very room. A tune that always made me feel happy and safe.

Loved.

Liu ath na, juu ta ne guile no . . .

Too la too. Too la too.

Liu ath na, juu ta ne guile no—

I’m told to push again.

I bear down, tears slipping free as my afterbirth slides out with a warm gush that doesn’t stop, like pulling the plug on a sink . . . or gently releasing a soul.

I try not to dwell on the thought. To mull over the fact that it feels as though my body is trying to chase my daughter to her end.

She’s staying, even if I’m going. I’ll breathe my final breath into her and make it so.

Eeah to ail. Eeah to ail.

Han dui garl, igath da se se marth . . .

Cloths are stuffed between my legs, each pulled away heavy with blood and slopped in a bucket, hauled free of the suite. Tinctures are forced down my throat and rubbed on my abdomen before a maid pushes on my belly, massaging my womb in a way that would make me cry out in pain were my daughter’s continued silence not flaying me to death. Slowly.

Precisely.

Still, I continue to rub her back. Pat her firmly.
 
Sing to her.

Still, I refuse to abandon hope, clinging to it with every bit of my fading strength.

Eeah to ail. Eeah to ail.

Han dui garl, igath dain to ne . . .

Everything judders.

There’s the shrill sound of scratching stone as Slátra digs her claws into the eaves, finding purchase on a part of the palace not built for perching dragons. A churn of luminous movement, and one of the maids fails to stifle her squeal when Slátra blindly threads her massive head through the balcony doorway—just barely able to fit.

The room fills with the brisk chill that radiates off her hide.

She pushes forward, exposing some of her neck, cramming the space with her immense presence. All but two of my maids cower against the far wall.

The next verse is hard to force past my thickening throat.

Lio lo na, lo na . . .

I look into Slátra’s milky eyes, thankful for her presence.

Thankful that I don’t have to do this on my own.

Duali do, shooth ait nui la . . .

She sniffs the air, blunt snuffing as I rub.

Pat.

Sing.

Despite her blindness, I feel through the heavy thump of our shared heart just how much she smells.

Senses.

Feels.

She makes a low keening sound that echoes my own agony. Ever so gently, she nuzzles the back of my daughter’s head, whining. A soft probe for her to breathe.

To live.

Lio lo na, lo na—

Slátra chuffs, then pulls back. I frown, looking down as my daughter’s blue face bunches up.

She releases a wobbly wail that pitches through the room, and I make a similar sound, almost crumbling beneath the crush of relief that drops on my chest.

I tremble, loosening from a knot I didn’t realize I was bound within, distantly aware of the maids gasping, praising the Creators. Some drop to their knees, crying out or kissing the ground.

My daughter breathes deep before screaming again—shrill and trebled. Like she sank to the edge of her end and rose up frightened, desperately trying to get away.

I tuck her closer. Comfort her as Slátra sniffs us both, unsurprised when I hear murmurs of how my bleeding has begun to slow. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than right here, with her.

Time blurs . . .

Slátra stays despite the calm that settles through the suite; a quiet sentinel while I sing, smoothing my thumb across my daughter’s brow. I repeat the motion until all the rumples ease from her face.

I kiss her head, search for Kaan in her delicate features. Find him in the tone of her skin and the strong cut of her cheeks. Certainly not in the tuft of white hair that’s so like Mah’s.

My throat clogs at the thought, knowing how proud she’d be if she were here.

Even though I’m not so proud of myself.

Mah bound for love against all odds, straining political ties. She found a way to compromise everything but the love she had for Pah, while staying fair and just to her folk. To her responsibilities as The Shade Queen.

I’ve taken the only path I was able to see, but nonetheless, a path that cost Kaan . . . this.

Being here as I birthed. Meeting his daughter for the first time. Hailing her into the world with his strength and warm presence.

Slátra keens as more tears slip down my cheeks, and I quietly vow to be stronger.

Better.

To smooth the injustices in this world. To make it a better place, one way or another. For our daughter.

For—

“Her name is Kyzari,” I announce to the room with all the strength I can muster, reciting Mah’s middle name past the lump in my throat.

A quiet ode to both her and Kaan.

My only hope is that one dae Kaan and Kyzari will see the connection now threaded through the generations. That beyond the heavy sentiment of endowing her with a piece of my beautiful, lovely Mah, there’s a broader reason I gave my daughter a name that starts with K.

“Kyzari Neván Vaegor,” I whisper, because fuck Tyroth for forcing me to take his name. For not giving me the choice.

Mine will live on. Through my daughter.

From my peripheral, I see every maid dip their head, one of them moving to the desk. She jots Kyzari’s name on the official announcement scroll that’s passed through the door—no doubt handed to one of the many guards filling the hall outside. Soon to be read to the crowds packing Arithia’s streets full, waiting to hear of the outcome of my labor.

A maid drapes a shawl around my shoulders, protecting my modesty while Kyzari nuzzles my breast, rooting for sustenance. Again, I mourn the absence of Mah’s counsel, awkwardly nudging my nipple into Kyzari’s mouth.

She suctions, tugging softly. Her little hand pads around, coming to rest on my finger.

A smile lifts my lips.

All the fight leaves both of our bodies as we find a gentle rhythm, nestled together like both dragons on Kaan’s málmr.

I choose to ignore the quiet sense that this moment is a gift. That it won’t last.

There’s no space for that in my heart right now.

When a maid comes to my side bearing a tray heavy with a trio of vials, I barely pull my attention away, so transfixed on Kyzari’s pale lashes fanned across her cheek. On the way her little body curls so perfectly against me, and the quiet suckling sounds she makes.

“This is to help you pass any remaining afterbirth without a further bleed,” the maid says, gesturing to a purple vial.

I take it, blindly tossing it back.

She gestures to the brown one beside it. “This is to encourage your milk supply, and this is for—”

There’s a screeching roar. A tear of orange flame rips through the sky, filling the room with an angry glow.

The maids’ gasps are drowned out by Slátra’s fierce snarl.

She pulls her head from the doorframe, so fast she smashes against the sides, the blow of pain radiating through our shared bond. Though that’s the last I feel before she slams a solid silver wall between us. Blocks me out, then shoves off the palace, like she’s trying to protect me from her rage of thoughts and emotions.

Not that it helps.

Panic pitches through my chest as a trio of Moltenmaws tears past the windows, chasing Slátra’s trail. Out of sight, though I hear them shrieking.

Roaring.

I rip off my iron ring and open to Clode, listening to her squeal away from the eruptions of dragonfire—

The sound evaporates like a snuffed flame.

My head begins to swim, as though I’m being dragged beneath a lake of oil. It takes me too long to realize I’ve been drugged. That there’s a terrible reason I can no longer hear the Creators.

A wild lash of horror flays me. “Somebody lock—”

The door shoves open so fast a maid screams.

My heart lurches into my throat as Tyroth charges into the room, a savage glint in his mismatched eyes.

I shield Kyzari with my arms, gathering the shawl around us both while a surge of nausea threatens to turn me inside out. A feeling that intensifies when a female Runi hobbles into the suite, the golden button pinned at her nape stamped with a bead of blood.

Bloodlace.

Tyroth stills at the end of the pallet, arms crossed, hair unbound. Though he wears a loose black shirt rolled to his elbows, something that suggests he’s relaxed and at ease, he looks nothing of the sort.

The hardness in his eyes is the same I’ve seen moments before he’s whipped folk with strings of flame. Sliced out their tongues. Ripped their heads clean off their shoulders with only his bare hands.

“Leave us.”

His voice is a booming assault that never fails to bruise.

The maids pour from the room in a hurried march while I drop my gaze to my daughter. Try to lift my hand so I can run my thumb across her brow . . . only to realize my limbs have grown heavy, ailed by the tincture. That he’s stealing our moment, piece by piece.

He’s taking it all.

Instead, I count Kyzari’s fingers, over and over, listening to her drink. Tighten my lips against the wobble threatening to overtake my chin.

The Bloodlace drops her satchel. Tinkering sounds fill the room as she etches a ring of runes on the ground beside me—fast but precise. All the while, my dragon battles in the distance, blue and orange flames colliding in the sky while Tyroth’s slitting gaze tries to hack me up.

I want to rage. To scream. But I do neither, knowing it’s hopeless. It’ll only take what’s left of this dwindling moment I have with Kyzari, ruffling it into something ugly and torn.

I don’t want to leave her with that echo.
 
I won’t.

“If you bleed my daughter, I will kill you.”

The calm of my voice does nothing to betray the protective violence shredding my insides.

I drag my eyes away to meet Tyroth’s merciless stare. “It may not be this dae, or this lifetime, but Creators hear me, I will have vengeance on your body and your filthy, rotten soul.”

He arches a brow. “A female?”

Something about the way he says it makes me flinch, like he sharpened the words into pins he just punched through her flesh.

His impassive gaze slides down to Kyzari, up again. Deadly calm, he says, “How disappointing. She’ll no doubt grow to be just like you. A wretched cunt.”

I snarl.

He smiles—a rarity I want to rip off his face, though it’s gone in a blink. “Now, Zatia.”

I shred Tyroth with a stare, still snarling as a pin is pressed into Kyzari’s heel. Though she squirms, she doesn’t pull from my breast, settling back into her suckling.

Tyroth stands stoic and unmoving, features poised, holding all the power in his clenched fists while the bead of blood is mixed with a loose tincture, dribbled within the ring of runes that begin to glow in my peripheral.

The liquid branches out like the roots of a tree.

I don’t have to look to see that the thickest two point to myself and somewhere else. North, to where Kaan no doubt resides. I don’t look, but I see the moment Tyroth slides his attention to the spreading tincture.

The moment his features harden, suspicions confirmed.

He lifts his chin, lids lowering until his stare is a slit glower. “You whore.”

I ignore him, choosing to spend my final heartbeats with the one who matters, dropping my gaze to Kyzari . . . wishing I could lean down and kiss her pale lashes. Instead, I sing to her—starting Mah’s song from the very beginning, moving softly through the tune.

I’m only two verses in when Tyroth mutters a spear-headed phrase.

Bulder doesn’t respond immediately, like he spent a moment fighting the order. Or at least that’s what I choose to believe, that he’s hoping I have the power to shift my body to the side.

I don’t.

I gag as a barb of stone punches into my back, busts through my ribs with a shatter of gouging pain. My chest fills with a flood of cold before it emerges through the front of me, spraying blood across Kyzari’s face.

She flinches. Opens her eyes, not quite enough for me to see their color before Tyroth rips her from my breast.

Blood boils up my throat with a serrated scream forged from a depth I didn’t know I possessed. Though to me, Kyzari’s shrill cry hits harder.

Sharper.

Tyroth bundles her within a cloth, then tucks her against his chest as life rushes from my veins, my body loosening much faster than my panicked mind still clinging to every detail it can frantically snatch.

The Bloodlace hobbles to my side and begins gathering her belongings. She glances up, looks at me through wide, sorrowful eyes—

Another sharp sentence spits from Tyroth’s lips.

A stone lance punches up through the underside of the Bloodlace’s jaw, out the top of her skull, blood weeping from her still-open eyes—now flat and lifeless.

Pushing past her, Tyroth reaches forward to jiggle the diadem bound against my brow, his upper lips pinching together, threatening to twitch into a snarl when the headpiece doesn’t budge.

He sighs, brings Kyzari close enough to tease me with her scent. To touch—to pull close to my chest where she belongs—if I could only lift my arms.

The runes on the diadem pulse with a warm throb before one of the many clawed tendrils loosen. Like a pin slowly sliding from my brain . . .

My skull . . .

I seethe through a torn and rattling breath as he pries his fingers around the diadem again, this time jerking almost hard enough to rip me from the spear.

The piece cracks free, like a barely calcified scab not yet ready to fall off, but a sure sign I’m no longer a viable host. That the metal parasite recognizes my baby as a better, juicer feast for it to suck from.

Because I’m dying.

Tyroth looks down at my daughter squirming, crying in his arms, and I’m forced to watch in fading horror while he presses the diadem against her tiny brow.

Sensing her presence, the metal filaments curl in, bending to fit her shape before they latch on. Like a claw.

Her responding squeal threatens to rip out my heart, the sound more painful than the mortal wound that’s draining life from me.

“Rest easy with the knowledge that she’ll never know what a filthy whore you are,” Tyroth mutters, passing me a final seething look before he shakes his head and turns for the door, breaking my view of Kyzari.

I scream, but no sound comes out.

I thrash, but not a single limb moves.

Then I realize I never told Kyzari I love her, and my soul shatters like a fallen moon, my heartstrings fraying.

Snapping.

Slátra’s roar rattles the palace. Morphs into a pained lament that echoes in my aching heart as it lurches through its final, drudging beat—

And I fall into a darkness that knows no end.
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Elluin’s consciousness is ripped from Slátra’s heart like an artery torn free, leaving a gaping hole that weeps and throbs. Immeasurable pain branches through her chest cavity, as though it came away with chunks of flesh.

Bits of bone.

Strings of veins.

An agony she’s only felt twice before, when she lost her mate, and when her little Allume took to the sky and laid herself to rest.

Slátra roars so loud her ancestors rattle in the big black, thrashing her wings against the howling wind—consumed by wild, gnashing rage.

She whips forward. Clamps down on the Moltenmaw’s neck—the final of the three beasts that kept her from her Precious Little One for too long. She tears out the buck’s throat, blood spraying as she releases his heavy body from her clawed grip. An act that would usually bring her great sadness—felling a dragon spurred to battle by the sadistic greed of fae folk—but Slátra’s heart is not whole anymore.

Its final reason for beating, gone.

Slátra doesn’t need her vision to sense the direction of the palace, each milky speckle in her eyes the flaring consciousness of distant kin helping her sketch the shape of the world. Even without them, the frantic Air Goddess is making enough sounds to render things in pristine detail, lashing against the heartbreaking contours of it all.

The fallen dragons.

The discord.

The death.

Slátra collides with the palace claws first, gouging into the eaves and walls built to withstand the might of a dragon. They crumble beneath her rabid grip as she clambers toward Elluin’s bloody scent, soured by the agony of her final moments.

Coming to the open entryway, Slátra tears big hunks from the structure. Ripping into it like a fresh kill. With a flick of her head, another dwelling-sized chunk plummets toward the city beneath, not that she cares where it lands. Caring only that she must safely reach her Precious Little One, Elluin’s dying thoughts a raging echo in Slátra’s heart. A tragedy she vows to remedy with every bit of her being.

She wedges her claw, shoulder, and head through the jagged hole, sniffing. Scenting everything that has come to pass since she was chased from Elluin’s nestside.

She reaches for her body—

The high-pitched wails of Elluin’s young punch a splinter in her soul.

Snarling, she whips her head toward the sound, sniffing the male clutching the little one in a defiant, greedy embrace.

Using her as a shield.

A youngling Slátra certainly won’t risk the well-being of, not even to strike . . . him.

She opens her maw. Lets Tyroth Vaegor see the roil of flame sitting on her tongue, lashing between her teeth. Feeds on the panicked whump of his heart that echoes like a roar to her sensitive hearing, wondering if he’ll do to her what he did to her Precious Little One.

If he’ll dare.

Perhaps he senses the brewing carnage he would release if he tried to prevent Slátra from reaching Elluin’s body, because his lips stay firmly shut.

Slátra turns her attention. Softly nudges Elluin’s side, sniffing the sharp piece of stone still protruding from her chest.

A low whine moves up her throat.

Gently, she slides Elluin off the shard. Broken and limp, too easily folding into the cup of Slátra’s large claw.

Her attention snaps back to the male clinging to the youngling that isn’t his while she pulls Elluin close to her chest, snarling again. Emitting a quiet promise that Tyroth’s time will come.

She’ll make it so.

She retreats more delicately than she came, tipping her head to the sky the moment she’s free of the den that smells too much like her Precious Little One’s end. Of her fiery spirit raging until her final breath.

The world needs her, but it’s not yet broken enough to realize it.

Slátra lifts her wings and drops her hold on the crumbling turret, launching into the sky—milky eyes cast toward her beautiful sleeping Allume, bound around Elluin’s perished kin.

And she flies. Up toward them in a way she’s imagined many times since she watched Allume curl into a ball and loosen herself from life. She just never imagined it would be like this. That she would ascend with such sadness in her heart, holding her Precious Little One . . . not so little anymore.

With a Precious Little One of her own.

She flies until the atmosphere grows cold and quiet—too far for Clode to dwell—and pulls her final breath before gravity loses its grip on her. She swoops close enough to paint her tail across Allume’s little wing, then tucks into herself.

Curling around Elluin like she’s cradling a most precious egg, she finds a quiet spot amongst her many beloved ancestors . . .

Except she doesn’t give herself to death.

Instead, she unbinds that silver ribbon tangled through the fibers of her soul, gently unwinds every loose thread, until it’s a restless spool surging with the very essence of existence. Then, she shifts it from behind her ribs.

Plants it deep in Elluin’s chest.

Though it disappears, swallowed by the terminal chasm within her Precious Little One, she finds quiet peace in the hope that it will take root. That it will grow and pulse with life so Elluin has the chance to come back to her own Precious Little One.

So she has the chance to tell her that she loves her.

With that hope blazing in her consciousness, Slátra releases her final icy exhale upon Elluin’s brow before her body turns to stone.
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Raeve

I open my eyes to find myself cupped within Slátra’s claw, shielded by her wing, her body bundled around me like a moon. A frosty embrace to battle the bloodlust slugging through me with thick, searing pulses.

Tyroth Vaegor murdered me. Ripped my newborn daughter from my breast. Planted the diadem on her brow—a burden that belonged to me.

There is not a force in this world that’s great enough for him to hide behind. I will have vengeance. For Kaan.

For Kyzari.

For Slátra.

And for my-fucking-self.
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Epilogue

Sereme moves through the frigid smog, a beacon of poise and stature in the dull carnage of her surroundings, purple-tufted coat clinched against her frame. She pecks glances between a small metal contraption sitting in her gloved palm and the moon-sprinkled sky barely visible through the haze, mapping her location with each curt step through the snow.

There’s a hard glint in her gray eyes that Clode certainly notices, whipping close to get a better look before flitting away.

Curious.

That curiosity swells as Sereme snaps the contraption shut and pockets it, dropping to her knees in the ash-dusted snow atop an unmarked grave—the exact spot where the miskunn suggested—using her hands to dig.

It doesn’t take long for the bloody snow to heap. For two bodies to reveal.

Sereme pauses to pull the scarf from her mouth, heaving air still tainted with too much dust and debris, though no longer enough to clog her lungs as she draws big, gulped breaths of victory.

She smiles so wide her canines glint, visible to the curious Creator flicking about in eddying swirls, darting close, too hooked by intrigue to shift her attention elsewhere.

Sereme continues to dig, putting her entire body into the motion, tendrils of her perfectly coiffed hair coming loose. She finally reveals enough of Arkyn that she’s able to grab his frozen arm and lurch, lurch, lurch him free of any remaining snow—muttering between pinched lips.

“You’re a—heavy—lying, useless sack of—colk shit,” she grinds out, dragging his solid corpse and head free of the snowy grave, well away from the redheaded female frozen stiff amongst the snow . . . sealing the poor creature’s fate.

Ensuring that she, too, will not rise from the ashes.

Sereme sighs, wiping the sweat from her brow as she drops to her knees beside the mutilated corpse. “I’ve never worked as hard as I have for you and just look how you repay me. By getting your frozen blood all through the creases of my favorite gloves. Do you know how hard it was to find this tone of purple stain? Especially now,” she grits out, trying to scratch it free of the deep seams, giving up with a roll of her eyes. “Of course not. You’re fucking hopeless.”

She continues chastising the corpse while she flips her satchel open, digs past the Book of Voyd bound in a layer of cloth, then pulls out her blood-binding vial, unscrewing the lid before setting both aside. Then she lifts a dagger and hacks off a piece of Arkyn’s frozen flesh without a single flinch of unease, dropping it down the nozzle.

“Better safe than sorry,” she snips while it spits and smokes, a plume of murky-pink fumes chugging free.

Re-stoppering the vial, she eases the chain over her neck and digs through her satchel, retrieves a bottle of hard spirits, then splashes the clear liquid all over the dead male she had such high hopes for.

He had her heart. Her dedication.

Everything.

But there’s no fury like a female scorned.

She shoulders her satchel and stands, pulling a silver weald from within her fur-lined pocket. “Unfortunately for you, you failed. Now you’ll kneel for me,” she seethes, then flicks the lid to reveal a bulb of flame that reflects in her hard stare.

Clode squeals, dashing away.

Not fast enough.

The weald is tossed, and Arkyn’s body erupts in a gorge of hissing, spitting fire.

Sereme watches him burn from a safe distance away, waiting for the corpse to break down into ash and embers. For the wonder that re-gifted Arkyn life so many phases ago to grip him by the throat and transform him into something that will never turn on her again.

Something that will treat her with otherworldly devotion—exactly as she deserves.

Ignos rages, Clode squeals, while at Sereme’s back, a male stumbles through the gloom, staggering toward the flame and the smell of burning flesh. A statuesque, albeit weather-beaten male with a scruffy jaw, white hair, crisp blue eyes, and a bloody pelt wrapped around his broad shoulders. Protection from the bitter cold, and from a world that looks nothing like it did when he last took stock of it from the back of his silver Moonplume, soaring between the mountains with his sister in his stride.

Sereme turns, smiling as she meets his gaze. “Ah, I was hoping I’d find you here.”

The male stills, pale brows pinching into a frown. Part confusion. Part wariness.

Not enough of the latter.

“Do I know you?” he asks, his voice a deep burr, tongue sweeping out to lick his dried, cracked lips as his gaze nips to the flames. To Arkyn’s burning body, sizzling and spitting, pumping flavored smoke into the sky.

Hunger, Sereme realizes. The desperate sort that doesn’t discriminate. Sure sign he’s been stumbling through the apocalyptic plains, scratching out an existence while trying to find his bearings.

“Not yet, no.”

The flames begin to writhe and surge, thrashing with a hatch of ruddy, gold-tipped plumage that makes the male’s eyes bulge, slowly becoming aware that he’s stumbled upon something . . . unexplainable.

Much like himself.

“A special miskunn suggested you might amble in this direction,” Sereme says, rooting through her satchel, pulling out a strip of dried meat wrapped in a waxed cloth. She holds it out. An offering of sustenance that won’t leave the revived prince hating himself later. “Haedeon Neván.”
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